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Introduction

The ASET Conference Papers and the Practice and Research Group

First of all, I need to thank all those who contributed papers at the ASET conference;
they provide an excellent snapshot of research carried out by ASET members, and I
hope readers will apply their critical faculties to the material, as we (the PRG) did,
when the papers were reviewed before acceptance. “The only information is always
the best there is.” In the UK, Work-Related Learning is inadequately researched, and
if you feel you could do as well as, or better than, one of the papers, we would be
happy to discuss research proposals well before the 2012 conference.

We hope you will be impressed by the quality of the work, but not so much that you
will feel research is not for you. It should be; if you cannot apply the results to your
own situation, then that is a failing of the research; much more research is irrelevant
than relevant to any particular placement tutor. Just talking to people who have done
research is useful; they have made a journey which you too can learn from, and they
are (in my experience) always ready to talk about it. And of course, they learn from
interested readers, even from a phone call.

Which is why the PRG is for those who read and talk about research as much as for
those who actually do it. The sole condition of membership is that you permit your e-
mail address and professional details (post, institution, etc) to be circulated to the
other members of the group. This means you can contact and be contacted, and that
you can contact those who have submitted details of their own research. If you are
interested, e-mail me your details, and (if you wish) I will add your name to the
Group, and provide the details of the other members.

Douglas McCulloch
Chairman, Practice and Research Group
(dw.mcculloch@ulster.ac.uk)
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Abstract

There has been a strong move recently to make degrees more applicable to employment; including
work placements as part of the programme is one way of achieving this.  Such placements are
advocated to increase employability, but also for improving academic performance.  This paper
examines the relationship between undertaking a work placement and the class of degree achieved. It
challenges earlier findings that undertaking a placement increases degree results. Studying seven
cohorts of students, a well tested approach was employed that allows for sample selection – i.e.
whether better students do placements rather than whether placements produce better students. The
paper concludes that the sample selection is much stronger, i.e. placement students do better because
they are better students. The results highlight that it is not merely doing a placement that matters, but a
successful placement adds significantly to subsequent performance. The paper concludes with advice to
students and policy makers.

Key words: Employment, Degree classification, Non-Traditional Students, Business Education,
Student Success

Introduction

Over recent years there has been a strong move to make UK degrees more applicable to the world of
work and to include work placements as an integral part of a degree programme is one way of
achieving this. Many universities, particularly in professional and professionally-related disciplines,
have incorporated such kinds of work experience for some years, although there is evidence of a
decline in placements (Little and Harvey 2007, Blake and Summers 2007). More recently the work
placement has again been under scrutiny in the UK as such activity becomes central to government
policies (Higher Ambitions 2009).

 Thanks are due to Mark Hart, Jim Love, Matt Olczak, Mark Palmer, Peter Green and Liz Moores for
comments on earlier drafts of this paper.
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Studies suggest that there is a causal link between improvement in employability and academic
achievement after completing an integrated work placement (Arnold and Garland 1990). There are two
main assumptions about the efficacy of such work experience.  The first is that placements make you
more employable. The second is that placements improve the final quality (class) of degree. Evidence
to support the former premise has been actively researched and the case has been strongly supported by
a number of studies (e.g. Hadfield 2007 and Phillips 2007). This paper seeks to find out whether the
second assumption can also be supported by carrying out a longitudinal statistical analysis of students
who did or who did not take a work placement as part of their degree. For the purposes of this paper,
placements have been defined as what has been traditionally classed as a “sandwich year” – a year-long
integrated period of work experience which is undertaken by students at many UK universities as part
of their degree (often between the second and final year). The research seeks to probe the assumptions
of previous studies by taking into account an increased number of variables.

The degree structure in most UK universities, with the exception of Scotland, is based on a credit
system where a level of study has a value of 120 credits and a typical honours degree will be made up
of 360 credits. The levels of study for HE are as follows: level 4, first level of study in HE, equates to a
Certificate in Higher Education; level 5 is the second level of study in HE and level 6 is the third level
of study, Bachelor degrees, level 7 is Masters degrees and level 8 is doctoral degrees (direct.gov.uk).

Literature Review

The work placement or internship is a characteristic of contemporary higher education which is
focussed towards improving the development of students’ employability and transferable skills.
Placements originated 50 years ago: ‘the National Council for Industry and Commerce characterised
the sandwich principle as being founded upon ‘an interaction of academic study and practical
applications such that each serves to illuminate and stimulate the other’ (Brennan and Little 1996, page
4). Harmer (2009) suggests that learning and teaching would be enhanced for all stakeholders if every
student experienced the real-life complexities of organisations as part of their degree. Many previous
studies look at how effective such placements are in developing career-related competencies (e.g.
Murakami et al. 2009). Auburn (2007) looks at the skills acquired on placement in relation to students’
final year studies once they return to complete their degree.  He identifies a range of knowledge areas,
skills or values acquired from the placement year which can be deployed in the final year.  He suggests
that there is little connection between the placement experience and the academic one.

Over the years there have been a number of attempts to gauge how effective a work placement is in
improving academic performance (e.g. Lavinal, Decure and Blois 2007; Bennett et al. 2008; Morse
2006; Duignan 2003 and 2003, HEFCE 2009).  Little and Harvey (2007) add to the research on the
effect of placements on academic performance, but from the student perspective. The majority of
undergraduates in their study indicate that they gained personal and intellectual development and report
increased levels of confidence and enhanced motivation towards study.  Similar themes are taken up by
Crebert et al. (2004) in a study which also looks at the student perspective. A HEFCE (2009) analysis
of student characteristics relating to whether they had or had not taken a placement shows that those
who undertook a placement had different characteristics from those who had not taken a placement, for
example those who did were more likely to be male and from higher socio-economic classes (1-3).

Blackwell et al. (2001) seek to assess the effect of placements both on academic performance and
employment rates.  Their conclusion is that placements are more likely to be successful where the
higher education institution consistently encourages students to reflect on their learning. This once
again explores the link between university studies and placements, as well as hinting at the extra gains
which effective learning brings. Ellis (2000), Huntingdon et al. (1999) and Webber (2005) also stress
the need for careful management of work placement programmes, including the preparation of
students, which may relate to what marks out the ‘better’ students as discussed in this study. Maybe it
is their ability to learn in a certain way. Schaafsma (1996) and Leslie (1999) take a critical view of the
claims made for the added value of placements.  The former examines the work placement as a site for
“contested learnings” and suggests that work-based trainers and educators need to make use of these
learnings to ensure they add value to students’ understanding of their work placements in context. The
latter also makes proposals to address his view that the benefits often attributed to work experiences are
not always realised. Bourner and Ellerker (1998) identify that the main solution to ensuring the
effectiveness of the work placement is to ensure as much integration as possible between the placement
and academic studies, rather than examining the students who undertake them.
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Scoping the research framework and questions

There are a number of studies which use statistical methodologies to look at the issue of student
academic performance after undertaking a placement. In order to shape research questions and inform
the methodology for this current research, we have reviewed this literature in detail.    The main
research questions which emerge for closer examination are set out below.

Research Question 1: Does undertaking an integrated work placement improve your degree
classification? Duignan (2002) concludes that: ‘No significant difference was found between those
who undertook a placement and those who did not.’ (p.214)  His survey is a statistical analysis of
examination results, relating to two cohorts of business undergraduates.  Some of them had done a
placement and others had not. Our study has chosen to concentrate on a similar student population. The
main issue with Duignan (2002) is that it does not control for the essential problem in these types of
studies, which is whether ability and placement decision are correlated, and if they are, how does one
control for this. In addition, Duignan (2002) further acknowledges that several factors that may be
considered to impact on student performance were either not captured within his dataset, or where they
were, the ones associated with poor performance were disproportionately experienced by, the
placement cohort (family illness, bereavement, income problems etc)’ (p.217). Consequently, in this
study a data set with a far greater number of variables were investigated. This highlights a problem
with this type of analysis when working with relatively small samples, and as such the data set and
methodology in Duignan’s two studies seem to lead him to somewhat contradictory conclusions.

Other literature suggests that a placement does improve degree classification. Gomez et al. (2004),
anecdotally ‘find that students on their optional bioscience sandwich degrees benefit academically from
placement experience but there is little supportive evidence of this in the literature.’ (p.373) They
investigate this using multiple regression analysis, and conclude ‘that students taking a sandwich
placement exhibit improved academic performance in the final year - on average, placement students
gain an advantage of 4%.’ (p.378)  The current study builds on this premise, and Gomez et al.’s belief
that ‘ …a certain degree of caution must be exercised in concluding a straightforward causal effect of
placement on academic performance.’ (p.381) Once again their lack of depth of statistical analysis
leads to a somewhat anecdotal approach.

Mandilaras (2004) surveyed economics students studying on a degree which had an optional placement
year.  Results were that participation in the placement scheme significantly increases the chances of
obtaining a higher class of degree.  ‘The obtained results indicate that opting to do the placement
increased the likelihood of an upper-second-class degree by 30%.  The probability of obtaining a lower
second is also lower for a student who has been on industrial placement.  The probability of a lower
second is 69% for a non-placement student compared to 39% for a placement student.’ (p.47) Once
again this study does not find or attempt to explore other variables which would account for this
increase in performance:

Research Question 2: Do the ‘better’ students go on placement?
Gomez et al. (2004) could not find evidence to answer this question, saying that  ‘With the relative
paucity of studies providing evidence for the academic benefits of placement and the consequent
reliance on anecdotal observation, it has been difficult to determine the validity of the following
supposition “that it is the more academically-gifted students that go on placements” (p.380).
If ‘better’ implies those achieving academically at a higher level, a number of studies suggest that they
have strongly supported this hypothesis. Duignan (2003) followed up his initial work with another
‘statistical analysis of academic performance in the base year (pre-placement) which suggests an
element of self-selection in that those who had elected to undertaken placement were strong
academically.’ (p.340) ‘The issue of a relationship between placement and academic performance was
also found to be more complex than that suggested by the underlying hypothesis: there was some
evidence indicating that the opportunity for placement may lead to self-selection: those who chose to
undertake placement tended to be more academically capable than their non-placement peers.’ (p.345)
The latter is a premise which it seems important to test in the current analysis. Duignan’s references to
cognitive models of learning and learning transfer (also found in Raelin (2000) who suggests
placements bring maturity in learning approaches) resonates with the findings of this study.  This is
particularly true in regards to the hypothesis that those students who learn more effectively (‘the best
students’) gain more in terms of academic performance after a placement.



ASET Annual Conference

Leeds Metropolitan University, Headingley Campus, 6th -8th September 2011

HEFCE’s (2009) large scale analysis of attainment in HE supports the link between placement and
better degree outcomes. Although agreeing that completion of a placement year improves the final
classification from 2:2 to 2:1, Green (2009) suggests that it is not the placement year which does this,
but rather previous academic performance. ‘The results of this study … indicate that total tariff points
at point of entry are positively and significantly related to the final degree mark achieved’ (p.29). His
statistical analysis is considerably deeper than other studies and this enables him to explore the issues
in more depth.

Rawlings, White, and Stephens (2005) look at ‘the impact of work-based experience during a
placement year on academic achievement of information systems students.’ (p.455) Theirs is a
longitudinal study using parallel lines ordinal logistic regression analysis. ‘In the above model there is
a statistically significant interaction between average marks in the second year and placement status on
the final degree classification … for all students achieving an average second year mark between 50%
and 78% there is an advantage to going on placement … For students achieving an average of mark of
60% in the second year … the probability of graduating with a first class honours or second class
(upper division) is substantially greater if they have completed a placement.’ (p.458-460) There was
unfortunately no control group in Rawlings et al.’s (2005) study ‘so there is the possibility that more
able students respond better to encouragements to do a placement and respond well again to the stimuli
of the working environment.’ (pp.461-2) Again the theme that those students who can engage best in
effective learning pre-placement is evident. This has implications for advice to those designing
learning experiences, as discussed in the conclusion to this paper.

Research Question 3: Do the ‘better’ students gain more from a placement in terms of degree
classification? Once again, if ‘better’ implies academically stronger, the literature is not conclusive.
Gomez et al. (2004) ask, but do not answer, the question whether ‘the better students gain more from
placement than less academically strong students.’ (p.380)

In Duignan’s 2003 study, while the post-placement cohort maintained a significantly better level of
academic performance relative to their non-placement peer cohort, this was combined with a failure to
enhance its performance relative to its Year 2 level of achievement (p.343).

Mendez (2008b) compares the final degree results for three cohorts of engineering students who have
or have not undertaken placements. The sample was chosen using their first year results.  The results
‘seem to corroborate earlier studies and point towards a strong correlation between participation in
placements and academic achievement.  This argument is strengthened by the fact that the biggest
gains in percentage increase occurred amongst those who were previously underperforming.’ (p.7) A
larger sample size and further analysis may help probe the readings behind the findings more
effectively, Mendez and Rona consider some of these issues in their 2010 paper.

Rawlings et al. (2005) indicate that for high achieving level two (current framework level 5) students,
with an average second year mark of at least 70%, the advantages of completing a placement year are
still beneficial but diminishing … and continue to decline the higher the achiever’ (p.460).

Given that all studies indicate that the answer to question 1 above is not as simple as previously
indicated, are there any other variables which may influence the relationship between undertaking a
placement and improvement in degree classification?  Results from Green’s 2009 study suggest that
‘prior tertiary level performance and the previous study of A-level business studies, contribute
positively and in a statistically significant way in explaining the final degree mark achieved.’ (p.2)
Reddy and Moores (2006), for example, seek to control for the selection problem of placement students
using an ANOVA comparing placement and non-placement students from a given cohort. It is likely,
however, that this will only partially correct for the sample selection problem. In two random samples
that are drawn from identical populations, where the only differentiating factor is whether they have
done a placement or not, then providing the sample sizes are large enough for the central limit theorem
to apply, ANOVA, or indeed a simple comparison of means will provide a test of whether the effect of
a placement is significant. If the two samples are drawn from different populations, however (i.e. one
would perform better, or would have different opportunities), which is our assertion, then ANOVA will
not allow for sample selection. We, therefore, propose an approach that will offer two extensions to the
existing literature. Firstly, it will test whether sample selection effects are important, in the sense of
whether there are observable patterns in who chooses a placement and who does not, and secondly how
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important these are in explaining performance. We could find no evidence of another study that
considered the range of variables which are required to address these issues, or employs a methodology
that appropriately allows for the inter-relationships between ability, placement and performance. This
is the focus of our current study.

Methodology

In all of the cases discussed above, the essential problem remains, firstly, that the two main questions
“Does undertaking an integrated work placement improve your degree classification?” and “Do
the ‘better’ students go on placement?” have a large degree of overlap. Put simply, there exists a
sample selection problem in addressing question one that is framed in question two. In terms of
standard regression analysis, one requires an approach that is able to distinguish between these two
effects. The approach proceeds as follows:

If  is any potential indicator of performance, a basic model that encapsulates these effects can be
defined as follows:

  zx (1)

Where: x is a vector of individual characteristics, and z is a binary variable taking value 1 if an
individual undertook a placement, and 0 otherwise. In this model, the size, sign and significance of the
coefficient on the ‘treatment’ term (i.e. ) will give an indication of the impact of placement on
performance. It is well known, however, that such treatment coefficients will give an unbiased
indication of the real effect of placement only if the probability of doing a placement is randomly
distributed across the population of students. Where there is any element of systematic targeting or
selection (certain types of students being more or less likely to take a placement), the coefficient on the
treatment term will reflect a combination of ‘placement’ and ‘selection’ effects. It is important in this
context to consider what one may mean by the term “better”. Clearly in the context of final
performance (or improvement) this refers to final degree performance, and it is this that one must
correct for with the selection model. However, we also need a variable that captures performance
before the placement, and for this we used both first year marks, and entry grades. In general, entry
grades gave more robust results, perhaps because they are more widely understood by potential
employers of placement students. However, as we discuss below in detail, this is not the main issue
with the sample selection model, the main issue is that the approach relies on the so called “exclusion
restriction” and this is discussed below.

Rather than direct estimation of equation (1) a preferable approach is therefore to allow explicitly for
this type of selection bias. Specifically, we assume that the likelihood or probability of undertaking a
placement (z*) is itself related to a set of individual characteristics, v. This suggests a model of the form
(Greene 1995, p.642):

  zx '
z*= ’v + w (2)

What is observed, however, is not the probability of an individual undertaking a placement (zi*) but a
categorical variable which indicates whether an individual did a placement or not. In this situation the
standard estimation method for this type of model is the two-stage procedure outlined in Heckman
(1979). The first stage involves the estimation of a Probit model to estimate the probability of an
individual undertaking a placement. The second involves the estimation of the student performance
model, incorporating the selection parameter (the Mills ratio) in the treatment model (see Greene 1995,
p.639 for details). In these terms, a positive (negative) and significant coefficient on the Mills ratio is
indicative of a positive (negative) sample selection problem, placements being skewed towards high
(low) performing individuals. An important issue in operationalising the Heckman type model is the
avoidance of too much overlap between the selection and performance models. Once that is
determined, it is possible to use the information derived here to control for this probability, when
determining the impact of a placement on final degree performance.
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In order to evaluate the impacts of a choice made by an individual, one needs to ensure that any
apparent positive relationship is not spurious. For example, it may be that better individuals make
better choices, or that better individuals are given better opportunities. In other words, the decision to
undertake a placement is not a random event, but based on both the range of options available to a
given student, and their ability to identify the benefits of those options.  , Examining the effect ex
poste, however, one observes two samples drawn from two unknown populations, and begin with a
sample of individuals that do, and do not make a given choice (in this case whether to a placement
year), and seek to determine whether there are definite patterns in the data associated with that choice.
If choice of a placement year is essentially a random event, and the sample individuals approaches the
population, a straightforward ordinary least squares (OLS) regression will suffice, and providing no
other econometric problems arise, will provide an unbiased estimate of the choice. In practice,
however, these conditions seldom arise. Also, while one can seek to obtain a stratified sample of non-
recipients that matches closely the recipient group, this can never be perfect as there are essentially an
infinite number of individual characteristics.

The identification problem and finding a suitable instrument
The essential problem in this approach is that the two equations are separately identified, that is that
there is at least one variable that impacts on stage one but not on stage two. In other words one has to
find a characteristic that is correlated with the likelihood of a student choosing to take a placement, but
uncorrelated with the ability of the student. For this we use the background of the student, measured by
the National Statistics Socio-economic Classification (NS-SEC) of the parents, and type of school
attended. The former includes variables capturing  higher managerial and professional, lower
managerial and professional, intermediate occupations, employers in small organisations and own
account workers, lower supervisory and technical, semi-routine or routine occupations. The latter
includes variables capturing previous attendance at a tertiary college. We suggest that students from
certain backgrounds may be more likely to appreciate the advantages of doing a placement, or have less
disincentive towards taking longer over their degrees. Archer & Hutchings (2000) in their studies into
student experiences of Higher Education, identify the concept of ‘risk’ as an influencing factor in the
decision to remain in the family home. For some non-traditional students participating at all in the HE
sector is as far a risk as they are prepared to take, and the risk of also leaving the family home is not
taken. It is suggested that for the groups not undertaking a placement as part of their studies, this
concept of risk is again influencing their decisions. In addition, the impact of debt on student
participation and retention is well documented (e.g. Callender and Jackson 2005 and Thomas 2002)
which again may impact on a student’s decision to undertake a placement. Students may be concerned
about debts experienced during their period of study, which a paid placement may allay slightly, but
also with the debts accrued or anticipated after study such as replaying a student loan. Hills and Thom
(2005) also identify international students’ financial concerns in committing to study in the UK.
However, while there is strong evidence that background is an important determinant in the likelihood
of a student getting to university, there is no reason that this will impact on degree performance,
especially when we already control for performance earlier in their university career.

Our approach then is to employ a general to specific modelling strategy. This involves choosing a set
of variables that can reasonably be expected to be significant. The model is then tested systematically
in terms of removing insignificant variables, and testing for subsequent loss of predictive power, until
one arrives at the final specifications.

The choice of data used in this research was based on undergraduate Combined Honours students
(those studying two subjects) within a UK university who studied Business Administration as one of
their two subject areas. This cohort has the opportunity to undertake a placement as part of their
studies, but this is voluntary. All students are signed up for the placement on entry to the degree. By the
end of their second year students have to make a decision as to whether to take a placement or not.   All
students can apply for any job available and may also look for their own placement. In order to
examine the variables selected in this research it was essential that a control group was available within
the same cohort.
Data was extracted from the student management system during 2008 and included all students
studying Combined Honours Business Administration who had completed their degree programme. As
placements are designed to relate, not just to the business part of the degree, but the overall degree, for
example a business and psychology student may have a placement in an HR function, then we consider
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the impact of the placement, not merely on the business performance, but on the overall degree
performance, The sample drew on students who graduated between 2002 and 2008, including those
that had undertaken a placement as an integral part of their studies and those that had not. The sample
consists of a diverse population in terms of ethnicity.  The gender split is 338 female to 254 male.
There were only 22 mature students in the data set; this is representative of the programmes available at
the institution involved in this research.

The entry score was not available for all students (n=327), however, where the data was present the
average entry score was 267 UCAS points (equivalent to a grade B and two grade Cs in three A-levels).
This score varied, however, between years, reflecting the national trend of entry scores. Over half of
the sample (54%) came from state schools (including Grammar Schools), 12% came from Independent
Schools, 11% from Further Education Colleges and 21% from British Council Education Centres
which provide access opportunities to HE for international students. Data is not held for 5% of the
sample.

The sample was also from a diverse socio-economic background. The graph below illustrates the NS-
SEC data for the cohort.

Graph 1

The sample includes students from the following English Government Office Regions: North East,
North West, Yorkshire and The Humber, East Midlands, West Midlands, East of England, London,
South East and the South West.

As indicated above, all students within the cohort studied Business Administration as half of their
combined honours programme. The table below (Table 1) lists the other subjects studied by the
students.

Table 1

The descriptive statistics of the key variables and correlation coefficients between them are included in
tables 2 and 3.

Tables 2 and 3

Table 4 provides a more detailed breakdown on performance comparison between placement and non-
placement students.

Table 4

The analysis shows that on average, placement students do approximately 3.5% better in the second
year than non-placement students, and they have a slightly greater improvement between the second
and final year. It should be stressed, however, that these differences in themselves are not statistically
significant. Placement students do on average just over 4% better in finals than non-placement
students. These raw findings appear broadly in line with the existing literature.

Results

How well can we predict the probability of a student undertaking a placement?

We start by estimating the probit model, to examine what determines the decision to undertake a
placement. Table 5 presents the determinants of the probability of a given student undertaking a
placement. The first column presents the “marginal effect”, that is the increased (decreased) probability
of a student of a given type undertaking a placement, compared with the reference group. For example,
mature students are 52.6% less likely to take a placement than students aged under 21. Equally,
students whose parents come from NS-SEC group 2 (lower managerial and professional occupations)
are 14% more likely to undertake placements. Interestingly, the results also highlight a lower
likelihood of students of Asian background undertaking placements, ranging from 45% less likely for
Bangladeshi, to 17% less likely for Indian students.
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While the level of significance is lower, the results also highlight some differences in the nature of
secondary education received. People from what may be termed less typical education, such as tertiary
or art/design colleges, appear more likely to take a placement. This may be due to the fact that they feel
the need to take up every possible advantage in the graduate job market. We also control for the course
that the student is doing. There is some evidence that those students whose first subject is business are
more likely to take a placement (17% more likely in the case of Business Admin and Psychology, and
24% more likely in the case of Business Admin and Public Policy and management). This is perhaps
not surprising given that placements are strongly associated with employability.

Table 5

We subsequently move on to the central question, which concerns the relationship between the
placement and the final mark in the degree. The dependent variable in this case is the (log of) the
average mark in the final year of the students’ degree. Table 6 shows the baseline results, and the
selectivity corrected results, and the comparison is informative. The baseline result suggests that doing
a placement improves the final mark by 6% (that is 6% at the mean, i.e. just under 4 percentage points).
Clearly students who do better at A-level also do so on average in finals. The result implies that
students with 10% better grades on entry obtain on average 3% higher marks in finals.

What is most striking, however, is when one compares the baseline with the sample selection-corrected
results. The effect of doing a placement becomes insignificant, while the sample selection term is
positive and significant. In other words, for at least the full sample of students, ‘better’ students do
placements, rather than placements lead to students doing better in finals.

Table 6

Sensitivity testing

In order to examine the effects of a placement in more detail, we pose the following questions:
1. In order to isolate the impact of a placement, should one model, not degree results, but the

improvement from years two to four be used?
2. Is the benefit the same for all students?  It may be, for example, that ‘weaker’ students at year

two gain more (or less) from a placement.
3. Is the impact on mature students less than average, so if they are excluded from the analysis

do the results change?
4. Is “placement” as a discrete term too blunt an instrument, if so, does the quality of the

placement matter?
The first one involves refining the model that is used in the degree performance equation, not seeking
to explain final year performance, but change in performance between years two and finals. The second
two involve focussing on specific groups within the sample, examining the effect of a placement for
those who obtained an upper second or a first in year two with the rest. The final question then requires
a more sophisticated analysis, focussing only on the placement group, and analysing the impact of the
placement mark on final year performance, after controlling for sample selection bias.

The results from this sensitivity analysis relating to the first three questions are presented in Table 7.
These compare the placement effect for different sub-groups, employing the Heckman selection-
correction technique discussed above.

Table 7

These results confirm the baseline approach, in that the models perform well, and the results are
broadly consistent. The effect of previous performance on growth is negative as one would expect –
students who do better in year two have less scope for improvement than those who do less well.
Overall, these results show no essential difference in the key question – which is whether the effects of
a placement impacts on performance. There is no discernable impact on improvement from year two to
year four, as the result of a placement. The sample selection effect, however, remains strong, such that
better students choose to do placements.
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Finally, one may wish to consider whether the quality of the placement has an effect. In order to
address this, we include an additional variable, which is the mark awarded to the student at the end of
their placement.1

In order to do this we employ a similar methodology to that discussed above, but with a subtle
difference. This asks the following questions:

1. What determines the probability of a student choosing a placement?
2. Given that a student has done a placement, is the success of the placement important in

determining subsequent performance?

Technically, this approach involves estimating a relatively standard selection model, where the probit
and the outcome equation are estimated simultaneously.  The second stage (the improvement between
the second and final year) is only performed, however, on those cases where the individual chose a
placement.2 This tests, and subsequently allows for, sample selection bias but then only estimates the
performance effect for placement candidates. The variable used to differentiate between placement
students is the mark that they achieved in the placement assignment. This, therefore, augments the
Heckman sample selection approach presented above, with an additional question. Does success in the
placement, rather than doing a placement per se, determine subsequent performance?

The results presented in Table 8 show the impact on including this when evaluating performance:

Table 8

It is important to note that the previous performance is already taken into account here, such that the
model treats success in the placement as independent of ability. In other words, we are asking, given
the decision to take a placement, and given the ability of the student, does a successful placement lead
to better degree performance?. The calculation at the mean suggests that a 1% difference in the
placement mark translates into a 0.09% difference in the marks from year two to final year. When one
considers that the mean placement mark is 62%, and the mean improvement mark is 2.86%, this is
significant. It suggests that getting 70% for a placement mark rather than 60%, adds 1%, not to the final
mark, but to the increase from year two to final year.

Conclusions

The analysis has developed a methodology that has offered answers to the initial questions.  While
confirming that undertaking a placement year does increase your degree performance, this study has
established that the better students undertake a placement.  It also shows that it is not these better
students who benefit most from the placement in terms of improving their degree classification.  The
study has also delved deeper into the variables, and illustrated that it is not a placement per se, but a
successful placement that leads to improved performance.

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first attempt to address the data selection issues identified to
determine the impacts of a placement on degree performance that incorporates academic and socio-
economic details of students across a range of degrees. Our data are also valuable because there is
significant variation in the entry grades of the students across these programmes, despite all courses
having a business element.

1 In this case the mark is derived from an extended essay asking the student to take an issue
in their placement company and to analyse it using theories and techniques learnt in the first
two years of their degree.
2 The sample selection estimator for cross sectional data was initially developed by Bloom &
Killingsworth (1985). This is similar to Heckman’s “other” famous model, the treatment model.
This model permits the inclusion of some variables that are only pertinent to placement
students, in this case the mark they obtained in the placement. Again, the key issue is to
control for sample selection bias. This is achieved by estimating the two equations
simultaneously, and ensuring that the global maximum in the joint likelihood function is
derived, see for example Griliches et al (1978) or Verbeek and Numon (1992).
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Secondly, it is the first attempt that we are aware of that allows for the rather obvious sample selection
problem in ascribing higher performance to the placement. This is possibly because of the problems
previous researchers have had in being able to identify pre-and post-placement performance, as well as
performance on the placement. This information appears to be missing from previous studies. We show
that, allowing for course, qualifications, and socio-economic background differences, much of the
difference between placement and non-placement students, is not due to the placement, but to the fact
that better students tend to do placements. This is an important message, not only for policy makers,
but also employers. These results are robust to the various sensitivity tests employed, including
focussing on improvement rather than grade, and on certain sub-samples of the group.

We also show, however, that within the sample of students who do a placement, the better they do in
the placement, the better they do in finals. Crucially this is after allowing for the sample selection
effect. This again is an important signal for employers and policy makers, that effective placement
schemes generate significant pedagogic value, for both the students and the wider community. More
immediately, if better placements lead to better marks, there is an onus on placement officers and
students to source companies with a well established placement system, well versed in recruiting
placement students.

There are limitations to this study which would usefully form the basis of further work.  Firstly, the
data used comes from only one university and it would be beneficial to replicate it across other
institutions, comparing new and established programmes.  It may be, for example, that universities
where placements are less integrated might produce different results, ones which would help those
developing placement frameworks.  Secondly, this survey is based on the assumption that a better
placement essay and, for example, an employer evaluation, means a better placement.  Given the
variability of placement opportunities, this may be the only construct to use, but further work would
help in clarifying whether this assumption is useful.

Throughout this paper, concepts such as the better student, the more effective learner and the benefits
of proven cognitive learning theories have been referred to.  Exploration of these in detail were outside
the remit of this research, but given that the findings so strongly indicate that pre-placement learning
and achievement is such a strong influence, it is clear that another more qualitative piece of work
would be fruitful around learner development and learning transfer.  For learner developers too,
reflection is needed on what helps students to become those better students who can benefit most from
placements. This may include issues such as student support, managing placements and
communication as discussed in a HEA report 2010), see also Lester and Costley (2010) and Gibson &
Busby (2009). Furthermore, it is very important that those groups, such as poorer students, under-
represented in placement uptake, are encouraged to undertake a placement, because the findings show
that they can benefit the most from such an experience.

Finally, with their ‘Higher Ambitions’ (2009) agenda in mind, it is clear that successive governments
are serious about making students more employable, it needs to be recognised that institutions with
well-established placement programmes may offer best value in achievement. Although there are now
placement opportunities other than the year-long placement discussed here, such as courses that
incorporate one or more periods of work
experience (HEFCE 2009), national data indicates a decline in the numbers of UK students taking up
placements (Little and Harvey, 2007) and it is clear that HEIs have a responsibility for ensuring this is
reversed.
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Graph 1: Socio Economic Class of Student Cohort

Table 1: Subjects Studied with Business Administration
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Table 2: Descriptive statistics for the key variables

Mean Std
Dev

Minimum Maximum

Placement 0.56438 0.49637 0 1
Over all mark 60.3053 5.49356 42.15 79.01
Final year mark 61.0654 5.89368 43.98 81.1
Second year mark 58.0249 6.76159 11.76 74.2
Improvement
second -final

0.05469 0.12946 -0.2229 1.49191

A level score 183.991 126.045 0 360
Mature 0.0279 0.16485 0 1
Female 0.57725 0.49453 0 1
Deaf 0.00429 0.06544 0 1
Dyslexic 0.02361 0.15198 0 1
Other Unseen
disability

0.01073 0.10314 0 1

Other disability 0.00215 0.04632 0 1
Senior professional
parent

0.14592 0.35341 0 1

Tertiary college 0.00644 0.08006 0 1
Other secondary
school

0.02361 0.15198 0 1

Asian other 0.03434 0.18228 0 1
Bangladeshi 0.03648 0.18768 0 1
Chinese 0.02575 0.15856 0 1
Indian 0.27682 0.44791 0 1
Pakistani 0.08798 0.28357 0 1
BSc Business
Admin &
Psychology

0.10086 0.30146 0 1

BSc Business
Admin & Pubic
Policy and Mgt

0.09871 0.2986 0 1

BSc Computer Sci
& Business Admin

0.06867 0.25316 0 1

BSc Politics &
Business Admin

0.05365 0.22556 0 1

BSc Mathematics &
Business Admin

0.06438 0.24569 0 1

BSc Psychology &
Business Admin

0.12017 0.32551 0 1

BSc Sociology &
Business Admin

0.12232 0.328 0 1
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Table 3: Correlations between the key variables

placement overall
mark

finals
year
average

second
year
average

improvement
2nd - final

a level
score

mature
dummy

female
dummy

deaf dyslexic unseen
disability

other
disability

Placement
Overall mark 0.314
Finals year
average

0.313 0.965

Second year
average

0.204 0.727 0.521

Improvement
2nd - final

0.027 0.017 0.269 -0.646

A level score 0.147 0.017 0.016 0.014 -0.001
Mature
dummy

-0.114 -0.135 -0.126 -0.109 0.000 -0.090

Female
dummy

-0.025 0.133 0.096 0.183 -0.109 -0.020 -0.092

Deaf -0.075 -0.005 0.011 -0.045 0.052 -0.013 -0.011 0.056
Dyslexic 0.051 0.015 0.007 0.032 -0.024 0.053 -0.026 -0.039 -0.010
Unseen
disability

-0.035 -0.034 -0.043 0.003 -0.034 -0.021 0.109 0.089 -0.007 -0.016

Other
disability

0.041 0.059 0.070 0.008 0.041 0.028 -0.008 0.040 -0.003 -0.007 -0.005

Senior
professional

0.093 -0.025 -0.031 -0.002 0.006 0.137 0.078 0.009 0.066 -0.024 0.075 -0.019
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Table 4: Students choosing a placement

Students choosing a placement (336 students)
Mean Std dev Minimum Maximum

placement % 60 8.125 40 85
final average 62.997 5.350 43.98 81.1
second year
average

59.792 5.911 42.36 74.2

improvement
2nd-final

3.205 9.221 -19.74 18.615

Students not choosing a placement (228 students)

final average 58.96 5.773 46.52 75.87
second year
average

56.37 8.670 47.12 91.28

improvement
2nd-final

2.589 2.32 -14.5349 12.47

Table 5: predicting the probability of doing a placement, the probit
estimation.

Parameter Marginal effect t-statistic P-value
C -0.2241 -2.10676** [.035]
ALEVEL 0.53624 2.19700** [.028]
MATURE -0.52612 -2.45227** [.014]
UNSEEN -0.32752 -1.34437 [.179]
Parents “senior
professional”

0.14153 2.05265** [.040]

tertiary college 0.27370 1.71846* [.086]
”other secondary
school”

-0.41775 -1.68129* [.093]

Art / Design college 0.24749 1.44547* [.148]
Asian Other -0.22532 -1.45839* [.145]
Bangladesh -0.45829 -3.00909** [.003]
Chinese -0.17734 -1.27058 [.204]
Indian -0.16823 -2.92608** [.003]
Pakistan -0.34532 -3.82430** [.000]
BSc Business Admin
& Computer Sci

0.12343 1.02613 [.305]

BSc Business Admin
& Psychology

0.16858 2.08056** [.037]

BSc Business Admin
& Pubic Policy and
Mgt

0.24131 2.54763** [.011]

BSc Computer Sci &
Business Admin

0.12410 .999937 [.317]

BSc Psychology &
Business Admin

-0.16342 -1.85608* [.063]

BSc Sociology &
Business Admin

0.083430 .933924 [.350]

Number of observations = 327 Scaled R-squared = .189171
Number of positive obs. = 196 LR (zero slopes) = 63.4985 [.000]
Mean of dep. var. = .599388

Sum of squared residuals = 64.4173 Log likelihood = -188.406
Fraction of Correct Predictions = 0.681957
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Table 6: Estimation of the placement effect on final year performance

Non-selectivity corrected results (OLS) Selectivity corrected results (heckman)
Variable Coefficient t-statistic P-value Coefficient t-statistic P-value
C 3.16991 9.65149** [.000] 2.97927 8.84064** [.000]
PLACEMENT .062525 4.91109** [.000] -.012850 -.360639 [.719]
ALEVEL .159149 2.69107** [.008] .202212 3.27420** [.001]
MATURE -.024837 -.589009 [.556] -.060177 -1.34598 [.179]
FEMALE .022045 1.74221* [.082] .022004 1.75041* [.081]
OTHER disability .108469 1.00046 [.318] .121907 1.13006 [.259]
Bangladeshi -.023657 -.694163 [.488] -.052797 -1.45753* [.146]
Chinese -.046523 -1.30922 [.191] -.060354 -1.68453* [.093]
Indian -.038827 -2.86917** [.004] -.048015 -3.41891** [.001]
BSc Politics & Business
Admin

.159617 3.48116** [.001] .155832 3.41859** [.001]
BSc Computer Sci &
Business Admin

.039247 1.33030 [.184] .045811 1.55539* [.121]
BSc Mathematics &
Business Admin

.039057 1.34687 [.179] .042089 1.45937* [.145]
Mills ratio .051564 2.26288** [.024]

Number of observations: 325
Mean of dep. var. = 4.10072
LM het. test = 1.62682 [.202]
Std. dev. of dep. var. = .116851

Sum of squared residuals = 3.64480
F (zero slopes) = 6.08300 [.000]
R-squared = .176127
Adjusted R-squared = .147173

Log likelihood = 268.555

Number of observations: 325
Mean of dep. var. = 4.10072
LM het. test = 3.11973 [.077]
Std. dev. of dep. var. = .116851

Sum of squared residuals = 3.58594
F (zero slopes) = 6.07621 [.000]
R-squared = .189430
Adjusted R-squared = .158255

Log likelihood = 271.201



ASET Annual Conference

Leeds Metropolitan University, Headingley Campus, 6th – 8th September 2011

Table 7 Analysis of improvement from year 2 to final year, in marks terms.
Full sample Upper second or above Lower second or below Excluding mature students

Variable Coefficient t-statistic Coefficient t-statistic Coefficient t-statistic Coefficient t-statistic
C 2.83847 18.9748** 2.83654 18.9781** 2.85480 19.2440** 115.385 15.2807**
Placement .823755E-02 .179108 .920822E-02 .197494 -.010228 -.213655 -0.00246 -.873786
SECOND -.731597 -19.6183** -.731315 -19.6143** -.735300 -19.8279** -0.0028.9 -15.9786**
ASCORE .582065E-03 2.84465** .585961E-03 2.81995** .603541E-03 2.97847** .075284 1.33510
MATURE -.079205 -1.79187* -.077328 -1.77676* 0. 0.
FEMALE .565019E-02 .514304 .560717E-02 .510409 .833085E-02 .752464 .492520 .442135
DEAF -.356536E-02 -.039179 -.316593E-02 -.034680 -.015279 -.168652 -18.7364 -.886073
DYSLEXIC -.017058 -.570449 -.017195 -.575091 -.014791 -.500146 -1.20148 -.623430
UNSEEN -.049022 -.954149 -.048586 -.945818 -.054530 -1.07265 -9.53879 -1.12137
MILLS .144342 2.64022** .143269 2.62945** .185546 2.67375** .166508 1.39650
Course
dummies

yes yes yes yes

Ethnicity
dummies

yes yes yes yes

School dummies yes yes yes yes
n 321 187 134 299

Mean of dep. var. = .055421
LM het. test = 50.2618 [.000]
Sum of squared residuals =
1.82297
Variance of residuals =
.701143E-02
Ramsey's RESET2 = 33.8810
[.000]
F (zero slopes) = 8.69030 [.000]
R-squared = .667272 Adjusted
R-squared = .590488
Log likelihood = 374.462

Mean of dep. var. = .053023
LM het. test = 49.8877 [.000]
Sum of squared residuals = 1.82333
Variance of residuals = .701279E-02
Ramsey's RESET2 = 33.8122 [.000]
F (zero slopes) = 8.68777 [.000]
R-squared = .667207 Schwarz B.I.C. = -

221.488
Adjusted R-squared = .590409 Log

likelihood = 374.431

Mean of dep. var. = .056315
LM het. test = 49.0302 [.000]
Sum of squared residuals =
1.73921
Ramsey's RESET2 = 33.0677
[.000]
Std. error of regression = .082748
F (zero slopes) = 8.82248 [.000]
R-squared = .675751 Adjusted R-

squared = .599157 Log likelihood
= 371.899

Mean of dep. var. = .58586
LM het. test = 1.10992 [.292]
Sum of squared residuals =
6607.14 Ramsey's RESET2 =
2.45301 [.118]
Std. error of regression = 4.65433
F (zero slopes) = 32.1915 [.000]
R-squared = .487156
Adjusted R-squared = .472023

Log likelihood = -926.291
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Table 8: the impact on the final performance of the placement for only placement
students

Variable Coefficient t-statistic
C 139.160 9.012**
Placement % .0041968 3.673*
Second year
performance

-33.3838 -7.961**

A level score -.00463 -.260
MATURE 3.78124 .610
DYSLEXIC -3.62516 -1.441*
selection
term

0.33687 5.683**

Course
dummies

yes

Ethnicity
dummies

yes

School
dummies

yes

Number of observations = 322
Number of positive obs. = 193
Log likelihood = -693.693
Fraction of positive obs. = 0.599379

Slide Presentation:



ASET Annual Conference

Leeds Metropolitan University, Headingley Campus, 6th – 8th September 2011

Placements and degree performance:
Do placements lead to better marks or……

do better students choose placements?

Presented on behalf of
Professor Helen Higson by
Maureen Tibby

Aston University

Excellent reputation for enhancing student and graduate
employability

► Industry focussed programmes & employable graduates

► Consistently excellent league table rankings for graduate
employability

► Winner of inaugural Rate my Placement award for University with
Most forward thinking attitude to work-based learning

Innovative and forward thinking
Integrated work placements

Over 60% of
Aston’s

undergraduate
students take

‘sandwich’
courses

* Target for
2012 is 80%
*Target for

2020 is 100%

International
work

placements in
30 + countries

International
student

exchange

Over 800
Aston

undergraduate
students take
a 12 month
placement

Aston
Business
School

placement
database
advertises

over  2,500-
3,000

opportunities
each year

*2011 new
structure
merges

placement
support at

Aston

1200
placement

vacancies a
year

generated by
Careers and
Employability

Service

Research informs practice at Aston University

Placements and degree performance: Do placements lead to better marks, or do
better students choose placements? 2011

• Driffield, N.L, Foster, C.S., and Higson, H.E.Aston University, Birmingham B4 7ET

No regrets? Measuring the career benefits of a psychology placement year 2011

• Elisabeth Moores and Peter Reddy Psychology, School of Life and Health Sciences, Aston University
• Using data from the DLHE survey, investigates whether placement experience confers any early career

benefits

Research Paper

Placements and degree performance:

Do placements lead to better marks or……

do better students choose placements?

Authors: Driffield, N.L, Foster, C.S., and Higson, H.E

Context of research

► Government push to make degree more applicable to world of work

► Including work placements as part of the course is one way of making
degrees more applicable to employment.

► Placements are advocated to enhance academic performance (Gomez et al
2004, Rawlings et al 2005, Green 2009)

► Placements are advocated to enhance employability (Moores & Reddy 2011)
1

► This paper examines the relationship between undertaking a work placement
and the class of degree achieved and challenges earlier findings that
undertaking a placement increases degree results.

1 Moores, E. & Reddy, P. (2011) No regrets? Measuring the career benefits of a psychology placement year, Assessment and
Evaluation in Higher Education (in press)
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Research questions

► Does undertaking an integrated work placement
improve your degree classification?

► Do the ‘better’ students go on placement?

► Do the ‘better’ students gain more from a placement in
terms of degree classification?

Data

► Surveyed 7 cohorts of students, all Aston students studying Combined Honours Business
Administration who graduated 2002 to 2008.

► Included those that had undertaken a placement as part of their studies and those that had not.
► Ethnically diverse population;338 female, 254 male, 22 mature students

Graph 1: Socio Economic Class of Student Cohort
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HEFCE (2009) analysis of student characteristics relating to whether they had
or had not taken a placement show that those who undertook a placement
had different characteristics from those who had not taken a placement, for
example those who did were more likely to be male and from higher socio-
economic classes (1-3).

Graph 1 includes variables capturing  higher managerial and professional,
lower managerial and professional, intermediate occupations, employers in
small organisations and own account workers, lower supervisory and
technical, semi-routine or routine occupations

Methodology

► To avoid bias
 employed sample selection model developed by Heckman (1979).
 aimed to find a characteristic correlated with likelihood of students

choosing to take placements, but uncorrelated with their ability
 used the background of the student, measured by the National

Statistics Socio-economic Classification (NS-SEC) of the parents

► Approach
 employed a general to specific modelling strategy; started with

variables that conceptually or theoretically may be significant.
 the model was then tested systematically and insignificant variables

were removed
 tested for subsequent loss of predictive power, until arrival at the

final specifications.

Conclusions of research

► The analysis successfully answered the original research
question;

 undertaking a placement year does increase your degree
performance

► however… the study also established that;

 it is the better students who undertake placements

 that the less academically strong students benefitted the
most from a placement

 that it is not a placement, per se, but the quality of the
placement that enhances academic performance.

Moving forward: expanding the research

• Successful Grant to HEA to expand study (£7,000)
• Replicate study (Sept-Dec 2011) with wider data sets

to test validity  and findings across the sector

• Produce findings to inform employability strategies
• Conduct qualitative research to explore issues for

students in accessing placements (Feb-May 2012)

• Provide advice and guidance to policy makers in HEIs
to inform decisions on designing and implementing
placement programmes

The research will have four strands

Qualitative ResearchQuantitive Research

Dissemination
(academic and
practitioner)

Evaluation
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Quantitative research

► Replicate study Sept-Dec 2011

► Wider data sets to test validity and findings across the
sector as a whole

► Wider range of disciplines at Aston across Schools of
study

► A similar set of students from the University of Ulster

Qualitative research

► Focus groups: four  in each institution, involving 5-8 students to create a collective
view and elicit opinions and attitudes

► Students: will include; those who did a placement and those  who did not, those
academically high performing (above 65%) and those performing less well (below 50%).

► Questions addressed will include;

Why do some students not
choose placement options? What can we do to address this?

What can we do to motivate and
support them?

How can we create effective
relationships (student, employer,
HEI) to ensure quality placement

experiences?

Dissemination

At Aston University:
► presentation in the Centre for Learning Innovation and Professional

Practice (CLIPP) seminar series

► publication in annual Aston Business School Good Practice Guide

► Incorporation into institution-wide placement initiatives via the
Aston Employability Group and in discussion with Student Guild
Officers (author is Chair of Aston University Employability group)

► Implementing the findings
►increasing the uptake of placements especially from groups

who can benefit from greater participation

Dissemination

At University of Ulster
► the findings will be disseminated across University of Ulster via the

same methods as internally at Aston University
► a presentation of the findings to relevant staff and engagement

with key groups to implement into practice.
► ensuring that the findings inform their practice.

Sector wide engagement through;
► annual ASET Conference paper
► HE Academy Annual Conference paper
► production of a policy maker’s guide
► production of a student advice guide;

benefits of a placement
how to prepare for and make the most of placement

Evaluation

► Aim to seek partnerships to widen out the research to
other areas and to link with related projects.

► To this end the project includes an external
evaluation at two stages.

After six months there will be a review of progress
by a ‘critical external friend’.

 In the last month of the project there will be an
independent evaluation of findings.

Timescale

Key Milestones
Quantitative Phase Date
Data gathering from inside Aston Sept-Oct 2011
Data gathering from Ulster Sept-Oct 2011
Data analysis Nov-Dec 2011
Production of quantitative findings Jan 2012
Initial dissemination activities Jan-Mar 2012
Initial evaluation by critical friend Feb-Mar 2012
Qualitative Phase
Focus groups at Aston and Ulster Feb-May 2012
Write up findings and disseminate May-July 2012
Key Conferences/Presentations
Aston internal presentation of all findings June 2012
Presentations at Ulster of all findings June 2012
Good Practice Guide article 1 Sept 2012
ASET paper June 2012 for

conference Sept
2012

HE Academy paper March 2012 for
conference June
2012

Referred journal article After Sept 2012

Production of Guides By 31 August
2012

Final independent evaluation July-Aug 2012
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Why this research is important

► This research is important at a time when it is reported that there
is a decrease in uptake of placements (Little and Harvey, 2007)

 regrettable when so much evidence highlights the
advantages of such experience.

► With the fees environment changing, the development and
enhancement of employability skills is even more important

 it is therefore crucial to engage students and promote the
advantages of undertaking a placement, particularly to
under-represented groups

Selection of references (all references available in final paper)

► Gomez, S., Lush, D. and Clements, M. (2004), ‘Work Placements Enhance the Academic
Performance of Bioscience Undergraduates’, Journal of Vocational Education and Training, Vol.
56 (3), pp.373-385.

► Green, J.P. (2009), ‘The Impact of a Work Placement (or Internship) Year on Student Final Year
Performance: An Empirical Study’,  Paper presented at Higher Education Academy BMAF Subject
Centre Conference, in Cardiff.

► Heckman, J (1979), ‘Sample selection bias as a specification error’, Econometrica, Vol.47, pp.153–
161.

► Little, B., and L. Harvey (2007), ‘UK Work Placements: A Choice Too Far?’, Tertiary Education and
Management, Vol. 13 (3), pp.227-245.

► Rawlings, P.,  P. White, and R. Stephens (2005), ‘Practice-based Learning in Information Systems:
The Advantages for Students’, Journal of Information Systems Education, Vol. 16 (4), pp.455-464.

► Reddy, P., and E. Moores (2006), ‘Measuring the benefits of a psychology placement year’,
Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, Vol. 31  (5), pp.551–567

Further information

Professor Helen Higson
Senior pro Vice Chancellor

Aston University

h.e.higson@aston.ac.uk
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Supporting graduate employability: a role for short-term internships ?

Huw Thomas

School of City and Regional Planning
Cardiff University

Thomash1@cardiff.ac.uk

Introduction
Terminology may vary, but a concern for ensuring the employability of graduates has been a staple in
discussions of higher education in Britain for over thirty years (Taylor, 1986). Inevitably, these concerns
intensify during periods of economic difficulty, and are shared – from their different perspectives – by
individual students and graduates, universities, professional institutes, and employers. In principle, there is
an obvious opportunity for partnership between these parties, each interested in improving graduate
employability. Yet, partnership working can be resource-intensive, especially at the outset of a project. This
barrier may be the more significant if the project envisaged is modest, and thus not necessarily promising
major returns. Yet modest projects can often have long term sustainability, once established. It is such a
project which this paper reports upon and evaluates.

The paper will report on the outcomes of a pilot project to increase employability among graduates who
had not achieved employment in their chosen profession (spatial planning) up to a year after graduation, by
arranging short (three - four week)  internships. Managed by Cardiff University and the Royal Town
Planning Institute (Wales Branch), and funded by the Higher Education Academy, the project has been
running from April 2011 to July 2011. It thus represents a partnership between a university, two
professional institutes, and employers. The short internships being offered raise a series of questions which
the paper will address. First, how successful was the project as an example of partnership working?
Secondly,   did such short internships provide any employability benefits?  Finally, given the scale of
benefits, is the scheme worth continuing, and, if so, with what changes ? Overall, the paper’s account, and
conclusions, will allow general lessons to be drawn in respect of other improving graduate employability
using these kinds of schemes.

The scheme
The scheme involved finding short internships for graduates of professionally recognized planning
programmes, resident in Wales, who, six months or more after graduation, remained without work in their
career of choice. A core practical task, therefore was matching the contents of two lists: on the one hand,
eligible applicants who had expressed an interest in an internship; and on the other, employers who had
expressed a willingness to provide an internship. A preliminary task was compiling the lists. Graduates
were contacted via their university departments. In the case of Cardiff, this involved e-mails to all
graduates from the previous year, with the exception of those known to have positions in planning. In
addition, professional networks were used (eg the RTPI’s Young Planners Network). Three Cardiff
graduates expressed an interest, and one graduate of another university (Newcastle-upon-Tyne).

Central to recruiting employers were professional networks involving members of  the management board
of the Wales branch of the RTPI. The proposal for the scheme had been discussed at the Management
Board, and some members expressed interest in being involved at that stage. A flyer setting out the
scheme’s aims, and what was involved, were then sent to employers of planners in Wales (Figure 1).
Initially, three consultancies (all local offices of national firms) and four local authorities expressed an
interest. There were therefore more employers than applicants, which was the opposite of what had been
informally anticipated by those devising the scheme.
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Each graduate applicant was asked to complete an application form indicating the type of planning
experience he/she desired, provide a c.v., and also supply two references. The latter requirement was a
suggestion of the RTPI, who wished to keep to a minimum the administrative burden on employers. In the
event, no references were supplied by applicants – the request was interpreted as a request for referees, of
which all supplied details. The Cardiff University team chased these, and ensured that there was at least one
e-mail reference for each applicant. In future, we will simply ask for referees’ names. In interview, only
one of the employers who had  an internee said that it needed a reference; the others were satisfied that the
graduates were from a university department with which they were familiar and had been accepted by a
scheme organised by that university. In addition, applicants were asked to state what they wanted out of the
scheme; in essence. what kind of experience they were looking for. A summary of this was sent to potential
employers as part of a covering e-mail.

As mentioned above, it had been expected that there might be more applicants than places, and the
intention was then to send each employer details of a small number of applicants (say, two or three),
selected by the scheme’s administrators on the basis of an apparent ‘fit’ between applicants’ areas of
planning interest and employers’ area of work and also practical matters such as where the applicant lived.
Employers would then choose one or more placement applicants from those short-listed. As it turned out,
some employers were sent details of at most one applicant, and some were told that there were no suitable
applicants at present. All four applicants were initially matched with an employer. They were not informed
at this stage that they had been so matched. In three cases the employer accepted the applicant, contacted
the applicant to sort out practical arrangements, and the internship commenced within no more than two
weeks of the initial application. In the fourth case, the employer decided that they did not  ‘feel he is right
for us’. The applicant’s details were then sent to a new employer, and the applicant was told that the
process of matching was still underway. Unfortunately, that employer has also declined to provide an
internship.

Both the applicants and the employer (in the form of the person responsible for the internship) were
interviewed by the researcher prior to the internship’s starting, and shortly after it ended. In addition, the
researcher contacted the employers and applicants mid-internship to check informally on how things were
going (see interview schedules, figures 2 - 5).

There were two main purposes to the pre placement interviews with the interns. Firstly, to find out about
his/her job hunting strategy to date to identify any specific factors handicapping the intern’s job hunting
ability, in addition to the lack of planning jobs generally. Secondly, to discuss the type of experience the
intern wished to acquire from the placement. The main purpose of the pre placement interviews with
employers was to feedback the work experience requirements of the interns to encourage employers to
offer work that could meet the interns’ requirements as much a possible.

At the time of writing, three internships have been undertaken. One lasted two weeks (of an anticipated
three) , but then finished because the applicant had to withdraw in order to safeguard a (non-planning) job
that she was doing as a temporary measure, and from which she had negotiated some leave. One is
continuing in an open-ended fashion, and one has formally been completed, but the internee has
successfully applied for a three month temporary paid post with the same employer (the post was subject to
the standard procedures of being advertised, short-listing, interviews, etc.).

Evaluating the scheme: partnership working
HEA’s funding of a researcher/administrator for 11 days was essential to get the scheme off the ground
because it substantially reduced the risk of setting up a scheme which then proved to be too much work for
the RTPI and Cardiff University to sustain, with attendant disappointments for graduates and employers.
The scheme was a pilot, and was presented as such; but with dedicated assistance it was difficult to see how
a pilot could not be seen through to a conclusion however many difficulties might emerge.

In practice, in addition to the researcher there were three people in all involved from the RTPI and the
university . These knew each other quite well, and all worked in or close to central Cardiff. Lines of
communication were good, therefore, and face to face meetings possible at quite short notice (though only
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one face to face meeting was actually called, to begin the process of collaboration, once funding had been
granted by HEA).
There was a willingness on both sides to amend the scheme as they originally conceived it so that it met
objectives of partners. Notably,
(1) the university agreed to restrict the scheme to graduates resident in Wales, and not necessarily Cardiff
University graduates, to respect the boundaries and responsibilities of the Wales branch of the professional
institute; and
(2) the RTPI accepted the need for a systematic approach to evaluation, involving interviews of both
employers and graduates.
These accommodations were easier because it was clear that both partners were bringing resources to the
partnership: the RTPI facilitating the involvement of employers, and the university facilitating the scheme’s
administration.

Evaluating the scheme : employability benefits
Employability is defined by Pool and Sewell (2007, 280) as :

having a set of skills, knowledge and understanding and personal attributes that make a person
more likely to choose and secure occupations in which they can be satisfied and successful

On this definition employability involves a capacity which is likely to help secure satisfying employment;
that is a significant point in relation to the kind of scheme discussed in this paper. As a professional school,
the School of City and Regional Planning was not prepared to accept without question that graduates who
were in employment, but not as professional planners, were satisfied with their jobs. The scheme at least
allowed them to consider trying to break in to planning, even if they had secured a job in another field. This
did add to the complexity of the scheme, as some of the applicants might need to keep their current job
whilst doing the planning internship. Therefore employers were asked to consider part-time internships to
facilitate this, None demurred, and in practice two internships were agreed as part-time for this reason
(each was three days per week) . It is difficult to think that for the employer this did not add to the
complexity of creating a work-programme for the internee, though none mentioned this in interview.

Employability can be understood as a complex outcome of individual attributes, personal circumstances
and labour market conditions (McQuaid et al, 2006). Some of these factors – most obviously, the labour
market – are not under the control of an individual graduate job-seeker. This makes it all the more
important that the individual gain the greatest possible advantage from those factors which can be
developed through individual action. Pool and Sewell’s (2007) review of models of employability
highlights the general agreement in the field that as well as substantive/disciplinary-specific knowledge and
skills employability requires ‘soft skills’ (such as ability to work with others, ability to navigate through
office routines and so on), job-hunting/awareness skills, and also a degree of self-confidence and belief.
Their own model places great emphasis on the importance of effective reflection and evaluation as a way of
building upon and extracting most out of knowledge, skills and personal attributes. Originally, this project
intended to bolster some key individual attributes, namely some of the soft skills, as work placements have
been shown to be effective vehicles for developing soft skills (EKOS Consulting, 2007; reported in Belt et
al, 2010). In practice, however, this aim was supplemented by a focus on instrumental skills in relation to
job-seeking, and – perhaps more significantly – attempts to prompt reflection. Arguably, the latter two have
emerged as among the more significant benefits, and potential benefits, of the scheme.

In post-internship interviews, internees and employers in all three cases could point to ‘hard’
disciplinary/professional skills and knowledge which had been gained. This was because in each case at
least a half of the internee’s time appears to have been spent on one kind of work. In two of the three cases
the internee thought that the internship lacked variety as a consequence, though in at least one of those
cases there did seem to be a plausible case that could be made that there was a degree of variety, given the
time-constraints. In any event, it was a little surprising that such a short internship could produce a tangible
outcome in terms of hard skills and knowledge; for each internee this aspect of the experience seems to
have left them with the belief that their disciplinary skill base and cv is stronger.
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Nevertheless, it was soft and transferable skills which two employers in post-internship interviews
identified most readily as the major benefits of the internship: notably, experience of working in a team and
understanding the nature of planning organisations. The employer who did not emphasise these kinds of
skills had an internee who already had a year’s experience of working in a professional office (albeit not a
spatial planning office) and in a pre-internship interview had identified skills such as admin skills and
communication skills as among his existing strengths. This internee also stood out as having least to say in
relation to the soft skills he might have gained during his internship. The situation is complicated because
his internship was by far the least varied, challenging and interesting of the three, at least in its first four
weeks, for reasons to be discussed below.

An unexpected but very significant outcome of the way the scheme was organised was that internees were
actively encouraged by the researcher to reflect upon the potential benefits they could gain in undertaking
the internship. Initially, internees tended to see the potential benefit largely in terms of a generic gaining of
‘experience’. In the initial interview the researcher prompted the internees to think more
carefully/reflectively about precisely what kinds of skills and knowledge they might be able to get from the
internship. She followed up the interview by sending them material on soft and transferable skills, lest the
jargon confuse them, and suggested to them a way of building reflection into their daily routine : on the
way home from work every day they could ask themselves what hard, transferable and soft skills they had
learned or used that day. In addition, in the first interview internees were asked whether they had a strategy
for getting a job in planning . Thus from the outset they were being encouraged to think of employability as
something which they could in part influence and which required conscious/reflective activity on their part;
and the internship was a resource they could choose to exploit in ways which fitted their personal strategy
for increasing employability, rather than simply hoping that it might help them in some general, but
unspecified, way.

This aspect of the project was entirely the initiative of the researcher. She followed it up in the third
interview by asking again about job hunting strategies and again encouraging the idea that employability (at
least for professional occupations like planning) depended in part on the ability of a job-seeker to reflect
carefully on what was needed by employers, and in relation to this, what they already had to offer and what
they therefore needed to acquire, and how to present this as positively as possible. In at least one case, this
had a major effect on the attitude and behaviour of the internee. We might reasonably suppose, however,
that in all cases there was a beneficial effect from having regular prompts about the need for individual
internees to reflect on what he or she might need from the internship. In all three cases, internees had clear,
concise and coherent answers to a post-internship interview question asking what their job-seeking strategy
now was.

The researcher also suggested to the interns that they use their employer to help with strengthening their
written CVs and application writing skills by running these past their employer during their internship. As a
result of this one employer, identifying severe deficiencies in the job application writing ability of the
intern, gave substantial help and guidance to the intern on how to do this. This employer discussed this with
the researcher when the researcher contacted the employer mid internship. Consequently, during the post
placement interviews the researcher raised this point with the other interns to discover that another intern
could benefit from guidance on job application writing, too. She followed this up by preparing and sending
him appropriate guidance material. Whilst job hunting skills courses are of course provided by universities
unfortunately not all students choose to attend or fully understand what’s taught at the time.

Securing employment is a straightforward, if crude, test of employability. In that respect the scheme
worked well. One internee was encouraged by his supervisor to apply for a temporary (three-month) paid
post in an organisation related to, and working with, the one in which he was an intern. He applied, was
interviewed, and secured the post. Another internee accepted an offer to stay on as an internee. In both
these cases it appears that the internee had demonstrated  ‘acceptability’, as well as formal competence
(Jenkins, 1989) – in these cases and in that of the third intern, employers remarked that one of the key
attributes of internees was the way that they had ‘fitted in’.
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Is it worth continuing/replicating this scheme; and, if so, in what form?
Employer perspectives
In pre-internship interviews, employers were asked what benefits they anticipated their organisations would
have from the internship. All three identified the ‘extra pair of hands’ as one of the two or three benefits
they anticipated. In post-intern interviews, all three mentioned the help with the work-load that the interns
had provided. In that respect the internship worked for employers. Indeed, one organisation is continuing to
use the intern on an indefinite basis. On the one hand this demonstrates the intern’s practical usefulness, but
on the other it raises concerns about potential exploitation of interns (Perlin, 2011).

Another reason two employers took on interns was that they perceived this as one strand in their
relationship with Cardiff University. The regular contact with the project researcher will have certainly
fulfilled this aspiration. In passing, it is worth noting that the one graduate not to be offered an internship
was not a graduate of Cardiff, and we might speculate as to whether the link with the university might not
have a negative as well as positive dimension.

Employer commitment to the scheme is strong, therefore. Only one had a suggestion for ways in which it
might be modified in future: that the timetable should allow for a work-programme for the intern to be
properly worked out and discussed with all interested parties. On this occasion, in order to accord with
HEA’s timetable the scheme allowed for very little time within which graduates and potential employers
could discuss the internship and employing organisations could arrange draw up a programme agreed
internally. As a result, two of the employers had partial work-programmes arranged, and the third had no
formal programme. This is not satisfactory for either internees or employers.

Internee perspectives
In post-internship interviews, all three internees believed the internship was worthwhile, though only one
said that he felt his needs were considered; the other two – to varying degrees – had concerns about the lack
of variety in their internships. The satisfied student was with an employer with the most well-developed
(though still incomplete) work-programme. On the other hand, all three remarked on the supportive
atmosphere in their organisations as a major positive element of the experience. Related to this, all three
also remarked on how enjoyable it was to feel part of a team. All three felt better equipped to be /more
employable as a planner after their internship. In two cases, their enthusiasm for a career in a specific are of
planning had either been confirmed or, indeed, enhanced; in the third case, the interest in planning had not
waned, but advice from the employer about the desirability of a further qualification had prompted her to
consider other possible avenues for graduate-employment.

The only suggestion for change that the internees had came from two of them : that a work-programme
should be agreed between intern and employer prior to the commencement of the internship. This would
take into account what the internee wanted from the internship.

The scheme manager/researcher perspective
Organisationally, the scheme worked quite well. Yet there were frustrations. Two  were having to chase
references, which in the event were not needed by the majority of employers, and , secondly, having
insufficient time before internships commenced to liaise with employers to ensure that work-programmes
were agreed. Related to the latter point, there was, perhaps, too much sensitivity to the ‘largesse’ of
employers in making internships available, and an underplaying of the degree to which they, too, were
beneficiaries. The employers were encouraged to take into account the needs of the interns, but perhaps
this could have been pressed harder or more formally from the outset. There was a certain amount of
briefing of employers in general terms, but in future it can be made more specific and require, for example,
that employers make a point of giving formal feedback to internees (even if only verbally) at the
completion of the internship. Instead, feedback was obtained from the employers by the researcher during
their final interview and relayed to the interns during their final interview.

Conclusions
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Conclusions are necessarily provisional, at times tentative, given the nature of the data available, and the
small numbers involved in the pilot.

1. Overall, the scheme was well-received by employers and internees; they believe it should
continue, albeit with minor modifications.

2. The scheme appears to have increased employability of graduates.
3. Central to increasing employability appear to be improvements in skills and knowledge across the

board: hard, soft and transferable; and increasing reflection by individual internees on how to
improve their employability as well as improving their basic job hunting skills.

4. This requires regular and quite intensive interaction between the internee and an external
party/critical friend (in this case, the researcher).

5. Hard skills were acquired because each internship contained one major piece of work.
6. But work-programmes also need a balance of activities.
7. Work-programmes need to be agreed by internee and employer prior to the internship’s being

finalised. An external ‘honest-broker’ is probably needed in this process to ensure the internee’s
needs are adequately recognised.

8. Not all employers need references for potential internees; the requirements of individual
employers can be established at the outset.

It appears, therefore, that short internships, properly organised, and with adequate support for internees, can
improve employability.
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Short placements/internships :
informed speculations

Can anything be achieved in 3-4
weeks?
If so, what is the best use of the
time?
What can be done to maximise
value?

Basis of the thoughts

Small project funded by HEA Wales, and
supported by Royal Town Planning
Institute Cymru
Organised internships for graduates
unemployed as planners after almost one
year
Conducted  April – July 2011.

Evaluation methodology

Three rounds of interviews with internees
and employers : pre, during and post-
internship

Further interview with internees in 6
months

Among other things, internee interviews
asked questions about history of applying
for jobs, skills in job searching, and offered
advice on these topics.

And encouraged reflection
Eg after first interview :
I want you to think about:
1. What you can get out of this placement i.e. what the employer can

offer you
2. What you actually want out of this placement
3. What you actually need out of this placement
4. How you can get as much of 2 and 3 out of this placement as

possible
So that at the end of the placement you are more employable as a

planner and you understand why i.e what relevant additional
experience and skills you have acquired.

I want you to start thinking about a strategy for getting a planning job
after, right now.
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And :

Every night as you go home from work
think about the kinds of skills you have
acquired that day (list of types of skills
sent to aid reflection)

Reflection and employability

On basis of the internship and the advice,
most internees appear to have understood
the significance of reflecting in getting the
most out of their experience .

Confirms usefulness of model of Dacre
Pool and Sewell (2007)

Pool, Lorraine Dacre and Sewell, Peter  (2007) The key to employability : developing a practical
model of graduate employability Education and Training 49 (4), 277 -289

The essential components of
graduate employability

Em ployability

Reflection and
Evaluation

Emotional
IntelligenceG eneric Skills

Career
Development

Learning

Self-esteem

Self-confidenceSelf-efficacy

E xperience
(W ork & Life)

Degree Subject
Knowledge,

Understanding
& Skills

Dacre Pool & Sewell (2007)

Getting people to reflect

Evidence suggests that some students
and professionals are more inclined to
reflect than others.
Those who miss the employment boat
may well be among the less naturally
reflective
And no-one reflects unless s/he wants to

Approaches to aiding reflection

• Journals/logs. Evidence of prof institutes
shows many find this difficult

• Narrative. Requires training and guidance
• Group discussion. Requires regular group

support.
• Pointing out a reason for reflection. The

reason must be appropriate – eg an
assessment can lead to instrumentalism.

Reflection and short placements

A short placement can focus the mind :
especially for self-selected/defined under-
achievers
But needs support :
– information
– illustrations of a strategy
– feedback
– care (including advocacy vis a vis employer)

So, are short placements worth
doing?

Yes, for interns who may have
underdeveloped employability, as long as :

• the interns and employers have a clear
strategy for using the time

• the interns are encouraged/required to
reflect

• latter likely to require intensive work with
them
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Figure 1 : flyer for employers

Supporting Graduates in Practice

A joint Cardiff University and RTPI Cymru project to support planning graduates across Wales

The principal aim of the scheme is to provide short term placements for people completing a planning
course who wish to progress to a career in planning, but are facing difficulties getting that first break.

This project is a collaboration between Cardiff University’s School of City and Regional Planning and
RTPI Cymru to support planning graduates in Wales who are finding it difficult to secure that first job. The
Higher Education Academy Wales has provided funding towards the pilot project.

This initial project is a pilot, although we hope that it will be ongoing while there is a need for it. Cardiff
University and RTPI Cymru will review the project after the pilot to see where improvements may be
made.

What are the benefits for employers?

The current economic climate presents challenges for employers with reduced workloads and reduced
capacity to take on placements. However, the experience of some employers offering voluntary work
placements demonstrates that this issue can be overcome. It is clear that placements offer a range of
benefits to the employer, including:

 potential to inspire interest in the organisation, helping with short and medium-term recruitment;
 offers additional resources;
 can help develop existing staff’s supervisory and mentoring skills;
 provides valuable experience for both the worker and the employers; and
 can support a company’s corporate social responsibility, by demonstrating a commitment to

investment in the development of the profession.

Who will the scheme be open to?

The scheme is aimed at offering work experience opportunities to those living in Wales who have
completed their planning course. The following criteria will be applied to those looking for placements:

 they must have completed an RTPI accredited degree (from any institution);
 they must be resident in Wales;
 have leave to work in the UK (for international students);
 be a student member of the RTPI; and
 not have held a planning job since completing their course.

What will the scheme involve?

The scheme is to enable those who have completed their planning course to keep a link into the profession
and retain their interest. It will also provide them with an insight into the professional world, giving them
valuable experience which will strengthen their progression into work.

Employers with the potential for short (minimum 3 weeks) placements will be recruited by the project and
candidates and employers will be matched.

No payment is expected for the placement; although if the employer wishes to make a payment, this is to be
discussed between the employer and candidate. Any expenses incurred by the candidate in carrying out any
duties for the employer, would be expected to be paid by the employer in line with their standard policy.
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The aim of this pilot project is to keep it as simple and effective as possible for both the employer and the
candidate.

What type of employer can be involved?

Anyone able to offer planning experience is encouraged to offer placements. Employers may be in the
private, public or third sectors.

Self employed planning consultants are also eligible to be involved. The RTPI’s employment law helpline
is able to provide advice that is usually only available within employers that employ HR personnel.

How are the candidates and employers matched?

Candidates will be requested to complete a short form setting out their details, including educational
background and any particular interests they have. They will also be requested to obtain two references.
This information will assist employers and speed up the process.

Employers will be provided with details of up to five suitable candidates (suitability will be judged on
geographical location, specialist interests etc). It will be up to the employer to select the candidate.

What form might the work experience take?

Opportunities and experiences vary. The project organisers will be able to offer advice on the form of the
work to be undertaken during a placement. It could include basic research, such as site histories, analysing
data, note taking etc. Attending Committee meetings or other meetings would also offer valuable
experience.

Work ‘shadowing’ can also be a valuable form of experience. It has the additional benefit of exposing the
individual to other parts of the organisation, helping candidates adapt to different work environments and
organisational cultures. They may be able to provide a useful function by taking notes at a meeting for
example, while shadowing.

Other points to consider:

 it is important that candidates are offered the same opportunities as employed staff to learn additional
important skills, such administrative and communication;

 introducing candidates to all members of the team will help gain an appreciation of professional and
office etiquette;

 individual candidates could try any number of different employment opportunities to explore what
would best suit them; and

 by offering part-time work experience employers can build up appropriate tasks over a number of
placements.

The scheme will seek a minimum of three weeks for a placement. However, if the employer wishes to
extend this period, they should discuss this with the candidate. If a placement is extended over a longer
period (for example two months), the employer should be expected to make a payment to the candidate.

What is the timescale?

For the pilot project we are seeking applications from candidates by the 6th May. We will be looking for the
placements to take place from the beginning of June, although this is flexible. In the future we hope that the
project will be on a rolling programme to suit the needs of candidates and employers alike and provide
flexibility.

April 2011
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Figure 2 : interview with employer, pre-internship

Name: Date:

1. Initially, can you give me some brief details of the placement? What are the actual
weeks/days/times that the intern is going to be working for you?

2. How is this time going to be split between different tasks or activities for the intern (eg doing this
or that; attending x or y; working on this or that project…)?

3. Will the focus of the work experience be hard planning knowledge/skills (eg law, regulations, how
to do a layout, how to submit an application?); or transferable skills (eg presentations, reports…);
or soft skills/knowledge (understanding an office, working with others, seeing how the
organisation fits into a bigger picture, communication…)

4. Who was responsible for organising the content of the placement? (individual, team, personnel
person)

5. To what extent will the content be influenced by the intern’s aspirations? (eg as expressed on the
application form)

6. What do you think the main benefits of the placement will be for the intern?

7. What are the benefits, if any, for the employer? (eg get to see new graduates; good PR; ..)

8. What were your reasons for accepting an intern in the first place? (professional duty/professional
networks; national company policy or some of benefits in Q4)

9. What difficulties are there for you, if any, to taking a short-term intern?

10. Have you had an intern before, and if so, when was the last one?

11. We’ve taken up references for the intern this time, but do you really need references for this type
of position?

The purpose of this work placement scheme is to improve the intern’s employability. The intern is therefore
asked to assess his or her experience and skills in terms of employability and identify strengths and
weaknesses both before and after the work placement. To this end we would also like to obtain your
feedback at the end of the placement as to the strengths and weaknesses of the intern from a planning
employment perspective.
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Figure 3: interview with employer, post-internship.

Name: Date:

12. What did X work on? E.g. tasks/activities/projects?

13. How was his/her time split between these tasks?

14. Was the focus of the work experience hard planning knowledge/skills, transferable skills, or soft
skills, and what was the mix?

15. What do you think X gained from this placement?

16. Having employed X for Y number of weeks, please list what you consider to be X’s strengths as a
planning employee for you?

17. And please list what you consider to be X’s weaknesses, if any, as a planning employee for you?

18. If you had a planning vacancy in your team would you employ X, and if not, why not?

19. So what would your suggestions be for improving X’s employability as a planner for a
consultancy/local authority (delete as appropriate)?

20. What do you think were the benefits to you, if any, of having this intern?

21. And what were the disadvantages or difficulties for you, if any, of having this intern?

22. Would you be willing to take another short-term intern in the future?

23. And if so, what would be your recommendations, if any, for improving the way this is
done/organised?

24. Do you have anything else you’d like to add?

Thank you very much for participating in the scheme



ASET Annual Conference

Leeds Metropolitan University, Headingly Campus, 6th – 8th September 2011

Figure 4 : internee interview, pre-internship

Name: Date:

Give brief introduction to the work placement scheme and advise intern that follow up interviews will be
required: post placement; 6mths on; and 1 yr on

1. When did you start applying for planning jobs?

2. Are you still looking for planning jobs?

3. When did you last apply for a planning job?

4. What was it?

5. Have you applied for many planning jobs and what has been your job hunting strategy to date?

6. What type of planning jobs were these?

7. Have you secured many interviews for planning jobs?

8. Have you had any feedback on these interviews and if so what?

9. Do you have any geographical restrictions on where you are prepared to work as a planner?

10. Do you have any restrictions on the type of work you are prepared to do, or the type of employer
you are prepared to work for, as a planner?

11. What do you think are your current strengths as an applicant for a job in planning? Please list all

12. What do you think are your current weaknesses/limitations as an applicant for a job in planning?
(eg lack of relevant experience, not up to date, no planning employer reference)? Please list all

13. With respect to weaknesses etc which of the above are you hoping (or do you need) this placement
can address to improve your planning employability (Eg hard skills, transferable skills, soft
skills)? Please list all

14. What experience and or skills do you want to gain from this placement (eg related to your
planning interests)? Please list all

15. Do you have a strategy for getting a planning job after this placement?

Discussion around strategy for getting a planning job after

I want you to think about:
1. What you can get out of this placement i.e. what the employer can offer you
2. What you actually want out of this placement
3. What you actually need out of this placement
4. How you can get as much of 2 and 3 out of this placement as possible

So that at the end of the placement you are more employable as a planner and you understand why i.e what
relevant additional experience and skills you have acquired.
I want you to start thinking about a strategy for getting a planning job after, right now.
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Figure 5 : internee interview, post-internship

Name: Date:

Advise intern that follow up interviews will be required: 6mths on; and 1 yr on

16. What tasks/activities/projects did you work on or do during the work placement?

17. How was your time split between these tasks?

18. What new hard planning skills/knowledge do you think you gained from the work placement?

19. What transferable and soft skills do you think you gained or strengthened from the work
placement?

20. Do you think doing the work placement was worthwhile? E.g. do you think the employer gave you
enough experience? Did you get everything out of it that you hoped to get out of it?

21. What did you enjoy most about the work placement and working for that employer?

22. Were there any aspects of the work or the general experience of working for that employer that
you did not enjoy or found difficult?

23. Do you feel better equipped/more employable as a planner having had this work experience?

24. Did the employer give you any feedback on your performance as a planning employee?

25. In light of this experience, what do you now identify as your strengths as an applicant for a job in
planning?

26. And what do you now identify as your weaknesses, if any, as an applicant for a job in planning?

27. How do you feel about working in that field of planning now? E.g. do you feel more focused
about the kind of planning employment you want?

28. What is your job hunting strategy for getting a planning job now?

29. Do you require any further help or advice regarding this?

30. Finally, based on your own experience of this work placement, do you have any recommendations
for how this short term work placement scheme could be improved/better organised for future
planning graduates in your position?

Thank you very much for participating in this scheme
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Abstract 

 

Learning in a workplace environment is different from learning at school or in a university 

environment. Eraut, M[1], and Marsick, J & Watkins, E[2], state that one of the main 

differences between learning in the formal educational system and learning at work is that the 

former is based on formal, intentionally planned educational activities while the latter is 

mostly informal in nature.  The acquisition of practical knowledge and skills are now being 

given strong prominence by many Universities worldwide.  University programmes of studies 

are designed today with the necessary provisions to provide opportunities for students to 

engage in practice learning so that students at the time of graduation are fit for purpose and 

practice.  However, it has been observed that although many programme of studies make 

room for placement learning, the achievement of students on practice are not being given 

proper recognition due to the absence of assessment.  Students follow training programmes 

but the acquisition of knowledge and skills are not validated. Placement programme therefore 

needs to be well structured for students to acquire a range of competencies which should be 

generic and achievable at different work settings.  The identification and assessment of 

competencies on practice offers much to education and training. They foster learning, 

evaluate progress, assist in determining curriculum and training program effectiveness.  

Competence as the outcome of the training will then be highly valued. 

 

A model for competency-based assessment involving formative and summative evaluations 

have been applied at the University of Mauritius.  A set of core competencies have been 

identified and specific assessment criteria are set so that students can be assessed on eventual 

placement.  This has enabled the trainee undergraduates to develop core competencies which 

have largely contributed to enhance their skills and employability.  The experience gained 

under the Work based Learning initiative proved to be different from other types of industrial 

training in the sense that students’ performance and engagement in the work settings were 

closely monitored and progressively assessed.  Mentors have positively rated the 

competencies that students must develop at the work settings.  They agree that the 

competencies identified not only provide the necessary guidance to know what students must 

achieve during the practice learning, but also provide the support for the work setting to put 

in place the necessary infrastructure and logistics in order to ensure that students have a safe, 

fair and equitable Work based Learning experience.  This has enabled students to be more 

confident and feel better prepared to step in the world of work 

 

Introduction 

 

According to Roegiers, X [3], the majority of the educational systems have agreed to 

integrate the competency based approach within their curricula to respond to both the 

economic and social needs.  Paquette, G [4] defines competency as a statement of principle 
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that determines a ternary relationship between a public target or “actor”, knowledge and a 

skill.  Professional competence consists of cognitive, integrative, relational, affective/moral, 

and habits of the mind dimensions. It is developmental and context-dependent.  

Competencies are demonstrable elements or components of performance (knowledge, skills, 

attitudes and their integration) that make up competence.   

 

Grant, G et al [5] states that competence-based assessment is a form of assessment that is 

derived from a specification of a set of outcomes; that so clearly states both the outcomes-

general and specific-that assessors, students and interested third parties can all make 

reasonably objective judgements with respect to student achievement or non-achievement of 

these outcomes; and that certifies student progress on the basis of demonstrated achievement 

of these outcomes.  In addition, Raven, J et al [6] states that the practice of competence-based 

assessment encapsulates the following features: 

 the emphasis on outcomes; specifically, multiple outcomes, each distinctive and 

separately considered. 

 the belief that these outcomes can and should be specified to the point where they are 

clear and transparent Assessors, assessees, and third parties should be able to 

understand what is being assessed and what should be achieved. 

 the decoupling of assessment from particular institutions or learning programmes. 

 

With this increased emphasis on student learning outcomes, Universities must necessarily 

turn their attention to the articulation and direct assessment of competencies, and not rely 

merely on the accrual of hours as a proxy for competence. The passage of time, in and of 

itself, does not produce professional competence. Instead, competence is achieved by 

engaged participation in structured educational activities and closely supervised experiences 

that, in fact, do occur over time. That is, competence is a product of both intentional 

educational interventions and a sufficient passage of time to allow for development. 

 

Black, P & William, D [7] state that formative evaluations assess competence and provide 

ongoing corrective, developmentally informed feedback to the individual to foster growth.  

Summative evaluations measure outcomes at the end-point of a developmental process for 

purposes of progression and gatekeeping.  Placement learning should incorporate both 

formative and summative assessment. 

 

 

Formative Assessment 

 

The concept of the formative assessment was first introduced by Scriven, M [8] in 1967 , then 

enhanced by Bloom, B [9] in 1971.  According to Scallon, G [10], formative assessment 

takes a focal place in any learning process, whose role, is not to certificate, but to provide a 

scholastic democratisation, which has been introduced since the 1960’s, highlighting a 

concern for assessment as a process of continual verification to guide the teaching and 

learning demarche. According to Endrizzi, L et al [11], the objective of reflections is to 

engage learners and increase their interest to make a progress in addition to accurately 

measuring them. Besides, it involves a trial in regard to a standard and the challenge is not 

just exactitude and objectivity, but an invitation to adhere to one’s learning and 

encouragement to share the outcome too. 

 

The formative assessment involves a cycle composed of three levels: 
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1) Observation: the role of this stage is to construct a reality of learning, conditions, 

modalities and their results. According to Perrenoud, Ph [12], the observation is formative 

when it is used to guide and improve learning regardless of ranking, certifying or selecting 

the learner. It is rather to expose the state of knowledge and skills, instead of confining 

himself to be on a scale and compare it to other learners. 

2) Intervention: it separates the symptoms to address the sources of the difficulties. It 

involves analysing metacognitive knowledge that is very mysterious as stated by Perrenoud, 

Ph [12].  Indeed, he believes that assessing competency by only observing the learners reach 

limits very quickly, especially in a training exercise: say "you can do better" does not help the 

learner to do it better. To be useful, the observer must identify, isolate mental functions or 

specific actions and identify their weaknesses. 

3) Regulation: Allal, L [13] states that the concept of regulation has been developed to 

describe the mechanisms that provide guidance, control and the adjustment of cognitive 

activities, emotional and social as well as their relationship with a learner.  Endrizzi, L et al 

[11] states that the regulating of learning process involves all operations of the metacognitive 

learning and interactions with the environment that influence learning process in the sense of 

a defined objective. 

 

Summative Assessment 

Summative assessment is a formal process and is used to see if learners have acquired the 

skills, knowledge and attitudes that the practice learning set out to provide.  The goal  is to 

measure the level of success or proficiency that has been obtained at the end of the learning 

practice.  Black, P et al [7], as cited by Brookhart, S [14], explaining summative assessment 

via analogy, states, "when the cook tastes the soup, that’s formative assessment; when the 

customer tastes the soup, that’s summative assessment".  Summative assessment in practice 

provides students with opportunities to demonstrate their achievement of the enduring 

learning addressed during the placement period.  It is used in combination with data from 

formative assessment to: 

 describe what students know, can do and value;  

 evaluate student growth relative to the purpose of the activity or programme; 

 evaluate student growth relative to the curriculum expectations and the provincial 

standards. 

Summative assessment in practice learning certificates learners which help them build self 

confidence.  The skills acquired are validated certifying that the learner has achieved the 

performance required.  Summative evaluations are used to determine if students have 

mastered the specific competencies set. 
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The Model 

 

The above model has been tried at the University of Mauritius and is based on Paquette, G [4] 

modeling skills where he defines competency as a relation linking three areas:  

1) Knowledge: may be concepts, procedures, principles or specific events such as to define 

the performance of a role or task. Knowledge is related to an area that qualifies for: 

domain knowledge. 

2) Skills: describe the processes that can be applied to domain knowledge to perceive, 

remember them, assimilate them to analyse, synthesize or evaluate. These processes are, in 

fact, "metaprocesses" which present a generic domain independent of the application. 

From these, skills has been the subject of taxonomy (integrated skills) to define a scale of 

difficulty levels on the cognitive, affective and motor. 

3) Public Target: description of actors, their characteristics, their functions and tasks. 

 

The proposed model is used and applied at the University of Mauritius to all its 

undergraduate programmes.  It is important to identify a set of core competencies which 

are easily reachable within the context of any professional field of practice.  Several 

meetings are organised with professionals coming from various sectors of the economy to 

define the learning competencies that can be achieved in the work place.  Seven 

competencies which students can develop at any practice setting are identified as follows: 

(1) communication involving communication systems, channels, direct interaction;  

(2) team working including collaborative work;  

(3) improving own learning and performance involving the process of own learning, 

performance, achievement and progress against set targets;  

(4) problem solving involving the use of techniques and approaches to tackle problems;  

(5) using and applying numbers including the range of tools which are used in the work 

place to handle numbers;  

(6) using information technology including relevant IT tools and resources;  

(7) professional development involving the ethical, legal and professional elements of 

practice. 

 

Learning Outcomes to be achieved are then derived for each of these competencies.  A robust 

mentor’s preparatory programme are put in place in order to equip the professionals from the 
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industry to conduct, monitor and assess the students for these competencies on eventual 

placement.  Based upon Grant, G et al [5] and Raven, J et al [6] statements as mentioned 

above, an assessment grid detailing the level of achievement is prepared to guide mentors in 

making proper formative assessment in the first instance (Refer to Annex).  In addition, 

Demeuse, M et al [15] consider that the assessment focuses on the skills of learning products, 

but also reserves special attention to the modus operandi of the learner, the way it mobilises 

and organises the various resources (cognitive, conative and motor) to solve the problem 

situation which is asked. Indeed, assessing how the matter proceeds to overcome an obstacle 

is to evaluate the degree of adaptation and autonomy. To achieve the objective of the 

evaluation, the learner must be aware of its terms (contract), and the criteria and indicators of 

evaluation should be a dialogue’s object between the mentor and learner.  These are detailed, 

agreed and recorded in the student’s portfolio.  The place of the portfolio is very important as 

a potential actor in the learning system. The portfolio is designed in a competency based 

approach and includes mapping the knowledge and skills of the learner.  Evidence of 

achievement for each learning outcome is recorded in the portfolio by the learner. The mentor 

perform a formative assessment of the seven competencies developed by the student mid-way 

during the training programme.  This allow the student to develop self confidence for 

competences where he is excelling and also make the student devotes more effort to 

competences where he lacks skills & knowledge. The learner then submits his portfolio at the 

end of the training and the mentor on his side submits the summative assessment to the 

University under confidential cover. The learner’s recorded evidence of achievement in the 

portfolio is used to moderate the mentor’s summative marks before grading and awarding the 

respective credits to the student.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The model presented has proved to be successful at the University at Mauritius.  The 

integration of the competency-based assessment in work-based learning is certainly beneficial 

in the learning process.  Compared with the traditional approach where placement learning 

has no pre-defined structure, the competency based approach potentially leads to 

individualise flexible training, transparent standards, and increased accountability.  The 

assessment methods are found to be fair and equitable. However for the model to function 

efficiently, it is seen that collaboration between the university and the mentors is of 

fundamental importance for enhancing the learning competencies in the working 

environment.   
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Assessment Grid for Competencies  
 
Competencies Communication  Team Working Improving Own Learning & 

Performance 

Problem Solving  Skills Using & Applying Numbers Using IT Professionalism 

70-100 % - Demonstrates an excellent 

understanding of the 

communication systems, 

channels and tools which are 

used in the work place.  

- Gives an excellent description 

of how the different sections in 

the work place communicate.  

- Makes excellent contribution 

in defined aspects of 

communication  

- Gives an excellent 

description of the mission, 

philosophy and goals of the 

work setting.  

- Demonstrates an excellent 

understanding of how the 

different teams contribute to 

the corporate mission and 

business of the allocated 

work place. 

- Makes an excellent 

description of own 

contribution to the allocated 

team in the work setting. 

 

-Demonstrates excellent means 

of identifying own learning and 

development needs in coherent 

manners. 

-Makes excellent respond to 

constructive advice and 

guidance obtained. 

- Makes excellent plans for 

further learning and 

performance development. 

-Demonstrates excellent 

understanding of the stages of 

the problem solving approach. 

-Makes excellent use of the 

process approach to resolve 

problems within the work 

environment. 

-Demonstrates an excellent 

understanding of the resources 

and tools which may be utilised 

in solving specific problems. 

-Demonstrates an excellent 

understanding of how numbers 

are used in a range of activities 

in the work place. 

-Demonstrates an excellent 

understanding of the use of 

tools which are used to handle 

numbers. 

-Makes excellent use of 

numbers and excellent 

interpretation of numerical data 

to carry out relevant activities 

in the work place. 

-Demonstrates excellent 

understanding of the range of 

IT resources available in the 

work setting. 

-Makes excellent use of the IT 

tools  and demonstrates 

excellent understanding of their 

contribution in the work 

setting. 

-Seeks excellent opportunities 

to enhance own IT skills. 

-Demonstrates excellent 

understanding of the key 

factors which foster 

professional relations. 

-Demonstrates excellent 

understanding of the ethical, 

legal and professional elements 

of practice. 

-Promotes excellent 

confidentiality in respect of the 

personnel, the business and 

activities within the allocated 

organisation. 

60-69 % - Demonstrates a good 

understanding of the 

communication systems, 

channels and tools which are 

used in the work place.  

- Gives a good description of 

how the different sections in 

the work place communicate.  

- Makes good contribution in 

defined aspects of 

communication 

- Gives a good description of 

the mission, philosophy and 

goals of the work setting.  

- Demonstrates a good 

understanding of how the 

different teams contribute to 

the corporate mission and 

business of the allocated 

work place. 

- Makes a good description of 

own contribution to the 

allocated team in the work 

setting. 

-Demonstrates good means of 

identifying own learning and 

development needs in coherent 

manners. 

-Makes good respond to 

constructive advice and 

guidance obtained. 

- Makes good plans for further 

learning and performance 

development. 

-Demonstrates good 

understanding of the stages of 

the problem solving approach. 

-Makes good use of the process 

approach to resolve problems 

within the work environment. 

-Demonstrates a good 

understanding of the resources 

and tools which may be utilised 

in solving specific problems. 

Demonstrates a good 

understanding of how numbers 

are used in a range of activities 

in the work place. 

-Demonstrates a good 

understanding of the use of 

tools which are used to handle 

numbers. 

-Makes good use of numbers 

and good interpretation of 

numerical data to carry out 

relevant activities in the work 

place. 

-Demonstrates good 

understanding of the range of 

IT resources available in the 

work setting. 

-Makes good use of the IT 

tools  and demonstrates good 

understanding of their 

contribution in the work 

setting. 

-Seeks good opportunities to 

enhance own IT skills. 

-Demonstrates good 

understanding of the key 

factors which foster 

professional relations. 

-Demonstrates good 

understanding of the ethical, 

legal and professional elements 

of practice. 

-Promotes good confidentiality 

in respect of the personnel, the 

business and activities within 

the allocated organisation. 

50- 59 % - Demonstrates a satisfactory 

understanding of the 

communication systems, 

channels and tools which are 

used in the work place.  

- Gives a satisfactory 

description of how the different 

sections in the work place 

communicate.  

- Makes satisfactory 

contribution in defined aspects 

of communication 

- Gives a satisfactory 

description of the mission, 

philosophy and goals of the 

work setting.  

- Demonstrates a satisfactory 

understanding of how the 

different teams contribute to 

the corporate mission and 

business of the allocated 

work place. 

- Makes satisfactory 

description of own 

contribution to the allocated 

team in the work setting. 

-Demonstrates satisfactory 

means of identifying own 

learning and development 

needs in coherent manners. 

-Makes satisfactory respond to 

constructive advice and 

guidance obtained. 

- Makes satisfactory plans for 

further learning and 

performance development. 

-Demonstrates satisfactory 

understanding of the stages of 

the problem solving approach. 

-Makes good use of the process 

approach to resolve problems 

within the work environment. 

-Demonstrates a satisfactory 

understanding of the resources 

and tools which may be utilised 

in solving specific problems. 

Demonstrates a satisfactory 

understanding of how numbers 

are used in a range of activities 

in the work place. 

-Demonstrates a satisfactory 

understanding of the use of 

tools which are used to handle 

numbers. 

-Makes satisfactory use of 

numbers and satisfactory 

interpretation of numerical data 

to carry out relevant activities 

in the work place. 

-Demonstrates satisfactory 

understanding of the range of 

IT resources available in the 

work setting. 

-Makes satisfactory use of the 

IT tools  and demonstrates 

satisfactory understanding of 

their contribution in the work 

setting. 

-Seeks satisfactory 

opportunities to enhance own 

IT skills. 

-Demonstrates satisfactory 

understanding of the key 

factors which foster 

professional relations. 

-Demonstrates satisfactory 

understanding of the ethical, 

legal and professional elements 

of practice. 

-Promotes satisfactory 

confidentiality in respect of the 

personnel, the business and 

activities within the allocated 

organisation. 

40-49 % - Demonstrates a limited 

understanding of the 

communication systems, 

channels and tools which are 

used in the work place.  

- Gives a limited description of 

how the different sections in 

the work place communicate.  

- Makes limited contribution in 

defined aspects of 

communication 

- Gives a limited description of 

the mission, philosophy and 

goals of the work setting.  

- Demonstrates a limited 

understanding of how the 

different teams contribute to 

the corporate mission and 

business of the allocated 

work place. 

- Makes limited description 

of own contribution to the 

allocated team in the work 

setting. 

-Demonstrates limited means 

of identifying own learning and 

development needs in coherent 

manners. 

-Makes limited respond to 

constructive advice and 

guidance obtained. 

- Makes limited plans for 

further learning and 

performance development. 

-Demonstrates limited 

understanding of the stages of 

the problem solving approach. 

-Makes limited use of the 

process approach to resolve 

problems within the work 

environment. 

-Demonstrates a limited 

understanding of the resources 

and tools which may be utilised 

in solving specific problems. 

Demonstrates a limited 

understanding of how numbers 

are used in a range of activities 

in the work place. 

-Demonstrates a limited 

understanding of the use of 

tools which are used to handle 

numbers. 

-Makes limited use of numbers 

and limited interpretation of 

numerical data to carry out 

relevant activities in the work 

place. 

-Demonstrates limited 

understanding of the range of 

IT resources available in the 

work setting. 

-Makes limited use of the IT 

tools  and demonstrates limited 

understanding of their 

contribution in the work 

setting. 

-Seeks limited opportunities to 

enhance own IT skills. 

-Demonstrates limited 

understanding of the key 

factors which foster 

professional relations. 

-Demonstrates limited 

understanding of the ethical, 

legal and professional elements 

of practice. 

-Promotes limited 

confidentiality in respect of the 

personnel, the business and 

activities within the allocated 

organisation. 
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30- 39 % - Demonstrates a poor 

understanding of the 

communication systems, 

channels and tools which are 

used in the work place.  

- Gives a poor description of 

how the different sections in 

the work place communicate.  

- Makes poor contribution in 

defined aspects of 

communication. 

- Gives a poor description of 

the mission, philosophy and 

goals of the work setting.  

- Demonstrates a poor 

understanding of how the 

different teams contribute to 

the corporate mission and 

business of the allocated 

work place. 

- Makes poor description of 

own contribution to the 

allocated team in the work 

setting. 

-Demonstrates poor means of 

identifying own learning and 

development needs in coherent 

manners. 

-Makes poor respond to 

constructive advice and 

guidance obtained. 

- Makes poor plans for further 

learning and performance 

development. 

-Demonstrates poor 

understanding of the stages of 

the problem solving approach. 

-Makes poor use of the process 

approach to resolve problems 

within the work environment. 

-Demonstrates a poor 

understanding of the resources 

and tools which may be utilised 

in solving specific problems. 

Demonstrates poor 

understanding of how numbers 

are used in a range of activities 

in the work place. 

-Demonstrates a poor 

understanding of the use of 

tools which are used to handle 

numbers. 

-Makes poor use of numbers 

and poor interpretation of 

numerical data to carry out 

relevant activities in the work 

place. 

-Demonstrates poor 

understanding of the range of 

IT resources available in the 

work setting. 

-Makes poor use of the IT tools  

and demonstrates poor 

understanding of their 

contribution in the work 

setting. 

-Seeks poor opportunities to 

enhance own IT skills. 

Demonstrates poor 

understanding of the key 

factors which foster 

professional relations. 

-Demonstrates poor 

understanding of the ethical, 

legal and professional elements 

of practice. 

-Promotes poor confidentiality 

in respect of the personnel, the 

business and activities within 

the allocated organisation. 

0-29 % - Demonstrates a very poor 

understanding of the 

communication systems, 

channels and tools which are 

used in the work place.  

- Gives a very poor description 

of how the different sections in 

the work place communicate.  

- Makes a very poor 

contribution in defined aspects 

of communication. 

- Gives a very poor description 

of the mission, philosophy 

and goals of the work setting.  

- Demonstrates a very poor 

understanding of how the 

different teams contribute to 

the corporate mission and 

business of the allocated 

work place. 

- Makes a very poor 

description of own contribution 

to the allocated team in the 

work setting. 

-Demonstrates very poor 

means of identifying own 

learning and development 

needs in coherent manners. 

-Makes very poor respond to 

constructive advice and 

guidance obtained. 

- Makes very poor plans for 

further learning and 

performance development. 

-Demonstrates very poor 

understanding of the stages of 

the problem solving approach. 

-Makes very poor use of the 

process approach to resolve 

problems within the work 

environment. 

-Demonstrates a very poor 

understanding of the resources 

and tools which may be utilised 

in solving specific problems. 

Demonstrates very poor 

understanding of how numbers 

are used in a range of activities 

in the work place. 

-Demonstrates a very poor 

understanding of the use of 

tools which are used to handle 

numbers. 

-Makes very poor use of 

numbers and very poor 

interpretation of numerical data 

to carry out relevant activities 

in the work place. 

-Demonstrates a very poor 

understanding of the range of 

IT resources available in the 

work setting. 

-Makes a very poor use of the 

IT tools  and demonstrates 

poor understanding of their 

contribution in the work 

setting. 

-Seeks a very poor 

opportunities to enhance own 

IT skills. 

Demonstrates very poor 

understanding of the key 

factors which foster 

professional relations. 

-Demonstrates very poor 

understanding of the ethical, 

legal and professional elements 

of practice. 

-Promotes very poor 

confidentiality in respect of the 

personnel, the business and 

activities within the allocated 

organisation. 
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Abstract

Background

Work integrated learning (WIL) provides an opportunity to develop the skills, knowledge,
competence, and experience, which increase employability and lead to more satisfying careers.
Research indicates that WIL results in better occupational outcomes and improved academic and
occupationally related skills. However, there is a paucity of quantitative research examining the
psychological impact of work integrated learning.

Aims and Objectives

The objective of the study was to determine whether students who pursue WIL have significantly
higher self-concept, self-efficacy, hope, study skills, motivation and lower procrastination than
students who have not participated in WIL.

Methodology

A cross sectional analysis of a large sample (n=716) of undergraduate students at the University of
Huddersfield, across years of study and academic schools.  Demographic information plus
information regarding educational attainment, work related activity and subject area was collected.
The following psychological measures were administered: the Trait Hope Scale, the Procrastination
Assessment Scale – Students, the Self-Description Questionnaire III (Marsh & O’Neill, 1984), the
College Academic Self-Efficacy Scale and the Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire.

Results

Significant differences in psychological profile centred predominantly upon measures which pertain
to students’ confidence in themselves and their abilities (the Trait Hope Scale, THS subscale:
agency and MSLQ subscale: test anxiety). Conclusions. Our findings suggest that students’
emotions and cognitions are more strongly affected by WIL than are their behaviours. The
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increased hope and confidence suggest that WIL students are, in some ways, better equipped for life
and work.

Background

Work integrated learning provides an authentic experience of work or professional practices and
typically occurs in a workplace, community, studio or practice setting.  These experiences provide
students with opportunities to develop skills, knowledge and competence (Bates, 2008; Boud &
Falichikov, 2006; Collin & Tynjala, 2003; Crebert et al., 2004; Rhodes & Shiel, 2007) which may
in turn lead to increased employability and more satisfying careers (Bates, 2008). The occupational
and academic impacts of work integrated learning such as better careers, salaries and degree
outcomes are becoming established (Powell et al., 2008). In addition, a range of personal skills and
professional competencies have been cited as outcomes of work integrated learning, such as
decision making, interpersonal and self management skills (Costley, 2007; Crebert et al., 2004), the
application of theoretical knowledge in workplace environments and professional networking,
behaviour, and leadership (Costley, 2007; Crebert et al., 2004, Dreuth & Deuth-Fewell, 2002;
Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; Rickard, 2002).

However, the psychological outcomes of work integrated learning are not yet fully established or
understood and have been contested by some (Allen & van der Velden, 2007). Furthermore, the
impact of work integrated learning on psychological variables such as hope, self-efficacy and self-
concept have, to the authors’ knowledge, yet to be researched quantitatively. In response to this, the
objective of our study was to determine whether students who pursue WIL have significantly higher
self-concept, self-efficacy, hope, and study skills/motivation and significantly lower procrastination
compared to students who pursue a more traditional degree programme.

Methodology

Sample
A self-selected sample of undergraduate students, from all academic schools at the University of
Huddersfield, UK (n=716), was recruited via email for participation in the study. Participants were
recorded as either placement (n=228 [32%], 40 males, 188 females) or non-placement students
(n=488 (68%), 137 males, 351 females).

Design
A cross-sectional analysis of students was adopted to accommodate the varied placement
programmes available at the University of Huddersfield enabling wide participation from all
schools. Psychological measures, demographic and educational data were collected from
participants at the end of their academic year. Although results unique to University of Huddersfield
students are presented in this paper, the project itself is part of a much larger international
comparative research study, designed and led by Drysdale et al. at the University of Waterloo
(Canada) examining psychological outcomes on a global level (see Drydale et al, 2011).

Measures
Participants completed a battery of valid and reliable measures of psychological functioning; all
measures were self-report and are described below;
1. Trait Hope Scale (THS: Snyder et al., 1991).

This is an eight item scale which measures Hopes and Goals, with two subscales pathways –
developing pathways to meet goals and agency – the confidence to attain goals. Reliability
scores of the total scale range from .74 to .84 for internal consistency and from .73 to .85 for
test-retest correlations. This scale has a minimum score of 8 and a maximum score of 64.
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2. Procrastination Assessment Scale – Students (PASS: Solomon & Rothblum, 1984).
This is a twelve item scale which measures procrastination, the postponement of goals and tasks.
For the total score, the test-retest correlation was .80. This scale has a minimum score of 12 and
a maximum score of 60.

3. Self-Description Questionnaire III (SDQ-III: Marsh & O’Neill, 1984).
This is a 52 item scale which measures self-concept, a set of learned perceptions, beliefs and
opinions that individuals hold about themselves. The following factor subscales have been
selected for this study: Math, Verbal, Academic, Problem Solving and General Esteem.
Reliability coefficients for each of the subscales range from in the .80s and low .90s. This scale
has a minimum score of 52 and a maximum score of 416

4. College Academic Self-Efficacy Scale (CASES: Owen & Froman, 1988).
This is a 33 item questionnaire which measures the degree of confidence participants believe
they have in various academic settings. Alpha internal consistency in two different trials, was
reported to be .90 and .92. This scale has a minimum score of 33 and a maximum score of 165.

5. Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ: Pintrich et al., 1993)
The MSLQ assesses motivation and learning strategies by University and College students.  It is
designed to measure these constructs for a single course.  This has been modified to measure a
general approach for all academic subjects. This scale has a minimum score of 44 and a
maximum score of 308

Demographic and educational data
In addition, the following self reported demographic and educational information was collected:
Age; Gender; Subject area; Current year of degree; Current academic attainment.

Ethical Considerations
Ethical approval has been obtained from the University of Huddersfield School of Health and
Human Sciences Research Ethics Panel. The research was executed in accordance with BPS Code
of Ethics and Conduct.

Results

Demographic and educational information
A third of the sample reported having undertaken at least one placement. There were no significant
differences between placement and non-placement students in current academic achievement (χ2(4)
= 7.47, p > .05) or age (t(714) = .87, p > .05). For further demographic and educational information
regarding the sample see Table 1.
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Table 1: Demographic and educational details for the current sample

All students
(n=716)

Placement
students
(n=488)

Non-
placement
students
(n=228)

Mean age (SD) 26.48 (9.25) 26.57 (8.57) 25.93 (9.39)
Gende
r

Male 177 25% 40 18% 137 28%
Female 539 75% 188 82% 351 72%

School

Applied sciences 78 11% 22 10% 56 11%
Art Design & Architecture 102 14% 16 7% 86 18%
Business 104 15% 21 9% 83 17%
Computing & Engineering 26 4% 1 0% 25 5%
Education & Professional
Development

93 13% 43 19% 50 10%

Human & Health sciences 216 30% 108 47% 108 22%
Music, Humanities & Media 95 13% 17 7% 78 16%
Other 2 >1% 0 >1% 2 0%

Curre
nt
marks

<40% / fail 4 1% 2 1% 2 0%
40-49%/ 3rd Class 43 6% 20 9% 23 5%
50-59%/ 2:2 class 188 26% 52 23% 136 28%
60-69%/ 2:1 class 364 51% 112 49% 252 52%
70%+/ 1st class 117 16% 42 18% 75 15%

Psychological profile of WIL versus non-WIL students

Independent samples T-tests revealed some significant psychological differences between WIL and
non-WIL students. Students who pursue placements at the University of Huddersfield had
significantly higher trait hope (t(661) = 1.70 , p < .05), higher agency (t(661) = 2.36, p < .01) and
lower test anxiety ((t(531)= 1.89 , p < .05) than their non-placement counterparts. However there
were no significant differences in overall measures of self concept, academic self efficacy,
motivation and study skills or procrastination. Table 2 documents the T-test outcomes and mean
scores by placement participation for all measures plus the subscales reported as significant only.
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Table 2: T-test outcomes and mean scores (SD) by placement participation
All Placement Non-placement

tMean
SD

Mean
SD

Mean
SD

Trait hope (THS) 51.87
6.74

52.50
6.77

51.56
6.70

1.70*

THS subscale: agency 26.03
3.87

26.53
3.88

25.78
3.84

2.36**

Self-concept (SDQ) 289.19
43.74

288.09
42.58

289.75
44.36

-0.42

Procrastination (PASS) 30.66
8.48

30.28
7.79

30.86
8.81

-0.81

Academic self-efficacy (CASES) 118.76
18.30

119.22
17.41

118.53
18.76

0.41

Motivated strategies for learning
(MSLQ)

220.08
24.70

221.78
24.06

219.23
25.00

1.12

MSLQ subscale: Test anxiety 17.87
5.26

18.48
5.43

17.57
5.16

1.89*

* Sig (1-tailed) at 0.05 level;  ** Sig (1-tailed) at 0.01 level

Discussion

The results indicate that there are some psychological differences between students who had
undertaken placement(s) versus those who have not.  Those who have taken part in placement(s)
appear to be more hopeful, more confident in attaining their goals and less anxious about tests than
their non-placement peers.

It is apparent that of the five measures utilised, the significant differences in psychological profile
centred predominantly upon measures which pertain to students’ confidence in themselves and their
abilities. This is consistent with previous evidence to suggest that an improvement in students’
confidence is a key outcome of work integrated learning (Cope, 2000; Ward, 2009). Proudman
(1992, p20-22) described experiential education as an opportunity for the student to ‘connect the
head with the body, heart, spirit and soul’ and it has been suggested that the overall learning that
students are involved in will be determined by a combination of the senses, emotions, cognitions
and actions (Carver, 1996).

Notably, contrary to existing literature (Powell et al., 2008), there were no significant differences in
measures relating to learning behaviours such as procrastination or learning strategies, or in
academic achievement. One possible explanation of this is the specificity of the experiential
differences between placement and non-placements. Placement students have an additional
opportunity to experience and learn about themselves in a novel context, however in terms of the
experience of academia WIL and non-WIL students are on a level playing field.

An important caveat to our findings however is the use of a cross-sectional design, as this precluded
understanding whether the psychological differences reported are resulting from WIL or whether
students who participate in WIL are different prior to commencing placements etc, which we
consider the main limitation of this study. Future studies employing a pre-post design are indicated
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to further enhance our growing understanding of the potential psychological impact of work
integrated learning. In addition longitudinal studies which document the occupational outcomes of
placement versus non placement students would be of value in establishing the specific interactions
between psychological factors, placements and employability.

Conclusion

In sum, our findings suggest that work integrated learning psychologically prepares British students
for life and work via increased confidence in themselves and their abilities. Our finding that
students’ emotions and cognitions are more strongly affected by placements than their behaviours,
suggests that work integrated learning has a much more wide reaching influence than simply
moulding better students, the effect is one of a more hopeful and confident adult, better equipped
emotionally to face the challenges of the employment market and life beyond. Indeed, models of
graduate employability suggest that self-confidence and self esteem are key facilitators of later
employment, and this belief in one's ability to succeed and the ability to project this belief to the
outside world is, according to Pool & Sewell (2007), essential.
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Does work integrated learning
better psychologically prepare
British students for life and work?

Lisa Ward

Fiona Purdie

Today’s presentation

• Background to the study
– Joining the international work integrated learning project
– Placements at the University of Huddersfield
– What we know from the literature about the psychological effect of WIL

• Methodology
– Design
– Measures
– Sample

• Results
– Does WIL influence students psychologically and in what way?

• Implications
– For the academic community
– For the University of Huddersfield
– For HEIs nationally and internationally

An international study…

• Originated at the University of Waterloo (Canada)
• Definition: Co-operative Education, Placements, internships
• The largest Co-operative Education Provider in Canada with

15,000 students.
• WatCACE
• Found out about research at WACE

An international study…

Project Partners:

• Assoc Prof Maureen Drysdale, University of Waterloo, Canada
• Dr Kristina Johansen, University West, Sweden,
• Dr Sheri Dressler, University of Central Florida, USA
• Elena Zaitseva, Liverpool John Moores, UK

Placements at the
University of Huddersfield

• 25,000 students
• 2011 fee ‘free’ placements, from 2012 - £500
• Sandwich Degrees
• Professional Placements
• Big Society Volunteering
• Simulation, Canalside Studios, Penfield

The Background

Graduate employment challenges:

 Record numbers of graduates in the UK (Chevalier & Lindley, 2009)

 Increasing difficulty in securing employment post-university (Browne, 2010)

 Higher expectations as a result of tuition fee reforms (Browne, 2010)

Result: A challenge to design programs better equipped to enable students

to acquire the skills, knowledge & experience that increase

employability & lead to more satisfying careers.

A possible solution? WIL
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The documented benefits of
Work Integrated Learning

Occupational/academic benefits (Powell et al., 2008; Bates, 2008):
 Better careers
 Better salaries
 Better degree outcomes

Specific competencies:
(Costley, 2007; Crebert et al., 2002, Dreuth & Deuth-Fewell, 2002; Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; Rickard, 2002)

 Decision making
 Interpersonal and self-management skills
 The application of theoretical knowledge in workplace environments
 Professional networking and behaviour
 Leadership

The documented benefits of
Work Integrated Learning

Psychological factors:
 A more positive view of chance of gaining employment

over specific competencies or occupational advantage
(Allen & van der Velden, 2007).

 Self esteem (Crebert et al., 2002)

 Self efficacy (Cuzzi et al., 1996).

Research question

Do students who pursue WIL have

significantly higher self-concept, self-

efficacy, hope, and motivation for study,

and significantly lower procrastination,

compared to students who pursue a more

traditional degree programme?
?Questions

Sample

• Self selected sample of undergraduate students, from all
academic schools at the University of Huddersfield, UK
(n=621)

• Placement: 33.3%/ non placement: 66.7%

• Males: 25% / Females: 75% (significantly more females
undertake placements)

• Mean age (yrs): 26.5

Percentage of students per school,
by placement participation

13.9%

14.4%

10.8%
13.4%

30.9%

13.1%
3.6%

Applied sciences  placement
Applied sciences  no placement

Art, Design & Architecture placement
Art, Design & Architecture no placement

Business placement
Business no placement

Computing & engineering placement
Computing & engineering no placement

Education & professional development placement
Education & professional development no placement

Human & health sciences placement
Human & health sciences no placement

Music humanities & media placement
Music humanities & media no placement
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Placement

33%

67%

Internship

96%

4%
Relevant previous work

15%

85%

Current part time work

38%

62%

Voluntary work

29%

71%

Experiential learning

91%

9%

Proportion of students undertaking
work related activity

Design

• Cross-sectional analysis

• Measures, demographic and educational data were collected
from participants at the end of their academic year.

• Chosen to accommodate the varied placement programmes
available at the University of Huddersfield

Measures

Trait Hope Scale (THS: Snyder et al., 1991), which measures hopes and goals

Procrastination Assessment Scale – Students (PASS: Solomon & Rothblum, 1984), which
measures the postponement of goals and tasks.

Self-Description Questionnaire III (SDQ-III: Marsh & O’Neill, 1984)., which measures a set of
learned perceptions, beliefs and opinions that individuals hold about themselves.

College Academic Self-Efficacy Scale (CASES: Owen & Froman, 1988), which measures the
degree of competence participants believe they have in various academic settings.

Motivated Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (MSLQ: Pintrich et al., 1993), which assesses
motivation and learning strategies by University students.

A range of demographic, educational and occupational information was also collected

?Questions

Academic achievement reported by
placement and non-placement students

16%

51%

26%

6%

0%

18%

50%

23%

9%

1%

12%

41%

33%

8%
6%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%+/ 1st class 60-69%/ 2:1 class 50-59%/ 2:2 class 40-49%/ 3rd Class <40% / fail

No placement Placemnent Official figures for UoH 09/10 year

Mean results by
placement participation

MSLQ subscale: Test anxiety Trait hope (THS) THS subscale: agency

Placement No placement

t=1.70
p<0.05

t=2.36
p<0.01

t=1.89
p<0.05
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Theoretical implications

• Our findings suggest that cognitions & emotions are most affected by WIL

• Findings are consistent with previous evidence to suggest that an
improvement in confidence is a key outcome of WIL (Cope, 2000; Ward,
2009).

• Lack of significant differences in measures relating to learning behaviours,
e.g. procrastination, learning strategies, or in academic achievement were
found, contrary to existing literature (Powell et al., 2008).

Why might this be?
The specificity of the experiential differences

between placement and non-placement students.

Practical implications
For the University of Huddersfield and beyond

• Models of graduate employability suggest that self-
confidence and self esteem are key facilitators of later
employment (Dacre Pool & Sewell 2007).

• Changes in HE landscape with higher fees from 2012
– Will two year degrees become the norm?
– How can work related elements be better integrated into courses?
– Will student stake on even more part-time jobs to pay for education?
– Will employers still expect work experience?

Limitations and
directions for future research

• Main limitation: the use of a cross-sectional design.

• Precluded understanding whether differences are a
result of WIL or whether students who participate in WIL
are different prior to commencing placement.

• Future studies employing a pre-post design are indicated

• Longitudinal studies documenting occupational
outcomes of WIL vs non WIL students

Next Steps

• Secured funding for qualitative research. ‘The more the
merrier?: a qualitative examination of the contribution of
multiple work integrated learning experiences to student
learning, personal development and preparation for
employment.’

• Looking for ongoing collaborations with our research
partners.

Conclusion

Our findings suggest that work integrated learning has a much more

wide reaching influence than simply moulding better students.

It’s effect is one of a more hopeful and confident adult, better

equipped emotionally to face the challenges of the employment

market and life beyond.

Up Coming Presentations

• Impact Upon Teaching and Learning – University of Huddersfield,
Teaching and Learning Committee, September.

• ‘In the right placement at the right time? An investigation of the
psychological outcomes of placement learning’ International Conference
on Education and Educational Psychology (ICEEPSY 2011), Istanbul,
October.

• ‘Learning beyond the lecture room: Do placements help students learn
about themselves and for themselves?’ Psychology of Education
Conference, Preston, November.
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?Questions
Thank you for your time

and attention

Contact:
Lisa Ward, University of Huddersfield

l.ward@hud.ac.uk
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Widening Participation, Employability and Work-Related Learning – What Works

Gill Frigerio, Career Studies Unit, University of Warwick

Social mobility has been a significant strand through UK public policy in the recent years, and this paper considers the
potential role of work-related learning in enabling such mobility for current and future HE students.  To do this, I explore
some of the terminology most prevalent in this area of Higher Education policy and practice, such as ‘employability’ and
‘widening participation’ (WP) and relate them to differing forms of work experience.  I explore how they interrelate
using an analytical account of a HEFCE funded internships scheme designed specifically to address factors previously
lined to social mobility, access to work experience (Cabinet Office, 2009). I conclude by mapping out some of the
considerations for work related learning to have a positive impact on social mobility.

‘Employability’

This catch-all term is used in a variety of ways, encompassing the range of factors involved in graduate progression to
the job market.  When broken down, its meanings can differ wildly, from

 a range of generic skills and abilities developed by students, ideally possessed on graduation to ensure....

 ...actual graduate employment, or

 a longer term view of graduates’ ability to manage a career trajectory over time (CBI, 2009; Watts, 2006).

Some of this confusion can be traced back to the introduction in 1998 of institutional performance measures relating to
employment outcomes, billed as an ‘employability performance indicator’.  These were based on the ‘first destination’
survey, conducted six months after graduation.  As with all quantitative measures, this assumes a straightforward, causal
and therefore measurable relationship between educational experience and progression into the job market. As an
external objective measure, it bears no relation to the aspirations and experiences of the individual learner.   Even if this
relationship were measurable, the indicator has been proven to be unreliable in terms of long term career trajectories, as
longitudinal data shows that since expansion of mass HE, graduate careers take 3-5 years to establish. (Purcell et al.,
2005).   Despite this, it remains an important policy driver, with the data being used as evidence of 'employability' in the
new 'key information sets' which all English Universities will soon be required to produce.

The ESECT (Enhancing Student Employability Co-ordination Team) within the Higher Education Academy, produced a
series of publications in the ‘Learning and Employability’ series stimulating debate within higher education, and linking
employability with concurrent developments around career development learning, work related learning and personal
development planning.  As part of this, Yorke (2006) identifies three constructs of employability:

- employability as employment outcome;

- employability as a learning process; and

- employability as a set of learning outcomes.

And notes the alternative perspectives of

• Employability as the possession of the necessary characteristics (i.e. the potential) to obtain and retain
desired employment  (employability = the individual)

• Realised Employability (having obtained desired employment, which attests to the individual possession of
required attributes) (employability = the context)

This is a helpful distinction for those within higher education, yet the discourse remains supply-side, not fully
acknowledging that the possession of the potential to obtain and be effective in desired employment, does not
automatically and simplistically translate to employment: structures of the labour market, macroeconomic factors and
structural disadvantage will all have an impact here.  By ignoring that, Wilton (2011) notes that with “an explicit policy
focus on the supply-side of the labour market, [it] is more likely to be associated with placing responsibility for a lack of
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employability on the individual” (p 4).  An alternative perspective is to see employability as also a reflection of employer
behaviour and the labour market (Moreau & Leathwood, 2006).

The work of Tomlinson (2007) and others also brings in the important subjective dimension, demonstrating that within
this pervading discourse, students and graduates are forming their own view of the labour market and developing
attitudes and identities accordingly.  This contradicts the dominant view in policy of students as rational investors who
behave in consistent and predictable ways. In Tomlinson’s study, students were engaged in the difficult process of
constructing individualised narratives of employability.  They had bought the rhetoric of the individual, and saw their
careers unfolding in response to high levels of personal agency.  If any barriers were foreseen then harder work and
determination would provide the additional agency to overcome them.  The ‘economy of experience’ (including their
work experience) was an essential part of these individualised narratives.  Tomlinson develops a typology which
differentiates between careerists, ritualists, retreatists and rebels, dependent on orientation to the market and to action.

Fig 1: Ideal-type model of student orientations

Tomlinson, M (2007)  ‘Graduate Employability and Student attitudes and
orientations to the labour market’, Journal of Education and Work Vol 20 No 4 pp
285-304

Orientation to market (ends)

Careerist Ritualist

Rebel Retreatist

Non-market orientation

Active Passive (means)

As we start to explore individual's experiences of employability, it is worth introducing theories of career development,
to shed some light on how those orientations are formed and can develop.

Much of the employability discourse critiqued above is underpinned by what Hodkinson calls 'folk career theory', which
includes assumptions about career decisions being cognitive and rational and career progression being normally
straightforward if a 'good' career decision has been made (Hodkinson, 2008).  In fact, Hodkinson argues, decisions are
not rational and progression is strongly influenced by external factors.

Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) work on ‘careership’ highlights the structural and agentic elements that create an
individual’s ‘horizons for action’, drawing on ideas from Bourdieu about 'habitus' (internal dispositions determined by
contextual factors) and 'field' (referring to the structures of social relations and power dynamics in different settings)
(Grenfell, 2004).

Learning theories of career  (e.g. Mitchell and Krumboltz, 1996) highlight inimportance of direct and vicarious learning
experiences lead individuals to make generalisations from theit observations of self and the world.  Drawing on
Bandura's social learning theory (1977), we can see how these observations affect a person’s self-efficacy beliefs, which
will determine their decision to pursue a particular goal, and ‘task approach skills’ (which includes how they sort and sift
career information, set goals and make decisions).

Looking at employability through this lens, the factors which influence either immediate employment or long term career
trajectory are dependent on individual aspirations, chosen sectors and work roles, and goals which each person sees as
appropriate and achieveable aspirations for themselves.
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Work experience, a broad term which can refer to everything from assessed placements as part of a vocational course to
informal and individually negotiated short periods of unpaid work experience, is often welcomed as an important
contributing factor to students’ employability (Jensen, 2010; Vasager, 2011). ‘Work experience’ has been shown to have
a direct impact upon first destination data (Little et al, 2006), and has developed an increasing profile within the popular
discourse, with quantitative data on levels of placement learning also due to appear in the new KIS profiles.

In practice there are many different models for supporting students in gaining work experience in different contexts.
These tend to lie between two extremes: a ‘supported self-sourcing’ approach to work experience (where students are
supported through information and guidance to identify possible providers of work experience and make their own
approaches) and a ‘placing’ or brokerage model (where opportunities are negotiated between the institution and the
employer and a student placed or a shortlist of suitable students passed on to the employer).  Further analysis is laid out
in table 1.

Table 1: Contrasting models of supporting work experience

Model Supported Self-sourcing Brokerage

Advantages Student leads the process, as
autonomous, independent learner

Student develops abilities to
negotiate the labour market
themselves, which can be applied
in the future

Consistent with support models for
graduate transitions

Can be easily targeted at specific
sectors or groups of students

Easier for both employers and
students

Direct engagement with employers
can influence their practices

Disadvantages Confident and engaged students
are more likely to access the
support

Any employer discrimination is
unseen and therefore cannot be
challenged

Burden of time passes to the
institution – costly to run.
Unsustainable level of support to
offer

In reality, a fully brokered model is rare and the nature of the work experience requires different approaches to self-
sourcing.  For academic schools with a strong placement culture and significant levels of participation in placements, it is
usual to find strong support for self-sourcing.  For non accredited work experience such as that gained through job shops
and careers services, there is usually less support available in terms of student:support ratios.

A further variable beyond sourcing and placing, is the resource given to the ongoing process of managing the learning
and supporting reflection on experience.  Work experience becomes better described as work-related learning in contexts
where students are given ongoing pedagogically informed support, with an explicit focus on the underpinning reflective
process, to harness their learning and incorporate that into longer term career plans.

‘Widening participation’ is an umbrella term for an imperative to broaden the range of students who have access to
higher education, particularly in terms of age, ethnic background, disability and social class.

Both the economic prosperity and social justice arguments for increasing participation in higher education of those from
disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds rest on assumptions about educational attainment and increased economic
returns and social mobility.  Whilst these are demonstrable at one level (UUK, 2007), it is not a predictable link for all
individuals.   As the careers and employability literature shows, these background characteristics can impact on 'horizons
for action', worldview generalisations and self-efficacy beliefs. These can influence career goals, as well as attitudes to
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work related learning. For example, a student may self-select not to pursue a career path for which significant unpaid
work experience has become the normal entry route.

The labour market and employers' behaviour has a role to play too.  For example, a particular complicating factor flows
from the diversity of institutions within the HE sector.  Whilst participation in HE overall from the target group has
increased, a gap has emerged between the most selective universities and the sector overall (Sutton Trust, 2010).  This is
significant for the employability of WP students due to the targeting of selective universities by graduate recruiters, with
many promoting their brand extensively at a small number of institutions.

Research into WP students’ experiences of higher education has typically been at post-1992 institutions (Moreau and
Leathwood, 2006, Redmond, 2006, Greenbank and Hepworth, 2008).  These authors highlight some of the challenges
WP students can experience, with less time to participate in campus-based student activities, a serial approach to work
and study and poor networks resulting from their lack of economic and social capital.  However, in selective and
employer targeted institutions with smaller numbers of students from these backgrounds, there are risks of additional and
compounded disadvantage.  As a smaller proportion of the student body, WP students are more at risk of exclusion from
those aspects of the student experience with the greatest potential to enhance employability.  Despite the enhanced social
capital associated with their degree, they could be unable to access it.  If offered generically, institution wide initiatives to
enhance students’ employability (e.g. through placement learning, or other initiatives such as the accreditation of extra-
curricular activities) can widen the gap.

In addition, the Tomlinson research highlighted earlier into different students’ orientations to employability has
highlighted the different individual starting points which require differing levels of support and interventions.  There has
been no explicit focus in this research of the impact of social class, but considering these typologies alongside the WP
student research, we can speculate that disadvantage may be compounded if a WP student who also has a retreatist
orientation is not supported to move beyond it.

The institutional diversity highlighted above also impacts on the nature and extent of support for work-related learning.
In some institutions, particularly post 1992 Universities, part time hourly paid jobs alongside studies and placements as
part of a programme of study are more prevalent, with learning often well supported in the latter.  In more in traditional
institutions, formal summer internship schemes (often offered by large graduate recruiters) or unpaid placements often
negotiated by the student are more common.  Participation in these is also often more competitive, with a career focus on
the occupation or sector concerned often forming part of an employer’s criteria.

It is these latter schemes which were highlighted in the Milburn report on fair access to the professions (Cabinet Office,
2009) as the work experience which has the greatest potential to lead to social mobility.  The problem highlighted was
how these type of experiences are harder for people of some backgrounds to get as they often rely on personal or parental
networks, are prohibitive to those without parental financial support as they are often unpaid and tend to be located in
London, where living costs are highest.

So, to bring all these strands together:

students employability is potentially affected by their social background

placement learning has a positive impact on employability

access to work experience has a role to play in social mobility.

However,  the barriers for some students in accessing the most beneficial forms of work experience creates a spiral
effect.  Socially advantaged students are able to maximise their employability, increasing the gap between them and WP
students.  The introduction of higher student fees in England throws these issues into even sharper relief.

As a result of the final report of the Panel on the Fair Access to the Professions highlighting difficulties for some students
in doing unpaid work experience, HEFCE invited HE institutions in England to bid to operate paid internships for
students from widening participation backgrounds over summer 2010.  The University of Warwick (in partnership with
the University of Birmingham) successfully bid for 25 funded internships at each institution. I was Head of Careers at
Warwick at the time and was involved in the establishment, operation and evaluation of the Warwick part of the
programme.

This activity was located in the Centre for Student Careers and Skills (CSCS) at Warwick, which had been created 12
months earlier through the integration of the Careers Centre and skills development provision.   This resulting large
department was still developing its integrated approach to career and skill development when this project began.
Priorities of the new department included maximising ‘reach’,engaging non-users and demonstrating the qualitative and
quantitative impact of activities.
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With such a short term programme (May- Sept 2010), the pragmatic priority was to design an effective scheme that could
be implemented quickly by existing staff.   As a result, we focused on mirroring existing processes for service delivery
(based on supported self-sourcing) rather than establishing a new infrastructure.

Our bid specified eligibility criteria of: students with a disability; students in receipt of Warwick scholarship, students
over 21 at the start of undergraduate programme, those in the first generation of their family to experience HE, or those
from a black or minority ethnic group.  Family social background was also included as a criterion and whilst the other
criteria are not synonymous with social background, we expected that to dominate the demographic targeted.

Internships were offered flexibly and over varying time periods from 30 – 120 hours, so as to meet the complex needs of
the diverse client groups.  Bursaries of up to £775 for a 4 week placement were available, either for a self-sourced
internship or for placements which CSCS obtained by contacting employers about the programme.   We sought to
support the students’ learning through the placement with preparatory guidance as well as a structured reflection at the
end of the placement on learning and impact on their overall career development.

There were difficulties in identifying and targeting the right groups of students, both ethically and practically.   From an
ethical standpoint, we had previously shied away from targeting our services by diversity criteria, and had limited trials
to some activities for black and minority ethnic students and older students.  This approach was based on previous
student feedback, as well as a fear of problematising students’ backgrounds and conveying negative messages about their
likely future experiences which could demotivate and lower aspirations.   From a practical perspective, the data needed to
target groups were not always easily extractable from the student records system.  Data on finances and on socio-
economic background of students comes along with their initial application from the centralised UCAS process and is not
reliably complete due to high levels of non-disclosure. This is a key issue for universities considering running targeted
programmes and highlights the need for effective management of WP data for current students.

As a result, we decided to promote the scheme to all first and second year undergraduates, including details on the
eligibility requirements and a brief application form asking for enough data to a) check eligibility and b) ascertain their
preferences of sector and location.  Students were asked to present evidence of their eligibility, and it is noteworthy that
none referred to their social class.  In a matter of days 181 applications had been received, of whom 29 were not eligible.
Students were given guidance on securing their own placement, and CSCS staff began to broker with employers on their
behalf, from existing employer contacts.    As students were confirmed as participants, a careers consultant worked
through ‘preparing for placement’ materials with them.  Funding was allocated on a ‘first come, first served’ basis.  As a
result, students who were slower to secure their own placement or whose interests were harder to match with a centrally
brokered placement were unable to access the funding.  This resulted in 127 unplaced students, of whom 17 withdrew
when they found alternative work experience.

The participants

As a result of this pragmatic process and mixed economy, the overall participation in the project is summarised in table 2.
The totals are higher than the total number of placed students as some met several criteria.

Table 2:

Criteria Placed

BME 4

Mature student 2

Disability 1

Financial Support 17

No prior experience of HE 9

Comparing this data with student records, the majority did not have a socio-economic class recorded. It is significant to
note that if we had only publicised the scheme to those with the appropriate recorded SEC data, most of our participants
would not have heard about it.

12 students sourced their placements themselves and 13 were sourced by us, using existing employer contacts.

Students’ positions pre- and post- placement

In the light of the context outlined earlier, we felt the scheme would be of most benefit to students whose horizons for
action were narrowed by their background, who lacked the agency associated with careerist/instrumentalist approaches,
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hence not having sought work experience to this point.  However, we were struck by the confidence of the students who
were placed in their abilities to succeed in their chosen fields. Students’ comments that ‘I am going to excel’ or ‘I know I
have the needed drive ambition and multi specialism background to be a good lawyer’.  They had accepted the supply
side discourse of employability as an individualised concept based on simply possessing the ‘right’ characteristics
(Moreau and Leathwood, 2006, Wilton, 2011).

Given the barriers to work experience we have outlined, as well as our expectations about their orientations, we were
surprised by how many of the students placed did actually have prior work experience.   Indeed, some had previously
self-sourced unpaid work experience at a similar level in their target sector and knew exactly what they wanted to
achieve with this next period of work experience, suggesting that their background was not a barrier to action.

The initial support involved encouraging students to consider what they had to offer an employer and the strengths and
qualities they would be taking into their placement.   Several of the students struggled with articulating their existing
strengths, or learning goals for the placement, prior to the internship, and this was an area given considerable attention in
the pre-placement activities.

In post-placement follow up it was reported that all the students planned to stay in touch with contacts made and had
developed both networks and networking skills. Some were offered further opportunities after the internship.  Students’
reports on the outcomes of the placement focused on their learning about the sectors they worked in and growth in
confidence.  However, once the internship was completed they were hesitant about articulating specific next steps or
about reflecting on what they had learned about themselves.  A typical comment here focuses on sector knowledge
gained ‘My placement at X had quite a large impact on me and my career planning despite only being a week
long……The placement helped me to confirm that a career in investment banking is definitely right for me.’

Two case studies of contrasting experiences are summarised below:

DE gained an unpaid internship in media through the scheme as she was in receipt of university funding.  She had not
used CSCS previously but her family were very supportive of her aspirations.  Her confidence in her ability to succeed in
media grew during the internship and she was particularly pleased with her own improvement in her ability to undertake
some of the tasks which initially seemed quite daunting.  As a follow up to the internship she planned to arrange a
discussion with a careers consultant.

RS, a first generation HE student, gained an internship in law.  She had not used CSCS previously.  Her family were
supportive of her aspirations and she was able to articulate her strengths prior to the internship.  Her confidence in
succeeding as a barrister was very high despite its extremely competitive entry route.  Following the internship she was
asked to return showing she had made a good impression and giving her a contact for references and further experience
in the future.  However, she was less sure that she wanted to be a barrister as the solicitors she had met had told her how
hard it was and so her confidence had dropped.  This shows the impact on aspirations and confidence from the worldview
of those encountered on placement, particularly when the student has not been able to critique those perspectives.   Six
months later, her perspective remains altered, although her rationale changes:

The scheme really helped shape my career plans - as a result of the work experience I undertook I have complete altered
my plans for the future. Comparing the experience within the solicitors' firm to that I have had with barristers enabled
me to realise I would prefer to work in a team environment, having more client contact and really getting to know clients
well throughout an issue from start to finish - something which solicitors are far more able to do than barristers…Thus
the placement was invaluable in helping shape my career planning. I am currently going through the interview stage at
numerous city law firms and I don't think I would have got this far in deciding that is what I want to do without the
experience.(RS)

For other students at earlier stages in their career decision making, and who approached the scheme with no target sectors
in mind, positive outcomes were reported more generically

Doing the work experience helped me to decide to have a gap year and gain some more experience in order to then be
able to make a more informed decision about what field of work I would like to go into. The work experience enabled me
to identify some of the jobs that interest me less than others, a process which has helped me to realise that I shouldn't
rush my decisions about what jobs to apply for. (KW)

These confirm the different ways that internships can be experienced and highlight the importance of structured follow
up and reflection on placements in order to capture learning.

Non participants

The process by which the scheme evolved, with a large group registering interest and then a ‘first come, first served’
model for either applying for a brokered place or finding one’s own placement, meant that once the initial 25 bursaries
had been allocated, there were 110 students left unplaced.
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Some of these had not responded to follow up communications from us, particularly once term had ended, but others had
sought placements and lost out on competitive processes.

These students were followed up in October 2010.  Of these 110, 39 responded to our follow up, reporting that 9 had
found alternative work experience over the summer, but 30 had not.  Breaking that down according to prior experiences:

3 found some work experience and had done some previously (a continuation of active engagement)

6 found work experience without the scheme although had not had any previously (a breakthrough)

11 did not find work experience but had done some previously (step back)

19 did not find any and had not done any previously (still on the starting blocks)

Given the original scheme objectives, the 30 students in the ‘step back’ and ‘starting blocks’ groups would have
potentially benefited the most. A more targeted approach at the outset would have enabled us to focus on them, and our
recommendation for future schemes is that they are ring-fenced for those with no prior work experience.  Consideration
would need to be given to recruitment on those grounds and verification of such claims.

In the follow up, many of the non-placed students expressed interest in further targeted support from Student Careers and
Skills in finding work experience in the future.   As a result, a programme was designed to bring them in to the support
offered by the Centre, beginning with an initial workshop.  However, despite positive sign up, attendance was poor and
participation erratic.  Feedback indicates that these students are not ready to engage in a self-directed way with the
services we offer.   We would need to offer more intensive and structured support to engage them and move them on.
This highlights a critical point for services on a supported self-sourcing model, that precisely those who need the most
support can be the least likely to access it.

Conclusions

Overall, there is evidence that the scheme had a positive impact on the students who participated, and that the guidance
offered before and after were useful in supporting their learning. We cannot predict what their experience would have
been without the financial support.  However, for many, their prior work experience shows they were already engaged
and proactive.

The positive response to a targeted scheme has proved influential on colleagues who were concerned about the ethics of
targeting.  We had only one complaint from a student not in the target group about the scheme.  However, it has flagged
up ongoing practical considerations, such as:

 how to extract accurate data from students records,

 how to discuss socio-economic background with clients in an objective and non-patronising way, and

 how to validate self-reported data such as prior work experience and parental experience of higher education.

Moreover, the scheme highlights difficulties of working with class as a means of engaging with individuals and shows
how other criteria such as family income, whilst not a perfect substitute, make for easier targeting.

The funding mechanism required a rapid response to a complex and dynamic inequality, which led to the use of existing
infrastructure for quick implementation.  Although in the current economic climate there are unlikely to be similar
funding initiatives, lessons can be learnt from this initiative at both institutional and sector level so that more sustained
interventions can be developed.

The rapid response to this scheme from students who met our criteria yet had undertaken previous unpaid work
experience in their chosen sectors, show the difficulty of targetting support.  Acknowledging that a characteristic can
influence career trajectories at macro level does not easily help us identify the individuals in greatest need of support.
This requires a more nuanced understanding of the individual learner.

The wider evaluation of all the HEFCE funded schemes which considered the undergraduate internships alongside
similar programmes with no explicit social mobility focus shows that:

Schemes open to all are most likely to be accessed by socially advantaged students

Work experience needs to be part of a structured intervention in order to be of maximum benefit (Oakleigh/CRAC, 2011)

This experience, then, is further argument for the targetting of resources on providing structured schemes for those with
no prior work experience, who are unable to access the experience that would be most beneficial.  For some of these
students, a step towards a brokerage model may be required.  Work-related learning can be managed in ways that
increases social mobility, but to do this it must be explicitly included as a consideration in the current 'employability' of
our students.
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• Employability, work experience and social mobility:
unpacking the terminology.

• What does it mean for individuals?  Shaping services
to respond

• HEFCE funded undergraduate internships: an
overview of one programme

• Lessons learnt

• Discussion

Employability

Work
Experience

Widening
Participation

Work
experience

has a positive
impact on

employability

Social
background

affects access
to work

experience

students
employability
is potentially
affected by
their social
background

Orientation to market (ends)

Careerist Ritualist

Rebel Retreatist

Non-market orientation

Active Passive (means)

Tomlinson, M (2007)  ‘Graduate Employability and Student
attitudes and orientations to the labour market’, Journal of
Education and Work Vol 20 No 4 pp 285-304

Student Orientations to
Employability

Model Supported Self-sourcing Brokerage

Advantages Student leads the process, as
autonomous, independent learner

Student develops abilities to negotiate
the labour market themselves, which
can be applied in the future

Consistent with support models for
graduate transitions

Can be easily targeted at
specific sectors or groups
of students

Easier for both employers
and students

Direct engagement with
employers can influence
their practices

Disadvantages Confident and engaged students are
more likely to access the support

Any employer discrimination is
unseen and therefore cannot be
challenged

Burden of time passes to
the institution – costly to
run.  Unsustainable level
of support to offer
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• Rapid response required: May-Sept 2010
• Joint Warwick:Birmingham bid = 25 Inplace + places each

• At Warwick: incomplete data on socio-economic background
• financial support & family experience of HE used as

subsitutes for SEC. (Ethnicity, age and disability also used)
• Promoted widely – 181 applications over a weekend
• Placed on first come: first served basis
• Pre- and post- placement one to one careers adviser support

• 12 self-sourced; 13 brokered

Expectations Realities

• Students with low levels
of prior professional level
work experience

• Perhaps less confident

• Lack of previous
engagement with
Careers Services

• Support needed with
placement planning &
reflection

• Significant levels of
previous unpaid work
experience – usually
secured by themselves

• High levels of confidence: ‘I
am going to excel’

• Lack of previous
engagement with Careers
Services

• Support needed with
placement planning &
reflection

Criteria Placed
BME 4

Mature student 2

Disability 1

Financial Support 17

No prior experience of HE 9

The scheme really helped shape my career plans - as
a result of the work experience I undertook I have
complete altered my plans for the future. Comparing
the experience within the solicitors' firm to that I have
had with barristers enabled me to realise I would
prefer to work in a team environment, having more
client contact and really getting to know clients well
throughout an issue from start to finish - something
which solicitors are far more able to do than
barristers…Thus the placement was invaluable in
helping shape my career planning. I am currently
going through the interview stage at numerous city law
firms and I don't think I would have got this far in
deciding that is what I want to do without the
experience.(RS)

Doing the work experience helped me to decide to
have a gap year and gain some more experience
in order to then be able to make a more informed
decision about what field of work I would like to go
into. The work experience enabled me to identify
some of the jobs that interest me less than others,
a process which has helped me to realise that I
shouldn't rush my decisions about what jobs to
apply for. (KW)

110 students left unplaced & followed up in Oct 2010.
39 responded : 9 had found alternative work experience
over the summer, but 30 had not.

• 3 found some work experience and had done some
previously (a continuation of active engagement)

• 6 found work experience without the scheme although
had not had any previously (a breakthrough)

• 11 did not find work experience but had done some
previously (step back)

• 19 did not find any and had not done any previously
(still on the starting blocks)
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Students with the most to benefit will need the most support

Sector-wide evaluation shows:
• Schemes open to all are most likely to be accessed by

socially advantaged students
• Work experience needs to be part of a structured

intervention in order to be of maximum benefit
(Oakleigh/CRAC, 2011)

Acknowledging that a characteristic can influence career
trajectories at macro level does not easily help us identify
the individuals in greatest need of support.  This requires
a more nuanced understanding of the individual learner.

 how to extract accurate data from students
records,

 how to discuss socio-economic background with
clients in an objective and non-patronising way,
and

 how to validate self-reported data such as prior
work experience and parental experience of
higher education.

Thank for you for listening

For further queries:
g.frigerio@warwick.ac.uk
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Abstract
Courses which prepare individuals to become health and social care professionals require
students to spend a substantial proportion of their learning time in work placements.  This
paper suggests that the development of placement pathways, short periods of learning
opportunities away from the main work placement, can enhance learning and employability.
The aim of the Placement Pathway Project is to encourage the development and
understanding of placement pathways within the education of health care professionals
including physiotherapists, occupational therapists and nurses. The project generated data
from students, lecturers, clinicians and educational leads via questionnaires and one-to-one
interviews. Early findings from the project indicate that despite challenges, the development
of placement pathways provides a wider range of opportunities to students and these may in
turn better prepare them for work in contemporary health and social care settings. In addition,
placement pathways offer similar opportunities to employers and their workforce to get up to
date on the fast changing requirements of nurse education.

Introduction: what are placement pathways?
Students studying to qualify in a range of health and social care courses typically spend
between a third and a half of their three year learning programme in the workplace. The
workplace learning environment can include hospital departments and wards, and in the
community setting, clinics, surgeries and patient's homes. In each workplace area, student
learning is supported by clinicians and other professionals who act as mentors and
supervisors. But not every placement can provide all the requisite learning opportunities the
student needs to experience. In recognising this the idea of the 'placement pathway' was
devised.

Anderson (2009) defined a pathway as, 'a learning experience of short duration that students
engage with away from their mentor and placement base', (Anderson 2009 p. 2) and it is this
definition which helped define a placement pathway at the commencement of the Placement
Pathway Project. Placement pathways are therefore learning activities and experiences
associated with the main or base placement. A pathway is designed to enhance the placement
learning experience and help students to gain skills and knowledge. A pathway need not be
linear, but could be described as a 'pick and mix' arrangement with a menu of opportunities
available to learners. Each learning environment should have a documented profile and a
directory of specialist skills and practitioners to whom the student can gain access while in
the particular leaning environment (Hutchings, 2001).
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Introduction: what are the practice and policy drivers?

The education of Nurses, Midwives and various Allied Health Professionals (AHPs) takes
place in both higher education institutions and practice settings, often termed practice
placements. The AHPs include Physiotherapy, Occupational Therapy, Social Work,
Operating Department Practitioners, Paramedics, Radiotherapists and Radiographers. Nursing
is the largest single group and it includes Adult, Mental Health, Child and Learning Disability
branches of the profession.  Midwifery is the profession most closely allied to nursing and is
governed by the same professional body, the Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC). The
NMC stipulates that learners gain the knowledge and skills necessary to enter the appropriate
professional register via a 50/50 split between theory and practice. The Health Professions
Council, the umbrella organisation for the registration of AHPs, has a variety of requirements
across its member disciplines and the ratio of time on placement to time in class varies from
1:4 to 1:1.

Placements for students will vary in number, throughout the programme, and in length of
time spent in a particular area. In the case of pre-registration nurses, for example, a placement
has to be at least four weeks in duration in order that the student may be assessed
appropriately (NMC Standards for Education, 2011). Placement facilitation is therefore
complicated and challenging and requires effective collaborative working, not only between
but within partner organisations.

Over the last decade, an increase in health provision has required the training and education
of more health care professional including nurses and therapists. At the same time, there have
been fundamental changes in how and where health care is delivered as the patient has
become more central to health care planning. Arising from this two main concerns have
come to dominate thinking around placement provision. These are, firstly, placement capacity
which in turn directly affects the second element, quality of the learning experience (Curren,
2003; Hutchings et al 2005). Murray and Williamson summarise this dual concern when they
state that

'UK statutory bodies and others have expressed their concerns regarding capacity and related
quality issues '(2009:3147).

Capacity
The Blair government, following the recommendations of the Wanless Report, increased the
NHS budget and this resulted in a corresponding increase in the numbers of health care
workers employed. This increase was most noticeable among nurses and therapist (Wanless,
2002).  Additional students were then recruited to health and social care courses, leading to
more professional registration in these areas.  As student numbers increased so did the
requirement to increase placement capacity to match training criteria (James 2005)

It has not been sufficient to look just at building capacity across all placement areas.
Students need to gain experience in environments where health and social care is delivered by
their professional group. Hospitals have traditionally been the focus of health care delivery.
However, the locus has shifted to wards community-based care in recent years with the aim
of delivering health care closer to where people live. (DH, 2006) To reflect the changes in
health care delivery, awarding and professional bodies have called for students to spend more
of their placement time in community to prepare them for employment in contemporary
health care settings (NMC, 2010; RCN, 2007).
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This change in emphasis has led to difficulties in building placement capacity in community
locations due to the nature of the way health care professionals practice in these settings.
Community health care professionals are often lone workers who work in clinics and the
homes of client's /patients. When trying to increase placement capacity in the community, the
lack of space and facilities such as furniture and access to computers has been a limiting
factor (Kenyon, 2008).  Building placement capacity has been particularly difficult when
community staff/ mentors are already overstretched, juggling commitments to patients,
students and newly qualified staff (Drennan 2004; Kenyon 2008).

As community care has developed, some hospital placement capacity has been lost due to
ward closure and the re-organisation of services. A base/main placement on a ward may no
longer offer a sufficiently broad range of learning opportunities and students may have to
seek alternative experience away from the ward/base placement. A student nurse on a
surgical ward for example, may have to leave the ward to gain the experience of applying a
wound dressing in a centralized hospital dressing clinic. As some areas diminish in capacity,
new services develop. A pertinent example is intermediate care which bridges hospital and
community care. It is initially difficult for new health care settings to become main/base
placements until the learning environment has been assessed and staff have gained expertise
in supporting student learning.

Quality
Professional awarding bodies have implemented requirements to enhance the quality of the
placement learning environment in a number of ways (NMC 2006, 2008). These have
included auditing the learning environment and enhancing the expertise of mentors and
supervisions as facilitators of learning and assessors.  A study by Duffy noted that mentors,
particularly those with little experience and support, 'failed to fail' students in comparison
with students who failed their theoretical studies (Duffy, 2007). As a result of the study,
mentor training, mandatory updates and more exposure to student and local registration are
required (NMC 2006, 2008).

Mentors and supervisors negotiate individual learning contracts with students and plan
programmes of learning within the placement area. This has often included gaining learning
experiences away from the base/main placement area. For example, a student who has a
district nurse as a mentor may have a 'mini placement', that is a placement pathway with a
practice nurse or midwife. Often such arrangements are local and informal. Where educators
and individual placement organisations have developed formalized pathways to enhance
base/main placements these are often localized and specialized.

Health care professionals are increasingly educated to degree level as an initial registration
qualification to reflect the level of skills they will require in employment. Students and
qualified health care professionals are expected to be pro-active learners and critical thinkers.
They need to be good communicators and be able to work in multidisciplinary teams (DH,
2006; NMC, 2010). Health and social care students need to gain both specific skills and a
broad range of experiences which will equip them not only for registration, but for careers in
a rapidly changing health and social care environment.

The motivating force for the work of Pollard and Hibbert (2004) together with Hutchings and
Sanders (2001) was one of quality and enhancing consistency of the student learning
experience.  As Pollard and Hibbert note, pathways were often used on a ward by ward basis,
but not in a co-ordinated way across the service (2004:41).
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Literature

There is a growing body of evidence in the literature to demonstrate an interest in the topic of
placements and associated routes through practice for professional learners and this interest
comes from a variety of sources (Anderson, E A, 2009; Allen, E, Gillen, D, Rixon, L, 2009).
One of the main issues to become apparent is the divide that exists between institutional care
and care delivered 'off-site'. Essentially, hospital based placements do not prepare students
for roles in community care (Watkinson, 2009). Despite the movement in health care delivery
from hospital to community care, there has been a ‘lag’ in the way health care professionals,
and in particular, nurses have been prepared for roles within the community setting
(McClimens & Nancarrow, 2010; Ali, 2011). As a result recommendations which suggest
that students should spend more placement time in community settings (Drennan, 2004;
Royal College of Nursing, 2007b), have been difficult to implement. This is partly due to the
nature of community health care which takes place in clinics and patients’ homes (Hall, 2006;
Betony, 2011). Mentors and supervisors of students in community settings have often been
overstretched as they try to juggle the demands of students with patient care (Drennan, 2004;
Kenyon, 2008). In addition, it has been difficult recruiting newly qualified staff to community
care.

Hutchings and Sanders (2001), when developing pathways of learning in response to Project
2000 highlighted the need to set out clear learning objectives for each pathway. Rather than
suggesting a patient pathway, the authors proposed profiles for each learning environment
and a directory of specialist skills and practitioners.

Studies conducted by Marsland and Hickey (2003) indicate that placement experience has an
impact, both positive and negative on career pathways, and therefore an element to consider
when planning the breadth as well as depth of exposure to placement areas.

Anderson (2009) recommends an emphasis on 'student learning pathways' while Pollard and
Hibbert (2004) refer to the patient's pathway. These can improve the overall quality of care
if they allow the student learners to see beyond the immediate setting.

In some circumstances, however, there are disadvantages to this model.  A systematic
review carried out by Allen, Gillen and Rixson (2009) suggests that care pathways have
advantages where patient's illness follows a normal pattern, but are less likely to bring about
improvements in care where the patient does not follow an expected pattern, or where the
multi disciplinary teams are working well for example.

In addition there are practical problems associated with students following a patient journey,
including the fact that the journey continues when the student is not in the learning
environment. And it should be remembered that not all patients will require all the services.
As Pollard and Hibbert observed there are issues around patient pathways, in particular,
associated with assessment and the difficulty of assessing students who are learning away
from the placement base or placement mentor (Pollard and Hibbert, 2004).

The Project
It was with these issues in mind that the current project was devised. The broad purpose of
the Placement Pathway Project has been to explore practice learning within South Yorkshire
and to look at how placement capacity can be maximised as a result of using placement
pathways.  The aim of the study was then to produce a framework for pathway learning
across the region, which included producing a set of standards for developing placement
pathways. We did this by setting the following objectives:
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 to identify placement pathways developed within the regions with a scoping exercise
 to identify pathways which formed a bridge between primary and secondary care
 to conduct a literature review on community placements, placement pathways and

care pathways
 to analyse models and approaches to placement learning in community settings
 to identify examples of good practice
 to pilot a best practice framework
 to consider the co-ordination of pathways and risk assessment.

The two year project has been funded by Yorkshire and Humber Strategic Health Authority
who commission health and social care professional education throughout the region. The
study was conducted by a team of health and social care lecturers within the Faculty of
Health and Wellbeing, all of whom have professional expertise in nursing, physiotherapy,
occupational therapy and social work.  The team did not work in isolation but involved all
relevant stakeholders. The project was supported with a steering group which included
Community Health Trust Educational Leads from across the region.  Students, workbase
mentors/supervisors/practice educators, link lecturers and placement administrators provided
information which helped to shape and develop the project.

The project had three phases. These are detailed below and summarised in table 1 (below)
where the data generation stages are identified.

Phase one - Scoping and literature review. All placements used by pre registration nursing
and AHP students across the region were identified and analysed using data from the
previous three years. Examples of placement pathways were identified.

Phase two - Collection of detailed information about the nature of placements and placement
learning. Data was collected through questionnaires sent to students, mentors and link
lectures. The information gained was followed up with one to one interviews to obtain more
detail knowledge and understanding of placement pathway learning. The intended outcome of
this phase was to produce a set of quality indicators for student placements

Phase three - Development and pilot of a tool aimed at recording and developing placement
pathways. Phase two informed the development of the tool which was aimed at capturing and
recording pathways which already existed, forming a data bank of placement pathways and
also providing a guide for the development of placement pathways which incorporated
examples of good practice.

Design
The breadth of the project's objectives indicated that no single method would be sufficient to
generate the depth and variety of data required. When setting the terms of reference for the
project it was proposed that data be obtained using a 'range' of methods (Brennan and Hutt,
2001).
The choice of approach was also influenced by a number of high-level policy documents,
which set out the Government strategy for health, social care and higher education. Key
themes emerge from the policy analysis:
 fitness for practice
 inter-professional learning
 work-based learning
 responding to patient feedback
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 developing clinical placements that resonate with the lived experience or journey of
service users and carers.

All of these are predicated on ‘working in partnership’ and ensuring a ‘caring and
compassionate’ workforce across health and social care.
Both the Nursing and Midwifery Council (NMC) and the Health Professions Council (HPC)
highlight the importance of quality and consistency in clinical learning and the necessity for
close and effective communication between higher education and service providers (DoH,
2008, HPC 2007, NMC 2008, and FVMH, 2009).
Initial discussion took place at the Nursing Placement Partnership Management Group and
also at the Faculty Placement Steering Group. Further discussion then took place at a
stakeholder meeting held at SHU (Summer 2009). There was a series of meetings with the
Placement Pathway Steering Group which helped to keep the project on schedule and kept all
partners informed of the progress.

Recruitment

Respondents for one-to-one interviews were recruited as follows - mentors and students were
selected after completion of a questionnaire while link lecturers and placement organisation
Education leads were recruited directly. 220 of 480 questionnaires were returned from
students and 160 of 450 questionnaires were returned from mentors. Of these 34 student and
14 mentors indicated that they were willing to be interviewed or take part in a focus group.
Of those contacted, four students and four mentors were interviewed on a one-to-one basis.
Although provision was made to conduct four focus groups to which mentors, students and
Link Lecturers were invited, inclement weather, the geographical spread of respondents and
availability meant that all respondents who offered to take part in a focus group were
interviewed on a one-to-one basis. In addition, placement organisation Educational leads and
Link Lecturers were invited to take part in a one-to-one interview. They were selected for
their expert knowledge in placement learning and community health care. In total the overall
number of one-to-one interviews conducted was eighteen.

The one-to-one interview schedule prompted discussion in the following areas about
placement pathways;

 definition
 types of placement pathway
 purpose
 Strengths, weakness, opportunities, threats
 organisational issues associated with placement pathways
 the initiation of pathways
 aspirations
 use of pathways in the context of (health ) policy and contemporary practice.

Respondents were given an information sheet and read a statement ensuring their anonymity
and ability to withdraw from the project at any time. The response and interviews were
digitally recorded and documented verbatim. Transcripts were returned to individuals to
check for accuracy and to enhance validity of the data.
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Data Generation and Analysis

Table 1 The main avenues and times by which we generated data were:
Phase One Phase Two Phase Three
Literature search Focus group interviews

Individual Interviews
Development and Pilot of
Placement Pathway tool.
Development of associated
documentation

Scoping of extant pathways
within current placements

Audits and Observation Audits and Observation

Phase one was primarily an exercise in assessing the current state of knowledge prevalent at
the time.  Data generation took place during the second and third phases.  It was through the
one-to-one interviews that detailed information was obtained and in particular, how
placement pathways can enhance learning and employability. We return to this aspect in the
discussion.

Transcripts underwent thematic analysis by two members of the project team who read the
transcripts. In addition, the transcripts underwent content analysis using NVivo as a quality
measure to cross check the data against emerging themes. Howitt (2010) suggests that
thematic analysis consists of three basic elements; data collection and familiarization, coding,
and the identification of themes. Although Howitt breaks down these elements into six steps
which start with data collection and end with report writing, the steps reflect the use of
thematic analysis which includes going back and rechecking codes and themes and cross-
checking them with the data. Criticism of thematic analysis includes lack of transparency and
rigor and using only parts of the data when constructing themes. The quality of thematic
analysis was enhanced as result of reference to quality criteria as suggested by Howitt. The
quality criteria cover each stage of analysis and include, for example, the analysis of all the
data and cross checking emerging themes against the data (Howitt, 2010 p. 184).

Findings
The issues raised in the literature are reflected in our findings. The study by Anderson (2009)
which looked at learning pathways in primary care, suggests that students can gain a wider
perspective of health care and health care services as a result of learning pathways. Student
respondents of this study acknowledged that they had obtained a 'bigger picture' of health
services. This was apparent in the following where, with reference to the recent NMC
curriculum guidelines (NMC, 2010) the requirement for students to gain a broader knowledge
and understanding of other branches of nursing is made clear. Here the student EL1 described
a discussion with an adult branch student who had been placed in an area traditionally used
by students on the learning disability branch.  The result was shared learning between
students with mutual benefit as the students gained a wider perspective of health needs and
approaches.
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‘She learnt about challenging behaviours, which is what the learning disability students
learn. So she’d shared that. And one of the patients had got diabetes, so the Adult Branch
student was showing the learning disability one how to do blood sugars’ (EL1) 1.

Our findings were once again consistent with the literature on the topic of capacity building
where information emerged from the one-to-one interviews around workforce development
and the enhancement of skills suitable for working in contemporary health care environments
together with career development for students. One student had this to say:

'I think on your main placement you should be learning your basic nursing skills, your
washing, your dressing, your activities of daily living, how to cope with patients, your
management. Whereas your Pathway you should be learning other skills that you’re
not getting on that placement and skills that you can learn on top of that, spending
time with specialists more than actual basic nursing' (S1).

Another informant, EL1 describes how, as a result of a mental health pathway, students had a
better understanding of the patient's needs and increased understanding of the multi
disciplinary team. The knowledge gained as a result of a pathway helped the patient and
service once the student was employed.

If a client was on a ward area detained under the Mental Health Act and they are appealing
against that Mental Health Act, then the Advocacy Service may have been called in to assist
that patient. What we’ve found is, when a student nurses has become a staff nurse and has
experienced this pathway…… then that Staff Nurse knows they’ll need a private room, she
can prepare that patient as well' .  (EL1).

Students were positive about the opportunity to gain experience of working in a bigger arena,
particularly within the multi disciplinary team. In this respect pathways allow the student to
be exposed to different staff and working practices which offer students the ability to extend
their knowledge and experience. The wider breadth of experience offered provides students
with opportunities to see a range of services offered in the community setting, including
exposure to different roles.

‘You’re learning about other members of the team, what they do, what their role is’, (S2).

'It shows them exactly what's expected in that speciality, from the experts', (M1).

1 The following codes have been used to identify different groups of respondents; S – Student nurse, SP – student

physiotherapist, LL – Link lecturer, EL – Educational lead
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For healthcare students the range of services students are exposed to as a result of  placement
pathways can go beyond the NHS.

‘What I found was the staff in the voluntary sector have a very, very good knowledge and
understanding about what the health service does and what each team does very good. You
talk to people on the wards, they don’t really have much idea about what the voluntary sector
are doing or what they could expect of them’, (EL3)
With a more patient focused perspective operating in health care Pathways can offer students
the opportunity to follow the patient’s journey. This enables them to obtain a better
understanding of the health care services the patient encounters and experiences.

'If you’re on a post-surgery ward you never see that patient again, you don’t
know what’s going to happen. But if you follow them through you appreciate
more what they’re going through, what the families are going through’, (S2).

As EL1 and SP2 note, many health services are delivered in the community.

'I did a visit with an OT, we took somebody home and did a home visit to assess the home and
took the patient as well’……'it was quite an eye opener really. And it did, yeah, because it
made me realize, you know, I could picture her then sitting in her front room and....yeah, you
get a different. And actually you feel a lot....your relationship with that patient becomes a lot
stronger I think for having seen it’, (SP2).

As a result to changes in health care, new roles and services are developing and practitioners
are aware that students need to gain experience in new areas of practice and to become
familiar with  new roles to equip them for their future employment.

'It can open their eyes to the different array of options that’s out there for them once they’ve
qualified’…'we have a lot of specialist nurse roles and specialist nursing areas that they
could work in, which that sort of really broadens their view of what nursing can be’,(M3).

But providing placements in new and specialist areas can pose problems in terms of training
and maintaining competence of mentors and supervisors.

‘For months and months and months we don't even have any students come in on pathways,
so that's a disadvantage because our mentors get a bit out of practice’, (M2).

However, pathways can act to allow mentors and supervisors in new and specialist areas to
gain exposure to students helping them to maintain mentorship and supervision skills.
Furthermore, pathways can help develop placement areas into full placements by helping to
build mentor capacity and expertise.

‘ We’ve got a nursing home where there is one person in place that’s got D32/33 but nothing
else and not seeing students for a long period of time. So by building in  a pathway, getting
the students in there, getting them to commit to putting somebody on the ( mentorship)
course’, (LL3).
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Discussion
The findings from our study suggest placement pathways offer opportunities for student
learning in community settings and increase placement capacity. Although pathways may not
offer the range of learning opportunities to provide a full placement, pathways can provide
short alternative learning opportunities that complement the main base placement and this
helps to enhance student learning. As found by others the findings from our study suggest
placement pathways can offer learning opportunities to students and expose them to specialist
and emerging fields of health care practice (Betony, 2011). Exposure to new clinical areas
and roles is important as students may not have encountered these previously and hence may
not be aware that such roles and provision exist. The lack of awareness may mean on
graduation students are unlikely to apply for jobs in these areas. Exposure to workplace areas
during training influences employment and career choices. Studies have found that
community placements for a range of health care students, including medical students, can
increase recruitment (Andrews, 2005, Doran, 2006). Furthermore, graduates were less likely
to choose to work in an environment where their experience had been negative during
training, (Marsland, 2003).

There are advantages associated with the early introduction of students to clinical and
community settings. Doran et al (2006) identified an increased understanding of clients,
increased empathy and more confidence in communicating with clients. Students in our study
said pathways offer them the opportunity to follow the patient's journey and this increased
their understanding of the health and social care services patients experience. Government
health policy has led to care planning and health care provision changes so that patients and
clients are involved in decisions made about their health care (Salminen, 2009; Department of
Health, 2010).

The potential flexibility offered by opening up pathways could also go some way towards
addressing concerns highlighted in Healthcare for All (2008). The authors note that

Training and education about learning disability provided to undergraduates and
postgraduate clinical staff, in primary care and in hospital services across the NHS is very
limited (2008:8)

The report recommends that student nurses from all backgrounds should have education in
caring for the health care needs of individuals with learning disability. We saw some
evidence of this in the discussion in which it was noted that a learning disability placement
provided precisely this kind knowledge exchange where students benefited from swapping
information around challenging behaviour and diabetes. This was an example of the sort of
opportunistic experience that a planned pathway could provide on a more structured basis.

The findings of the study further indicate that placement pathways not only increase
placement capacity and enhance student learning, but also enhance the skills of the
established workforce. Pathways expose staff to students, and as a result they can develop
and maintain their mentorship skills. As the staff become experienced mentors, some
pathways can then develop into base/ main placements.

This study also suggests that pathways allow students to prepare for particular roles on
registration. Related work undertaken by Richardson et al (2007) describes a method of
rotation whereby qualified nurses intending to gain more knowledge and skills in a specialist
area were moved around a range of clinical placements. The advantage of this method was
that the staff challenged practice and acted as a catalyst for change. Burgess (2003) describes
a pathway for career development for post registration nurses, which is similar to junior
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doctors’ rotation schemes. It involved five progressive stages, ranging from newly qualified
nurse to nurse consultant. Each level or stage involved several placements with clinical and
educational learning outcomes attached to each level. The career pathway is linked to
workforce development, and rotation is based on vacant posts staff have applied for. The
expectation of the pathway is that it will improve quality care across the organisation (Trust).
The authors state that the career pathway has improved recruitment to the organisation,
particularly recruitment of newly qualified nurses. Davis and Bheenuck (2003) note that
career pathways support the needs of the organisation with regard to recruitment and help to
develop the workforce.

O’ Leary and Bromley (2009) describe the development of a specific mental health pathway
within a midwifery placement. This was designed to provide an overview of the care needs of
pregnant women who also experienced mental health problems. The pathway, which
involved hospital and community settings, introduced students to the referral criteria of
mental health teams. This gave students a better understanding of the roles and function of
those teams.  The week-long pathway was supported by a resource pack and taught sessions.
The evaluation of the pathway indicated that students had a better awareness of mental health
issues, expressed more confidence in dealing with clients with new and existing mental health
problems and knew when and how to contact the multidisciplinary team for guidance on
referrals. The pathway therefore better equipped the midwives to carry out their role. This
complements recent moves to break down barriers created by health care professionals
established during their initial professional education. The Nursing and Midwifery Council
(2010) have even suggested that there should be a merging of branches of nurse training, such
as ‘Mental Health’ and ‘Adult’ so that students have a better general understanding of health
care.

Limitations:

There were practical and methodological factors which hindered the study. For example,
during the data generation phase we were affected by severe weather which curtailed the
proposed focus groups. This was balanced by the detail we managed to generate from
individual interviews and the overall quality of the study is not diminished. Any future study
would, however, attempt to canvass opinion via a range of methods.

The focus of the study had necessarily been quite tight and the data generated while high on
validity may be seen as low on generalisability. A further, wider ranging study would be able
to correct this apparent limitation.

Conclusion
In a changing health care environment placement pathways can increase the capacity of
placement learning provision. Placement pathways can offer opportunities for students to
gain specific skills and to increase the breadth of learning which may not be available to them
in their base placement. Pathways expose students to specialist roles and newly emerging
health care provision. Exposure to contemporary health care as a result of placement
pathways helps students to appreciate roles and careers available to them as well as helping
them to gain the skills for employment in those settings.
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Placement Pathway Project
Sheffield Hallam University

 Health care professionals, nurses and allied
health professionals spend between a third
and half of their learning in the workplace
environment

 They are supported in placement by
professionals who have additional training
/experience as mentors/supervisors

 Funded 2 year project (Yorkshire and Humber
NHS - SHA)

 Exploring the use of  placement pathways to
improve the quality and capacity of
placements

 Phase 1
Literature Review
Scoping of placement pathways

Phase 2
Questionnaire
One-to-One Interview

Phase 3
Development, Pile and
Evaluation PP Tool

 'Traditional' Placements

 Placement pathway

' a learning experience of short duration
that students engage with away from their
mentor and placement base '
(Anderson 2009)

Placement may include an
alternative placement or
diversion to allow the
student to gain different or
specialist experience.
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 Questionnaires - mentors, students
and link lecturers

 One-to-One Interviews

 Types of placement pathways
 Breadth and Depth of learning
 Resource issues
 Opinions about placement

pathways including  advantages
and disadvantages.

 Understanding of Placement Pathways

Relationship with mentors, multidisciplinary
teams and patients

Usefulness in relation to learning and
achieving placement learning outcomes

Relevance of Pathways in contemporary HC

Most positive and least positive aspects
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 Development of broad skills and specific
skills

 Transferable skills
 Promote understanding (clients, services,

professional groups)
 Follow patient journey
 Multi disciplinary team
 Reflect contemporary health care practice
 Enhance awareness of career opportunities
 Updates workforce

 'for students to be able to experience that
there’s other jobs out there apart from
acute sector’, (LL1).

 'it can open their eyes to the different array
of options that’s out there for them once
they’ve qualified’…'we have a lot of
specialist nurse roles and specialist
nursing areas that they could work in,
which that sort of really broadens their
view of what nursing can be’,(M3).
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Background 

During 2010, seventy English higher education institutions (HEIs) or groups secured 

funding from the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) to develop 

and implement new undergraduate placement and graduate internship schemes. The 

aims of the initiative were to assist new graduates emerging from university with their 

transition to employment and to provide additional capacity and expertise for 

employers in particular sectors, in response to the economic downturn.  

Two main streams of activity were funded. 55 HEIs successfully bid for funding to 

develop internships for graduates within a range of target employment sectors and/or 

small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs); this was on the basis of £1600 per 

placement achieved. 30 HEIs received funding to develop internships (placements) 

within the professions for undergraduates with disadvantaged backgrounds, funded 

at £1000 per placement. In most cases most of the funding was used to remunerate 

the student or graduate and thereby „subsidise‟ the costs of the employer in providing 

a placement or internship paid at national minimum wage level or better. 

 

Objectives 

Oakleigh Consulting and CRAC were commissioned by HEFCE to provide a high-

level evaluation of the experience of the HEIs, employers and students/graduates 

participating in these schemes, and an assessment of the impact of the funding upon 

the wider HE work experience landscape, to support future policy development1. This 

paper aims present evidence from the research to answer a series of questions: 

 Did the HEFCE funding increase the participation of employers, and will that be 

sustained beyond the period of funding? 

 How successful was the intended targeting, to support particular sectors? 

 What are the main barriers for new employers and how to overcome them? 

 To what extent did the funding increase or widen participation by graduates in 

internships? 

 Was the funding successful in widening the participation of undergraduates in 

placements in the professions? 

                                                           
1
 Increasing opportunities for high quality higher education work experience, HEFCE, 2011 
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 What have the HEIs learnt in terms of developing and supporting internship and 

placement opportunities?  

 Is there an identifiable long-term impact on the provision of HE student work 

experience and internships as a result of the funding? 

 

Research outline 

Individual HEIs reported outcomes to HEFCE during the scheme and some 

conducted their own evaluations. Our wider evaluation study was conducted using 

that management information plus a series of bespoke online surveys and interviews, 

in conjunction with 26 of the 30 HEIs running undergraduate placement schemes and 

53 of the 55 HEIs running graduate internship schemes under the funding. These 

generated responses from c.600 participating employers and c.1100 participating 

students and graduates, which were augmented by 60 in-depth interviews (with HEI 

coordinators, employers and participating students/graduates). Collectively this 

provided a rich dataset from which to ascertain trends and develop overall findings.  

 
 

Summary of scheme outcomes and impacts 
 
Undergraduate internships in the professions 

Within the 30 undergraduate schemes, a total of 850 placements were undertaken 

across a range of employment sectors, as HEIs interpreted the target „professions‟ 

rather liberally. Two thirds of the placements were hosted by SMEs, many of which 

had not previously engaged with the HEIs. The schemes were specifically intended 

for students thought less likely to be able to obtain such placements without 

additional support, including students from disadvantaged backgrounds. The HEIs 

interpreted potential target participants in different ways, but many utilised criteria in 

relation to widening participation initiatives. Placements took place in the 2010 

summer vacation, mostly of 4-8 weeks duration (and some of longer duration but on 

a part-time basis).  

The impacts on the student participants were very positively reported. A third were 

offered extensions to their placement, and almost 20% offered further periods of work 

experience and 8% a long-term job after graduation, and 55% said they would seek 

other structured work experience opportunities. In terms of career thinking, 64% 

reported that the experience confirmed their potential interest in a career in that 

sector. The majority reported increased confidence in making job applications (70%) 

and perceived significant development of a series of employability-related skills. The 

greatest improvements were reported to be in communications, time management, 

teamworking, problem-solving and prioritisation skills. 

 

Graduate internship schemes 

Across the 55 graduate internship schemes, 8500 internships were developed and 

undertaken by graduates, over 90% of which were hosted by SMEs and half in the 

target employment sectors. Most were of 8 to 12 weeks duration, although some 

were extended to up to a year‟s duration. Overall, 60% of the employers were new to 

engagement with the HEIs; only 14% had previously offered graduate internships. 
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The total of 8500 internships represented a significant addition to the extent of 

internship activity nationally in 2010.  

The majority of graduates reported strong perceived development in employability 

skills, with 30-40% claiming “a great deal” of advance in skills such as time 

management, communications, prioritisation, problem-solving and teamworking, and 

70-80% at least significant development. Over 80% reported increased confidence 

about their future employability as a result of the internship.  

In terms of employment outcomes, when surveyed, nearly half of the graduates who 

had completed an internship had gained long-term employment either directly with 

the internship employer (28%) or another employer (18%), and fewer were in 

temporary employment than before the internship. As shown in Figure 1, the low 

proportion (15%) reporting being unemployed was significantly lower than the 

proportion amongst graduates who had sought internships but not obtained one 

(27%).  

 

Figure 1 Percentages of participants with different employment circumstances, for 
those who had completed internships and those who had been unsuccessful in 
securing one 

 

Overall findings 

Extent of employer participation 

Two key issues we wished to investigate were the extent to which the HEFCE 

funding increased the participation of employers, and whether that would be 

sustained beyond the period of funding. 

Across the range of graduate internship schemes, based on HEIs‟ reporting, an 

average of 60% of the employers that offered internships were new contacts for the 

HEI, although this ranged from 20% to 90% for individual HEIs, reflecting their 

existing levels of engagement. They also reported that their success rate in terms of 
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obtaining the offer of an internship from the employers they contacted was around 

50%, although this also varied strongly between institutions. 

Three quarters of the participating employers surveyed had not offered an internship 

previously (and 84% not in the immediate past), although around 1 in 5 were offering 

work experience placements to undergraduate students.    

This seems strong evidence to demonstrate that activity by the HEIs in developing 

the internship schemes drew in new employers to offer internship opportunities. The 

total number of these „new‟ employers is estimated to have been several thousand 

(by extrapolation from our survey data), and perhaps as many again will have had at 

least some engagement with an HEI even if it did not lead to a specific internship 

offer on this occasion. 

On the critical issue of sustainability, over two thirds of the employers reported that 

they were now more likely in principle to offer a graduate internship in future (and 

three quarters of those which had not offered one prior to the HEFCE scheme). 

When probed on what the position would be if no similar subsidy was available, 48% 

indicated that they would not offer similar internship vacancies as they had with the 

funding, 26% that they would offer a reduced number, and 10% that they would 

continue to offer the same number. These proportions were broadly similar 

irrespective of whether the employer had offered an internship prior to participating in 

this scheme. It was interesting to note, however, within open-ended responses made 

to the survey, that a significant minority said that they might offer unpaid internship 

opportunities instead of paid, in the absence of financial subsidy.  

Again this seems clear evidence that although the level of provision of internship 

opportunities from these employers would be lower in future years if HEFCE or 

similar funding was not available, a significant minority would continue to do so. Of 

course, were similar funding to be available, the proportion continuing would be 

dramatically higher, particularly of small employers. More detail on attitudes in 

relation to funding, and other barriers and support, is provided in a later section. 

However, the conclusion drawn is that most employers appear to have had a positive 

experience of the value of an internship, and more are likely to offer them in future 

than would have done had the HEFCE scheme not taken place.   

 

Nature of employers participating in the schemes 

Evidence from the surveys of participating employers was analysed to obtain a 

picture of the nature of the organisations engaged. A particular question to consider 

was to what extent the intended targeting was successful, as the graduate internship 

scheme funding was made available partly on grounds of being support to employers 

in particular sectors. 

The graduate internship scheme funding was provided to HEIs on the basis that 

organisations targeted to provide vacancies should be SMEs and/or within particular 

employment sectors identified by the previous Government2. These had then been 

considered to be sectors of significance for the UK‟s future economic prosperity, 

                                                           
2
 Building Britain’s future: New industries, new jobs, Department for Business, Innovation & 

Skills, 2009 
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most being what would be termed high-technology and/or knowledge-intensive 

industries, which would benefit from Government support in the economic downturn. 

Table 1 summarises the distribution of participating employers in these target sectors 

(based on our survey data), and the distribution of the internships based on HEI 

management information. 53% of employers responding to the survey considered 

that they worked within one or more of the seven target sectors. Many more 

employers classified themselves within the „digital industries‟ and „professional and 

financial services‟ categories than in the other target sectors, although some 

identified with more than one sector. The HEIs‟ reporting of the numbers of 

internships obtained broadly followed the same pattern, with over half in these two 

sectors. The differences between this and the employer reporting may reflect either 

that some employers will have offered multiple internships or that HEIs‟ classification 

of the employers‟ sectors was inaccurate, or both. 

 
Table 1 Distribution of participating employers within target sectors, with number of 

internships reported by HEIs for comparison 

 

Target sector % of 
employers 

Number of 
employers 

% of 
internships  

Low-carbon products and services 11 52 7 

Digital industry 25 119 27 

Life sciences and pharmaceuticals 3 15 3 

Advanced manufacturing 5 24 6 

Engineering construction 7 31 4 

Professional and financial services 16 73 28 

Industrial opportunities presented by the 
ageing society 

<2 8 1 

Other sectors 47 220 23 

Total  542  

Note: percentages of employers sum to over 100% as some employers identified with several sectors 

In terms of size, over 91% of the employers would be classified as SMEs; 81% had 

fewer than 50 employees, 11% had 50-250 employees, and less than 9% over 250 

employees. Overall, 75% were in the private sector, 16% were charities or social 

enterprises, and 8% in the public sector. However, 40% of the large employers were 

public sector organisations. 

This seems to indicate that the targeting was only moderately successful in relation 

to sectors, with very few in certain sectors, but was successful in relation to size (i.e. 

intended focus on SMEs). It was also notable that a greater proportion of the larger 

participating organisations were already active in offering placements or internships.  

Further consideration of the sectors of the employers was instructive, however, as 

they were also asked to select from a more conventional industrial sector breakdown. 

This showed the largest percentages of employers to have been in advertising and 

PR, media, the IT sector, manufacturing, education and the creative/cultural sectors. 

This is very much the pattern of sectors that traditionally offer internships, so the 

attempted targeting towards certain specific knowledge-intensive sectors, such as 

advanced manufacturing or pharmaceuticals, appears not to have been particularly 

effective, and was certainly much less effective than targeting SMEs more generally. 
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Notably, more of those classifying themselves as „digital industries‟ were in the media 

sector than in the IT sector, and those classifying themselves as in „professional and 

financial services‟ came from a wide spectrum of sectors including human resourcing 

and advertising. It may be that businesses were unfamiliar with these particular 

sector groupings, particularly the „ageing society‟ category, in comparison with more 

traditional breakdowns, and interpreted them very loosely.  

Within the undergraduate placement schemes, the only targeting specified was that 

the organisations should be within „the professions‟. This seems to have been 

interpreted very liberally by the participating HEIs, resulting in a wide distribution of 

employers across the industrial sectors which typically recruit graduates. The sectors 

in which there were most opportunities were creative and cultural, the media, and 

advertising/marketing/public relations, all of which are well-established in terms of 

offering placements, particularly unpaid. This may reflect that the timescale for 

developing the opportunities and offering placements was rather short, and so many 

employers in these sectors were able to respond quickly, or that they were 

particularly quick to take advantage of the funding and provide paid rather than 

unpaid positions. Either way, it is clear that more overt guidelines in relation to 

desired sectors might be more beneficial in future, should distinct targeting of 

employment sectors be sought.  

The conclusion from these observations is that it may not be easy to succeed in 

targeting particular sectors (in relation to developing new placement or internship 

opportunities), perhaps partly due to differing cultures and attitudes within particular 

sectors to issues of this kind. A similar finding emerged from work by the first author 

in relation to placements and internships in science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics (STEM) subjects and related employment sectors3.   

 

Barriers to employer participation and support to overcome them 

It should be noted at the outset that the opinions reported here were from employers 

that participated in the internship schemes, which had presumably decided that the 

potential value from an internship was greater than the barriers of effort and cost 

perceived in providing it. As a result they may not be representative of all employers, 

particularly those which continue not to offer such opportunities.  

Within the graduate internship schemes, 66% of the employers surveyed saw cost as 

the most significant barrier to offering placements or internships, and over 30% 

concerns about a lack of capacity to plan and set up such a placement and then to 

supervise the student/intern (Table 2). Fear of inadequate skills or experience 

amongst the graduates was cited by less than a quarter of the employers, and 

uncertainty about the business benefit by fewer than 10% (although of course these 

employers had made a positive judgement to participate). The current economic 

situation was also seen as an issue by many, and open-ended responses suggested 

that at this time they either had less or no need to take on interns and/or were 

struggling to retain their current staff or imposing redundancies. In the latter case 

they simply felt that offering new internships could be insensitive to their existing 

staff. The economic downturn may have had the effect of decreasing their willingness 
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to take risks, of which a „new‟ internship could be seen as an avoidable risk and 

complication.  

 

Table 2 Most significant barriers to offering internships (employers participating in 

graduate internship schemes) 

  

Barriers Response % 

Cost – offering internships is expensive 66 

Organisational issues – lack of supervisory capacity 31 

Lack of capacity/time to plan and set up internship 37 

Lack of resource/time to promote and recruit for it 18 

Recent graduates have insufficient technical knowledge 21 

Recent graduates have insufficient commercial skills 24 

Level of supervision/management support required is too much 27 

Expectation of intern unreliability (e.g. may drop out) 17 

We have offered them before and had poor experience  6 

Underlying current economic situation 25 

We know there is no/little business benefit to our organisation   1 

Unable/hard to quantify whether there is a benefit to organisation   8 

Number of respondents  423 

 

Further analysis of these data revealed some differences between those employers 

which had previously offered internships to graduates, and those doing so now for 

the first time. A higher proportion (of „experienced‟ employers) had concerns about 

the level of effort required to recruit and supervise graduates, and about their lack of 

technical knowledge, than of „first time‟ employers. This may indicate that these 

barriers are genuine and would tend to persist rather than perceptions that might be 

overcome with experience. 

Employers that participated in the undergraduate placement schemes cited broadly 

similar barriers along with significant issues around timing (students only being 

available during vacation periods) and duration (placements likely to be too short to 

have significant benefit). Some indicated that there was insufficient time to set up a 

placement, which related to the particular timing of the development of this scheme. 

Rather more (31%) felt that a lack of technical or commercial skills would reduce the 

potential benefit, than was the case for graduates.   

Having considered some of the barriers that could prevent employers offering (more) 

internships, we now turn to the support that they might value in doing so. 

The overwhelming majority of employers in the graduate internship schemes 

surveyed (86%) reported that the availability of a wage subsidy or other financial 

support was a key factor in their participation (89% for first-time providers). For those 

in the undergraduate schemes this was lower (58%, but 70% of first-time providers) 

but still the most frequently cited factor. The precise nature of the subsidy or 

incentive did not seem to matter too much, but the offer of some financial support 

appeared to „oil the wheels‟ sufficiently for an organisation to consider the 

                                                                                                                                                                      
3
 Work experience for STEM students and graduates, The Science Council, 2011 
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opportunity. Several employers interviewed felt that the subsidy from the HEI enabled 

them to remunerate an intern, which they felt „ethically‟ that they should but would not 

be able to do otherwise. This was particularly the case for small and third sector 

employers. 

When asked about the most useful support that might be provided which was other 

than financial, employers‟ responses were somewhat different from the expectations 

gleaned from the HEIs. The graduate scheme employers surveyed thought the most 

important support was in promoting the vacancy widely to relevant graduates and 

assistance with recruitment (Table 3). Fewer than 1 in 5 cited a need for help in 

identifying suitable projects or work for the placement, and very few wanted 

assistance in making the business case, which were potential support areas that the 

HEIs had thought important. Over a third thought some pre-training of graduates in 

workplace skills and behaviour would be valuable, which presumably reflects some 

fear that recent graduates will not readily „fit in‟. This appeared not to have been 

offered by many HEIs prior to the scheme, or at least where such an offer had had 

made it had not been taken up by the employer. A higher proportion of employers 

who had previously offered internships prior to the HEFCE schemes cited support in 

promotion and recruitment, and pre-training of graduates, as important, than of those 

offering internships for the first time.  

 

Table 3  Employers’ views of most useful support (graduate scheme participants) 

 

Support options Response % 

Advertising/promotional support (promoting the vacancy more widely 
to relevant graduates) 

55 

Recruitment/selection support (e.g. application sorting or shortlisting) 42 

Help in identifying projects appropriate for an intern 18 

Assistance in making the business case for an internship to 
organisation management 

 7 

Best practice guidance on how to manage internships 24 

Pre-training of graduates in general workplace skills and behavior 37 

Provision of learning support or mentoring by university 16 

Tax breaks to offset cost of offering internships 51 

Number of respondents  434 

 

Employers involved in the undergraduate schemes also thought the most useful non-

financial support was in relation to identifying potential student applicants (72%) and 

recruitment (57%). Many more of these employers reported that they would find help 

in identifying projects of mutual benefit useful, and pre-training of students in 

workplace skills and behaviour (each 58%), than of graduate internship employers. 

This reflects quite well their views on the barriers to offering undergraduate 

placements. 

Some of the more innovative structures and processes offered by certain 

participating HEIs offered additional benefits to small employers in particular. Some 

HEIs employed the graduates themselves, effectively seconding them to the 

employers, which reduced the risk and effort involved by the employer; this was 

particularly appealing to very small employers with limited management capacity. 
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Others used a range of flexible and/or part-time working arrangements which suited 

certain employers. This seems to suggest that offering a flexible range of models 

could increase the range of employers that might participate.  

Collectively these results appear to show some small but consistent differences in 

the types of support that employers believe they will need prior to engagement and 

those they find important with some experience. In general, with experience they 

seem to recognise more need for support in promotion, recruitment and supervision 

of the student/intern, and pre-training in workplace skills, than they may previously 

have expected, suggesting that these are the most critical areas for assistance in 

sustained HEI-employer relationships supporting placements or internships.  

 

Widening student participation 

The 850 placements developed in the undergraduate schemes represent a relatively 

modest addition to the total extent of structured undergraduate work experience 

nationally, so the key issue to consider is how effective the schemes were in 

achieving a widening of student participation. An overt goal of the undergraduate 

placement schemes was to develop placements for „disadvantaged‟ students who 

might otherwise have opportunity to undertake placements in, broadly, „the 

professions‟. Better access to internships in the professions has been identified as a 

potential mechanism through which to improve social mobility4. 

HEFCE was not prescriptive about the nature of students that could benefit (other 

than being nationals of EU countries). HEIs identified the following main groups: 

 Students that would not normally be provided with placements as an integral part 

of their course; 

 Students largely dependent on paid work to finance their time at 

university/college.; 

 Disabled students; and 

 Students with ethnic minority backgrounds with socio-economic disadvantage.  

Some HEIs promoted their scheme widely and invited eligible students to apply, 

while others attempted to target promotions to „disadvantaged‟ groups. However, 

some of the latter found that (un)availability and accuracy of student records 

hampered identification of target students, and some students were reluctant to 

disclose this type of information – i.e. to identify themselves as „disadvantaged‟. Also, 

partly due to the timing of the scheme, in some cases vacancies were opened up 

more widely in an effort to fill the places (and not all available places were eventually 

filled), which detracted from the overall targeting effect achieved. 

Respondents to the survey of participating undergraduates provided their parents‟ 

occupation(s), which were coded broadly as „professional‟ or „non-professional‟. 

Around 45% of those providing this information came from a „non-professional‟ 

occupational background. For comparison, HESA data suggests that 31% of young 

full-time first degree entrants have parents in the corresponding National Statistics 

Socio-Economic Classification (NS-SEC) occupations. Although our coding of 

                                                           
4
  Unleashing Aspiration. Final Report of the Panel on Fair Access to the Professions, chaired by Alan 

Milburn MP, 2009 
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parental occupation is a very rough proxy, this does suggest that a higher proportion 

of scheme participants were from „socio-economic disadvantaged‟ backgrounds than 

in the overall student cohort.  

Around 30% of the survey respondents were of ethnic minority background (9% 

Black, 16% Asian and 4% Mixed Race groupings). This is higher than HESA 2009/10 

student record data, which report 21% of first degree students to have ethnic minority 

backgrounds, and suggests that students of ethnic minority background were over-

represented in the HEFCE scheme (as had been intended).  

Perhaps more critical for this scheme was whether participants had previously 

undertaken structured work experience during their higher education. Overall, 33% 

had undertaken a structured work experience placement prior to taking part in the 

scheme. This was 38% amongst White students and 21% amongst those of ethnic 

minority background. 27% (overall) had tried to get a placement but failed, and 41% 

had not previously tried.  

On the other hand, over half (52%) of respondents undertook part-time paid work 

during term-time and 44% during holidays, with only 16% stating that they did no paid 

or voluntary work. Therefore almost all participants had some prior experience of 

„subsistence‟ work.  

The HEFCE schemes do therefore seem to have been at least partially successful in 

providing structured placements for many students who had not otherwise had the 

opportunity, i.e. widening participation. It might be that in any future initiatives of this  

kind, an alternative strategy could simply be to target students who have not 

undertaken structured work experience previously, rather than concentrating solely 

on background characteristics, particularly if students are reluctant to acknowledge or 

reveal any „disadvantaged‟ status.  

 

Increasing or widening graduate participation? 

In parallel with the previous section, we wished to investigate the nature of recent 

graduates participating in the internships schemes, to consider the extent to which 

the HEFCE funding increased or widened participation by graduates. The large 

number (8500) of internships immediately suggests a significant increase in 

participation, as this is a very substantial addition to the total number of internships 

undertaken nationally (believed to be around 30,000 annually, outside the HEFCE 

schemes).  

Unlike the undergraduate placement schemes, HEIs did not seek to target particular 

groups of graduates, other than that they should have graduated since 2008. 

Interestingly, not all restricted their schemes to their own graduates, a minority 

opening vacancies to any locally-based recent graduate.  

Based on survey respondents, applicants to the graduate internship schemes were a 

rather high-achieving group academically. Of the two-thirds who were recent first 

degree graduates, 78% had obtained a 1st or 2.1 class, well above the proportion 

within the overall UK cohort. Amongst the remainder, almost all had postgraduate 

Masters degrees.  
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By gender, just over half (51%) were female, while in terms of ethnicity 28% were of 

a minority background (6% Black, 15% Asian, 3% Chinese and 4% of mixed race), 

which is higher than the 21% reported amngst all UK full-time first degree students. 

Amongst those of Asian background, there were three times as many male students 

as females, and Asian male students formed a high proportion of those with a 

Masters degree.   

The sample was not large enough to conduct analysis at individual degree subject 

level, but suggested that about 28% had studied a STEM subject, 43% a business or 

social-related subject, and 29% an arts/humanities/creative subject.  

In Table 4, the profile of HEFCE scheme respondents is compared with that recorded 

in an evaluation of participants in the Graduate Talent Pool5, which is an open 

aggregation of commercially available vacancies (i.e. without subsidy or HEI 

support), and with figures for the full-time undergraduate cohort. This demonstrates, 

in relation to the national student cohort, proportionally more of those participating in 

internships:  

 have achieved high degree classes  

 are of ethnic minority background (especially Asian background)  

 have studied degree disciplines other than STEM subjects.  

Table 4 Key characteristics of participants (respondents), compared with Graduate 

Talent Pool participants and national cohort figures 

 HEFCE scheme 
respondents % 

GTP 
participants 

% 

FT UG 
cohort 2009 

First degree  67 77 n/a 

% of first degrees with 1
st
 or 2.1 class 78 66 57 

Masters or other higher degree 29 20 n/a 

Female 51 50 54 

White  72 69 80 

Black   6   7   5 

Asian 15 15 10 

STEM subject 28 30 43 

Business/social subject 43 42 31 

Arts/humanities/creative subject 29 28 22 

Number in sample (N) 903 579  

 

When respondents were analysed by whether they had successfully obtained an 

internship or had been an unsuccessful applicant, it appeared that, proportionally: 

 higher proportions of those with high (1st or 2.1) degree classes were successful 

than those with lower degree classes 

 a higher proportion of female participants were successful than of males 

 white British graduates were more successful than those of ethnic minority 

background 

 there was no difference by participants‟ broad subject grouping or broad parental 

occupational background. 

                                                           
5
 Evaluation of the Graduate Talent Pool internships: experiences of graduates, BIS, 2011 
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Perhaps just as crucial, the proportion of graduates surveyed reporting that they had 

previously undertaken structured or degree-related work experience was just under 

20% (and 8% had undertaken a sandwich year placement). This appears to be 

somewhat low compared with the level of work experience believed to exist amongst 

students. Surprisingly, 69% of the respondents reported that they had not made 

applications for other internships (i.e. outside the HEFCE-funded internship 

schemes).  

Based on the last point in particular, the conclusion is that the schemes drew in many 

graduates who were not otherwise applying for graduate internships, which points to 

an increase in participation. This is reinforced by the finding that the graduates 

involved have relatively little prior work experience. On the other hand, the evidence 

for widening of participation is mixed, as „successful‟ applicants (i.e. the interns) 

tended to be high achievers academically who might be attractive to employers 

seeking to employ graduates. The high participation of graduates of ethnic minority  

background – at least in applying for vacancies – suggests a potential „widening‟ 

participation or even social mobility benefit, but both this research and the evaluation 

of the Graduate Talent Pool appear to show that applicants with these backgrounds 

are disproportionately less successful in obtaining the internships.  

 

Conclusions: immediate outcomes and overall legacy 

The substantial Government investment through HEFCE (around £15M) funding this 

initiative would be expected to have some long-term impact and legacy, beyond the 

immediate outcomes and impact for the graduate and employer participants. In the 

short term, over 9000 placements/internships were undertaken that probably would 

not have taken place without the funding, through which perhaps 2500 graduates 

gained long-term jobs with those employers and another 1500 or more were assisted 

to gain other long-term jobs. Of course, with time, many of these could become 

significant long-term gains for the graduates and their employers, with positive 

returns to society and the economy. At the same time, several thousand employers 

will have gained in staff capacity and graduate expertise at low cost.  

The participation of 8500 graduates in these internships represents a significant 

increase in internship participation during 2010, with many graduates taking part who 

would not otherwise have gained internships. Although at a smaller scale, a distinct if 

somewhat imprecise „widening‟ impact was generated through the undergraduate 

schemes, which might lead to some potential social mobility benefit. 

In the longer term, over half of the employers participating in the undergraduate 

scheme and 70% in the graduate internship scheme reported that they were more 

likely to offer similar placements or internships in the future, and 10% irrespective of 

whether there was any support funding available. Potentially that should mean a 

minimum of 1000 (and conceivably several thousand) internships annually, on an 

ongoing basis, which had not existed previously.  

For the HEIs, opportunities now existed for further engagement of different kinds with 

several thousand employers, with most of which they had not previously been 

engaged. At least 10 institutions reported that they would offer similar internship 
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schemes to graduates in future even in the absence of funding from HEFCE or 

another source (and far more would do so if funding was available). 

Internally, many HEIs had made structural changes or new appointments in their 

employability or employment units, or careers services, particularly to recruit and 

engage employers. Many expected these posts to continue, funded by commercial 

graduate recruitment support. Reflection on their own experiences and evaluations, 

and the overall evaluation for HEFCE, offers them the opportunity to learn which 

support mechanisms employers and graduates genuinely prefer or need, which could 

enhance their effectiveness in future activity.  

For some HEIs, development of a scheme represented a step-change in their 

enthusiasm and capacity to deliver student placement opportunities or internships for 

their graduates, through which they felt they had significantly enhanced their support 

for graduate employment, and in so doing made an overt response to their 

institutional employability strategy. Several reported that they felt the undergraduate 

schemes had raised the level of understanding of work placements in relation to 

widening participation and social mobility, and built new links between academic 

schools and the units supporting placements and employment.  

It seems unlikely that HEFCE or others will be able to provide similar funding support 

again in the foreseeable future, so it will be important to embed these longer-term 

benefits within future activity and support. The funding provided a potential kick-start 

to the careers of a large number of graduates and, at the same time, if considered an 

„experiment‟, has provided considerable learning in relation to universities‟ employer 

engagement and support for graduate employability.    
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Abstract

Over the last three decades Higher Education has increasingly been required to focus on graduate
employability and the development of employability skills. Work placements have been advocated by
many, from Dearing (1997) to the Department for Business, Innovation & Skills (Higher Ambitions,
2009), as a suitable context for the development of these skills and for providing work experience.
Employability skills and work experience are important factors in recruitment decisions (CBI, 2010c),
as is getting a good degree (Association of Graduate Recruiters, 2010) and placements may also
contribute to this aspect of employability.
A growing body of evidence indicates that the academic performance of placement students is
significantly better than that of non-placement students (e.g. Surridge, 2009) and that this is not simply
because the better students go on placement (self-selection). Better performance may enable the student
to achieve a higher degree class (Green, 2011), improving their employability. It is suggested in the
literature that this better academic performance arises from the employability skills students develop on
placement compared with university - particularly self-regulatory skills and confidence – which are of
benefit to them in the final year of their studies.
This study uses self-efficacy theory (Bandura, 1997) to compare the development of self-regulatory
skills and self-efficacy beliefs (confidence) on placement and at university in an accounting and
finance context. The findings are that placement develops self-regulatory skills and the self-efficacy
beliefs in these particular skills, better than university. Placement also represents a transforming
experience for the students, raising their general self-efficacy beliefs (general self-confidence). These
create the potential for better academic performance if the self-regulatory skills, associated beliefs and
transforming effect of the placement transfer to subsequent university studies at the final level. The
paper concludes with suggestions for further research into the transferability of these skills and beliefs
and the contribution they may make to better academic performance and a discussion of the
generalisability of the findings and the limitations of the research.
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Introduction

 HE and employability
 Employability skills: self-regulation; self-

confidence/belief; learning to learn;
interpersonal etc (Harvey et al., 1997)
Work experience, particularly placements,

for developing employability skills
(Dearing, 1997; Leitch, 2006; DBIS, 2009)

Recruitment decisions (CBI, 2010)

 Employability skills
 Self-confidence (can-do)
Work experience
 Degree subject
 Good degree classification - academic

performance (also AGR, 2010; PwC, 2010)

Placement and academic
performance
 Academic performance of placement

students is significantly better than that of
non-placement students in the final year
(Mandilaras, 2004; Gomez et al, 2004;
Rawlings et al, 2005; Lucas and Tan, 2007;
Surridge, 2009; Mansfield, 2011; Green,
2011)
 Not simply due to self-selection (e.g.

Surridge, 2009)

Why?

 Little evidence in literature but lots of
speculation
 Self-regulatory skills (e.g. planning,

organising, self-management, taking
responsibility and working independently)
developed on placement which are useful
in the final year
 Confidence

Self-efficacy beliefs (SEBs)

 ‘Perceived self-efficacy refers to beliefs in
one’s capabilities to organize and execute
the courses of action required to produce
given attainments.’ (Bandura, 1997, p3)

 Individual’s confidence in their ability to
successfully complete a specific task



ASET Annual Conference

Leeds Metropolitan University, Headingley Campus, 6th – 8th September 2011

Sources of SEBs (Bandura, 1997)

Mastery experiences – most
important; meaningful success to build
beliefs i.e overcoming obstacles and
setbacks
 Vicarious experiences i.e. modelling
 Verbal persuasion – weak unless

accompanied by mastery
 Physiological and emotional states

SEBs and academic performance

 SEBs and skills contribute separately to
performance (e.g. Bandura, 1997; Elias and
MacDonald, 2007)

 Stronger SEBs, better performance (e.g.
Multon et al., 1991; Zimmerman, 2000;
Elias and Loomis, 2002; Ferla et al., 2010)

SEBs and self-regulation
 Direct influence - better self-regulators

perform better (e.g Nota et al, 2004)
 Indirect influence - better self-regulators

also persist longer in the face of
difficulties and perform better (e.g. Ferla
et al, 2010)
 SEBs in self-regulatory skills contribute to

academic performance (Bandura, 1997;
Zimmerman and Bandura, 1994; Schunk
and Ertmer, 1999)

Transferability of SEBs

 Under-researched in academic contexts

 SEBs developed from mastery
experiences in one context may transfer
to others (Bandura, 1997)

- self-regulatory skills
- transformational changes in SEBs
(general self-confidence)

Research objective

 Investigate the sources of accounting and
finance students’ SEBs at university and at
work (including, but not limited to,
placement)

 Identify differences that may form basis of
the better academic performance of
placement students

Context and sample
 Post-1992 university
 BA (Hons) Accounting and Finance
 Placement between second and final years
 150 students per cohort
 16 students (8 placement, 8 non-

placement)interviewed at start of final year
 Selection: type and size of placement

organisation, gender, prior academic
performance
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Findings – work itself
 Mastery of product/service knowledge at

work (placement and other) developed SEBs
 SEBs enhanced when combined with

mastery of explanation

Um, I think the main one is the confidence, like perhaps you know
things like theoretically, but when I first went in you wouldn’t have
the confidence to think that you understood them practically, or to
be able to explain them to someone else, so I think the main thing
that I gained out of it was perhaps some self-belief and confidence
that you can see the task through and you can explain to people
why you’ve come up with the result you’ve come up with or what
it stands for. [Jemima P]

Findings – self-regulation
 Placement (and full-time equivalent)

developed self-regulatory skills and
associated SEBs better than university and
other forms of work (such as part-time or
summer placements)
 ‘9-5’ routine and discipline: combination of

time management (manage own time), self-
management (self-control in dealing with
senior managers and customers,
independence, responsibility), coping with
stress

Findings – interpersonal skills

Work (placement and other) developed
interpersonal skills better than university

 Senior managers/supervisors and
customers v lecturers and peers

Findings – transformation

Placement is a transforming experience i.e.
it increases general self-confidence:

It was great, seriously I was … you walk in there and you’re thrown
into the deep end and I … it was very, very stressful, but I managed
it and I’ve learnt so much from it and it’s just developed my
confidence if anything. [Hazel P]

… just juggle my time a bit better, and, um, it’s these skills that …
the skills and the attitude that have helped me come back into the
last year with a totally different perspective than it was in the
second year.  I feel … towards uni a totally different person. [Hazel
P]

Findings - transformation

Transformation arises from 2+2=5 effect:

 Mastery of product/service knowledge
 Interpersonal skills – senior managers
 Self-regulatory skills – ‘9-5’
 Resilient SEBs in above

So what?
 Employability skills: work v university

 Placement develops self-regulatory skills and
associated SEBs better (than other work and
university) and provides a context for the
transformation of general SEBs (self-
confidence)……..which creates the
potential for the better academic
performance of placement students if these
transfer to the final year (further research
needed!)

But……

 Findings are contextual (A&F) – do they
generalise?
 Interpersonal and self-regulatory skills

and general self-confidence rather than
subject specific skills – findings more likely
to generalise?
 Case dependent – 16 students

interviewed; all had ‘good’ placement
experiences
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Sandwich Filling: Improving Learning Support During Undergraduate Bioscience Industrial
Placement Years

James Gazzard & Lauren Osborne
Royal Veterinary College,

Royal College Street,
London, NW1 0TU

(jgazzard@rvc.ac.uk, 07588 550514)
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Abstract:

Industrial (sandwich) placement years on undergraduate bioscience degree programmes play an important role in the
employability skills agenda.  However as the number of students engaging with sandwich years is in decline, despite the
increased emphasis on work based learning, it is essential that sandwich years are critically evaluated to determine how
they can optimally support contemporary learning needs. Surprisingly, little research has been conducted into the
effective delivery of sandwich years in the biosciences, or indeed other subject areas pertaining to the STEM based
knowledge economy.

This project set out to establish how learning support is currently provided by UK universities during the placement
year.

A comprehensive review of the extant literature considering sandwich placements was undertaken in order to facilitate
the design of a semi-structured survey instrument. In depth telephone based interviews were conducted with faculty
members acting as bioscience undergraduate industrial placement year coordinators from 20 UK-based universities.

Whilst the results clearly showed that learning support mechanisms such as allocated personal tutors and planned
pastoral workplace visits by tutors were commonplace, other aspects such as the development of personalised learning
aims, provision of support for the industry supervisor to enable them to enhance the student learning experience and the
linkage of students’ prior scientific learning to the placement were largely absent. Also the support provided to
sandwich students for components such as transferable skills development, reflective learning based on workplace
experiences and the leverage of the knowledge and skills learnt on placement upon the student’s return to university
were frequently lacking.

The study provides a comprehensive gap analysis relevant to academic providers and industrial hosts of bioscience and
other STEM focused work placements at the undergraduate level to enable them to maximise the impact of sandwich
years as vehicles for both theoretical and experiential learning.
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