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BACKGROUND

The action research project is taking place in Northumbria University, School of Computing, Engineering and Information Sciences, subject area Business Information Systems.
  It concerns a second year (level 5) module dealing, in the first semester, with Professional Development which is  offered to BSc Business Information Systems and BSc Business Information Technology students.  This part of the module aims to prepare students for the recruitment process for their one-year industrial placement (or for full-time employment when leaving university).  The learning strategy involves practical application of theory, in that the students 'apply' for a position (either one they have found themselves, or have chosen from a selection provided by tutors) and are interviewed for that position, based on the documentation they have submitted, by a tutor and two of their fellow students.  They also demonstrate employability skills such as research, team working and time management by producing a poster of their research, which is assessed by their peers, and skills of persuasive speaking by taking part in a debate.   Students can link to social networking sites if they wish (and can provide credible rationale!).  Blogs and wikis can be set up in Blackboard for collaborative use, and students are introduced to collaborative work spaces such as Google docs. The Blackboard Content Collection is used as a place holder for documentary or other evidence of the knowledge, skills and competences they are claiming.  They can select from this to present a 'showcase' portfolio to support any job application they make, as well as producing an e-portfolio of what is needed for assessment in this module.
RATIONALE

The BSc BIS and BSc BIT degrees are of the 'thick sandwich' type, which means that all students have to gain a 1 year student placement in an appropriate organisation at the end of their second year.  For several reasons - the aspirations of the students, the competitiveness of the market, and the reputation of the university - it was felt that they needed to be well prepared for the demands of the recruitment process.  The need to collect together evidence of knowledge, skill and competence from the whole degree programme as well as from work and general life experience made the e-portfolio a natural choice for the delivery and assessment of the module.  In addition, these students are highly computer literate, they had already had experience of collating an e-portfolio in their first year, and many employers in the IS/IT field prefer on-line applications, and like to see digital showcasing of applicants' capabilities.  
SUMMATIVE AND FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT

The Professional Development section of the year-long module accounts for 10 credits, and lasts for 1 semester.  The e-portfolio contributes 80% of the mark awarded, the interview the other 20%.  Formative feedback is facilitated by the eportfolio, in that tutor's comments can be appended to the portfolio at any convenient time.  Tutors give oral feedback on interview performance, which students use to inform their reflective writing on the experience which forms part of their professional planning, and which is added to the portfolio for evaluation.  The application documentation can be amended after this oral feedback before final submission for marking at the end of the semester, so providing an opportunity for both formative and summative assessment.  In assessing the contents of the eportfolio we looking to assess the students' ability to analyse and reflect on their learning, to recognize and evaluate their own progress, and to present evidence of their achievements relevant to particular employers' demands.
While the main 'marking' of the assessment portfolio is done by tutors, there is also an element of self assessment in that the students have to evaluate their own work to decide on its suitability as evidence for job application, and peer assessment is used in the evaluation and marking of the group posters produced as part of the team-working development section of the module.

In order to ensure consistency and reliability a taxonomy was developed by the tutors to facilitate the assessment process.  This taxonomy evaluated different aspects of the eportfolio and was designed to map across to the learning outcomes for the module.  Not only did the taxonomy provide criteria against which to judge the portfolio contents, it also ensured consistency of feedback to students.  A copy of this taxonomy was issued to the students with the assignment brief so that they were clear on what was expected of them and to facilitate the overall process.  A version of this taxonomy is shown in Table 1 below (adapted from Clark and Adamson 2008)
	CONTEXT: BUSINESS INFORMATION SYSTEMS
MODULE TITLE:  Professional Development Planning for IS/IT Professionals
	Marks
	SOCIO-CULTURAL ENGAGEMENT – (20%)

Awareness of and responsiveness to the requirements of the module, student cohort, and the academic community.
	Marks
	PRACTICAL COMPETENCE 
(20%)

As demonstrated in the production of application documentation and performance in the practice interviews, as interviewer and interviewee.
	Marks
	REFLECTION AND SELF-EFFICACY (60%)

Reflective language that describes, analyses and plans subsequent actions as a result of reviewing processes and events.  Evidence of awareness of own knowledge, skills and competences.

	LEARNING OUTCOMES
By the end of this module students should be able to: 

1 Use reflective practice to understand how they are learning and how to prove what they have learned, and to relate their learning to employer interests

2 Articulate their personal objectives and evaluate progress towards their achievement, while producing and continuously developing career plans

3 Produce written documents (application forms, CVs, covering letters) and presentations to professional standard and adopt a professional manner and appearance in interview situations*
4 Produce an electronic portfolio showcasing their skills and knowledge which can be shared with prospective employers

5 Use self and peer assessment techniques to evaluate their own and others’ work.
	16-20
	Module themes addressed and evidenced by completion of required tasks to a high standard.   Demonstrable peer collaboration and enthusiastic participation in group activities. 
	16-20
	Documentation both correctly and attractively presented, and focussed on the demands of the job description and personnel specification.

Performance as interviewer and interviewee  well prepared and conducted professionally; interview performance showing awareness of the requirements of the post, and their own evidence of knowledge, skill and competences
	41-60
	Use of vocabulary, writing style and expression indicate engagement with the reflective process.  Evidence of self-evaluation and awareness of wider context.
Selection of portfolio contents shows good judgement and awareness of the evidence of theknowledge, skills and competences required in particular circumstances.

	
	11-15
	Module themes addressed and evidenced by completion of required tasks to a reasonable standard.   Some peer collaboration evident, and clear participation in group activities.
	11-15
	Documentation mostly correctly and attractively presented, and focussed to some extent on the demands of the job description and personnel specification.

Performance at interview well prepared, but needing more experience to achieve professional standard.  Some difficulty in presenting accomplishments to best advantage during interview.
	21-40
	Writing style mainly descriptive but some engagement with the reflective process.  Reflection largely confined to the personal, with little attempt to connect to the wider context.
Selection of portfolio contents shows an attempt to provide evidence of the knowledge, skills and competences required in particular circumstances.

	
	0-10
	Module themes partly addressed by completion of some tasks to an acceptable standard.   Very little peer collaboration evident, and only minor contributions made to group activities.
	0-10
	Documentation shows lack of care and/or is of unacceptable standard (would not have earned an interview).

Performance at interview ill-prepared, not addressing requirements of the post.  (Some allowance to be made for nerves).
	0-20
	Use of vocabulary, writing style and expression entirely descriptive, showing very little engagement with the reflective process.
Selection of portfolio contents shows little thought or awareness of the requirements of the exercise.


EVALUATION
The intended benefit of this approach is that the students should have a much clearer idea of job-hunting strategy and of the need to be able to evidence claims of competence focussed on the particular post.  Formative feedback is given much earlier, and much more easily.  Having to focus on specific criteria, the students have become better at evaluating their own work.

One unintended benefit is that tutors get to know the students better, and have a deeper appreciation of their strengths and weaknesses by closer monitoring of their progress through continuous access to the eportfolio.

Initial examination of student opinion indicates that they welcome this strategy of giving practical experience of theoretical principles, and feel themselves to be much better prepared for the recruitment process because of the collation in an eportfolio of evidence relevant to the post applied for.
Comments from students which indicated this (collected from a reflective commentary on the module):

1. “The process on a whole has taught me various new skills, and I have for the most part enjoyed learning them.  As I have not previously experienced the application and interview process for a job of this calibre, I did enter the subject as a novice. I believe that the skills that I have gained over the last semester are highly valuable and will hopefully help me to be highly competitive when it comes to applying for positions in the future. I have gained valuable knowledge of the do’s and don’ts of the interviewing process from writing application documentation to personal conduct in an interview situation. This module has also changed the way I would approach these situations, teaching me how to prepare for them and what to expect during them. I now feel confident that if it came down to an interview I would be in a better position to secure an offer of employment.”
2. “This was definitely one of the most useful assessments that I have done at University. I believe it reveals such a learning curve in the way students can use the feedback and put it into practice with interviews when applying for placements and when in the last year of University. The assessment was definitely relevant and good practice, in my opinion.”

3. “This module has really helped me prepare myself and my documentation for when I start to apply for placement jobs ... Once I had finished my CV I was really impressed with it. I felt proud to see all my achievements etc listed out, as this is something I wouldn’t normally do”.
An additional validation of the value of this approach may be seen in the fact that we were asked to rewrite the module as a 20 credit one, which has now been approved and is to be offered to other degree courses in the School which have similar placement schemes, starting September 2009.
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