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Postgraduate Students’ Views Of Academic And Workplace Learning

The UK postgraduate education sector has expanded in terms of student numbers and variety of provision over the past 10 years with the majority of growth occurring in taught course programmes. HESA statistics show that between 1995/6 and 2005/6, the numbers of students obtaining higher degrees other than doctorates, diplomas and certificates increased from around 46,000 to 108,000. The growth has received little research attention apart from interest in the equity of enrolment of UK postgraduate students [Zimdars, 2007].Yet, taught course postgraduate education which is employment related offers opportunities to investigate some of the assumptions of the knowledge economy, for instance, through an examination of students’ motivation for postgraduate study. This small scale study set out to examine the relationships between academic and workplace learning through an exploration of postgraduate students’ accounts of learning in the two settings.
The setting for the study is a small postgraduate UK HEI, specialising in defence, engineering and management. The student population is internationally diverse with fewer than 50% UK students; the remainder are drawn equally from the EU and elsewhere. Fourteen students (24-35years; 4 UK) who had a minimum of one year’s employment experience were interviewed about their learning processes in workplace and academic settings. Students were enrolled on a variety of courses including Air Transport Management, Aerospace Vehicle Design and Environmental Management for Business. Although mainly an empirical study, the study and the interview schedule were informed by situated learning theory [Lave and Wenger, 1991], as well as earlier studies of apprenticeship [Becker, 1972]. The enquiry included students’ motivations for academic study, what they learnt in workplace and academic settings, how the knowledge had been acquired and their views on the relationship between knowledge and learning in the two settings.
Students regarded academic and workplace learning as serving different purposes but as complementary in terms of personal and career development. They placed a high value upon learning, regardless of the setting, and credentialist perspectives were in a minority. Whilst there were some examples of direct transfer of knowledge and skills from university to the workplace, students were more likely to cite increased confidence, the ability to develop critical and strategic thinking and the opportunity to gain multiple perspectives as benefits of academic learning. Some students appeared to disregard the contribution of propositional knowledge in workplace settings, where problems of application and management prevailed. In relation to learning in the academic setting, students adopted collaborative approaches which actively built upon the diversity of expertise within cohort groups and their past experiences in the workplace. Whether these reports reflect transfer of collaborative working practices to academic study is speculative but intriguing.
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