Firstly, we would like to thank you all for your active engagement in the workshop held last week. Your contributions throughout the morning were well-considered, insightful and extremely helpful in informing our next steps in building a case for a national placement scheme. 

The full set of slides and breakout responses can be found on the Cogent website using the following link.

-insert link-

We have identified the following themes that we need to consider as we look to refine our plans and seek the input and support from others.

Articulating the need

There was broad agreement that a scheme of this type could have value in helping to ensure the sustainability and reach of industrial placements. There is clearly value to the placement student and to the university although the benefit to the host organisation is not always immediately apparent. Some work needs to be done in providing a clearer case for the value to businesses so that their involvement is not viewed merely as an expenditure. Some financial incentive might be particularly important in the current economic climate and this is likely to be in the form of pump-prime funding. There also needs to be a greater emphasis on the benefits of industrial placements in terms of forging stronger schools-academia-industry links and creating new avenues for future business-driven collaboration. Engaging with stakeholders in the STEM (14-19) careers agenda could increase student attraction to sandwich courses/placements – more work is required to demonstrate the high return to students; this would also offer sustainability of demand and income to academic partners. More broadly, it may be worth attempting to quantify the value of the skill-set that an industrial placement delivers and how this is likely to become increasingly important as the scientific landscape becomes ever more challenging and uncertain. A projection of the impact of current trends with respect to demand and future capacity for placements would also be helpful.

How does it fit in with existing schemes 

It was widely recognised that a number of departments, both chemistry and biosciences, already have some well-established placement schemes up and running. The relationship between these and a national scheme proposed here would need to be more fully thought-through.

Don’t reinvent the wheel

There was wide agreement that any scheme should capitalise on what is already available in terms of brokerage schemes and expertise (e.g. EDT, KTP, ECIF scheme) rather than create an entirely new set of processes. The learning and experience from existing schemes would feed into the design of the national scheme and would also help SMEs identify ways in which their business and activities might be considered for inclusion.

Defining the scope

There was some uncertainty about who this scheme would be aimed at – although the existing MChem courses represent a well-defined cohort for chemistry, it is less clear which subjects in the biosciences would be covered. In addition, it was unclear whether the scheme should target the top x% of students or whether it should be made open-to-all students in all departments. A more holistic view is that placements of this type could be applicable to a much wider range of subjects that chemistry and biosciences and that this scheme could inform the extent to which it is taken-up across the portfolio of undergraduate courses. The role specification provides generic guidance in terms of the student’s skills and behaviours as well as with respect to the types of opportunities for skills development that could be available but this would need to be customised to meet the needs of specific situations. Non-laboratory-based placements should also be considered as a potential option as part of this scheme. Increasing the profile of courses offering placements to the 14-19 age groups is also required to ensure demand and supply is matched. Securing key stakeholders in such activity is vital to progression.  
Securing funding and moving forward

An important issue that emerged during the course of the morning was that there is currently no obvious source of funding for this scheme. At a time when departments are being urged to cut spending rather seek additional opportunities for investment, the scheme is more likely to make progress through a series of well-designed and inexpensive pilots rather than proceeding to a national scheme straight-off. The next practical step in this will be to identify a small number of departments who are in a position to contribute to a pilot that would help address the questions outlined above and inform a more comprehensive bid to be submitted when the economic climate has improved. University departments will be contacted to assess their interest in contributing to such a pilot. Potential sources of funding to support the pilot scheme (including HEFCE, OLS, TSB, charitable trusts, university funds) will be actively explored over the coming months.

Thank you once again for your contribution to this piece of work and we will be back in touch as and when we are in a position to draw together a plan for a pilot scheme.

Joanna Woolf and David Fox

