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[bookmark: _GoBack]Guidelines for the Evaluation of                                Placement Learning Opportunities
The University of Bath has considerable experience in the effective management of student placements and has developed much good practice among its committed and high calibre team of placement staff.  There are differences between Faculties in the way they perform their placement management functions.  Good practice is shared between Faculties through the Placement Tutors Forum (PTF).  The PTF is fostering increasing collaboration and a Moodle page is being designed to assist with this.  
This document has been written for the guidance of University staff involved in placements but also address the roles of employers and students in the evaluation of placement learning opportunities.  Note that this document does not address the assessment of students’ performance whilst on placement but rather the circumstances existing within individual placements that may help or hinder students’ learning processes.
Section 1 addresses placement learning, its promoters and possible inhibitors, and the differences between high quality and less-good placements, in terms of their potential for facilitating student learning.  Section 2 provides methods for in-depth evaluation of those few placements that may be problematic; it includes frameworks for analysis of student feedback and models for simplifying and illustrating the complexity of placement situations.
SECTION 1
Placement learning
Before considering placement learning, it is necessary to define what it means to learn.  Historically, learning was viewed as a matter of behavioural changes in the learner demonstrated in response to external stimuli.  Nowadays, it is recognised that learning involves processes of change within the brain.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Goswami, U.  British Journal of Educational Psychology (2004), 74, pp 1-14.
   http://www.pnarchive.org/plat2006/assets/presentations/Goswami/Goswami7.pdf
] 

The learning resulting from placements comes about through interactions between the work and environment that a student experiences on placement and their individual mental attributes (ability, personality, the impact of their previous experience, etc).
Placement Learning is learning achieved during a period (usually a year or six months) normally outside university, either in the workplace or at another institution (e.g. a hospital, charitable organisation, academic institution), and where the learning outcomes are an intended part of a programme of study.  Placement learning is usually assessed through the demonstration of reflective practice and appropriate learning outcomes (see below).
The significance of placement learning
It is widely known (e.g. by the Association of Graduate Recruiters) that employers favour graduates who have experienced placements within their degree programmes.  In addition, University staff often witness the transformational effects of placements on students’ confidence and competence.  Students themselves have referred to the ‘massive importance’ of placements and reported that placements can be a ‘fantastic learning experience’.[footnoteRef:2]  One postdoc reflected that her undergraduate placement was: [2:  Turner, P. (2005).  Undergraduate learning at programme level: an analysis of students’ perspectives.  PhD thesis, University of Bath. http://opus.bath.ac.uk/432/
] 


‘STUPENDOUS in every way.  My approaches to experiments, calculation ability and problem solving all improved 100%.  I learnt how to communicate scientifically.  Without [my placement] I’m not sure how good a scientist I’d be’.
It appears that placements can make a highly significant contribution to the learning achieved by University of Bath graduates.
Promoters and inhibitors of placement learning
Placement learning comes about through students’ engagement with activities that they find interesting, varied and somewhat challenging.  It is facilitated by supportive environments in which students feel secure and valued. Students are most likely to engage when they have their own work or project and when there is ample supervision initially, but more autonomy as they become experienced. Under such circumstances, students are able to develop academically, professionally and personally. 
Placement learning can be inhibited when students are bored by mundane or repetitive activities where they have no control over their work.  Other barriers to learning are poor or absent supervision, and negativity or a lack of support from colleagues.  In addition, it has been demonstrated through recent research that emotions play an important role in learning.  Emotions are significant because brain chemistry varies depending on the student’s emotional state within their learning environment.  If a student is seriously unhappy, or over-stressed by excessive workload or placement work that is above their capability to achieve, this impacts adversely on their ability to learn.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Turner, P. and Curran, A. (2006).  Correlates between bioscience students’ experiences of higher education and the neurobiology of learning.  The Bioscience Centre of the HE Academy e-journal.
http://www.bioscience.heacademy.ac.uk/journal/vol7/beej-7-5
] 

Placement quality
There are very many variables between different placement situations (including the nature of the placement work, host institution, supervisor/line manager, colleagues, support for learning/understanding, support for students as individuals) and therefore differences in the extent to which placements facilitate student learning, i.e. there are inevitably some variations in placement quality.  
High quality placements provide varied work experiences at the junior professional level, supervision appropriate to the needs of the student and support for the student, both as a learner and as an individual.   The University aims to ensure high quality placements, appropriate to the individual student, in terms of helping them to achieve their intended learning outcomes.
EVALUATION OF PLACEMENT LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES
There are three stakeholders involved in the evaluation of placements; the University (its academics and placement professionals), host institutions/employers and placement students each have an important role to play.
The role of the University in placement evaluation
In order to achieve high quality placements, where student learning is facilitated effectively, information is required in a number of categories and at different stages of the placement process.

Pre-placement evaluation

Placement staff require information on the following when evaluating potential placement opportunities:

1) The placement provider/host institution.

· The nature of the company or institution
· The nature of placement work envisaged
· The role and status of the student while on placement
· The likely nature of supervision
· The support for learning, e.g. induction, teaching/training provision, library and/or computing facilities available for the student
· The culture of the host institution: Is it supportive of students as individuals?
· Also, if appropriate: Will the placement fulfil the requirements of relevant professional, statutory and regulatory bodies?

2) The student:

· The student’s ability and achievements to date
· Their previous experience
· Their discipline- and work-related preferences
· Any special support requirements they may have
· In general terms, their personality.  Is the student shy or outgoing, dependent or independent?

Many institutions have hosted University of Bath students for many years and considerable information and experience of providers already exists within Faculties.  Such information can be supplemented and updated and new information obtained through visits to host institutions and/or meetings with employers, by telephone or through written communications (on paper, through email, websites etc) or through staff and students.  Information on students can be obtained through departmental records, questionnaires, interviews and email.

With this information in hand, experienced placement staff are in a position to make informed judgments about the probable quality of the placements, the likely match or mis-match between individual students and placements and whether or not a student is likely to be happy and thrive (or to languish and fail) in a given placement situation.  A few potential placements may be rejected at this stage as being unlikely to offer appropriate learning opportunities.

In the vast majority of cases, a placement that appears in advance to be of high quality will run smoothly throughout and the learning outcomes that were anticipated for the student are likely to be met or exceeded.

Evaluation during placements

While the majority of placements are of high quality, research conducted at (but independently of) the University of Bath has demonstrated that, despite assiduous pre-evaluation, a significant percentage of placements may differ from the high quality envisaged at the outset.[footnoteRef:4]  It is therefore essential that, in addition, evaluation be carried out during each placement. [4:  Turner, P. (2005).  Undergraduate learning at programme level: an analysis of students’ perspectives.  PhD thesis, University of Bath. http://opus.bath.ac.uk/432/
] 

One method of evaluation is the placement visit.  This provides a valuable opportunity for a member of the academic or placement staff to hold face-to-face discussions with the student one-to-one, with the aim of discovering the actuality of their placement experiences, their learning and personal development.  Discussions are also held separately with the placement supervisor or line manager.  If the visit occurs towards the beginning of the placement, any minor problems that are identified can usually be resolved in good time.
The second and most important method of evaluation involves ongoing collection of feedback from students.  As stated above, learning is individual and a matter of changes in students’ brains and, therefore, student feedback is essential to provide a window on their learning and development.  
Central to effective evaluation is honest and comprehensive qualitative feedback from students on their perspectives of their placement experiences, both positive and negative.  Students can be encouraged to provide this type of feedback by an attitude among University staff that is open and non-judgmental towards anything students may disclose.  
Some placement functions necessitate a focus on positive feedback, because it is needed to promote placements to prospective students and in marketing placements to prospective employers.  However, negative feedback is vital for identifying problematic placements.  It is therefore important that students are encouraged to report negative experiences and perspectives without constraints.  Promulgation of the view that placements are ‘a good thing’ can itself act as a barrier to some students reporting placement problems.  Student feedback may also be constrained if their placement supervisors might overhear or read what they have to say.
Placement situations are dynamic; it is not uncommon for students to be negative initially, then quickly become very positive about their placements. Unfortunately the opposite also occurs and placements that begin well can sometimes deteriorate.  It is therefore essential that contact be maintained with students periodically throughout their placement by email, telephone, letter and/or through Moodle (in addition to the visit) and that these channels are used proactively to gather open, honest and comprehensive feedback from students.  Students must be reassured that their feedback will be dealt with in confidence and not read by or divulged to their placement supervisor or manager.
Placement evaluation is underpinned by awareness of what promotes or inhibits placement learning.  Unless feedback is gathered on these aspects of placements, there can be no certainty that all placements are, and continue to be, of high quality.  Feedback of significance in analysis of placement situations concerns:
1. The nature of placement work/activity
2. The placement environment, its language and culture and the nature and level of support for learning/understanding and emotional support for the student
3. The student’s perceptions of and emotional reactions to their placement experiences
4. Learning outcomes resulting from placements, as reported by students.

In order to prompt students to provide feedback in these four areas, suitable for evaluation, they can be provided with open questions such as:
‘What do you think of your placement so far?’
‘How do you feel about the work you do on placement?’
‘What do you think of the supervision you receive on placement?’
‘How do you feel about the culture and social atmosphere at your placement?’
‘Do you find it easy to learn on placement?’
‘What helps you to learn and does anything hinder your learning?’
Open questions are effective at prompting students to disclose the truth about their placement experiences but engaging students in dialogue (face-to-face or electronically) is yet more valuable because it allows students themselves to dictate the agenda and to raise matters that they see as significant: ‘Tell me about your placement’, ‘I would like to hear what it’s like being in your lab/office’ etc.  In conversations and email ‘chat’, students can be asked to clarify any ambiguities in their feedback and to clarify reasons why they think or feel the way they do.  
Data itself, no matter how rich it may be, should be appropriately categorised and analysed to ensure that a full understanding of the situation is available.  This process is particularly applicable to qualitative feedback, which can be more valuable, if time-consuming to analyse.
Evaluation could be enhanced through training existing staff in qualitative analysis of placement data and reducing their other work in some way.  For example, it may be useful to review the use of quantitative student surveys (what are the purposes of such surveys and do they fulfil them?) and perhaps to reduce their use.  Alternatively, it may be necessary to recruit additional placement staff and/or to buy in external expertise in qualitative analysis of placements.  In any case, it is necessary to adopt rigorous, systematic methods for highlighting and categorising student feedback and so identifying those few placements that require further investigation and analytical evaluation (see section 2).
Post-placement evaluation

The advantages of gathering student feedback post-placement are that students can reflect on their total experiences and make overall judgments, including whether or not they would recommend their placement to subsequent students.  In addition, they can reflect and report on the totality of their placement learning outcomes.  Since learning is a matter of mental processing, internal and personal to the individual student, only students themselves can know the true extent and nature of their learning.  The final stage of analytical evaluation involves comparison between placement learning objectives and the learning outcomes actually achieved, as reported by students. 

Placement Learning Outcomes
The University requires that the generic learning outcomes intended from all the placements within a programme of study are clearly identified, that they are coherent with and contribute to the overall aims of that programme and that they are assessed appropriately.  This is a matter of academic standards and requires academic oversight.  Generic learning outcomes intended from placement units should be specified in all relevant information to students (catalogues, handbooks etc) and communicated to placement supervisors/line managers.  
Learning Outcomes likely to be achieved through high quality placements can include:
· transferable, work-related and employability skills 
· knowledge of the language and culture of working environments
· communications skills, e.g. business/commercial/industrial report-
writing skills, oral and poster presentation skills
· time management and the ability to prioritise effectively
· self-motivation, independence/autonomy
· adaptability
· team working, interpersonal and networking skills
· general IT skills
· career planning, including occupational awareness and judgement, awareness of work-related personal values, interests and skills, application and selection process skills

· skills and competences specific to a discipline or profession
· practical skills appropriate to a discipline or profession
· the ability to apply theoretical knowledge in practical situations
· ways of thinking and acting like a professional
· professional communication skills (oral and written)
· professional/discipline-related computer skills
· higher skills 
· critical thinking and analysis
· problem solving
· computational skills
· project management skills
· original thinking, innovation 
· enhanced self-knowledge
· changed personal attitudes and behaviours
· self confidence, confidence in professional ability
· enhanced intellectual, moral and ethical maturity		
· enhanced levels of reflection, diplomacy and wisdom	
In the current economic climate, national policy is focussed on employability and the acquisition of those skills and competences necessary to enhance students’ employability is therefore important.  In addition, high quality placements are likely to facilitate the acquisition of higher skills alongside students’ intellectual and personal enrichment. 

At programme level, generic learning outcomes are ‘An integral part of programme design’[footnoteRef:5] and the responsibility of academic departments.  When setting learning outcomes it is advisable to take account of how those learning outcomes will be assessed (see below). [5:  The Quality Assurance Agency Code of Practice for placements: http://www.qaa.ac.uk/Publications/InformationAndGuidance/Documents/COP9PlacementLearning.pdf 
] 

Generic learning outcomes should express only the essential learning intended from the placement unit in that discipline, such that students will be able to demonstrate acquisition of skills and/or knowledge.  For example, on successful completion of their placement students will be able to solve …, to evaluate …, to analyse, apply, calculate, create, recognise, postulate, utilise, etc.  Copies of generic intended learning outcomes should be provided to supervisors/line managers and to students.

Specific learning outcomes intended for an individual student are those likely to be achieved in his or her particular placement.  They are best identified by the student in association with their supervisor or line manager who has detailed knowledge of the individual placement work or project, the training available and the skills, knowledge and understanding necessary to succeed.  Many institutions make use of personal development plans (PDPs) in setting learning objectives for their staff at junior professional/graduate-entry level.  Once written, specific learning outcomes can then be used to establish training needs, to set milestones, to monitor student progress and for assessment/appraisal of the student’s performance; placement staff may find graduate entry level appraisal forms useful for their students.  Once set, individual learning outcomes should be communicated to University placement staff.  Where supervisors fail to assist in setting individual learning outcomes, staff could advise students on how to write their own and may wish to provide appropriate PDPs. 
 
Many students with good placements achieve high level learning outcomes and see their placement as the most significant element of their programme (see above).  However, the learning outcomes of students on placement where the circumstances are less good can be markedly lower and sometimes negative.  
Assessment of placement learning outcomes
Assessing the achievement of individual students against their generic placement objectives is a matter of academic judgment and the responsibility of the University.  However, appraisal by the employer or supervisor should be sought, taken into consideration and can also provide useful feedback to the student.  Placement employers should be given guidelines on their role in assessment/appraisal and provided with appropriate forms for their assessment reports.
In addition to the supervisor’s report, assessment methods can be by (but are not limited to) reflective learning log, work journal, portfolio, poster or PowerPoint presentation, project report, research paper/dissertation, interview/viva or by providing other evidence of learning and development achieved on placement.  
Methods for assessing a student’s performance on placement differ according to circumstances.  It may be appropriate to award marks or percentage or, where numerical assessment is considered to be problematic, it may be more appropriate to assess placement learning in terms of pass or fail (or fail, pass, merit or distinction). Assessment criteria should be communicated to both students and their supervisors.  
Particular care may be required to assess the performance of those few placement students who experienced problematic placement situations (see forward).
The role of placement providers/host institutions in evaluation of placements
Placement providers/employers should be advised that, in order to recommend placements to students, the University needs to obtain assurances that host institutions will:
provide learning opportunities that enable students to achieve their intended learning outcomes;
provide appropriate support and supervision for students during their placements, having regard to the level of skills and experience of placement students.
In addition, the University aims to ensure that:
students are normally placed in an environment where they are treated as junior professional or graduate-entry level employees
facilities available for students (e.g. library and/or computing facilities, teaching/training provision, laboratory facilities, working environment etc) are of a suitable standard and appropriate to the needs of the student.
Good practice in placements provision includes:
Induction; placement providers have clear and defined induction processes.
Setting appropriate learning objectives for placement students, related to the generic learning outcomes of the placement unit provided by the University.
Resources and support; employers understand their role in supporting students and their learning.
Learning and development; employers provide optimum learning opportunities to enable students to achieve their intended learning outcomes.
Appraisal; employers have suitable means of assessing student progress and providing constructive feedback.  
Placement evaluation and monitoring; employers have in place mechanisms for effective monitoring of placements or placement programmes and aim for continuous improvement.
Overall assessment; supervisors provide final assessment of student performance against University assessment criteria.
The role of placement students in evaluation
Students should be provided with generic learning objectives for their placement unit, and with assessment criteria, and work with their supervisor/line manager to set specific objectives for their individual placement.  

Students should be told that the University values their feedback because, although placement teams do their best to evaluate placement opportunities before students go on placement, only students themselves can tell the University what their individual placement experience is really like.  It should be emphasised that both positive and any negative feedback is essential in order to ensure that current and future students have high quality placement experiences that help them learn.  For this reason, it is vital that students respond to University contacts and keep staff updated on their progress and aware of any particular successes or problems.    
At the end of their placements students should be asked to describe the overall learning resulting from their placements, to state whether or not they would recommend their placements to subsequent students and to give their reasons.
Actions in the event of problematic placement situations
Any seriously negative feedback should be acted upon, and promptly, in order to avoid potential detriment to the student and/or their ability to learn.
When minor issues arise in a placement situation, they can usually be sorted out to mutual satisfaction through diplomatic dialogue between all parties (e.g routine work might be supplemented with an individual project). However, if problems remain in the host institution, or with the work and/or supervision, then that placement should not be used subsequently.  On rare occasions, problems may be so serious that it may be necessary to terminate a particular placement.  
Any circumstances that may have affected students’ learning experiences adversely should be taken into account when assessment is being carried out.
SECTION 2
This section deals with evaluation of placement learning opportunities in greater depth and is particularly appropriate for those few placements where students’ feedback has been negative, suggesting that their placement situation may be less than ideal.  Where there is a noticeable level of criticism and negative feedback, this should initiate in depth evaluation using the analytical frameworks and models given in this document.  

The processes involved in evaluation of placement learning opportunities are outlined below.

Summary of Processes involved in Effective Evaluation of Work Placements

1. Information is gathered on employers/host institutions
  
Before arranging a new potential placement, University staff should gather information on the nature of likely placement work, the level of supervision and support available for students within the host institution, the likely role and status of students on placement and their anticipated learning outcomes.  A few placements may be rejected at this stage as being unlikely to provide sufficient challenge and support to promote student learning.   However, many placements have been running successfully for a number of years and staff can be confident that these are likely to continue to do so.  This should be checked through student feedback.

2. Feedback is gathered on students’ perspectives of their placement experiences

Several times during placements, feedback should be gathered from students on their perspectives of their placement experiences.  Particular attention should be paid to feedback concerning students’ perceptions of their work, the learning support available to them, the support available to them as individuals and their learning outcomes.  Whether students are positive or negative about their placement experiences is important.  If the vast majority of feedback is positive, no further action is necessary, other than continuing to gather and take note of student feedback.

Feedback should also be gathered at the end of each placement, with the student asked whether or not they would recommend their placement to others and to give their reasons.

3. If feedback is negative, in-depth analytical evaluation is appropriate

It is not uncommon for student feedback to be negative initially.  This is often a sign of the student’s insecurity in the unfamiliar circumstances of their new placement and they usually adapt quickly.  However negative or critical feedback lasting for more than a few weeks should generate further evaluation, using the analytical frameworks and models outlined below to explore any disparity between the situation in ideal, high quality placements and the actual circumstances experienced by some students.

4. Minor disparity can usually be remedied

In the case of minor disparity, problematic areas can be identified and small interventions recommended that may improve and/or remedy the situation.  For example, University staff may suggest that the student be given their own project or provided with a mentor.

5. Major disparity and/or negative feedback in a number of different areas may necessitate termination of that placement

In a few cases, student feedback may reveal major deviation from ideal placement conditions, perhaps in a number of different areas.   Under these circumstances it may be impossible to turn what is a poor placement into a high quality learning experience and the placement may have to be terminated.  

The process for deciding whether a placement should be terminated will differ depending on specific circumstances and each case will be dealt with at Faculty/School level by the appropriate members of staff.  If circumstances allow, the student involved will be helped to find an alternative placement or work experience opportunity.  In any case, steps will be taken to ensure that the student is not disadvantaged by the placement termination / failure to complete their placement.
Similarly, at the end of their placement the student may recommend that their placement is not used again by subsequent students.  If their reasons are valid, then this placement should not be used again.
Frameworks for Analysis and Models of Placement Learning Opportunities
 
The frameworks given below provide a method for categorising and analysing qualitative data regarding placement situations.  The models provide an accessible method for illustrating and comparing the situation in high quality placements with placement situations that may be less good.  Together, these tools are intended to help placement staff identify any problematic areas (and therefore possible improvements) within individual placements.

Empirical research into learning by University of Bath placement students, coupled with a review of the literature on learning theories,[footnoteRef:6] showed that the matters determining placement quality are as follows: [6:  Turner, P. (2005).  Undergraduate learning at programme level: an analysis of students’ perspectives.  PhD thesis, University of Bath. http://opus.bath.ac.uk/432/
] 

1. The nature of the student’s work or activity
2. Their placement environment, its language and culture and the nature and level of support for learning/understanding and emotional support available
3. The student’s perceptions of and emotional reactions to their placement experiences and 
4. The learning outcomes resulting from placement, as reported by the student.
The analytical categories used in the frameworks and models given below were derived from this work into placement learning.
Frameworks for Analytical Evaluation of Work Placements

Framework 1: the employer’s perspective

Information from the placement provider/host institution, especially prior to the commencement of a new placement, should be used to address the following questions:

· What is the nature of placement work envisaged?  Is it varied and at the level appropriate for a junior professional or is it merely routine or mundane?
· What level of supervision and/or support is provided for the student?  Will they be helped to learn, to build their understanding, and supported as an individual?
· What is the role and status of the placement student within the organisation?  Will they be treated as a respected colleague or as a menial worker?  Is the culture of the organisation such that the student will be included in friendly interactions at work (and perhaps socially)?
· What are the learning outcomes likely to be achieved?  What is the student likely to achieve, in terms of their employability and also academically, professionally and personally, through engaging in their placement work?

Answers to these four questions enable placement staff to determine the suitability or otherwise of potential (or existing) placements.  Employer information can also be used to model or illustrate the employer’s perspective of their placement(s), see below.

Framework 2: the student’s perspective

As explained in the Guidance document, honest and comprehensive qualitative feedback from students on their perspectives of their placement experiences, both positive and negative, is the bedrock that underlies effective evaluation of work placements.  Since placement situations are dynamic, feedback from students should be sought proactively several times during, and at completion of, their placements.  

Allowing students to reveal their thoughts and feelings during their placements, through open questions and natural dialogue (face-to-face or by telephone, email, etc.), results in feedback that is rich and varied.  However, qualitative feedback of this nature can be difficult to analyse.  With practice, it becomes easier to use such feedback to answer the following questions:

· What is the student’s perception of their placement work?  Do they feel that their work is meaningful and/or has real purpose and value?  Do they report doing ‘a proper job’ or a designated project?  Or do they report feeling bored and under-challenged?  If so, what is the actual focus of their activity while on placement?
· What is the student’s perception of their supervision or support?  Do they feel that they are being helped to learn and understand?  If not, is the student coping adequately and able to construct their understanding without direct support?
· What does the student think and feel about their role and status on placement?  Do they feel valued or under-valued?  Do they find their colleagues supportive or antagonistic?

Students’ perceptions in these three areas interact to influence the final category for analysis, that of their reported learning outcomes:

· What does the student report about their learning outcomes?  Do they feel as if their placement learning is rewarding or as if their placement does not challenge them enough to help them achieve at a worthwhile level? 

Data used to address these four questions can then be used to model the actual placement situation, as reported by students.

Models for Comparing the Quality of Work Placements

Data on the perspectives of placement hosts and their students can be modelled or illustrated to assist in comparisons between ideal and actual placement situations.   In the examples given below, composite data from research with groups of bioscience students is used to model contrasting placement situations.

The first model illustrates placement situations with high potential for learning.  These are the circumstance within good host institutions/employers, where both information from employers and feedback from their placement students agree or align.  This alignment confirms the high quality of such placements.

Student’s role/status and emotions: valued team member (‘like being in a family’), 
high self-esteem and  positive attitude
Placement work/activity: varied work with real purpose and/or a challenging research project. Work at the junior professional level 

Learning outcomes:
Knowledge and understanding. 
Higher skills/ expertise.
Creativity, innovation.
Growth & development of individual potential.
Becoming a professional and/or enriched personal identity
Placement situation with high potential for learning 
Culture/environment: 
good/ appropriate supervision, supportive colleagues, nurturing environment fostering knowledge and understanding, some social life


The second model (over the page) uses composite data from those students whose placement perspectives were negative and their reported learning outcomes considerably lower or negative.  These placement situations had low learning potential and the models contrast markedly with the one above.

There are two different ways to view this disparity.  In one view, the models illustrate differences between the perspectives of employers and those of their placement students.  Another way of considering disparity is to see it as the difference between the circumstance anticipated for a placement (by the employer and the university) and the contrasting situation actually experienced by the student in the course of their placement, revealed through their feedback.[footnoteRef:7]   [7:  Argyris, C. & Schön, D. (1978).  Organisational Learning: A Theory of Action Perspective.] 

Student’s role/ status/ emotions: used as cheap labour, not valued, low confidence, low self-esteem (‘I fell apart’)
Placement work/activity:  menial, repetitive work, seen as boring.  
Student’s main activity can become avoidance of an unpleasant boss or appeasement of a moody supervisor
Learning outcomes:
Low level skills, little increased knowledge.
Little opportunity for creativity.
Sometimes mis-education (e.g. ‘interesting lab work is an oxymoron’).
Decision to leave science on graduation
Culture/environment: poor or absent supervision and/or support, competitive or hyper-critical environment, understanding and creativity inadequately fostered, absence of positive social interactions
Placement situation with low learning potential 

Where there is only slight disparity between the student’s perspective and the ideal placement situation illustrated in the first model, minor problems can be identified and usually remedied.  For example, where the student’s work provides insufficient variation and interest, it might be supplemented with a challenging project; the level of supervision is likely to improve if a different supervisor or additional mentor could be provided.

Where there is considerable disparity, as illustrated above, the differences between a good and an imperfect placement may be insurmountable; in this case, the placement may have to be discontinued and/or not used in the future for subsequent students.


Dr Poppy Turner, in collaboration with University of Bath Placement Managers

March 2012


This activity was undertaken as a part of the National HE STEM Programme, via the South West Spoke. For more information on South West Spoke projects, please see www.hestem-sw.org.uk. For more information on the overall national programme, please see www.hestem.ac.uk.
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