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Background

The project investigated the possibilities for developing new vocational courses in Biological and Biomedical Science. These courses would be appropriate for part-time day release study by laboratory workers. It was hoped that the outcomes would enable the Biology team at City College Brighton & Hove (CCBH) and the University of Brighton to identify strategies for an effective Foundation degree and Foundation diploma in Biomedical Science, if it is clear that there is a market for this. 

Aims and objectives

· to investigate employers’ requirements for part-time HE level 1 and 2 courses in biological and biomedical science
· to explore employers’ potential contributions to design delivery and assessment of the course 

· to improve and extend work-based learning modules in Foundation courses in both Biological and Biomedical Science 

A longer-term aim was to reverse the decline in part-time student numbers at level 4 and 5 in Biological sciences at CCBH, which followed the loss of the Higher National Certificate (HNC). 
Future work will investigate CCBH and University of Brighton strategy on Foundation diplomas, as there is currently a lack of clarity in this. It was not possible to analyse the results statistically as the numbers interviewed were small.

Methods

The methods used were similar to those in the project discussed in 5.2, “Reflections on practitioner research: a case study of work placements for Fd Biological Sciences students” <link>where a questionnaire was replaced by in-depth interviews that were digitally recorded. Hospital laboratories were visited, and the training managers and laboratory managers were interviewed. Work-based learning materials were developed, including a generic work-based supervisor’s handbook, and this could be transferred for use in Foundation courses in Biological and Biomedical science.

Results 

Representative interview transcripts have been presented in Appendix 1 as an indication of the range of views. 
Biomedical scientists from haematology labs in Surrey and Sussex were interviewed. The transcripts present excerpts from discussions with training managers. These discussions focused on training requirements for NHS band 2 and 3 assistant practitioners in haematology and microbiology laboratories. 

Employer views varied within the same hospital, between the same specialist departments in different hospitals in Sussex, and with management level. There were also different practices and employee structures in laboratories of the same specialism but in different hospitals in Surrey and Sussex. 

Generally, employers wanted to support developments at CCBH and recognised the value of local education and training for their staff. In some cases, they felt there was a market for a part-time day release course, in others they felt not. In either case, predicted student numbers from individual labs were small. The course would require mainly generic modules and some specialist modules. The best model would be for them to in-fill on a full-time course programme.

Clearly, there was a local demand for a part-time course along the lines of the Foundation diploma, but whether the Foundation diploma is the appropriate course depends on the preferred long-term strategy of both the University of Brighton and City College Brighton & Hove. Foundation diplomas have been proposed by at least two university faculties this year. 

Foundation diplomas were originally developed for use by Plumpton College and it is not clear whether the university wishes to apply this award across the university and at other partner colleges. The diploma represents part-time study of selected existing Foundation degree modules from the full-time validated course so, in theory, should not require separate validation. 
The part-time student market is not such a significant proportion of the total student number at the University of Brighton as it is at partner colleges, where total HE numbers are much lower and a replacement for the HNC is needed. 

SLN research forum meetings prompted a finer focus for the project towards realistic, achievable objectives and we found that sharing the experiences of other researchers was beneficial. 
Conclusions

The research has informed us regarding the views of employers on the training needs of assistant practitioners, especially in relation to work-based learning and the relative roles of college and workplace. It is clear that the training needs vary between laboratories within the same hospital, and form a complex issue which requires a survey of NHS band 2 and 3 staff. 

Some employers held the view that the Medical Laboratory Assistant workforce generally did not want to progress to become biomedical scientists and questioned the need for up-skilling. Even with qualification, promotion was not seen as automatic as jobs at the next band up are not always available. 

There are, however, local cases where members of staff have progressed from Medical Laboratory Assistant to Biomedical Science trainees. Training budgets are limited and there is a need to improve skills at all levels, including practitioners. The NHS Agenda for Change was originally a way of training the workforce while allowing promotion based on skills. 
However, some staff who have acquired new skills and responsibilities find they cannot be promoted unless there is a vacancy. The Modernising Scientific Careers workforce programme should provide a better framework for career progression and inform on the education and qualifications required for this. 

Future areas for research include investigating views of assistant practitioner staff (NHS bands 2 and 3) for part-time education at levels 4 and 5. The government has very recently published a paper on the next phase for Agenda for Change, which describes the Department of Health's Modernising Scientific Careers workforce programme, designed to ensure flexibility, sustainability and modern career pathways to address the needs of the future NHS (Department of Health 2008). 
This will have implications for assistant practitioner training and may consolidate the need for a part-time Foundation degree-level course in Biomedical science. It may be that, as witnessed in some areas of engineering, HNCs may continue to have a role. 

Appendix 1: Interviews with Biomedical Scientists and training officers

Interview with a Biomedical Scientist (BS) from a Surrey hospital specialising in haematology 

SR: We are in the process of developing a [part-time foundation degree] in Biomedical science more closely aligned to what you are doing here in the lab, but it would be targeted at people who work as assistant practitioners.

BS:  I think it’s a good idea, I do.  I think there’s a high turnover of MLA [medical laboratory assistant] staff, mainly because there is no career structure.  I think if you are given more responsibility and money for that matter I suppose, they are more likely to stay and you end up with people doing a better job (but that’s not true of everybody I suppose!). I do think it’s a good idea.
SR:  Do you have many [band 4s] in your lab?

BS: I  think - we had a meeting recently and they said we didn’t have any band 4s [in haematology] except I think micro [microbiology] have some; but here they are band 2s. 
SR: How many band 2s do you have?

BS: To be honest, I don’t know. I’m pretty sure we don’t have any “super MLAs”. Where I used to work there was a couple  [of band 4] and they were invaluable really. There are a couple [of MLAs] here – I think one doing a degree and some have expressed wanting to go further.  I think it’s a good way of finding staff [Biomedical scientists] as if you can find someone that works well, and is good at things, there’s no better way of finding someone. 
Interview with Biomedical Science Training Officers (from a Sussex hospital) specialising in microbiology (TO1) and haematology (TO2). 
Listen to audio file (approximately four minutes) <insert> 
TO1: Of our reception staff, no-one has really asked any questions or shown any interest in becoming a BMS [biomedical scientist]. 
TO2:  You see, I’m not sure they see it as a career out there, whereas the lab staff do see it as a career. To them [the reception staff], they’re booking [samples] in.  I suppose if you get younger staff in and sell it to them, if you do a Foundation, and convert to a degree, and possibly it’s a way in, to get into the lab. But for people who are out there, I don’t see what they would gain from getting a Foundation degree, apart from personal development.
SR: To progress to band 4 and have more responsibility and therefore more pay, and more job satisfaction as well, and to be able to do more in the laboratory to help you [Biomedical scientists] and to be more “useful”. 
TO1: I’m not sure with what level they would come in to with microbiology.  As it is, they do work in the lab to a certain point, doing very basic stuff, but [in microbiology] I think you need to be band 5 to be able to do diagnostic work.  At a band 4 they wouldn’t be able to do that, so…that’s as far as they can go, unless they’re aiming to go to BMS bands 5 and 6.  (I would say band 5 as they haven’t been to university initially). If they’re on band 4 they’re not going to really do anything more than what we’re giving them at the moment. Currently I think they are band 3 staff in microbiology.

TO2: Are yours all on band 4?

TO1: No, I think they’re on band 3.

TO2: At the moment they are all twos and threes out there… but if five of them want to do this, I can’t see the hospital suddenly saying, “you can be a band 4, just because you’ve been trained”. Unless they’ve got places for a band 4.

SR:  As I understand it it’s slightly different in haematology in the sense that the ATOs can do some diagnostic work on the automated machines.

TO1:  Yes, they do that … the only thing they can’t do is cross matching, authorising… They don’t actually do [blood] films. But I don’t see why they can’t, if they’re trained, do films, [even] if they’re not authorised now. We’ve got a lady from New Zealand and down there the MLAs [medical laboratory assistants], they do the films, but they don’t ‘auth’ them out. It’s just to authorise them, you’ve got to be registered…..What level is a Foundation - obviously it’s after A levels?
SR:  Yes, it’s a Foundation degree – it’s a two-year degree programme, and it’s for people at every level, and allowing them to actually progress from one band to the next.

TO2: But I don’t know, you see… if that position’s not available, in the department - so the person can have the ability to go and do it, but as long as they’re aware that there is no position available – 

SR: Right, that’s where my understanding – where I’m lacking understanding - 

TO1: You’ve got one band 4, and the rest are 2s and 3s out there. If you’re on a band 4, Claire’s the only one sitting on a band 4, you’ve got to wait till she leaves, really. 

SR: It’s not as straightforward as I thought – 
TO1: You can’t just go up - 

SR: You’ve got to wait for a position to be available.
[…]

TO1: And the bigger placement’s [Foundation degree, six weeks] quite useful because sometimes we get the coterminous [degree student] for two weeks and Christmas, and especially in the first year, by the time they’ve picked it up they’re off again, and you don’t see them for another year. The fact that she’s [the Foundation degree student] been here a month now, she’s just really – just ‘mucking in.’

SR: Well yes, it would be a six-week placement.

TO2: Well yes, it gives them an idea what’s going on. I find that with the coterminous student, because they don’t actually have much time ‘hands on’ with their day or day and a half, well with us in micro[biology[ they don’t get to see the full potential of the department, so they tend to pick, “this one’s better than that one”, or whatever, so someone’s who’s been there for six weeks, they will see much better what’s going on, they tend to gel with the person that’s on the bench, and that person will pass on information to them.

SR: Thank you. 
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