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Abstract

London South Bank University is a large metropolitan institution with a broadly diverse undergraduate intake and an active widening participation policy. In the Business School, teaching and learning strategies are practical in nature, and focus on employability, often through creative and innovative techniques. This paper reports the findings of three strands of research and the subsequent development of a new first-year undergraduate unit, A Practical Introduction to Marketing.  Faced with broad diversity amongst new marketing students, a number of important challenges have been met by embedding core skills within the teaching and learning on this unit. These include easing transition into higher education, and developing the skills needed both for effective further study and for employability. The engagement necessary to achieve these and other outcomes results from contextualizing delivery within the setting of a large-scale two-semester practical marketing project; this is continuously assessed across two semesters, in part through reflections contained in students’ Personal Development Plans. A brief evaluation of the unit, now in its second year, is offered through student and faculty response

Introduction
According to Bill Rammell, the Higher Education Minister, one half of all new British jobs will require a graduate qualification by 2012, a number which accords neatly with the widely publicised 50% government target for young people entering higher education (Timesonline, 2006). Widening participation and the increasing demands of an international marketplace are fundamentally changing the nature of the university student and are re-shaping the role of undergraduate education. Whilst the argument to increase international competitiveness is compelling, throughout the UK institutions are being faced with a wide variation in levels of basic skills at entry, and with many students who need skills training and support to help their transition into Higher Education, and beyond.  

Ten years ago the Dearing Report (1997) emphasized the need to address these changes with a focus on developing core skills for employability, and government directives have subsequently given these skills a high priority. University funding now depends in part on the levels of employment achieved by graduates (as measured in the first destination surveys), so that imparting skills is more than ever a crucial part of higher education provision.
For these reasons, the most effective methods of skill delivery are of vital interest to reflective practitioners, with much debate revolving around the issue of embedding skills delivery in specialist units, or teaching stand-alone courses. 

At London South Bank, a post-1992 university with a long tradition of vocational education, widening access and an extremely diverse student population, this challenge is of particular relevance.    

The London South Bank University Core Skills Policy (LDC, 2003) puts skills at the heart of the university’s corporate plan and its learning & teaching strategy. It talks of a commitment to effective education for all LSBU students:
“…which will both satisfy them personally and give them the key to rewarding employment opportunities by providing them with the necessary knowledge, personal and core skills to adapt to a changing labour market”

The policy envisages provision of these skills to be employment-focused, and planned and monitored across all curricula. Building on Dearing, six skill areas are identified that should be developed during all undergraduate courses. These are:

Learning How to Learn

Communication

Information Technology 

Information Searching
Career Management 
Numeracy 

The challenge of delivering these skills became of particular relevance to the marketing team of the Business School where a review of level one skills provision in the Single & Combined Honours Marketing degrees was undertaken. 
Against a background of examining levels of student progression and retention, the review identified five distinct problem areas; first, a wide disparity in levels of basic skills at entry, and many students who needed support to help their transition into HE. Second, significant numbers of business students progressing into their second and third years lacking many of the core business skills required both by the University and by industry. Third, disengagement amongst BAM & CHM students because of the number of year one units not directly related to marketing. Fourth, that there was no explicit link between any of these year one units, and no formal attempt to contextualise them within a marketing framework at a curriculum level. Finally, dissatisfaction that core skills were being delivered in a generic Business Skills unit by the HR Division, with no input from the Marketing Division.

It became apparent to the marketing team that these problems might be addressed by creating a “long thin” (two semester) Introduction to Marketing unit, embedding core skills into the marketing provision, and thereby extending the marketing content at level one.  Supported by a LSBU Learning & Teaching Fellowship, the team set about researching the creation of such an integrated unit. This paper presents the results of that research and a description of the new unit, A Practical Introduction to Marketing (PIM), with some initial evaluation data.
Literature Review

In order to inform and guide the research and subsequent recommendations the concept of graduateness is reviewed, and a usable definition of employability sought. The development of the core skills literature is also examined, including the debate concerning delivery through parallel provision or integration / embedding.  

What is a graduate?

The nature of higher education has changed from a small homogeneous system to a broader, more diverse and far more international one (Wright 1995). We have seen an end of:

“the conventional assumption that a degree represents the successful completion of three or four years of full-time study following the award of A-Levels.”




Wright (1995), p.4

As a result, has the end product, the graduate, also changed? According to the HEQC (1997), the attributes that characterise “graduateness” derive from the acquisition of knowledge in three areas: Field-Specific, Shared and Generic. The generic skills are common to graduates of any discipline, and still build through use into the attributes that Newman suggested in 1852:  

“to see things as they are, to go right to the point, to disentangle a skein of thought, to detect what is sophistical, and to discard what is irrelevant…to fill any post with credit and to master any subject with facility.”

Newman (1986) p135

According to Dearing (1997), the habit of lifelong independent learning is the mark of graduateness, and this does not seem so far from Newman’s “facility”.
Employability

An underpinning argument of the Dearing recommendations is Human Capital Theory (Becker, 1975), which suggests that the economic success of nations is linked to the levels of education in the workforce. A glance at recruitment advertising confirms that companies want to take people on that can “hit the ground running”. Universities are encouraged to produce employable graduates. What defines 

employability?  Is it any more than the acquisition of field-specific and core skills?  
Research conducted by Yorke and Knight (2003) indicates that high employability may be developed by giving students “control of their learning through curriculum design” (p1). They describe a continuum of looked-for outcomes with field-specific and generic skills such as literacy and numeracy at one end, and self-efficacy and metacognition at the other (Fig. 1).
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Figure 1. USEM, Yorke & Knight (2003)
They argue that these latter attainments are personal skills that can be developed, but are perhaps far more complex than the transferable skills delivered in most taught units. The ability to “make a difference” and “exercise control” (graduateness) depends upon the final ability, metacognition, or the awareness of one’s capabilities. The development of these qualities goes far deeper than the simple delivery of skills. 
Core Skills

In any case, there is no definitive list of the skills employers consider most desirable. Dearing (1997), Knight & Yorke (2001) and others, provide lists of criteria that agree infrequently. The skills recommended in Dearing to increase levels of employability are:

Communication

Numeracy

The use of information technology
Learning how to learn

To help us here, LSBU has a core skills policy that adds career management and information searching to the 1997 list of four.  These latter additions are perhaps present as a result of the LSBU student profile, which puts greater demands on the management of the transition from dependent to independent learning.  Further research is required to understand and prioritise individual skill components under each of the six LSBU categories.
Embed or Stand Alone?

Teaching of the first three skills to a level of competence is recognised as being the prime responsibility of schools and FE colleges; universities are asked to develop them in order to improve employability in line with government expectations. 

There are two ways doing so. The first involves integrating or embedding delivery into existing programmes, and the second involves the creation of new stand-alone units. The Open University has tried both methods and evaluated the results. 
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Table 1. Summary Results of the OU skills project (Dearing 1997)

In the first method, taught units were revised to incorporate skills delivery, and academic staff gave student feedback on skills development. In the second, skills were offered as a bolt on pack with no assessment given. Not surprisingly, this approach was not followed through by many students. Table 1 gives the detail.

Yorke and Knight (2003) believe employability and good learning should complement each other; “they are not rivals for curriculum space”. 

In this they are considering employability skills in their widest context, and agree with Wareham and Clarke (2001), that the specialist unit gives some subject matter to hang skills provision around. 
The OU experience shows that if the skills element is not assessed (in other words if it carries no marks) then students have little motivation to undertake the extra work, especially if they see no immediate advantage. This would certainly be the case in the earlier years of undergraduate study. By embedding skills delivery, progression can be incorporated and assessed over time, included in students’ personal development plans, and have a clear value. 
That value can be made more effective for students through transferability, and Wareham and Clarke (2001) suggest that this takes two forms; near transfer, when students apply knowledge or skills to similar circumstances, and far transfer, between contexts that may seem different or remote. The ability to make the necessary analysis of a situation and apply skills developed elsewhere is a way of experiencing deep learning. Embedding skills provision offers this opportunity in ways that a stand-alone unit cannot.
Fallows & Steven (2000) usefully describe some of the different approaches taken in HE to embedding, offering several models. Since the literature appears to suggest that an embedded approach is the most effective, we have adopted it for our purposes. 
Research Aims & Outcome
The most employable graduates possess more than a set of generic skills for employment. They will have developed Knight & Yorke’s metacognition, the self-knowledge derived from reflective independent learning through the exercise of skills. 
The intended project outcome was a new unit, but in order to create it effectively, further research was required. Its aims were to understand the skills needed at levels two and three of the marketing degrees, and to give detailed insight into the requirements of industry. Benchmarks were needed for entry and progression, and information about the national context. Finally, the content of existing marketing units was reviewed for currency.  
Research Objectives

The following research objectives were therefore established:

1. Understand the current level of core skills on admission.  

This required a review of the literature regarding the provision of skills in secondary education 

2. Determine the exact nature of skills required by University and by Industry

Research here required student, staff and industry feedback on level 1 skills desired.
3. Benchmark provision of core skills at LSBU against other Business Schools

This was carried out to place the skills provision at LSBU in the context of the overall provision of skills nationwide

4. Review the Level One Introduction to Marketing unit 
Research Methodology
Depth interviews were carried out with three groups of respondents; students, lecturers and industry practitioners. The choice of qualitative research allowed the maximum range of response including creative suggestions. Individual interviews allowed students to express themselves independently without peer pressure, and were conducted by level two student researchers in order to avoid any response bias. Two student researchers were selected and trained to carry out the depth interviews and provided with discussion guides, private interview rooms and stimulus material.  The industry and LSBU interviews were conducted by the writers. 
Student Interviews: were conducted at two levels and across three degree programmes in order to garner the widest spread of opinion. Results were obtained from 20 students at level one, both Combined Honours Marketing and BA Marketing, and 20 students at level two from Combined Honours Marketing, BA Marketing and BA Business Administration/Studies.
Staff Interviews: were completed with marketing unit leaders. Level two staff were interviewed in order to understand the key skills required on 

progression, and to identify skills that needed further development at level 1 in order for students to complete level 2 units successfully.  
Industry interviews: despite extensive consultation with industry, Dearing (1997) reports little consensus in prioritising core skills.  It was, therefore, essential to understand the views and experience of marketing executives in order to determine the specific skills required in marketing related employment. Six marketing executives were interviewed. 
Findings
Student Interviews

At level one and level two students fell into four categories; 

· Those who felt that provision was unnecessary, as they had already been instructed in the necessary skills.

· International students who felt that core skills were useful in order to understand what was expected of them in an English University but who also felt that many of the skills taught were far too basic.

· The majority who felt that skills taught had little application to marketing.

· Those who felt that a skills unit should establish basic ability quickly and then offer different options depending on the need of each student, in particular teaching of key software packages.

Further questioning revealed details of skills that were felt to be particularly important but that were not adequately provided at level one. These included:
Presentation & Report /Essay Writing Skills: no formal instruction was offered although all three were assessed.
Referencing: Many felt the need for clarification and a common standard even at level two. 
Numeracy: Many did not understand the relevance of the skills delivered in the Quantitative Literacy unit, or how to use them.  
Group/Team Work: There was polarised expression of preference for and against the amount of group work, but particular issues were raised concerning the lack of direction. Many students wanted a greater understanding of the theoretical and practical benefits of teamwork and in particular how to deal with conflict.  
Information Management Skills: Many reported only having received instruction on how to access the library information databases in the second semester of year two.
Reflection:  In the current Business Skills unit students were asked for a reflective report on a group project, but with little discussion and feedback to guide development.
Marketing Content: Respondents emphasised the lack of integration across all level one units, in particular singling out the relevance of Quantitative Literacy and Accounting to marketing. They felt the need for a more practical view of the discipline, and requested more industry speakers as a way of developing an understanding of available careers. Some role-play or simulation exercises were also suggested.
Staff Interviews

Level two unit leaders were unanimous that students were progressing without many of the basic skills needed.  The bulk of the comment focused on study skills, information management and self managed learning, where staff members found students ill prepared for independent research, report writing and application of theory 
to practice.  In particular, they identified:
Self-Managed Learning: student performance was considered poor on planning work and on timing. The ability to understand assignment briefs and to go about the work independently was lacking, and students required extensive explanation and guidance.
Information Management: Part of the reason for this lack of student confidence was linked to low levels of knowledge and experience of the information resources available. In particular, many had no knowledge of the existence of good quality research sources or how to access them.  Students had little understanding of the need to read and research beyond a core textbook, and material presented as evidence, often from corporate websites, was mainly poorly organized with little attempt to summarise, let alone interpret and evaluate it. Other work was clearly biased by students’ own opinion with little sourced evidence provided.
Study Skills: these were of a uniformly poor level; for example students’ ability to take notes, attend lectures, read beyond core text books, proof read their work, or organize and reflect on their own progress and development.
Industry Interviews

The industry interviews identified the need for skills in many areas, but the emphasis returned consistently to communication and people skills.    

Communication Skills: Confidence and fluency in written and oral communications of all kinds were considered paramount. Listening skills were strongly emphasised as being important in presentations but also in building relationships and working with clients.
People Skills: the ability to build relationships was often emphasized, with both colleagues and clients, and in particular, the abilities to work as part of a team and to work with people at any level. 
Research Outcomes

The research identified a wide range of key skills that were of importance to all three stakeholder groups, and which were not being delivered effectively. Analysis confirmed that they could all be summarised under the six LSBU Core Skills (Appendix 1). 

The New Unit: PIM
The overriding aims of the new unit were therefore to enhance the subject delivery and improve retention and progression rates amongst first year marketing students. The strategy suggested focused on embedding employability skills provision. It was apparent from the research findings that students were dissatisfied with the amount of marketing provision offered, and unable to contextualise the delivery of the various business units within it. Our research found level two tutors dissatisfied with student skills on progression, and low levels of awareness amongst student about the expectations of the university and industry. We found an extremely wide diversity of skills levels on entry, but a general convergence of the needs of students, university and industry around the six core skills contained in the LSBU policy. Details of some of the components of these skills were established in the research, which could be included within the new unit.

The literature has suggested that embedding is more efficient than parallel delivery, so in taking over the former business skills unit our starting point was established as a two-semester double credit unit, embedding core skills delivery in a marketing context. A vocational and practical approach would allow the teaching and development of industry focused core skills, enhancing the employability of students. The extended delivery would create a better opportunity to unify the cohort and give a sense of purpose & identity.
Learning Outcomes & Assessment
Learning outcomes were established, benchmarking knowledge and understanding of marketing theory and the intellectual skills to apply that theory to practice. These were built from the existing provision. Learning outcomes for core skills were created by interpreting the broad LSBU descriptor (e.g. Information Searching) in a marketing context. This created broad marketing-centred outcomes, such as “…manage basic marketing information, and marketing information needs.” With the learning outcomes established, the detailed delivery was then developed from the specific needs highlighted in the research. Assessment was split into three components: Coursework, 25%, (two group presentations, an individual essay and an individual report, to assess application of theory to practice, and development of embedded core skills), Personal Development Plan, 25%, (a portfolio of reflections on progress with core skills), and a multiple-choice exam, 25%, (to assess marketing knowledge). 
Framework of Teaching & Learning 

The full programme of teaching & learning is set out at Appendix 2. The unit is delivered to around ninety students via a weekly two-hour lecture and a two-hour seminar, with students split into five seminar groups of 16-20. In order to deliver the desired outcomes a four-track approach has been adopted, with each track interlocking and informing the others.  
At the centre, the first track consists of a two-semester vocationally based group project. Five FMCG categories are selected (e.g. ready to eat breakfast cereal, bottled water, dog food…), and over the course of the year student groups research their chosen market, identify unmet needs, and develop and launch a new product at an exhibition. They are then able to manage their new products within each category and in competition using purpose built market- 

modelling software. The complete project is self-managed independent learning, with progress monitored and assessment undertaken in seminars.  
The second track consists of the weekly lectures, which deliver grounding in marketing theory. Traditionally delivered, these sessions include guest speakers from industry, and sessions on skills (e.g. team working & group dynamics). The structure of the lecture programme is designed and timed to inform the unfolding series of coursework assessment, and to answer some skill development through addressing particular topics. For example, report & essay writing techniques are delivered to inform communication skills, and practiced as assessed coursework. 

The third track consists of weekly seminars. During these sessions, exercises are undertaken so that core skills can be developed with tutor interaction. These exercises also form the basis of most of the PDP reflections. 

The fourth and final track is the Personal Development Plan, which is structured around the core skills learning outcomes and consists of a series of reflections leading students to assess current needs against each one. From these reflections, students create a plan that sets objectives, documents ways to achieve these, and reports and evaluates progress. Guided by tutors in formative assessment at the end of semester one, the plans are practical in nature (for example leading to the creation of an effective CV), and encourage independent learning and the growth of metacognition. They also provide a strong focus for personal tutoring, offering fruitful sources of insight into each student’s needs.

Embedded Skills Delivery

In order to illustrate the techniques described, the development of the first coursework assessment in week 8, a twenty-minute group presentation of a marketing environment, is now offered. 
In week 3, the lecture describes the analysis of the marketing environment. During the following seminar, groups are created, categories assigned, and the one-year marketing project briefed. The groups are then given a short case study and asked to prepare and present an analysis. These ad hoc presentations are filmed, and a DVD produced for each group. Tutors give formative feedback about content and presentation skills in the session, and students are asked to write a short reflection about their experience for the PDP, having seen the film.

In week 4, the lecture covers market research, building on the previous lecture. During the seminars, set in the computer laboratories, the business librarians demonstrate the marketing databases, and students start to explore for information of relevance to their markets. Tutors and librarians guide and inform these searches. 

In week 5, a guest lecturer describes their own marketing role, emphasising the importance of the marketing environment, putting it into context. The seminars are devoted to delivering and developing referencing skills through a series of exercises.

In week 6, the lecture and seminar cover the financial ratios used by marketers and some techniques for manipulating and presenting numerical data. A PDP entry is required, to allow students to reflect on their abilities with numbers. Week 7 delivers and develops presentation techniques using a series of persuasion exercises and games.

In week 8, groups make their presentations, and these are assessed 50% for content, and 50% on presentation.  Trouble with group working is confidently anticipated, and so week 9 is devoted to a post mortem session in which team building skills are delivered in the lecture, and team-building exercises are run in the seminars; a PDP entry requires a reflection on team working and the lessons learnt. 

Over these six weeks, students have therefore absorbed knowledge of marketing principles involved in monitoring the environment, PEST analysis, and Marketing Research, and heard from industry about the importance and use of these principles. They have gained some practical knowledge and experience of marketing numbers (contextualising knowledge delivered in the Quantitative Literacy unit). They have put this knowledge to practical use as they prepare their presentation, developing intellectual skills. PowerPoint skills delivered and developed early in the concurrent Information Technology unit are contextualised, and group working and team building experiences are being gained, making 

sense of the Organisational Behaviour unit (far-transfer, Wareham & Clarke, 2001). Large quantities of marketing information are accessed, analysed, synthesised and referenced, and oral and visual presentation skills developed. The sequence provides and structures opportunities for students to reflect on their development needs against the employability skills, and to create strategies to address these needs through the PDP. Skills are therefore being delivered and assessed in each of the six categories:

Learning to Learn

Communication

Information Technology

Information Searching

Career Management

Numeracy

As the unit builds over the following sixteen weeks, and further marketing knowledge is delivered and used, there is great scope for progress against other skills in each category to be developed and assessed. Appendix 2 gives the full programme.
Evaluation & Discussion
A full evaluation of this unit is the subject of a further research report, but PIM has been running for two years, and a substantial quantity of evaluation data is now available. Feedback has been collected from the first cohort of students, now in level two, in order to ascertain how effective the embedded skills delivery has been. Survey data from levels one & two have also been collected in the form of student satisfaction questionnaires, and a number of depth interviews conducted with level two unit coordinators.
The response reveals enthusiasm both from level one and level two students, and identification from the level two unit leaders of a greater motivation amongst that first PIM cohort.  The practical nature of the marketing content of the unit has been seen as valuable; students felt positive about the experiences involved in applying theory to practice. Much of this work necessarily involved developing core skills in areas, which had formerly been neglected, including teamwork, information management, communication, numeracy and IT competence. This was especially evident in the culmination of the unit, the exhibition, an event singled out by almost half the current cohort as being the most liked event of the year.

The first cohort, now in level two, acknowledged that skills developed have been beneficial after progression, and highlighted team working, presentation, information management skills (including referencing), and CV writing in particular. Faced with the increased demands at level two, some believed further development of essay & report writing was required in level one.
A few students who had completed business subjects in further education reported the skills and content of the unit as too basic. There is a real risk of disengagement here, but on the other hand a broad diversity of experience on intake is a feature of widening participation, and one objective at level one is to prepare the whole cohort for progression into a more challenging and specialist second year. 
This unit has been a success. Embedding core skills delivery within a marketing context, and framing the teaching and learning around the practical aspects of a marketing project, has had a number of clear benefits. We have delivered employability more efficiently by leveraging existing student motivation for a chosen vocation, and by contextualizing it. In extending that delivery, we have created a strong identity for the cohort, and may have affected retention positively. By integrating wider aspects of business through a practical project, we have created links to other year one-business units, and will continue to build on this cross-fertilisation. The concepts of personal development planning and career management have also given a structure to personal tutoring. Students are being better prepared for the rigours of levels two and three. Further reflection can only add to the possibilities of enhancing the teaching & learning opportunities created by this technique as the unit develops.  
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