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Introduction Methods

It has been reported nationally* that some bioscience students feel that their courses did not prepare them adequately for their subsequent posts and it
is also acknowledged that we can do more to enhance our students’ future careers via critical final year research skills (see the STARS project?). This
goes some way towards addressing UKCES?® concerns that “...in a competitive and globalising labour market, their [learning providers] duty to students
has to go beyond teaching specific knowledge and vocational skills”. The honours project is considered to be the place where generic and subject-
specific skills gained over the previous years are integrated to demonstrate competent, independent research. There is still debate on a national basis
regarding the best strategy for delivering final year projects, with institutions adopting a range of approaches or alternatives to projects*. What is clear is
that project content, supervision and assessment have become a rising challenge for Bioscience academics.

This poster presents an action research study using a stakeholder perspective that identifies key research skills related to employability and if they
could be enhanced in the project module. By focusing on the final year project at Plymouth, we assess the effectiveness of current provision and
whether proposed changes creating a new module are likely to be effective from a staff, student and employer point of view.

Ethical approval for this study was granted by the Human Ethics Committee in the Faculty of Science at the University of Plymouth.

» 11 Academic staff (all Programme Leaders) agreed to take part in semi-structured interviews.

» 17 actual or potential employers of University of Plymouth bioscience graduates agreed to take part in structured phone interviews.

* 9 Plymouth bioscience alumni (with a range of degree classifications) agreed to take part in structured phone interviews.

* 99 (22%) Level 1 & 2 students from across 14 programmes voluntarily replied to an online questionnaire.

» 22 (8%) Level 3 students voluntarily replied to an online questionnaire.

» Semi-structured interviews were transcribed and key themes identified using an iterative, inductive approach and placed into categories (validated
by two independent observers). Structured interviews were recorded onto individual record forms and all data collated onto a master form.

» Online data were collated by Perseus Software Solutions and imported into PowerPoint.
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» The project module needs to enhance the standard of communication skills in our bioscience graduates. The importance of data The involvement of multistakeholder groups in this study enabled a wide evidence base to be collated. There is a large amount of
analysis skills for future employability needs to be emphasised by staff prior to, or during the final year: these skills should be consensus regarding those skills which are most important for employability, and the relevance and importance of the final year
strengthened alongside or within the project module. project module for delivering those skills. The challenge remains to hold on to the strengths of the current project format but to

» Employers want students to have more ‘real’ or outward-facing employer experience and more problem-solving and data analysis Incorporate a degree of flexibility that addresses wider employer issues. Bearing in mind the potential threats identified by

skills, somewhere in the programme (not necessarily in project module). Strategies for project delivery could place a greater academics, a flexible, outward-facing approach whilst undertaking personal research could facilitate a variety of requirements
emphasis on developing team-working skills. Employers would like more active engagement with programmes. (including the Leitch agenda) whilst still maintaining academic rigour and subject quality. The changes already made to the project

module at Plymouth may address the issues identified here. However, a full evaluation taking into account this study’s findings with

« Staff are very cautious about any change that reduces the status of the final year project. However, there is a majority view that actual case studies should be undertaken once students have completed the new project format.

the traditional model needs to be modified to enable greater flexibility, or allow alternatives that are less focused on pure research.
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