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Abstract 

This paper describes the results from the analysis of the effect of activities to promote 

awareness of graduate attributes development on the quality of reflection displayed in 

student pharmacy technicians’ work-placement reflective blogs compared to previous 

years.  

The theoretical framework for the research leading to the Participatory Action 

Research methodology involving the students as co-researchers will be explained. The 

early cycles of action and research involved student knowledge development about 

graduate attributes, and prioritisation of graduate attributes based on stakeholder 

input. This paper will focus on the thematic analysis of reflective writing asssited by 

NVivo software  from a control group in 2013/14 and the participatory action research 

group in 2014/15. 

The findings show that there was an increase in the reflection on graduate attributes in 

the research group compared to the control group. More importantly, the findings 

show clear evidence of an increase in the variety of graduate attributes being 

discussed by the research group, with the prioritised attributes featuring more 

frequently in the research group reflective writings. Additionally the findings show 

that the references were much more likely to explicitly identify the skill by name in 

the research group. This shows that a better appreciation of graduate attributes helps 

students to frame their work-placement experiences and consequently deepen their 

reflection and advance their employability through improved articulation of their 

transferable skills. 

Keywords  

Reflection, Graduate attributes, Participatory Action Research, Work-placement 

 

 

  



International Conference on Engaging Pedagogy (ICEP), College of Computing Technology, Dublin, Ireland, Dec. 3 & 4, 2015  
 

3 
 
 

1. Context and Introduction 

This paper will discuss the results of an investigation into the effect of emphasising 

graduate attributes within a curriculum on students’ subsequent work-placement 

reflective assessments, with a view to enhancing their employability.  

Employability is the ability to gain, maintain and obtain new employment (Hillage & 

Pollard, 1998). Gaining initial employment requires the correct skills and 

qualifications, but also the ability to present them to an employer in an appropriate 

manner.  Given that employment advertisements and interview questions typically 

refer to specific transferable skills along with professional and disciplinary 

competencies, inability to articulate and provide evidence for relevant graduate 

attributes thus reduces employability. The Higher Education Authority (HEA) 

Employability Skills review advises that Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) can 

help to close the skills gap by offering students the opportunity to develop an ability 

to articulate generic and other employability skills that can be applied in a 

professional capacity to address challenges (Toland, 2011).  

In 2013, in order to realise this graduate skills portfolio, Dublin Institute of 

Technology (DIT) identified a suite of skills to be integrated into curricula (DIT, 

2013). They are grouped under 5 ‘E’s: Engaged, Enterprising, Effective, Enquiry 

based, and Expert; and are further broken down within each ‘E’ (Figure 1). 

Figure 1 DIT graduate attributes 
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Separately during this time, on-going DIT Teaching Fellowship research had been 

carried out into the use of blogs as a reflective assessment and as a tool to foster a 

Community of Learning for pharmacy technician students on work-placement (Dunne 

& Ryan, 2013). This blog assessment implemented best practice recommendations for 

experiential learning, including work-placement, by ensuring students actively 

participated in reflection, which is key to turning experiences into learning (Boud, 

Keogh, & Walker, 1985). Smith, Clegg, Lawrence, and Todd (2007) argue that the 

academic benefits of work-based experiences depend largely on the extent to which 

students reflect on them and relate them back to knowledge gained in theoretical 

modules.  Reflection must be considered a purposeful activity that is pursued with 

intent, and involves an inter-relationship between feelings and cognition. Teaching 

innovations in the area of student reflection include online technologies (e.g. blogs) 

which provide a virtual space for reflection which can be accessed by peers and tutors 

alike (Chretien, Goldman, & Faselis, 2008). A recent review of the supports for 

student reflection in technology-enhanced learning identified that pre-defined 

guidance, a mechanism to focus learners on critical points, and human-intervention 

guidance can both act as a positive support for high-quality reflection (Kori, Pedaste, 

Leijen, & Mäeots, 2014). The previous DIT research did include aspects of these 

positive supports, and identified that a pre-placement workshop on reflective writing 

improved the students understanding of what good reflective writing should look like. 

However they continued to struggle with the practice of reflective writing as 

evidenced by their own opinions as well as their reflective assessments (Dunne & 

Ryan, 2013).  

As an additional positive support, the current research proposed to investigate if a 

better appreciation of graduate attributes may help the students to focus on these as 

critical skills upon which to frame their work based experiences and consequently 

improve and deepen their reflective writing, and also their employability. This paper 

will discuss the results of a comparative analysis of the reflective blog assessments of 

a control group from 2013/14 and a research group in 2014/15 to determine the effect 

of emphasising graduate attributes in the curriculum on their subsequent work-

placement reflections writings. 
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2. Research Design 

Theoretical Perspective  

 

A Participatory Action Research (PAR) methodology was implemented for the study. 

This facilitated the students to act as co-researchers and through their participation 

and interactions each contributor developed their own understanding of the concept of 

graduate attributes. A constructivist ontological position allowed for concepts about 

how graduate attributes are perceived and developed by the students to be produced 

through social dialogue and reflection. Given that research into how individual 

students perceive graduate attributes must take into account the differences in 

individuals, an interpretation of their reflective assessments was required.  Therefore 

an interpretivist epistemological position was assumed. 

The method chosen for the interpretation of the reflective assessments was through 

template analysis (King, 2014) for thematic coding. Analysis of the control group 

(2013/14) and research group (2014/15) was based on a hypothesis driven 

confirmatory approach using the a priori codes of ‘Reflection’ and ‘Graduate 

Attributes’. Independent double blind coding of a random sample of assessments was 

carried out. 

Implementation  

 

During the earlier cycles of PAR a baseline level of knowledge and understanding of 

graduate attributes was achieved through students surveys. A prioritisation of graduate 

attributes for the programme in question was achieved through an online survey of 

employers (N=48) also during the earlier cycles. Once prioritised, a series of activities 

to highlight the important graduate attributes was carried out with the students. The 

Assuring Graduate Attributes website (Oliver, 2015) was used to identify suitable 

activities, and included online self-evaluation exercises to allow students to determine 

their strengths and weaknesses in skills to date ("Analyse your Employability Skills," 

2015; "Employability Skills Exercise,") ("Communication Skills: Speaking and 

Listening," 2015), and an ethics debate centred on a short ethical case study relevant 

to the role of the pharmacy technician, organised based on a modified version of the 

‘think-pair-share’ format reviewed in Kennedy (2007). 
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A pre-workshop reflective activity to map prioritised Graduate Attributes to previous 

experiences, curriculum and opportunities in placement was also implemented. This 

preceded the reflective blog preparatory workshop mentioned in the introduction 

(Dunne & Ryan, 2013) 

Analysis of data using Nvivo 

 

Coding of the 2013/14 and 2014/15 reflective blogs was carried out using NVivo 

software to support the qualitative analysis. While the researcher carried out the 

hermeneutic task, NVivo was used as a tool for efficiency and transparency of coding, 

and to query the data during the analysis. The coding in relation to the results in this 

paper sought to look for evidence of increased emphasis on graduate attributes in 

student reflection. This aspect of the codebook for the analysis is given in Table 1. 

The phases of the analysis were as follows: 

Phase 1: Extracting the data from individual blog posts from the research and control 

groups into individual Microsoft Word documents (circa 180 in total) and uploading 

these as sources in NVivo as ‘case nodes’ (circa 60 in total) linked to the control and 

research group student cases. 

Phase 2: ‘Open coding’ each blog post case node into the primary NVivo ‘node’ of 

Graduate Attributes, according to the NVivo Codebook. 

Phase 3: ‘Coding on’ the primary nodes into sub-nodes, according to the NVivo 

Codebook. Note, during the early analysis phase, a further coding-on was carried out 

to reduce the explicit references to graduates attributes into ‘explicit but unnamed’, 

and ‘explicit and named’. 

Phase 4: Running matrix queries on the coded data to establish trends and 

relationships 

Phase 5: Comparison of sample double coded assessments for agreement of coding. 
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Open code  Sub-code Code description 

    

Graduate 

attributes 

  All references to graduate attributes explicit and implicit 

 

Specific attributes:  Communication References to communication based graduate attributes 

  Emotional intelligence References to emotional intelligence based graduate 

attributes, including discussion on ones own feelings, 

and ones perceptions of others. 

  Motivation References to motivation based graduate attributes, 

including taking initiative. 

  Work related learner References to work related learning graduate attribute, 

including CPD, on the job learning, and standard work 

skills such as organisation, time-keeping. 

  Collaboration References to collaboration based graduate attributes 

  Team work References to team work based graduate attributes, 

including organisation and time keeping. Accuracy and 

precision. 

  Innovator References to innovation 

  Critical thinking Reference to critical analysis and problem solving 

  Ethical Reference to ethical practice 

 

  Others References to specific graduate attributes not listed 

Statement type:  Implicit References to graduate attributes that have been 

interpreted by the researcher rather than explicitly 

labelled by the blog author. 

  Explicit References to graduates attributes that have been 

explicitly acknowledged by the blog author, either by 

using the Graduate attribute term itself or clearly 

alluding to the skill as has been defined for this project. 

Interpretation by the researcher was not required. 

Table 1 NVivo Codebook for open coding and coding on for thematic analysis of control and 

research blogs 

 

Limitations, Delimitations and Ethics 

 

This research was delimited to the students in DT425/2 Higher Certificate in 

Pharmacy Technician Studies (DIT), 2013/14 as the control group for comparison. 

The study is limited to the cohort of students registered to the module TFIP2001 

Pharmacy Work-placement DIT (N=29). The study was delimited to a single primary 

coder, namely the author of the study, with a representative sample of double coding 

by an academic unrelated to the project for rigour.  

The project has received ethical clearance from the DIT Research Ethics committee 

(Ref no. 14-68). 

3. Results and Discussion 

The results from the baseline survey show that there was a considerable lack of 

confidence in understanding by many students in regard to many of the attributes at 



International Conference on Engaging Pedagogy (ICEP), College of Computing Technology, Dublin, Ireland, Dec. 3 & 4, 2015  
 

8 
 
 

the outset of the project (Figure 1). With the exception of communication and team-

work, none of the stakeholder prioritised skills rank highly in terms of student 

confidence. Therefore it can be argued that at this point in their development, students 

who attend either a work-placement or employment interview will struggle to 

articulate their skill-set in the language typically used at interviews and in 

employment advertisements. 

Figure 2 Initial self-confidence in understanding of Graduate Attributes 

 

From the coding analysis, the total references made to graduate attributes by the 

control and research groups combined, which amounted to 131 sources and 282 

references, is shown in Figure 3.  

Figure 3 Overall references to Graduate Attributes 
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To investigate if there was any difference in the references to the various attributes by 

each group, the results from a query breaking the data in Figure 3 down into references 

to each attribute made by the research group and the control group is presented in 

Figure 4.  

Figure 4 Breakdown of references to graduates attributes by research and control groups 

 

While these findings do suggest a greater awareness and breadth of attributes being 

reflected upon, returning to the description of employability by Hillage and Pollard 

(1998), it is also important that there is an ability to explicitly articulate skills and map 

their experiences appropriately to a future employer. It is interesting therefore to 

investigate to what extent the graduate attributes are being explicitly discussed, 

compared to implicitly alluded to. The open coded references to graduate attributes 

were coded on into statements that were made explicitly or implicitly.  Explicit 

statements naturally included those that named the attribute directly, as well as those 

where the blog author had identified a skill development and there was very obviously 

a reference to a graduate attribute development or demonstration. Implicit references 

were coded for when it was the researcher coding the blogs that identified the 

development or demonstration of a graduate attribute through her interpretation, as 

opposed to the blog author identifying it.  

Figure 5 shows to what extent the statements of Graduates Attributes were made 

explicitly, compared to implicitly. 
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Figure 5 Overall statements of Graduate Attributes 

 

To understand if there is any noticeable difference in blogging behaviour in relation to 

the manner in which graduate attribute statements are being made, the results of a 

query that breaks the explicit and implicit references up into the research and control 

groups is shown in Figure 6. This data shows that the control group’s statements are 

mostly made implicitly, whereas the research group are much more likely to make 

explicit statements, with these being made about as frequently as implicit ones.  

This suggests that the research group appear to have developed a greater capacity to 

be able to frame an experience in terms of skills development and thus refer to it 

explicitly in their reflective writing. Presumably, as per the findings for the increase in 

the breadth of skills being referenced (Figure 4), this increase in likelihood for explicit 

reference is also as a result of the action research project that placed a greater 

emphasis on graduate attributes including activities to support their development, 

compared to the control group’s experience. 

Figure 6 Breakdown of Graduate Attribute statements by research and control groups 

 

To explore this still further, the explicit references were further coded-on depending 

on whether they were actually ‘named’ or whether the attribute was ‘unnamed’ 

despite the direct intimation to the attribute in the reference. A query to examine if 

there was a trend in the behaviour between the research and control group in relation 
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to the likelihood that they will expressly name a skill being developed was carried out, 

and the results are shown in Figure 7.  

Figure 7 Explicit references broken into named and unnamed 

 

This query shows a very obvious trend, specifically that the control group’s explicit 

reference to skills development is not concurrent with the overt use of the name of the 

graduate attribute, whereas the opposite is true for the research group, who have made 

considerably more references where skills have been transparently named.  

Conclusions and Future Work 

In conclusion, the findings show that emphasising graduate attributes within a 

curriculum can have a marked effect on the reflective assessment of students when 

they go on work-placement. Students have an increased tendency to frame their 

placement experiences in terms of graduate attributes, as well as core skills developed 

in the curriculum. This should allow students to articulate their skills in a more 

explicit and concrete manner, and find evidence for their development. This should 

impact positively on their employability in terms of initially securing employment. 

Furthermore, it may encourage them to continue the process of reflection on practice 

throughout their career, and continue to find evidence for their skills development. 

Future work will include considertion of how to integrate graduate attributes formally 

into the curriculum, for example through a professional development ePortfolio. 
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