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1 Introduction

This research study emerged from a context of enhancing employability within the HE curriculum. The study was sponsored by the e3i (Embedding, Enhancing and Integrating Employability) CETL at Sheffield Hallam University and was initiated by the Venture Matrix research and teaching group within the Enterprise Centre. The study was carried out by two researchers working with the e3i CETL at Sheffield Hallam University. All stakeholders shared a common interest in approaches to embedding innovative approaches to employability pedagogy, particularly from the point of view of aspects of employability such as enterprise and commercial awareness. 
The Venture Matrix (VM) is a programme of study introduced to students at all three levels of study on the Business and Technology (B&T) route. B&T encompasses a range of degree courses as follows:

· Business and ICT

· Management Communication and Technology

· Corporate Communications

· Business Communications

· Technology with Business Studies

· Information Technology and Management
· Technology and Enterprise
Depending on their level of study, students involved in the VM were taking one of the following modules:

· Level 4: New Venture Creation; 50% of the module related to the VM

· Level 5: Managing a Growing Business; 80% of the module related to the VM

· Level 6: Small Business Development; 100% of the module related to the VM

The Venture Matrix in this context was a mechanism for a certain kind of activity strongly focused on learning enterprise and commercial awareness skills. At its current, pilot stage, it was also introduced to select cohorts of students from disciplines unrelated to business. One of these disciplines, Sport Technology, features as part of the sample in this evaluation.
The Venture Matrix website is an interactive trading estate (http://venturematrix.shu.ac.uk/Welcome.cfm) within which companies are initiated and led by students. The Venture Matrix allows member companies to trade with each other, enabling participants to try out creative ideas and exercise enterprise and commercial awareness in a risk free environment. It offers students realistic work related experience, aiming to enhance their study and to allow access to the diversity of expertise available in other Venture Matrix companies. 

The primary aim of this evaluative study is to explore students' experience of learning through participation in the Venture Matrix. A particular emphasis is placed on learner engagement with the initiative: the study aims to evaluate the aspects of the VM which encourage students to engage and identify those which work less well in this respect. In addition, the evaluation aims to establish what students learn from engaging with the VM in particular emphasising the enterprise and employability skills they develop. Finally, the evaluation aims to explore whether engagement with the VM environment has had an impact on students' attitudes, perceptions and understanding of enterprise and employability.  

This evaluative study is further concerned with exploring the impact which the VM learning experience has on those students participating in the matrix who come from courses not traditionally associated with the concepts of enterprise and entrepreneurship. Since such students are actively participating in the VM environment, one of the concerns of the evaluative study was to explore how and whether these students' perceptions of concepts such as risk taking and enterprise may have been influenced by participating in an environment which encourages such thinking. 
The research study takes into consideration the fact that an action research approach is adopted to developing the Venture Matrix. This research-informed teaching approach can and is expected to come across challenges in its delivery due to its propensity to foster positive pedagogic change. An example of such challenges can be the lack of engagement from some students on VM related modules. Taking into account the developmental aims of the VM, the study does not interpret these challenges as failures of the Venture Matrix pedagogy, but as an integral part of the process of learning how to improve this pedagogy, while taking into account the student voice.  
Formal ethics approval was sought from the Research Ethics Committee at Sheffield Hallam University prior to conducting the study. Issues regarding student anonymity, data protection, right to withdraw from participation or not participate in the study were addressed. Students were appropriately briefed regarding the purpose and nature of the study and their role as well as their rights at various stages within the study. The Research Ethics Committee granted approval for the study.
2 Methodology

The evaluation of the Venture Matrix adopted two different approaches to data gathering and analysis. A survey questionnaire was distributed to students. Their responses to the questionnaire served as a benchmark study shaping the research questions of a further qualitative case study. The choice to use two different approaches to data gathering and analysis was a conscious one and served the aim of triangulating and therefore strengthening the validity of the findings. Following is an outline of the survey questionnaire methodology and the case study methodology.

2.1 A survey questionnaire

2.1.1 
Data Collection
A survey questionnaire was used to collect data from students across the three levels of study. Data collected from the survey questionnaire provides a secondary data source with which the case study data has been triangulated. An on-line student experience survey questionnaire was distributed to all students who had: 
· had some experience of using the Venture Matrix and 
· were using the learning environment at that time. 
The questionnaire was posted on the Blackboard system and was circulated to a total of 232 students.  In deciding when to distribute the questionnaire, class timetabling was observed and it was ensured that exam periods were avoided; this was achieved by organising the data gathering collaboratively with the students' module tutor. In doing so, the research did not intervene or disrupt students' learning. 
The survey questionnaire includes both open and closed-ended questions, some of which use the Likert scale (de Vaus, 2002).  Each question asked within the questionnaire was relevant to the study as it related to one or more of the main research questions and was centred on whether student responses to the question would  provide an understanding of one or more of the main research questions. The survey questions observed the basic rules of question construction, including ensuring clarity of the question; avoiding double-barrelled questions; ensuring respondents' competency to answer; avoiding bias in questions etc. (Babbie, 1990).
2.1.2
Data Analysis
Data collected through the survey questionnaire were used in two ways.  Firstly, the answers to the survey questionnaire were used to identify specific aspects of the VM experience which were in need of further exploration. The aspects identified were then used to inform the 4 focus group interviews conducted with students using the VM. The focus group was considered appropriate as it is an established method to bringing 'improved depth of understanding' (Vaughn, Schumm, Sinagub, 1996:15) to the research. In these terms the focus group is seen as the main method, which the survey questionnaire complements.  The analysis of the survey questionnaire used descriptive analysis and cross tabulation of students' responses to identify themes to be further explored within the focus groups.  
Secondly, a descriptive analysis of all of the survey data was conducted; the aim of this analysis was threefold. Firstly it was intended that the survey would provide baseline data for any future surveys. Secondly, the survey was used to identify themes and issues, or phenomena of the student experience emerging from the data. Thirdly, the findings would be triangulated with the main data source, the focus groups.

The evaluation has not been concerned with variables such as age, gender or ethnicity, since the aim of the data was primarily to highlight the student experiences of employability in general. However, as the sample involves students from levels 4, 5 and 6, students' level of study is one of the operational variables. Data collected through the on-line survey were provided in percentage terms and data analysis involved a basic descriptive review of each question for each level of study.  In some cases an average percentage figure has been given (this is an average of the percentages for each of the three years).  When looking at the percentage figures, it is important to keep in mind that the number of respondents is small.  Also, the number of students who completed a questionnaire differs per level, and again, this needs to be kept in mind when considering the data. The total number of first year students who completed the questionnaire is 17; 21 level 5 students completed the survey; and 11 final year students filled in the questionnaire. 

2.2 An explanatory case study

The case study approach was considered appropriate for a number of reasons. Firstly it focuses on studying a particular culture or 'bounded system' (Cresswell, 2007: 73) and the issues which arise within this system. The Venture Matrix is a learning environment which can be seen as a bounded system. It has its own idiosyncratic tools of interaction, names for these interactions and is further bounded by specific rules. While it emulates the real business world it does not pretend to be the real world, but rather to give students a realistic and risk free experience of the world of business. Therefore the specific tools of interaction used, such as 'squids' instead of real money, the regulations, such as who trades with whom, and the restrictions on approaching external companies, are necessary and an integral part of the VM environment. This is what defines the VM environment as a 'case' or a 'bounded system' (ibid). 

Secondly the case study approach was appropriate as data was collected from multiple sources in order to give a comprehensive picture of the student experience of the VM. Data gathering included:

· A survey questionnaire distributed to the Business and Technology students taking VM modules at levels 4, 5 and 6. A total of 49 students responded to the questionnaire. The survey questionnaire sought students' views of their motivation, aspects of autonomous learning, assessment, enterprise and employability skills, the sustainability of the VM over three years;
· Focus group interviews - four focus group interviews were carried out with VM students. Three of these were with students on the Business and Technology course, with each representing one level of study. The fourth interview comprised a cohort of Sports Science students at level 5. Their views were taken to represent those of students coming into a business module from a course unrelated to business. A total of 17 students took part in the interviews.
· Students' written reports - six student reports (two from each level) were explored for content which would triangulate or supplement the data gathered through the focus group interviews and the survey questionnaire.  
· Assessment tools used within the module - these included assessment briefs given to students, module descriptions and assessment sheets showing the percentage weighting of the final assignment as well as the assessment descriptors. Some of these tools were also used to stimulate discussion within the focus groups, where students were asked to actively comment on these. 
· Discussions with the module leader - while the focus of the study was the student experience of the VM, part of the preparation for the interviews with students involved discussions with the module leader. The purpose of these discussions was to prepare the researcher by giving her an idea of the way the pedagogic interactions were designed and the way they were expected to work by the tutor. For example knowing where interaction was supposed to happen between students, allowed the researcher to ask students to comment on why such interaction did not take place. In this way, having the point of view of the tutor made it possible for the researcher to conduct a richer and more fruitful discussion with the students.
These multiple sources of information allowed the researchers to understand why students experienced the VM in the way in which they described. Having such an understanding made it possible to draw out the lessons learned and make these available for more general use by a broader audience than the immediate VM.
Yin identifies three different forms of case study: explanatory, exploratory and descriptive:

'An exploratory case study ... is aimed at defining the questions and hypotheses of a subsequent (not necessarily case) study... A descriptive case study presents a complete description of a phenomenon within its context. An explanatory case study presents data bearing on cause-effect relationships - explaining which causes produce which effects.'

(Yin, 1993: 5)

The Venture Matrix evaluative research adopted an explanatory case study approach to data gathering and analysis. An explanatory study allowed the researchers to use phenomena of student experience and behaviour identified through the survey questionnaire and seek the causes of such behaviour as well as the effects which external factors had on student learning. The choice of explanatory case study was further determined by the kinds of questions which the evaluation was asking:

1. What is working well and is worth continuing?

2. What is working less well and how to improve it?

3. How do students interact within the VM and what stops them from interacting?

4. How do students learn employability skills from the experience?

5. What do students learn from the Venture Matrix experience which they could not learn through their regular course?

6. How have students' attitudes, perceptions and understanding of enterprise and employability changed as a result of engaging in the Venture Matrix?

7. How does the Venture Matrix prepare students for the world of work?

Yin identifies 'how' and 'why' questions as explanatory because they 'deal with operational links needing to be traced over time' (Yin, 1994: 6). 
2.2.1 Data analysis

The data analysis of the case study took into consideration the evaluative nature of the research. Several key steps were applied, as proposed by Bassey (1999):

· Generating and testing analytical statements;
· Interpreting or explaining the analytical statements;
· Deciding on the outcome and writing the case report.
Generating and testing analytical statements

The first step in data analysis involved condensing the data into meaningful statements. The analytical statements emerged from the data and were repeatedly tested against the data. Systematic coding supported this process. This was followed by another cycle of testing the analytical statements against the data, which involves repeatedly reading the data and looking for instances relating to the key analytical statements. In providing explanations to phenomena, the analysis used both ideas coming from the context from which this research evolved as well as ideas evolved in the process of critically reading the data. Ideas emerging from the research context came from diverse sources including the literature on transition issues, writings on learning theory, the literature on employability and entrepreneurship and their relationship to pedagogy in HE. As Bassey describes this part of research 'is very creative' (Bassey, 1999: 71), as it is an amalgam of ideas arising from diverse sources. This process of testing analytical statements against data continued until the researchers ensured the statements were 'trustworthy' (Bassey, 1999: 71).

Interpreting or explaining the analytical statements

At this second stage of analysis 'how' and 'why' questions were brought into the analysis. This research focused on explanation of the phenomena and ideas identified, as a key purpose of the research was to expose cause-and-effect relationships in the student experience of working and learning in the VM. For example the analysis looked at the factors influencing students' engagement with the VM. The factor of 'realism' (section 4.2) and aspects which made the VM feel like a real world situation, were the cause of increased student engagement and vice versa - where the experience was unrealistic it failed to engage students.
The analysis moved on to exploring all quotations marked as relating to the significant statement, looking to construct explanations of the causes or influencing factors on student behaviour, and further identifying evidence which would support the explanations given. These explanations are particularly important as they could serve as recommendations for what worked and what did not work in engaging students in the programme.

Deciding on the outcome

The final stage of analysis involved making decisions on the outcomes of the analysis. The causes of student behaviour and the implications which these made for teaching and learning were elicited. It is believed that the conclusions drawn from the evaluation make valuable suggestions regarding how to address student engagement in the VM, as well as in eliciting the value of the VM for students in terms of enhancing their employability. 

3 The challenges of autonomy
The findings of research data indicated that some of the most significant challenges of working and learning within the VM arose due to the demand on these learners to work autonomously, within what was essentially a social constructivist environment. This environment provided minimal information on how to operate, relying on each student to exercise active learning and draw on their experience in tackling the challenges arising. The following sections aim to give a clear idea of how students experienced this environment and how they responded to the demands it made on them to work autonomously. 
3.1 Discovery based learning and confusion
A number of students across all three levels indicated that understanding the concept of the VM at the beginning was very difficult. This created an experience of confusion amongst students, which was evident both in the focus group interview data and in the survey questionnaire data. In the survey first year students commented that the lack of structure or guidance to approaching New Venture Creation was confusing.  Further they added that "once beginning, it is very clear and has a good structure, but in terms of next year, this is something that the tutors may recognise and improve for fellow students". Students also remarked on being unsure of what to do at the start. Third year students similarly commented on the difficulties of "overcoming the initial confusion the entire group had". 
On the one hand this issue of confusion is pedagogical and is a product of the challenges of autonomous learning. The idea of learner autonomy is grounded in the theoretical perspective of constructivism, which is evident in its requirement on students to be proactive in their learning and to increasingly take responsibility for their learning (Doolittle and Camp, 1999; Fazey and Fazey, 2001). The Venture Matrix is a social constructivist environment, as its central idea is that businesses are set up by students to be run collaboratively and to involve collaborations across different courses and levels of study. 
The VM uses the discovery approach to learning (Boyle, 1997). Within this approach students are expected to learn by doing, by using their own resources and by active exploration of their learning environment. Very little information is 'given', rather the information is there to be discovered by the active learner. The approach is rooted in the constructivist learning paradigm (Doolittle and Camp, 1999) and favours learners who are prepared to explore, are pro-active, curious and autonomous in their approaches to learning. 
The fact that the VM uses a discovery approach to learning was evident in the way students described two very different forms of introduction to the VM world which they experienced - the VM networking event and the lecture which students had at the beginning of the year. Students had an initial lecture explaining the concept of the VM, which was followed by a networking event further on in the year. In this networking event students were expected to have set up a venture, to make contact with students at all levels of study and to find work. 

In a number of instances in the focus group interviews students expressed the opinion that the VM introductory lecture was largely unsuccessful in making it clear how they were supposed to act within the VM environment. In contrast the networking event was described as being the first point at which it became clear to students what was expected of them and how they were supposed to operate. The following comments illustrate this point:
Level 4
Student 1:
It was a bit confusing, the first networking event we were all asking each other - what are you doing? I don't know, what about you? So at first it is a little bit confusing. It works really well once you have a grasp of it. If someone asks you what it is you can't really tell. You need about 5-10 minutes to explain.
Researcher:
So at what point did it become clearer what was expected of you? 
Student 2:
I guess during the 5th November, the trade show. That's when we started to work out what we were supposed to be doing, what we would be doing, because we saw what projects they had and these were examples of what we might do.
Level 5, Sports Science students

Student 11:
I think a lot of people didn't really know what to expect when they were coming to the trade fair. And didn't know what was going to be offered by 3d years or by the ventures within the Matrix. So I think that way I think that really homed in for us - we talked about it in the lectures but we didn't have a clue what it was going to be about really.
Student 10:
I think the communication went a little bit apart sometimes and there was a lot of misunderstanding between the three years about what was required of each year.
Student 9:
We had that big lecture and it explained what it was meant to be but I went and it gave me the completely wrong idea. 
Student 11:
It wasn't particularly well explained how it was going to work. 
Researcher:
So the actual networking event - did that do a better job of explaining what the VM was about?
All:
Yes, definitely.
Level 4:

Student 2:
But also X did explain in his lecture.
Student 1:
It's just quite hard to verbalise.
Student 2:
But not knowing what it was about - it is quite hard to understand. Once you start it's very simple. I'm sure if we went back to that lecture now it would look very simple it would all make sense now.
Student 1:
You need to get involved in it to understand...
Student 2:
To understand, yes.
Level 6:
Student 17:
We had to be very proactive. Like at the first trade fair, getting ready for it when they didn't really tell us what to get ready for, we just had to guess. We had to be prepared for anything that could come along that was possible.

It is characteristic of the 'learn by doing', or discovery approach that it would be difficult to verbalise how it works, as its practice-based nature relies on action rather than information giving (Schon, 1987). This is evident in 1st year students' comments: 'If someone asks you what it is you can't really tell...it is quite hard to verbalise...You need to get involved in it to understand'. This indicates that the VM is best understood through activity, as illustrated by the networking event and would be less successfully conveyed through an instructional approach such as is implicit in a lecture (Laurillard, 2002).

Furthermore, the comment by one of the 1st year students: 'you need to get involved in it to understand' is crucial in defining the behaviour which students need to adopt in order to be successful in the VM world. The same student described that there were students who by the end of the year still did not understand the concept of the VM 'because they couldn't be bothered to get it. So you do actually need to get involved.' A similar idea is expressed by the third year student who spoke about the proactiveness which was required in order to be successful at the networking event. 
This has implications for the VM pedagogical approach. Firstly, it is crucial to ensure that the discovery approach to learning is supported with opportunities for exploration afforded to students: as experience has shown, a lecture provided little opportunity for such exploration, while the VM trade fair was very successful in this respect. Opportunities for communication, for asking questions, need to be provided regularly in order to overcome the confusion in the initial stages and in order to avoid it further on in the learning experience. In fact, the students interviewed in retrospect reflected that it would have been beneficial to have more frequent networking events, in order to facilitate such communication: 
Level 6

Student 13:
... we should have had more networking events and that was our responsibility to get that into motion. But we didn't see the relevance of them until too late in the year and by then it was about February time. May be if we had had more formal...

Student 14:
Chances to meet people.
Student 13:
Yes then we might have had more  chance to interact with people but other than email which like I said was very easy to ignore - if people ignore it what are you supposed to do. There were no other options.
Secondly, the need for student engagement becomes pronounced: only students who are prepared to engage and learn in an active, exploratory way could be successful and happy in the VM world. Students need to be prepared by their tutors, not only in terms of what is expected of them as a final outcome, but also in terms of what behaviour would ensure success within the VM world: curiosity, exploration, continuous asking of questions. 
3.2 Knowing how to act within the Venture Matrix: learning adaptability and competitiveness
Besides understanding they had to be proactive and explorative within the VM, students had to understand how the VM was structured and how they were expected to operate within it.  The survey data indicated that for first year and Level 5 students, a lack of clarity in terms of roles within the VM, was perceived to be a factor in varying levels of commitment.  67% of Level 5 students felt that levels of commitment varied, and when asked to identify the factors accounting for this, lack of clarity regarding what their role was within the VM received the highest percentage of responses (48%).  Only 18% of first years felt that not everyone in their team had committed themselves equally however, uncertainty in role was identified as a factor by all 18%; this factor received the highest percentage of responses from first year respondents.  
The survey data indicated that almost a quarter (24%) of first year students linked lack of motivation to being uncertain of what their role within the Venture Matrix involved. For Level 5 students the figure was 48% and it was 27% for Level 6.  This made it necessary to explore further through the focus group interviews how students constructed an understanding of their roles within the VM. 
One basic premise was that the VM prescribed specific roles to students at all three levels in the following way:

· Third year students were expected to form companies within which they adopted senior management roles. They then delegated work to second year students who were expected to adopt middle management roles.

· Second year students, in their middle management roles also set up companies however they were expected to find work from third year students, and delegate this to first year students.

· First year students were 'the workers'. They were expected to work individually, and find work from either level 5 or level 6 students.

In practice, not all students followed these rules, interpreting them in different ways. The following comments are indicative of some of the misconceptions which students had:

Level 5

Student 6:
I kind of felt like I had been dropped off in a maze with a blindfold on because at first we understood the concept of being a virtual business and being part of your group as a virtual business but we didn't know who our business would cater for. So at first I thought 'ah maybe we should make a car rental company', but I think that you have to adjust your definition of what the VM is as you're actually working through it so now I define it more like an opportunity for you to be a business that caters for other businesses. So you're working in a business network rather than working for the general public. Because it's not like public sector businesses or anything like that because your only customers are other people who are involved with making money out of businesses and like at first that concept wasn't really, it wasn't really clear but then I think because this is the first time its been done isn't it?
Level 5 (Sports Science students)

Student 11: I was talking to some of the first years' - they didn't have a clue as to what they were doing.

 (All agree) 
Student 11: It was mutual - the first years didn't have a clue. They knew they had to find a second year company to try to work for.
Student 10: I think they should get the three years together and tell them what is required of each year...
Student 11: And how it is all linked together because that first meeting ...

The comments above illustrate one of the common misconceptions which students started off with - both second and first year students established their own businesses and missed the point that in their business they had to engage with the rest of the year groups and tailor their services to the demands of the VM marketplace. The comment by the Level 5 sports students makes explicit that students across the three levels needed more guidance as to the way each year group was supposed to relate to and interact with the rest of the year groups.
One phenomenon which occurred with second year students was that they set up their own companies and worked on their own, contracting first year students, yet not contacting any third year students, thus cutting them out of the equation. Following are the students' comments discussing the thinking which led to this and some of the repercussions it had on the student groups:

Level 5

Student 5:
I think one mistake we, my group made personally was, we didn't look around at what else there was so we chose something about the environment and no one else had it. So we had the hardest task of trying to run anything because no one else wanted to do it, well there's two other businesses in the second year and that was it...it was quite hard to do.

Level 6
Student 13:
We were also told that because of the confusion in the initial stages of how the VM was supposed to work the second years created  the ventures themselves and worked downwards that way and therefore final years were not getting involved in that.
Researcher:
By doing that were they not contacting you as well?
Student 16:
Why would they?
Student 13:
They have their own ideas. Like these guys - the only people who have done a decent venture externally to what we know of if in second year you have the same idea would you not have felt a bit aggrieved and not been able to do your idea off your own back, having to go an speak to final year and stuff.
Student 16:
Yes they (second year students) had a similar idea to ours. Like one of the groups yesterday presented websites and logos for the same companies we were doing it for, so really we were in competition with them, rather than working with them.
As we can see from these comments there is frustration on the side of the second year students, who came up with an idea they were passionate about but which no one was interested in. At the same time, the third year students spoke about the reality of their interaction with second year students - as the second year students created ventures themselves, they were not contacting third year students. In addition, the companies of the second year students targeted the same market as the third years, which placed them in direct competition. 
While this was not the way students were expected to work, the fact that competition naturally arose within the Venture Matrix could be seen as a positive factor, much resembling real life situations in business. It can be argued that this situation created the perfect conditions for students adopting one of the key characteristic of an entrepreneur - competitiveness (Moreland, 2006). 
On the other hand such competition limited students' opportunities for communication and collaboration across the three levels - an activity which was at the heart of the VM approach. Careful consideration needs to be given by module leaders with regards to whether such competition is desirable. 

3.2.1 Adaptability: diversifying experience
Moreland describes adaptability as one of the key skills associated with entrepreneurship (Moreland, 2006). The need to learn to be adaptable and to react quickly to market demands came across strongly both in the focus group interviews and in the student end of year reports, particularly at level 5. 
In their final year reports, these students described that they started off with a particular idea for a business, however after attending the first Networking event and after failing to secure contracts at the event, the students had to reassess their business idea and either diversify the types of services they offered, or completely change their services tailoring them to the market demand. In this exercise which seems to have been a common experience for many second year students, those who were most successful, were those who reacted quickly to the messages given out at the Networking event, who managed to react quickly to the 'silence' from potential clients and diversified in time. Being in addition reflective about this, secured these students success within the VM as well as good marks. Here is an example taken from one of the end of year student reports at level 5, which illustrates this point:

'Several factors including our findings from the research prompted us to take the action of changing out original strategy. We found that we had a lot of competitors who were offering marketing as a service... the market for a marketing service within the Venture Matrix was saturated. This meant that it would be extremely difficult to show companies that they should choose our services over those of our competitors. What we really needed was a unique selling point (USP), which would make us stand out from the crowd. We decided to change our business plan by expanding to a wider variety of services. After researching what businesses were looking for on the Venture Matrix site, we thought it would be better to give them what they wanted rather than try to persuade people to use our marketing services... if we had continued with our initial strategy, we would have been wasting valuable time, money and effort that could be put to good use with a different strategy.'
(Year 2 student, End of year Venture Matrix report)
The students' initial confusion in this context needs to be seen as the learning curve leading to an understanding that reacting and adapting quickly to the market demands was essential for survival in a business world. 
Adaptability also proved to be the first and foremost challenge which the first year students faced. As part of a 100 + body or 'workers' within the VM, looking for the same jobs from second and third year students, these students had to use all of their resources in order to be able to stand out from the crowd and find work. The most successful mechanism which students applied was to diversify and put into practice skills which they had from previous experience, such as not all students would be likely to have. One such example was from two of the first year students interviewed in the focus group, who used skills of programming and graphics design. 

Level 4

Student 1:
Adaptability definitely for this year you had to be able to put your hand to almost anything.

All three 1st year students interviewed were unanimous that if you did not get contacts at the first VM trade fair, it became very difficult to establish connections further on:

Level 4

Researcher:
Did anyone from your year group as far as you know struggle to find work?
Student 3:
Me. Just lack of communication. I emailed and telephoned them they never replied back. So it was lack of communication.
Student 1:
I think that relates back to the 5th November, if you didn't get anything then it became really hard.

This is problematic especially considering that there were hindering elements of confusion at the first trade fair as it was the first point at which students had the opportunity to learn how to act, work and succeed within the VM. The second year students rightly in this context, proposed that holding trade fairs more frequently would be beneficial to all. 

One piece of advice which was given to first year students and which seems to have constricted them was that they should look for jobs doing research. This proved logistically impossible as not many of the ventures were looking for researchers. Once this did not work, the brief was opened up to any kind of work:

Level 4
Student 3:
Because I was doing market research and the majority of the people (1st years) were offering market research. So it was hard to find someone who wanted you because there are so many...
Student 2:
Yes 90% of the first years were offering research. And that's what we were originally asked to do. Then we went into designing websites.
Researcher:
Student 3 - did you not think about diversifying?
Student 3:
I don't know how to design logos and websites. So I couldn't really do that. So there wasn't really anything else I could do.
Researcher:
I am sure you have some other skills you could have used.
Student 3:
I could have done but I didn't really think about doing it to be honest. So I stuck with what I started with. 
Researcher:
In retrospect what would you do differently?
Student 3:
Gain more skills like designing websites and logos so I could differentiate my services.
Student 1:
There were a lot of people asking for that kind of thing instead of research even though that's what we were asked to do- most people didn't want that.
Student 2:
Which is why the assignment was extended to include design work and any other work; because obviously there wouldn't have been enough research for everyone to do.  

In this case the students' acumen and ability to adapt were tested, from the very start of the VM experience. Students 1 and 2 in this example were successful in finding employment while student 3 was not. It is evident from this discussion that the students who were more able to think on their feet and respond to the situation within the VM were more successful. Students 1 and 2 realised early on in the process that they had skills which would be sought after and valued within the VM. Student 3 did not think in this way. From an educational point of view this is a harsh circumstance and in this respect it strongly emulates the experience of the real business world. It needs to be ensured however, that with this being an educational experience, students are provided with the necessary guidance in this process, in order to ensure that they do not emerge from the experience with low self esteem, with the perception that they are incapable of performing well in the business world. As this is a very initial experience particularly for the first year students, it needs to be considered that support and guidance are essential in the process. This point is discussed further in section 6.
Diversifying and adapting to the VM market was something which not only first year students had to do. It posed an equal a challenge for second and third year students:

Level 5, Sports Science students

Student 10:
Enterprise skills I guess. 
Researcher:
In what way enterprise skills?
Student 10:
Just in picking a venture that people will actually use. At the beginning we had lots of ideas of what we could use for a venture but it was making it possible to use that in a situation, because on a sports tech course we do modules that a lot of other groups couldn't do, but there was no opportunity for us to use them so we had to diverse to other things which we could use. So we had to kind of adapt our business to include the design aspect as well. So making it more flexible, more adaptable.
In this case, second year sports students described that as their degree specialism was so different from what the majority of other students were studying in the VM (Business and Technology) they found it more challenging to have something to offer which other students would be interested in. This became an issue particularly when these students had to pick a venture. The sports students shared that they had to diversify and adapt the kind of venture they developed, in the same way as the first year students had to adapt the kinds of skills they were offering. The following is a description by these same second year sports students of how they adapted, and how fast they acted in order to make their venture feasible within the VM world:
Level 5, Sports Science

Student 11:
Our group went there saying we were going to do a lot of design work, a lot of work we could have done on our course. We went in there, went around once and realised nobody is going to need this. So we started going up to the companies who were doing a sports related course and said 'In our past we have done this so we can help you with ...' Like in my past I have done sports coaching for example and those people who wanted coaching schemes and things like that - I thought I can do that because I have done this before. So we had to diversify and keep on going to different places so that later we could offer different things. So in a way that showed us what we had to do for the VM.

These students' accounts of how they adapted shows some of the good practice which they learned and adopted and which also eventually led them to having a successful venture.
3.3 Acting outside of the Venture Matrix

On inspection of some of the student reports written at the end of the year, one aspect which stood out was that the students who had started their report with a summary of what the VM was and who demonstrated an understanding of how they were expected to contribute to it, were the students who received the highest marks and those who were best prepared to adapt to the demands of the VM as a working environment and to the evolving demands of the VM as a marketplace.

It was because of such confusion that some of the students in year 1 for example, upon initially failing to secure work with companies, set up their own company and worked for businesses outside of the VM. Such action was severely criticised by the tutor who rightly pointed out to the students that acting in this way put the VM community and the university at risk, potentially of being sued. 

This phenomenon is interesting as on the one hand it can be seen as students exercising autonomy; upon meeting up with difficulties in securing work within the VM, the student pursued opportunities for work outside of the VM. On the other hand, while this was an autonomous act it was also one which placed the VM and the university as a whole at risk. 

One possibility to consider in this respect is that the definition of autonomy needs to be moderated within the VM world. While students are encouraged to act autonomously, independently and proactively, this needs to take place within the rules of the VM community and all activity needs to be directed towards creating and offering services contributing to the VM. The notion of a community of practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991) may be a better metaphor in this respect rather than this of autonomy. It was the students who acted according to the rules of the VM who got the better marks and were ultimately rewarded.
4 Motivation and engagement
The challenges which students experienced within a learning environment which required autonomy made it explicit that students need to be highly motivated and engaged in order to be able to succeed in their work and learning within the VM. Overall responses suggested that students across all three levels were motivated or highly motivated within their VM company - across all levels of study the average percentage of respondents (calculated by taking an average of percentage figures) who considered themselves to be motivated or highly motivated was 61%.
In contrast an average percentage of 25% of students across the three levels described themselves as 'not very motivated'. This section considers the factors which influenced students' motivation and engagement within the learning environment.
4.1 Transition issues
The following conversation with first year students indicates clearly that there is a relationship between the discovery-oriented exploratory approach which the VM adopts as pedagogy and students' motivation for learning:

Level 4

Researcher:
Did you feel everyone in your group was motivated to do the work? 
Students: 
No.
Researcher:
What does it depend on?
Student 1:
It's whether you are interested to be honest. I got quite into it, so I enjoyed it, but a lot of people didn't want to do it at all. They thought it was one of the worst modules.
Researcher:
And where does this difference come from?
Student 1:
It is because it is not prescribed as such...
Student 2:
It's very - you choose what you do. And how you go about doing it, whereas other modules are very structured very - 'this is what you do and then this is what you hand in'. Whereas this you have to do what you want to do. And if people didn't want to do anything they didn't.

In these students' experience it was because the module was not prescribed and more open to interpretation that some of the students did not engage, as they were expecting to be given much more information: 'this is what you do and this is what you hand in'. As Student 1 explained this was not the way the module was supposed to work, rather the premise was: 'You choose what you do. And how you go about doing it.' Students described this as a very different way of learning as compared to this in other modules. 
The relevance of the discovery, constructivist active learning approach to the VM was already discussed in section 3.1. Research literature links this approach directly to employability. The ESECT paper 'Pedagogy for employability' identifies active learning as characteristic of the pedagogy for employability: '...good learning is most likely when students are engaged by challenging tasks, rather than being relatively passive recipients of curriculum material... Active student engagement is central to student learning.'  (The Pedagogy for Employability Group, 2006: 14).
It is evident that students could not be successful in the VM unless they were active and persevered - as Student 1 says 'It ended up being my favourite module but it was the hardest one to get into at the beginning'. It is this beginning stage which required the most endurance on the side of students, to have the patience to understand it and get through the confusion. 

The first year students also said there should be more encouragement, particularly in the beginning of the year, through explaining to students that this module requires a different way of working. The student further commented on the danger that students may perceive the module as light-hearted because of its game-like qualities:
Level 4

Student 1:
I think there should be more encouragement because at the beginning of the year you don't really realise how important it is to try and get the work, it seems almost like a game sort of thing it doesn't feel like a normal assessed module. Which it clearly is but at the beginning of the year you are not really aware of that. So that could be worked on a little bit it could be made more apparent.
The student's comment alerts us to the need to make it evident to students that the VM is a serious module which requires a high level of engagement very early on in the process. Transition issues emerge here, particularly with first year students' transition into a higher education culture. These phenomena have been explored in research literature (Pitkethly and Prosser, 2001; Smith and Hopkins, 2005; Clegg and Bufton, 2008). Clegg and Bufton for example discuss the importance of first year students engaging with their learning early on in the process, yet they highlight that students often fail to see the first year as 'foundational' and therefore crucially important for being able to build knowledge on further in years 2 and 3. As the student says himself, there is a need to encourage and engage students very early on in the process, since much is at stake particularly in the first year of university. Another transitional issue which may have an effect on how engaged students are in their VM module, is highlighted in a study conducted in the Institute of Biomedical and Life Sciences at the University of Glasgow: 
'Students had an appreciation that employability was important to them. However, those in the first two years of their degree, compared with those in the final two years, were less sure of what employability might mean for them: further, they did not see the development of employability as an immediate priority, since most were concentrating on adjusting to the demands of university.' 
(The Pedagogy for Employability Group, 2006: 15)
It could be expected therefore that students in their first year would need more guidance and debriefing regarding the importance of employability to their learning, in order to ensure that students engage with the activities of the VM which is essentially an employability enhancing module.  
The student continued to describe another transitional aspect which influenced engagement, namely self-motivation:

Level 4

Student 1:
I think it is also because it was the first years, the second years were probably a lot more used to having to motivate themselves whereas coming from college where you've had everything very much prescribed is quite a change. So I am not really sure how I did become motivated because in college I wasn't at all. So I don't know but a lot of people really weren't.

Smith and Hopkins discuss the phenomenon of students' expectations in learning in their transition into HE. The comment above by one of the first year students illustrates some of these challenges, as the student articulates how 'not having everything prescribed is quite a change'. 
One way of addressing these transition issues in first year students is to consider that existing VM students would be able to communicate the essence of what the VM is and how it operates to new entrants to the VM. It was encouraging to observe in students' comments that across the three levels students were highly enthusiastic about handing down wisdom of how to behave and operate within the VM to new students. This would contribute to creating a shared understanding of the common goals which students would have within the VM, and would build foundations for communication between students across the three levels. In this sense the VM operates as a community of practice, as described by Lave and Wenger (1991) where participation evolves and where success depends on learning from those who have been members of the community for a longer period of time.    
4.2 Realism in a virtual business world - learning enterprise skills
The Venture Matrix is a simulation of the real world of business. On the one hand this is an advantage as it allows students an opportunity for active learning within a relatively risk-free environment, as well as an opportunity to experiment with the nature of the work they engaged in. On the other hand however, the aspiration of the VM is to reconstruct the real world of business experience as closely as possible. This is a particularly crucial point as evidence in the data indicated that the aspects of the VM which students experienced as 'unrealistic' were also the most demotivating. Conversely, the aspects of the VM which were perceived as realistic, inspired deep reflection in students and led to students exercising and developing key enterprise skills and attributes. This section identifies the factors which students described as contributing to making the VM 'unrealistic' and explores some of the solutions and suggestions proposed by students in order to make the VM experience more 'realistic'. It further highlights how the VM experience contributed to students' developing employability skills, particularly where these were related to enterprise.
4.2.1 Interdependence

One aspect which made the VM experience more realistic for students was having to work in a collaborative way with student groups and individuals they did not previously know. The survey questionnaire explored this aspect by questioning students regarding whether they found the experience useful. The average percentage of students across all three levels who found the experience of collaborating with external groups useful was 57. 

Students described they had acquired skills in 'working with different types of groups'. An average 53% of students across all three levels indicated they had gained such skills. For first and final year students, this was one of the highest ranking skills which students indicated they had learnt through group work; it was ranked slightly lower by Level 5 students, but was still identified by just over half (52%) of these students. This is significant as working with interdisciplinary groups and groups at different levels is a unique feature of the VM. The survey further indicated some of the advantages of working in interdisciplinary groups at different levels. Students in all levels thought that the greatest advantage was that it provided "more opportunities for business".  
As the report discusses further such interaction across levels presented significant advantages and opportunities for learning to these students.
In the majority of cases the success or failure of the venture was dependent on a variety of student groups and individuals collaborating with each other. Many students described that such interdependence was challenging as it placed a significant responsibility on them, as well as meant a certain degree of risk taking in having to trust individuals they knew very little about. 
For example the students in the Level 5 sports cohort pointed out that the group work element within the VM was quite significantly different from their experience of group work within the rest of their course:

Level 5, Sports

Student 11:
Because I suppose in our group we all obviously worked together we didn't have to operate with other course teams and people from different courses. And meet other people's deadlines.
Student 10:
The matrix allows you to do that, it s aimed at that really.
Researcher:
Is that more difficult? Is it more challenging to do that, when other people's work depends on you?
Student 11:
it makes things more realistic in a way because you have to - say if we mess up and don't meet a deadline we know it is going to affect other people's work as well. Especially when you think that some people's dissertations are being written on what we are doing...
Similarly the following comment by second year students shows that these students felt responsible for other people's work and success depending on them:

Level 5:

Student 7:
I think any risk I felt was because of the third years - we were doing real work for them for their real projects and there was a risk in us saying we would do this for a certain deadline when we have all this other work as well or we are trying to do our work. I think if we hadn't done it I would have felt quite bad. So that was a risk I guess.
The fact that if they missed a deadline they would negatively influence other people made these students feel personally responsible for the work, more so than it would have done if the work had consequences for themselves only. In this way the VM world recreates the realistic experience of the world of work where interdisciplinary teams, working in different companies depend on each other in order to be able to meet a shared goal. 
This experience further had positive outcomes in terms of enhancing learner autonomy, since the students took responsibility for the outcomes of their actions. Taking responsibility is one of the characteristics of the autonomous learner (Fazey and Fazey, 2001). We could say that this autonomy which students experienced contributed to the realism of the work-related experience.
4.2.2 Money exchange
The finance aspect of the Venture Matrix was one of the key factors influencing whether students perceived the VM as a realistic working environment. Students across all three levels described handling money within the VM as an unrealistic experience. The following are a few examples:
Level 4

Student 2:
Yes we didn't use any of our original... we got 1000 pounds - squids. We didn't use any of that at all.
Student 1:
So that's the legal side as well, when you have an expense, but I think it needs to grow significantly for the money to work better. For it to become more relevant. Because at the moment it's pretty much just - 'complete a task'. 
Student 2:
There needs to be more cost incurred then there would be ...
Student 1:
There are essentially no costs in it at the moment.
Student 2:
...renting places...
Student 1:
Sounds like more of a transactional basis that you are doing at the moment - you do this job, you just pay it and you are finished sort of thing.
Student 2:
Whereas it doesn't really cost anything to do the job.
Student 1:
Which it would.
Student 2:
Which in real life it obviously would. Because you would need equipment, premises etc.
The first year students described that not having incurred costs made the experience unrealistic to them. Essentially, while they were given a lot of starting capital, they had nothing to spend this capital on. The first year students agreed that there needed to be more costs incurred, in order to give them the experience of working within a business. 
The following is an example from second year students commenting on having too much capital to spend for their needs: 

Level 5

Student 5:
To be honest I think that one of the easiest things to do with the business, at the start was the amount of capital that we had because I feel that we had far too much really because it wasn't like starting up a business because you already had the funds in place. You didn't have to think about where you were going to get the money, or maybe that the first initial few stages of the business might actually put you into debt and you might have to work back out of debt.

Student 6:
But you didn't have any of that stress because you were given more than enough money to put into practice what we wanted to put in. I think we were given something like ten thousand squids, something like that but initially the only thing we had to pay for was for somebody to develop advertising for us ... well we actually got one of the first years and gave him like a few images which we wanted to put on it, told him what text we wanted on it and got him to create us one and all we had to do was email it out to companies and that set the ball rolling and that cost us a mere two hundred squid and we still had nine thousand eight hundred left and for all the jobs that we were doing we were charging another thousand so like the chance of us going into debt was just impossible.
What created an unrealistic experience was that these students expected to have to manage their money in a way that, as in a real life situation would prevent them from bankruptcy. In a way, students' comments indicate that they wanted to have this risk and would have considered it part of the challenge of doing business. It is evident that students were denied this opportunity by having been given too much capital and therefore never being under the threat of running out of money. The third year students confirmed this and in addition suggested a Dragon's Den scenario as a way of pitching for capital:

Level 6

Student 17:
...we all got given a lot of money at the start so that hasn't really been an issue. I think they gave us a lecture - you could go to a bank and get money, but...
Student 14:
It has not been needed, has it.
Student 17:
No. It's not been used at all.
Researcher:
didn't you have to make a bid to get this money?
Student 17:
I think we all got the same. 
(all agree) 
Student 13:
So one group who wanted to do an international organisation gets the same money as someone who wants to do a free newspaper. It's not realistic.
Student 16:
It was different for different year groups - so our year got more than the workers in 1st year.
Student 17:
So when we were setting or prices in the real world you'd probably charge £200 for a website, but if we made £200 it wouldn't make any difference because we had 40 000 to start with anyway - so what's the point in doing it.
(all laugh)
Might as well put our feet up.  
Student 13:
So in these initial stages why not do a Dragon's Den kind of thing and pitch our idea to lecturers and academics and a bank manager, like A, and say there is our idea - what is it worth. And that would give it the element of reality.
Student 17:
Yes all we had to do was hand in a half page business plan. 
We can start to see that there is a relationship between students' engagement with the work and the extent to which they perceive the experience as realistic and close to the real world of business; when the third year students realised they had more capital than they needed their attitude was 'might as well put our feet up'. 

All of these students' experiences confirm that in order to keep students engaged and motivated they need to have the experience of the possibility of failure within the VM; the possibility of going bankrupt; the experience of having to be careful with their expenditure - all of these factors which constitute daily concerns for a business, were eliminated within the VM by giving students more capital than they were ever likely to spend.

Another aspect of money handling which made students reflect was how much money to pay for the services of students they contracted. This was an issue which particularly the two level 5 student groups commented on, since it was their responsibility to determine how much to pay for the services of first year students. The following is a selection of comments which describe some of the reflection which students engaged in:
Level 5, Sports Technology

Student 9:
I don't think we had a concept of how much what we were doing would cost in the real world, so we didn't know if we were charging peanuts or charging way too much.
Student 9:
An example for us we sold - we did a design for a ball and a court and we sold it to another group for 10 000 squids or something. 
Student 7:
We didn't know what the actual value was.
Student 8:
We got paid about 40 000 or whatever (all laugh).
Student 7:
Don't think there was enough emphasis on this because it was kind of nowhere. We kind of briefly got over it but not in so much detail. But, even year 3, didn't hear much from them really about the money situation.
Student 11:
It's kind of just overlooked in a way you just do it yourself you just work out how much you need to get paid and sort out the money.
Student 8:
We didn't get told in the first place how much we were going to be given to start with, how much we were trying to make we didn't even get our allowances until we had written our business plan.

Level 5, Sports Technology

Student 11:
And possibly the first meeting that you have, with X, when we were setting up at the time we should place more emphasis on the money and may be give a few more examples of what...
Student 7:
Average work costs.
Student 11:
Yes or a project as such for research how much it costs for a week's labour for somebody doing research.
Student 7:
May be- we saw a 15 minute thing on how an actual business would invoice another business and how businesses pay for hours. Because I have no idea how a business works on that kind of scale. How they transfer money or operate.
Student 11:
Because I was thinking money is a big part of a business and I think it has kind of been overlooked quite heavily.
Level 5
Student 5: 
But you really don't know how much to pay them though...we just start off with a low amount and see what they say to that.
Researcher: 
Did you have any guidance in that?
Student 5: 
No. I literally just started at the bottom of that and worked myself up until they said yeah.
Researcher: 
Would you have liked more guidance from your tutors?
Student 5:
Yeah cause we just don't know what to pay for certain things like buying information I was just like how much do you pay for buying information?  It was really weird.
Student 6: 
Yes so it's kind of weird because like if you want to figure out what your price should be then the best way to do it is to pay somebody to research for you but then you've got to find out how much a researcher is  worth  so you can't, work out how much in should pay you. Just doesn't seem right does it.

Level 5

Student 5:
But I don't really know cause you know when you're paying someone like if you're paying first years for an hours' work you'd probably pay the minimum wage whereas with this sort of work its not really doing, they actually had to use their heads didn't they so you want to pay them a bit more than that for actually using their head.
Researcher:
Yeah that's right.
Student 5:
So I don't really know. That's why I was so unsure of what to pay them.
These comments illustrated that students at both level 5 and 6 went through a process of reflection regarding what to pay other students. We can see from their descriptions that they took into account how the pay should compare to the minimum wage as well as whether the students hired were being paid for intellectual work. There are similar examples of deep reflection on students' side in all of these comments which indicate that the aspects of money handling, paying others, estimating costs, invoicing, were amongst those which could inspire reflection in students. One of the reasons for this could be that money handling is a real world experience and estimating costs was knowledge which the students felt they could apply in the real world.
The argument can be made that the students participating in the interview had all engaged in reflection of the kind which they would have to engage in when making decisions and managing projects within the real world. This enhances their employability as it means they are using reflection and transferring this to the work environment - which is also one of the elements of the SHU employability framework (http://extra.shu.ac.uk/cetl/e3ihome.html).

Furthermore, in most of these comments students have asked for more guidance on costing. Some of the areas mentioned were:
· guidance on average work costs
· guidance on invoicing a business

· guidance on buying information

This needs to be considered as a possible addition to students' programme of study, particularly for level 5 and 6 students on the VM.
4.2.3 The need for a legal system

Students' experiences of money handling described so far were classified as influencing students' perceptions of the VM as a real world of business experience. This made it necessary to ask the question what other aspects of business transaction influenced whether students experienced the VM world as a real world of business? One such aspect was the need for a legal system to be in place which would overlook and support the legality of business liaisons between student groups and between students and clients. The need for such a system is evident in students' comments:
Level 5
Student 6: It happened on one occasion where somebody said 'can you give me this product' and I said yeah and then I delivered the product and then I heard nothing from them after that, so I think that if there was a legal system in place, I don't know people might feel obliged to react quicker to situations because they feel that, I don't know, there's a law which regulates how people behave and how you should treat your customers.

In this case the student describes a situation where there were issues with him delivering work and not receiving any communication back from the clients. It is evident that this situation promoted deep reflection on the side of the student regarding how this could be improved and how people could be encouraged to communicate more effectively through the use of a legal system in place.

This is one instance of how deep reflection emerged through students being placed in a realistic (real world) situation. The requirement for a legal system to be in place is the fruit of such reflection.
4.2.4 Negotiation skills
Negotiation skills are part of a set of recognised employability skills (Hind and Moss, 2005; The Pedagogy for Employability Group, 2006). The survey questionnaire indicated that the key skills which most students across the three levels felt they had acquired through collaborative working were communication skills and negotiation skills; an average of 70 percent of students selected each of these skills. 
Within this research negotiation skills have also emerged as another aspect of student activity within the VM which makes the experience of working in businesses more realistic for them. The following comment illustrates this point: 

Level 5

Student 6:
As far as charging people, what I did was, I thought of the top amount possible that the job would be worth and then if they agreed to that then yeah fair enough and if they wanted to negotiate then cause like I said I was developing logos so. I remember in one scenario, they said 'we need three logos how much is it going to be?' and I said 'three logos is going cost you three thousand pounds', and then he said alright well can we do it for a bit less I was thinking like half that amount, and I said well we can do it for that amount but if you need the logos amending or changing I'm afraid that you'll have to pay me the full amount before I'll even think about looking at them again. So like it's a bit hard-nosed but I think that's the way business is.
Researcher:
And did it work?
Student 5:
Yeah.
Researcher:
Do you feel rewarded once you've been successful in that process?
Student 6:
I feel like the tactics that I used worked, I think, I'm not sure that it was the best way to go about it but.
Researcher:
Why not?
Student 6: 
Because it might have been, it might have been too like, not customer focused enough like they might have felt like they didn't get as much as a good deal so in the future they might not come back to us. So it's like maybe we got the short tem payout but the long term payout isn't in our favour because of the tactics that we adopted.
Student 6 described his negotiation tactics. It was evident from his description that he had reflected on the approach he adopted in negotiation. This student had thought not only about how successful the approach was in the short term but also weighed out the possibility that a 'hard-nosed approach' could have potentially turned these customers away from using his services in the long term. In this respect the student is thinking in a customer-focused way, and applying this thinking in practice. In addition we can see that his reflection is informed by real life experiences and the lessons learned will be fed into his future academic and professional practice. The employability framework (http://extra.shu.ac.uk/cetl/e3ihome.html) lists 'reflection on use of knowledge and skills and the transfer of these to the work environment' as one of the constitutive elements of learner employability. In this case the student clearly demonstrates this form of reflection, which means he is learning employability skills. 
In addition this can also be seen as one of the elements which make the VM experience realistic, as these kinds of dilemmas and questions would equally be expected to arise within the real world of work. The student's reflection is in this way grounded in real world activity and considering it is resulting in attitude change, we can say that this is deep reflection, as defined by Moon (1999).
Two conclusions can be drawn from students' descriptions of their experiences of how realistic the VM world was, both of these related to enhancing reflection within the VM:
1) Deep reflection and learning in the VM result from realistic experience
Evidence further links the extent to which the experience is realistic to the quality of reflection which students engage in. It becomes apparent from students' comments that meaningful learning within the VM has resulted only where there has been deep reflection on their actions within a business world, whether this has been reflection on how to negotiate contracts, how successful their approach to clients was or how to distribute resources etc. Evidence in the data points out that students' deep reflection evolves specifically in situations where they are placed within a realistic business situation. One example of this is students' description of how they thought about and dealt with money issues and their preference for a more realistic experience in this respect. 

2) Deep reflection occurs where there is attention to detail
As the research data demonstrated, students are more prone to reflect where there is attention to detail in the task set to them. One example of such attention to detail which emerged from the data was that most students across the three levels spoke positively about the advantages which having legal students involved with the VM would bring to the learning environment. While students had access to generic contracts, they did not always use these contracts since they were often unsuitable to the specific situation of each business within the VM and each contract created. Involving law students within the VM arose as a student request and is evidence that students are developing attention to detail in their VM work. We could say that attention to detail promotes student engagement and encourages them to reflect. Further examples of students demonstrating attention to detail are discussed in section 5.3.1.
Such deep reflection or deep learning is part of students developing efficacy beliefs, a component of Yorke and Knight's USEM model: 

'there are correlations between deep learning and a personal commitment to the pursuit of learning goals, and between surface learning and an orientation towards performance.'  

(Yorke and Knight, 2006: 6)

In essence, one of the key components influencing employability described by Yorke and Knight, this of efficacy beliefs, depends on students engaging in deep reflection. This is why the experience of realism which encourages such deep reflection in the VM world is essential to enhancing these students' employability.

4.3 Ownership
Whether students felt they had ownership over their venture influenced how motivated and engaged they were in working on the venture. It was clear in one of the interviews that the students who felt they owned the idea (it had come out of their personal interests) were more motivated and more successful in developing it into a business. In contrast, the third year students who were asked to work on a specific project by their tutors felt it was difficult to claim ownership over the idea. Issues of having less control and therefore less motivation to work on the idea emerged. The following example is by a third year student, who was successful in his venture, describing what influenced his choice of venture:
Level 6
Researcher:
Can we talk a bit about how you chose opportunities for ventures. From what I understand you were given a chance to come up with your own or you could choose from ones that were available. So how did you go about it.
Student 16:
What do you mean choosing who to work for?
Researcher:
Choosing a venture - coming up with the idea.
Student 16:
I've always been interested in web design that's what made it a target for the year doing an HP.net. So I set my dissertation subject from it and I thought it was a really good chance to learn it.
Researcher:
So it came out of your own interest?
Student 16:
Yes.
The student describes how his inspiration for what to focus his venture on emerged from his own personal interest. This student was able to choose to work on something he was interested in, and therefore had the engagement and motivation to see the venture through and turn it into a worthwhile business. This is evidenced by the fact that the venture was highly successful. This is one example illustrating that when the venture ideas emerge from students' own interest they are more likely to be successful. This example stands in stark contrast with the example of the group of third year students who were given a venture, and ended up feeling they had little ownership over it:
Level 6

Researcher:
How about you. Did you come up with your own idea?
Student 13: 
We were asked by our tutor to do a task. He asked us to be a management group for the VM. And that didn't work for us. I would have sooner done a proper idea. And because of the confusion with the VM we had no idea what we were doing. We struggled to understand what he wanted us to do. At least if you just get told to run a business you have some idea you have to design a website, you have to produce a product or service whereas...
Student 14:
it was difficult because we had to try and push it forward and it is difficult to push something forward which you are not too sure about.
We can see the difference in the way this group of students felt about their venture, in contrast to the way the group who did HP.net for their venture. The key difference is that the first group of students started off with an idea they were passionate about and saw the value of - in terms of skills gained, as well as a in terms of the perceived outcome. The second group were given their brief by the tutor. It is evident from students' comments that they did not see this as a valuable venture: 'I'd sooner have done a proper idea'. It is possible that the reason the student feels this way is because he experienced little ownership of the learning problem. This was in essence someone else's problem, which he was working on. We can see that the effects on the learner were quite negative. Their engagement and motivation suffered as a result and the VM motto: 'Make your obsession your profession' did not apply in this case. The importance of students experiencing ownership of their learning problem needs to be emphasised here and its significant effects on the learners' motivation and engagement.
5 Employability skills
One of the key ideas behind the Venture Matrix is to encourage the development of employability skills in students through using authentic world of work situations, particularly where these concern developing skills and attributes related to enterprise. Moreland (2006) defines the skills and characteristics of an entrepreneur (see fig 1):
	Characteristics of an entrepreneur


	Skills of an entrepreneur

	· vision

· adaptability

· persuasiveness

· confidence

· competitiveness

· risk-taking

· honesty

· perseverance

· discipline

· organisation

· understanding


	· initiative

· working independently

· team working

· working under pressure

· communication skills

· time management

· adaptability

· attention to detail

· taking responsibility and decisions

· planning, coordinating and organising

	fig. 1 Moreland's skill sets and characteristics of an entrepreneur




In the survey questionnaire, students were asked to identify the characteristics of an entrepreneur which they felt their involvement with the VM had developed.  From the first year student responses to the survey questionnaire, the characterisitc which most students felt they had developed was "confidence" with 53% of respondents identifying this skill. For Level 5 students, the top scoring charactersitics were "confidence", "organisation" and "understanding" - each of these were selected by 62% of respondents. For final year students, "competitiveness" received the greatest percentage (55%) of responses; 45% of students felt they had developed their "confidence" through the experience.  
In terms of those skills which the students felt they had developed the least, for final year students both "risk-taking" and "discipline" scored the lowest percentage of responses with 18% each.  "Dynamic assertiveness" was identified by the smallest percentage (29%) of respondents in Level 5 and by first years (12%).  
Some of these entrepreneurial characteristics and skills were already discussed in this report. Section 3.2.1 described how students learned adaptability and competitiveness. Section 4.2.1 showed how students adopted increasing responsibility for their learning by being interdependent with diverse student groups; section 4.2.4 described students' experience of negotiation. This section will explore students' experiences of putting into practice some of the other entrepreneurial skills and attributes on Moreland's list, such as confidence, trust (honesty), perseverance, team working (working with the skills of others and working with the right people), communication skills, attention to detail (clarity), customer focus.
5.1 Confidence and self esteem
One aspect which students described learning about within the VM was this of being able to project confidence in their ability. One of the factors which had a positive influence on such increasing confidence was client feedback. The two first year students who had worked collaboratively talked about one of their clients' feedback to them:
Level 4

Researcher:
What kind of feedback did you have in this process? From clients, tutors and do you think that was useful?
Student 1:
We got feedback recently from Y which was very useful he actually highlighted the points which were good in our presentation and pointed out where to improve on it. He suggested for instance that at the end of it we should always say how valuable what we have done is how it will help him and what we would suggest we do next and we could possibly do that work for him. We always thought that might be a bit cheeky, but he said no, that's what you should do. So it was quite interesting to get his feedback. In general the rest of the feedback was 'it was good', 'it was ok'.
Student 2:
Yes they were generally happy.
Student 1:
Yes but he left feedback which was quite in-depth which was good to read wasn't it. It was quite useful. I think that is something which can be improved as well that people could be more encouraged to leave detailed feedback as to what was useful, what was good, what you could do to improve it.
The student commented on how useful and valuable it was to receive this feedback, which was detailed and specific and therefore 'interesting'. This feedback from the client was essentially advice regarding how the students could extract the contribution they had made to the project through their work, and use this as part of their CV, or work portfolio. It is necessary to notice however, that the primary purpose and effect of this feedback was to raise these students' self-esteem particularly with regards to their employability. The following is an example of a letter written by the client to one of the tutors on the VM programme. The letter is feedback on the quality of the work which the student delivered: 
Hi X,

 

We recently sub-contracted Student Y in regards to the Venture Matrix as a web designer... 
We would just like to make you aware of the excellent work that student Y has carried out for us. We originally contacted student Y about an opportunity to carry out some work for us before Christmas and since then he has replied to all our requests quickly and professionally without fail.  

 

The website was better than anything that we could have hoped for in terms of quality however this was also matched in the manner in which Student Y dealt with us throughout our time working with each other showing excellent communication, dedication, enthusiasm and competence in web design.

 

We could not recommend Student Y highly enough to any Opportunity/Venture that is interested in securing his services and we would have no hesitation in hiring him again if any future work is needed. 

 

We are extremely happy with the work that has been carried out by X and view this as a major success both in terms of our own ambition with (Company name) along with the Venture Matrix as a whole. 

 

Kind Regards

 

(Company name)
The following is an example of how students felt about receiving such feedback from their clients:
Level 5

Student 11:
We got feedback from the groups we worked for.
Student 7:
And that was good it was nice to know - it made us feel better about the work we were doing. Our lecturer got an email from them and forwarded it on to us. Saying that we had done all this work and that it was really good and yes they were pleased with it.
All of these examples show the positive effect which client feedback can have on raising students' self-esteem. This is particularly the case since the first year students themselves said they thought that emphasising their own strengths and their contribution was 'a bit cheeky.' Such perceptions are commonly found in students - they can talk extensively about their weaknesses, yet when asked to draw out their strengths, they consider this inappropriate.

This places a responsibility and a possible role for clients within the VM: where appropriate to give feedback to students which is encouraging which highlights their strengths and focuses on the positive. We can see that such feedback from clients can further contribute to students' skills in articulating employability particularly in writing a CV and in speaking about their skills, achievements and attributes within a job interview. 
The need for positive, empowering feedback within the VM needs to be emphasised. Students need to leave the VM with essentially a positive, empowering experience. 

Other than through client feedback, another trigger of student confidence was success in their venture:

Level 6

Student 16:
Yes I have more confidence in my abilities now; like I said we set up a business and were successful in this.
While success is not always possible and is not going to be the outcome of many of the ventures, in those cases where there is success in ventures, students will also reap the rewards of improved confidence and self-esteem. This aspect works both ways however: for those students who have been unsuccessful the experience could potentially leave a negative impression on their perceived ability to cope with the challenges of business. Since for many of the students involved the VM would be a new experience altogether and an introduction to the world of business, the VM needs to ensure that above all, the students have a positive experience within the initiative. Students need to be able to come out of it thinking about their positive strengths and abilities; and they should not leave with thoughts of failure and lack of achievement. The VM needs to be an empowering experience for the students in order to leave them with the confidence that they can tackle the business world.
5.2 Trust
The Council for Industry and Higher Education report (Archer and Davidson, 2008) listed honesty as one of the key employability attributes which employers said they were looking for in graduates as employees. The data gathered through the focus group interviews with students yielded a wealth of evidence that students had to deal with and actively reflect on issues of honesty and trust which naturally arose within the Venture Matrix environment. The research evidence has shown that students had a realistic experience of a business world within which they had to trust others with delivering work which would directly influence their own success in the venture. These experiences show students adopting a particularly valuable employability attribute: as part of working collaboratively with others, students needed to trust others and in this way they were able to gain an appreciation of the value of honesty as a key attribute in a business environment.
Data from the survey questionnaire indicates a high level of activity in the area of 'dividing workload and responsibilities fairly' which involves the element of trusting others with such responsibility. Both Level 5 and level 6 students had responsibilities in this respect. Both Level 5 and Level 6 students indicated that dividing workload and responsibilities was the second highest ranking challenge of group work (57% of respondents at level 5 and 64% at level 6). 
Further to the data from the survey questionnaire, data from the focus group interviews has also helped identify the nature of the activity which students engaged in when dividing workload and responsibility, as well as the difficulties they faced. There was much evidence from second and third year students of initial mistrust of first year students, preconceptions that they would not complete the work. This was a phenomenon which often arose when one group had to contract another. Students felt that potentially, contracting students from other groups carried the most significant risk within the VM environment. The following comments illustrate this point:
Level 6

Student 12:
Like for us we had to trust a second year student to make a website for us and that was part of one of their sports groups' coursework. So when they say it has got to be in on the 13th February and we are trusting another person we don't know to do this, like they would come and have a go at us if we didn't get it done for them it would look bad on us and not really the guy who was supposed to be doing it. So I think it is not part of their coursework, if it goes wrong on our end it's like if we mess up and mess up their final year coursework it would be terrible for them really. Whereas the fact that I didn't do it is not really anything off his back - he's just said 'yes I'll make a website for you'.
Student 17:
Someone would say it's all right if you put contracts in place, but if he breaks the contract then nothing is going to happen to him really it's just fictitious isn't it. So it was quite risky for us to trust someone else to do the work for us.
Level 5, Sports Science

Student 8: 
There was a lot of work for accounts, but none of us knew anything about accounts.
Student 11:
But we could have taken them on and flogged them to the first year.
Student 8:
There was a lot of risk involved in that because we don't know the type of language they use or what...
Researcher:
You as second years were supposed to do that - delegate work to first years.
Students: 
Yes.
Student 10:
If they were like we were in the first year they would do nothing. 
It became apparent that students found it challenging to have to trust each other and to depend on others. Second year students were nervous contracting second and first year students, and being uncertain whether they would do the work. Third year students expressed they were nervous themselves about having the pressure of having to deliver results on time, particularly when other people's work and success depended on it. Similar views were found in first year students. 

The majority of the students interviewed spoke about this interdependence in the work as the most high-risk activity within the VM and the one which taught them to take responsibility for their learning most fully. It is evident therefore that having to trust each other and work interdependently taught these students the most valuable lessons.
It was necessary to explore therefore how students progressed towards finding ways of trusting others and being more comfortable delegating work to others. One example of students developing a sense of trust in business was found in the second year students who said they would have preferred to be able to employ the first year students over a long-term contract rather than through one-off short contracts:

Level 5

Student 4: I also thought it would have been a better idea if they (first year students) actually worked with you and once you've employed them to be a part of our group as opposed to just contacting them asking them to do something and they send it via email. So they'd work with us as a group rather than them being on their own. Because when you're employing someone they are working with you, not in a different room at a different time.
The 1st year students agreed there would be value in this and added that they were already working closely and regularly with a few companies which meant that they were starting to form a working relationship of trust. The following is one example of this:

Level 4

Researcher:
Some of the second year students I was talking to said that they would have preferred if they could employ 1st years rather than just contract them ...
Student1:
Employ them on a long term basis?
Researcher:
Yes. And that would form a relationship.
Student 1:
We were, essentially we did work on contract by contract but we worked for them 3 or 4 times and there was a definite relationship there. They became far more comfortable with the work we were doing.
Student 2:
And they trusted us with what we were doing.
Student 1:
Which was quite good, and I think that would probably be quite a good idea. And then that brings in the legal side - because you could define where they can work, if they can only work for one company or do services for others freelance. I think that's definitely a concern and would be quite interesting.

The first year students emphasised the element of trust as one of the significant advantages of working more closely with year 2 students. They commented on a developing working relationship based on trust where they had to work closely and regularly with the same 'employer'. It is evident that these students developed an appreciation of the importance of professional trust within a business environment.

One of the factors influencing whether such close working relationships can develop was the issue of shared working space. Second year students expressed a need for a shared working space with first year students, as one second year student said: 'so when you're employing someone they are working with you, not in a different room at a different time'. This defines the need for synchronous time and space in which to work, much like a real business. The second year students wanted to have this closer working relationship with first year students as this would facilitate the communication and ultimately the outputs of the business. 
This high level of activity in having to delegate work to others and trust each other with work, meant that students had opportunities within the VM to develop an appreciation of the value of honesty in a working relationship. This is an important employability attribute and one much valued in the world of business.

5.2.1 Working with the skills of others

Another way in which students demonstrated developing a sense of trust towards each other was in learning to work with the skills of others, in other words - learning to distribute work amongst themselves, while taking into account each person's strengths and abilities. The following examples illustrate this point:

Level 4

Researcher:
As first year students you were supposed to be working individually and second years were supposed to be delegating work to you. Is that what happened in your case? 
Student 2:
At the start. But on a couple of the projects that we got we had quite tight deadlines. So we worked together and obviously made it quicker. Combined our skills to hopefully make that project.

Student 1:
It made a lot of sense it meant that we could do it a lot quicker, more effectively.

Researcher:
So do you think it is generally a good idea for 1st years to do that?

Student 2:
I think you should do both, is what I'd recommend. 
Student 1:
You need to work individually and then if you start to identify areas where someone might have more technical background and someone might have more design or art background you can sort of combine the two.
Student 2:
We did this so we made an email - an HTML email. Whereas Student 1 designed it, I knew more about HTML. So I did that and we put it together.

Student 1:
But you couldn't do that without understanding each others' skills, if you just came into uni in the first couple of weeks and...

Student 2:
Because you don't know who has what skills and knows what.

Researcher:
So how can that be improved - finding out about each others' skills - should that be part of the fair may be?

Student 1:
May be not the fair but prior to that; there could be something that lets us get to know each other and talk about what kinds of skills you are going to be able to bring to the VM and then see whether there are other people around. But that needs to be significantly before the first trade fair because you obviously need to discuss first whether you are actually going to work together first.
These two first year students described initially working individually as was expected of them at level 4 within the VM. Eventually however these students realised that combining their skills could increase their productivity, and broaden the range of services they were able to offer. As we could see from previous examples and analysis - one of the key challenges to first year students within the VM was to differentiate themselves (see section 3.2.1). By combining their strengths these students were able to differentiate themselves successfully. All this depended on recognising each others' strengths and abilities and seeing how these can be brought together into practice. 

Such self selection of groups portrays good business sense and is an enterprise skill in itself: being able to see potential in other people's skills and have the foresight to put these skills to the best possible use. These first year students would also be able to carry this skill into their 2nd year where it would be their job to delegate work to others and where they would have to become experts in spotting and using other people's talents and abilities. Such activity further relates to learning about trust in business since these students had to have a solid foundation of trust before being able to form collaborations, particularly such as were not prescribed externally but depended on their own initiative and good sense. 
The students also spoke about the importance of knowing about each others' skills in order to be then able to take advantage of working collaboratively. 

These students' positive experiences can serve as the basis for good pedagogy for employability. They demonstrated acumen and foresight in working with the skills of others. 1st year students would benefit from working individually first, using this as a period of observation of others and actively seeking productive collaborations second.

This skill of working with the skills of others was not exclusive to first year students however. Following is an example from third year students:
Level 6

Researcher:
I am interested in what you managed to take away from working as a group. Were there any challenges and how did you address those challenges were there any advantages to working in that way?
Student 16:
I guess you could make use of each others' skills. I knew Student 6 was quite good at - he could include graphics design in our business I could do a bit of web design.
Researcher:
What about the interaction of those skills? Did that work out well?
Student 16:
Yes we were quite good friends so we had worked together before so we did quite a bit of work on it as well.
Similarly to the previous example, these third year students working in a group managed to make effective use of each others' skills. 

Learning to make effective use of others' talents and abilities, and working collaboratively in this process is an employability skill which proved to have positive outcomes for the success of these students' ventures. The VM environment encouraged such collaboration and insight in students into each others' skills. This can be considered a good example of pedagogy for employability. 
5.3 Professional communication

Communication skills are an integral part of the HE curriculum and are delivered in courses and modules in a variety of ways. The experience of the VM contributed to this skill set in a rather unique way, by introducing the idea of professional communication, particularly such as would be used in the world of business. The students interviewed shared their experiences of learning how to communicate effectively in business. 

5.3.1 Clarity: attention to detail

Section 5.3.1 already discussed the positive effects of attention to detail on students' engagement with their VM work. This section is another example of students learning to pay particular attention to detail in order to ensure effective communication in business. Year 1 students emphasised that the kind of communication they had to adopt within the Venture Matrix was different to this they would use in an academic setting. The following is one example describing this difference:

Level 4

Student 1:
I think it is the communication between all the different ventures, you have to be very clear as to what you want, you have to make it very clear and you can't just talk about whatever you want you have to make it about exactly what needs to be said.
Student 2:
Otherwise they don't understand it.
Student 1:
And that relates to how it should be in business as well.
Researcher:
So it is the clarity, and does that mean you have to use a certain kind of language as well?
Student 1:
Yes you have to be quite formal. Especially when you are first getting to know people.
Student 2:
And you have to simplify what you mean to make sure they understand it.
Researcher:
So have you had an experience where if you have not been clear there have been issues?
Student 1 and 2:
Yes.
Researcher:
Tell me about this.
Student 2:
We contracted out some people to do some research for us and we asked them to tell us where and when they were going to be doing this research. We also reiterated this in the email we sent afterwards and half got back to us saying where they were going to do it and half just did it and ignored what we had asked. 
Student 1:
They said it wasn't clear. So you just realise how you have to keep reiterating sometimes.
They described the clarity which was necessary in business communication in order to ensure stakeholders (clients, other students) would understand what was required of them and what to expect. 
This skill of being clear in communication was something the students further adopted within their academic VM presentations. In this way the students were using the skill of 'clarity' in both the academic context of doing presentations within the university and in the business context of clearly communicating information, in order to avoid confusion and demonstrate professionalism.

The issues which arose with clarity of communication in business taught these students the value of archiving communication. The following comment supports this point:

Level 4

Student 1:
Some would reply within the hour quite frequently with detailed lists of what they required. This also taught us the point of archiving. Because I use gmail, so I can archive everything straight away - that's so important when people say - 'I asked you to do this' then you can say 'no you didn't and I have proof that you didn't.' And that's something which is important to know - you should always archive everything.
Researcher:
Were you ever in a situation where you had to do that? Give proof...
Student 1:
To a degree. When we employed the researchers they said 'you didn't tell us that' - we did. We know we did, we have proof of it here. 
Student 2:
I had the sent email that said it and also we told them...
Student 1:
But we learnt that we should have put that in the contract, because we did do a contract...
Student 2:
It was fairly simple.
Student 1:
Yes it was very simple. But we missed out the fact that you have to tell us...
Student 2:
But we also told them when we met with them, saying 'you must do this', we thought that would be enough; but apparently it wasn't.  
Student 1:
But yes it makes the point of contracts - that you should definitely read through...
Student 2:
But yes, we've definitely learned from it. And we now use contracts.
Student 1:
It should be good with the legal students actually - there are going to be more law students next year aren't there? Which will be very interesting.
Researcher:
How do you see their role in this?
Students 1 and 2:
Contract issues. 
Student 2:
if someone doesn't fulfil the work. Or if you do some work and don't get paid for it. You can go to the law students and they can.
Student 1:
The wording and the nitty-gritty. It is something that could be quite useful because obviously it takes a lot of time if you don't know what you are doing. There were some generic ones (contracts) that you could download from the VLE but they weren't necessarily appropriate for the work we were doing. And it is quite difficult for someone who isn't of that sort of background to be able to make it work for your own purposes - so that definitely will be an asset.
It is evident through these students' comments that they have used a range of strategies and tools in order to maintain control over the work process. Students used gmail to archive correspondence from clients, and other students; in addition these students had written contracts with all students they liaised with in a working relationship: those they had hired to do work for them and those who had hired them for work. In addition the first year students interviewed said they were looking forward to having a cohort of law students involved the following year, expecting them to be able to resolve any disputes arising from contractual issues, as well as helping them to draft more professional contracts. 

All of these measures taken by students were mechanisms for them to use communication wisely and in a way which would enable them to continuously maintain control over their work. This ability to be in control at all times is characteristic of autonomous behaviour (Fazey and Fazey, 2001). In addition students were learning about processes characteristic of the world of work and business - archiving work, working to contract requirements and dealing with situations where contracts may have been breached. Not only did students gain a realistic experience of these aspects of business communication through the VM, they did this using the appropriate communication tools. There was also an element of these students developing skills in their attention to detail - a recognised employability skill. This is particularly evident in the student's description of how they would like to draw on the expertise of the legal students. 
5.4 Articulating skills
It is evident that students had the opportunity to develop a range of employability and enterprise skills and attributes and many took this opportunity. However, ultimately the successful application of these assets would be first of all tested in how well students are able to articulate these experiences within their CV or in an interview situation. This is an issue first of all for the preparation of students for the world of work:

'Beyond the development of employability and the self-awareness that goes with it, it is also important for students to be able to access guidance on being able to tell a potential employer, in a meaningful way, what personal attributes and skills they possess, how these have been developed, how they might be developed in the future, and what their value might be (now, and in future) to the employer. What students sometimes lack is the ability to explain to an employer (especially an owner or manager of an SME) how their attributes and skills ought to benefit the company (see for example, Little et al., 2003).'
(The Pedagogy for Employability Group, 2006: 9)
This is also a significant issue for the design of employability pedagogy. The ESECT paper further emphasises the importance of ' helping students to recognise their own employability' (2006: 17) and as students' comments in this section indicated this was an issue, with some of them demonstrating low awareness of what parts of their VM experience they could use within a CV or interview situation. The paper lists a number of activities which could be utilised in ensuring students are able to articulate their learning experiences within an employability context. It further emphasises the need for 'debriefing' students so that 'they understand the processes they have used' (2006: 23). 
Some of the students interviewed were generally quite positive about drawing on their VM experiences, particularly in a job interview situation:
Level 4
Researcher:
Do you see the VM as contributing to your employability? Would it be easier to get a job having had this experience?
Student 2:
Yes. It is showing you have some experience of what is almost the real business world. 
Student 1:
I think the biggest difference it makes is depending on the sort of interview you have, being able to put across the different skills that you have got. Because a lot of interviews are now a lot more intense and lasting a lot longer times and you have to do tasks and things like that. And I think this shows that you have the skills to work in a group effectively and that would let you stand out a little bit. I don't think it would make much of a difference on paper because people won't understand it.
Researcher:
Do you think you can draw out some of the skills...
Student 1:
The skills definitely.
Student 2:
Yes you could discuss in an interview a lot easier than...
Student 1:
Yes it would make it easier when you are there.
Level 6

Student 13:
We had worked together before - we worked pretty successfully in a lot of things; and I think what this has taught us in a lot of ways is the negative side of working as a team. But that's a good thing in some respects because when we turn up for placements in the interview they always ask you 'what problems did you encounter when working as a team.' And this gave us a lot of problems but I don't think it should have given us that many problems but you can take a positive from that in that way. 
Level 6
Student 17:
and it is something more real to talk about - you are saying "I've done a piece of coursework and we were made to make a system and we were made to work together' but if we say 'look we got it on our own backs to find work and do professional work for these people, we have secured contracts, we have fulfilled the contracts we have had good reports at the end", then it is kind of more realistic if you see what I mean.  
Researcher:
Would you feel more confident going into an interview having done this?
Student 17:
yes, I'd rather reference stuff done in this than reference a piece of coursework I've done or an essay I've written. I am guessing everyone who turns up for an interview says I've done this I have written an essay or made a presentation but when you say look we have actually made a business and sold some stuff - it is quite good.
Two of the first year students interviewed commented that they believed the experience of working and learning in the VM had prepared them more fully for being able to articulate the skills they had within an interview situation.

The third year students described that they would be much more inclined to reference their experience of the VM within a job interview situation as compared to any other academic experience. Firstly, they identified that working in the VM had allowed them to see some of the challenges of collaborative work. These students were aware that in a job interview they would very likely be asked to give examples of how they had dealt with such challenges in the past. In these terms the VM gave these students real experiences such as challenges which students could discuss and draw upon when questioned in an interview. In a sense these students came out with more than a general understanding of what collaborative work entails. By the end of the VM experience, having had to communicate with and collaborate with and be interdependent with students from three different levels and coming from very diverse backgrounds, thee students were prepared to discuss the real challenges of collaboration in a business world.

Student 17 in particular spoke about the real world experiences which they had within the VM as a wealth of evidence of their business and entrepreneurial skills and their skills of managing difficult situations. He compared this to the rest of the experiences they had within their course concluding that the VM experiences stood out as the ones which as graduates they would be most likely to be questioned about.

While most of the students interviewed saw the value of drawing on their VM experiences in an interview situation, these same students were not as certain they would be able to articulate these experiences in their written CV or that these experiences would contribute to their CV. This went across the board as some of the third and second year students were of a similar opinion. The following are some comments:
Level 4

Researcher:
Do you think you can draw out some of the skills...
Student 1:
The skills definitely
Student 2:
Yes you could discuss in an interview a lot easier than...
Student 1:
Yes it would make it easier when you are there, but in terms of on a CV I can't see it making that much of a difference.
Student 2:
Because it would take too long to explain. 
Student 1:
It's more of an extra skill set.
Level 5
Student 10:
I wouldn't use - I wouldn't put anything I have learnt from this into my CV. Because my CV is aimed towards engineering design that's the kind of stuff Id put in there because that's what employers would want to see. It's not about ' I helped set up a business', it is more about I can do this, this and this.

Student 11:
You can't even say that - you have to say I have helped set up a virtual business 
Student 10:
Yes so it wouldn't have any credit wouldn't add any depth to my CV I don't think. But that is only a small minority of the VM who would be able to say that... It's only one module it's not like a whole course.
 
Student 11:
I suppose the business people can do it - they can say I was the chief so and so and I helped do this, this and that. That would benefit them more than it would...
Student 7:
I think if I went into an interview and someone said 'do you have any business experience I would probably say I did this and this, but  ...

Student 11:
... that's all I have got.
The comments by the sports science students were most worrying. These students expressed quite a narrow view of employability - one of them said that employability for the kind of employer he would be looking for would be focused on disciplinary or hard skills only. He did not see the value of the commercial awareness and entrepreneurial skills which form the focus of the VM. At the same time, these students did see the relevance of these experiences to business students. This raises the question: to what extent is the experience of students coming into the VM from disciplines other than business differ? Do they need differentiated guidance in order to be able to relate these soft employability skills and enterprise skills and attributes to their professional and personal development? This question will be discussed further in section 6.
In addition to this however, the question still stands that not only sports students, but students on business studies courses were of the opinion that the VM was too difficult to explain in a CV, that it would not readily transfer to the page. This emphasises the relevance of the point made earlier regarding the importance of debriefing students about their experience of the VM, in order to ensure they make these experiences part of their learning for employability. 
6  Assessment, feedback and guidance
Within a discovery learning environment such as the Venture Matrix, feedback and guidance are mechanisms of key importance in ensuring students can work and learn from their experiences successfully. The element of assessment is closely linked to guidance and feedback since the assessment in this context aims to evaluate students' employability: this is a complex and almost impossible task, as recognised in research literature (The Pedagogy for Employability Group, 2006; Knight and Yorke, 2003). The difficulties emanate primarily from the nature of employability and the difficulty of capturing its outcomes: 'how do we measure 'fuzzy' or non-determinate outcomes? Is it ethical to try? How might achievement be reported?' (The Pedagogy for Employability Group, 2006: 12) These questions certainly arose in the evaluation of the student experience of assessment within the VM. The survey questionnaire showed a high percentage of students at each level who felt the assessment for this module was unclear/very unclear. These were 35% of level 4 students; 29% of level 4 students and 73% of level 6 students. This gave a focus for the focus group interviews to investigate what particular aspects of the assessment made it unclear to students. The following are a number of comments by third year students who used the survey questionnaire to elaborate on the reasons for such lack of clarity:
'no assessment criteria was provided for the first report'
'the instructions were vague and confusing when starting the venture and I wasn't sure what I was supposed to be doing.'
'it is confusing what is  needed to be done' 
'From the beginning of the module we were not told clearly what we would have to produce in result of the module.  If it had of been explained clearer I think our group members would have adapted different roles.'
'Although there is a module guide, the detail is only basic.  I failed to understand the concept at first.  I think the assessment procedures could be improved through smaller pieces of work throughout the year instead of the small piece at the beginning and the 2 large pieces at the end.' 
'I found it difficult to understand what parts of the work we would actually be graded upon, and at times the lecturers had difficulty explaining this also.'
Many of these comments were reiterated within the focus group interviews. In the ethos of assessment for learning, the concern here is how assessment can be designed to support students to learn from the experience. Therefore the discussion on support mechanisms of guidance and feedback become particularly important in ensuring students do learn from the assessment and that lack of clarity in this process is eliminated.
6.1 Fairness in assessment: assessing process or assessing product in learning?
Data from the focus group interviews indicated that some students perceived the assessment as unfair. Some of the students, particularly those who had been successful in their venture, thought that assessment should take into account the success of their venture. Essentially, these students felt they had not been rewarded for their success. The following is a case in point:

Level 6
Student 16:
I just think my success - you should be allowed to put that into it; whereas success has nothing to do with it, it is how you went about it. I just think if you are successful then may be - may be have a bracket to up your marks so you automatically get 50% or whatever already.
This student's frustration is that in his opinion the success of his business would have no direct bearing on his grade. Whether this was the case in reality, the student's perception was that he was not being rewarded for the success of his business; this means that even if tutors did consider the success of the venture as a contributing factor when assessing the work, this was not made sufficiently explicit to the students. It needs to be taken into consideration that at the time of interviewing the students they did not know their final grade. 
On the other hand, some of the students, notably those who did not perceive their venture as successful, had a different understanding of what needed to be assessed, emphasising the element of reflection. The following is a conversation between students who had been successful in their venture (Students 16 and 15) and a student who judged hi venture as unsuccessful (Student 13):
Level 6

Student 16:
What I don't like about the assessment is that it's not based on the success of your venture.

Student 15:
Yes it's not about how well you did it. 

Student 13:
I think it works two ways though because say you have a brilliant idea for a venture but your venture fell flat on its face I don't think you should be marked down for that either.

Student 16:
I think success should be a factor I mean. I understand what you are saying.

Student 13:
I think it is about how you react to your success I think that's the idea and what you get from it. Because all it is again is reflection on what you've done; and if you have success I am pretty sure you can present it as successful and still get the high marks. Because I do think it would be harsh if you have been put through a year of this and you have a brilliant venture idea and you have put a lot of work in it and failed you can't be marked down for it, it would be really cruel. You still get the same out of it in a way you see the mistakes and benefits from doing it.

Since it was the student who had experienced lack of success who spoke in favour of placing the emphasis of assessment on reflection, it is possible that the experience of lack of success in some students has prepares them to learn from the assessment. It is possible that students who had experienced failure in their venture were more open to being reflective about the factors which determined the outcome of their venture. On the whole both students who were successful and those who were unsuccessful in their ventures agreed that the reflective part should form a significant part of the assessment. Yet what made the assessment appear unfair to students who were successful in their venture was the possibility that students who put little or no effort in their venture could 'make loads of stuff up' and make it appear that they have done the work equally well to those students who had invested genuine effort in the project. The following comment illustrates how one student felt:

Level 6

Student 17:
But if it was marked on success and may be how much effort you have put into it, because there were some groups you could tell they didn't even try to put any effort in. So they could just make loads of stuff up at the end of the year, and still get as good a mark whereas people who had really tried for it... 
Researcher:
Do you feel it was a bit unfair?

Student 17:
I'll judge that when I get my mark back.

This makes significant implications for the way student work is assessed. As the student in the comment above has suggested, the best way to assess the VM, other than its success, would be on the effort put in which students have demonstrated. One robust way to assess effort would be through looking at the evidence which students provide of such effort, as well as at how they have referenced this evidence in the body of their work. In the context of the VM such evidence could be: exchanged contracts; examples of work; evidence of email or other communication. Basing assessment on evidenced reflection is a way to ensure all students perceive assessment as fair and would eliminate the possibility of students 'making it up'. Whether the students' suggestion that a successful venture should immediately give them 50% in their marks should be considered is debatable, yet there is a clear need to have an explicit way of rewarding the success of a student venture.
Another aspect which contributed to students feeling the assessment was unfair, was that having invested a lot of time in the practice of running a business as well as in extracurricular activities supporting the VM as an initiative (such as participation in celebration events etc.) they were left with less time to dedicate to their reflective report. The following comment illustrates this point:
Level 6

Student 12:
And we did colour posters and we did it - obviously there is the added pressure of doing that on top of the coursework that is in two weeks' time. And I know we should be honoured that he has asked us to do it because it is working well but that has been extra work on our half. We are not going to get credited for it in the end and people just sit there saying 'our business didn't work' and that's that, that's over with and they may as a result of that get a better report grade at the end of it. So I think in some ways if your business succeeded you did suffer when other people had the opportunity to do less work and concentrate on other things. 
Student 17:
Yes. Like we had to make websites for people whereas some groups could just focus on the report at the end.
Researcher:
But you have the experience of having done a website.
Student 13:
Yes but if you get a 2:2 instead of a 2:1 you can't go to an employer and say 'yeah but I did all this other stuff' the employer would say - half the time they'll throw your CV away. You are not going to get a job out of things like that. That's why we are here to get qualifications. I understand that experience is very important but if it does go against your qualifications at the end of the day then you lose in two respects in my opinion.
Tensions emerged when the question of assessing practice was discussed. Some of the students in the focus group, who felt they had devoted significant amounts of time to practice, or had additionally contributed to VM celebratory events, felt they would be disadvantaged in assessment. Where assessment favours the reflective account, the report at the end of the year, they felt they did not have as much time to put into the report as some of the other students who had engaged less in the practice of business development, or in valuable employability activities such as presenting their work, yet had the time to reflect on the experience and write about it more extensively. 
The fact that students spoke about this and were evidently concerned that it would impact on their marks was indicative that the issue needs to be addressed. Students' perceptions were that having spent much time on the practice based side of the work they could be marked down by tutors who would essentially be reading the report as the main piece of assessment. This raises the question:
· Are tutors on the VM modules taking into equal consideration the practice based element of students' work and the written account of this work when assessing students' efforts? 
· Is any additional voluntary participation on students' side, such as participating in the VM celebratory events by giving presentations, or preparing posters, taken into consideration when assessing their work? 
In order for students to feel inclined to engage with the practice based element of the work they need to know that their holistic effort within the VM, including voluntary and practical work, would be taken into consideration and assessed fairly. As Yorke and Knight emphasise: 'success (in employability) will depend upon the extent to which students see a 'pay-off' (Yorke ad Knight, 2006: 3). Such pay-off needs to be evident in the reward and recognition which tutors give for students' holistic effort within the VM.
6.2 Tutor guidance and feedback
The survey questionnaire indicated that an overwhelming percentage of students (an average of 82 %) across all three levels felt feedback should be an integral part of the process of learning and working within the VM. The focus group interviews built on this and sought to identify the nature of support and feedback which students needed and which they would find useful to learning within the VM. 
6.2.1 Reluctance to ask questions

One of the factors which need to be taken into consideration when describing these students' experiences of feedback and support mechanisms is that they do not always make full use of the support available to them. There are a range of factors governing their behaviour in this respect. One of the factors which the focus group interviews identified was students' reluctance to ask questions:

Level 5

Researcher:
Ok.  I think your tutor was telling me that you had weekly tutorials. Didn't you?
Student 5:
They were cancelled.
Researcher:
They were cancelled?
Student 6:
Yes because nobody went to them.
Student 5:
Well he said we could drop in when we wanted to. 
Researcher:
Yes the drop in sessions. And you didn't find those useful?
Student 5:
I didn't go to any.
Researcher:
Can I ask why you didn't go to any of them?
Student 5:
I just felt like we weren't doing enough to be going there if that makes sense, I thought that if by going there you're just saying well I need help with this whereas we hadn't got anywhere to go for help for something.  I was still trying to start off our venture. So that's why we didn't go
Researcher:
OK, but at the same time you're telling me you need more input from your tutors.  I mean that could have been an opportunity to get it.  Did you feel you had to have something to ask if you were going to the drop in?
Student 5:
Yeah and we didn't have anything to ask, just the fact that we couldn't start it up really.
Student 6:
I don't think we need more input from the tutors, I thought we just needed a better structure to begin with.  
There was contradiction in what students were saying in terms of feedback. On the one hand they evidently encountered difficulties with starting the business, on the other hand they would not approach the tutor to talk about these issues or make use of the drop-in sessions made available to them throughout the year. The student further elaborates in the comment that the reason why she did not approach the tutor was that she did not feel she had anything she could ask - she did not think she had any legitimate reason for approaching the tutor. The student felt she needed a legitimate reason to speak to the tutor, that having difficulties starting the business was not a strong enough reason to ask for help and support. This phenomenon is well documented in the research literature on transition issues (Clegg and Bufton, 2008). There are barriers which students perceive in approaching their tutors, part of which are created by students' negative perceptions of guidance as help seeking behaviour (Clegg, Bradley and Smith, 2006). As a result of such perceptions, students find it hard to access support mechanisms, not realising that in an environment which requires active engagement and highly autonomous behaviour from them, part of their responsibility is to learn to make full use of all the support mechanisms available to them. All of these phenomena come into play in this case, as the student was clearly inhibited in asking for help.
6.2.2 Conflicting advice

A phenomenon which is emerging with the third year students, and which was not commented on in the other years, was that the tutors who were teaching the course were giving conflicting advice to students. This was very confusing to the students. In addition, students' comments indicated that tutors were not always aware what the other tutors teaching the course were teaching and what advice they were giving. The following comments by third year students illustrate this point:
Level 6
(A, X and Z are lecturers in the VM module)

Student 17:
And also the fact that A did not understand what X wanted us to do, did he. So every week X would tell us something and then A would say something completely different.
Student 13:
Z would say the same thing wouldn't he - he would come in and go 'I don't really understand what you are doing' so how are we supposed to know what we are dong? Z said the same thing as A.
Researcher:
Did you feel you got conflicting advice?
(agreement)
Level 6
(A, X and Z are lecturers in the VM module)

Student 12:
But the weekly drop-in sessions were with the four subject specific areas - the Marketing, the Finance the Strategy and the other and the people we were talking to they were in the same boat as we were: 'where are you up to', 'you could do this but I'm not sure this is what you need to be doing for your project and you can't really apply it to the project, you are just stuck in a rut, really.

Student 15:
I think X could have done with having turned up to more of them so we could put our questions to him and then we could have put our questions to him and then he could have may be given us more feedback. 
Student 14:
Yes it might have been useful having him there at the same time as the other lecturers because A seemed especially confused as to what help he was supposed to be providing. 
Student 15:
Yes and it was only a week on, that he got his clarification and then we were put back a week because he would then actually tell us what was going on. So we're constantly catching up with ourselves as to questions.
Level 6

(A, X and Z are lecturers in the VM module)

Student 13: 
Lecturers didn't seem to talk to X who seemed to have the grand idea of what they were supposed to be doing until after they'd given the lecture and then we'd be a week behind; then they'd come back the following week and say 'I spoke to X since giving that lecture and this is what we are supposed to be doing'.

The lack of clarity which conflicting opinions give out to students is also visible in the effect it has on how clear the assessment criteria are to students:

Level 6
(A, X and Z are lecturers in the VM module)

Student 17:
Yes it's been a good experience running the business but it is like they said the way they mark it at the end - we have had quite a successful business but we might still get a really bad mark if we write a bad report. Or if the report is not what people want. So I am doing the finance bit but - we have made quite a bit of money - is A going to see that as realistic or is he just going to mark it and say no you wouldn't have made this money into the real world. Because I think A really wants it to be realistic but X wants it to be based around the VM. 
There is strong indication in all of these comments that tutors' advice to students and their delivery of the module was perceived as lacking agreement. Students' perceptions were that while tutors may have been very supportive individually, there was lack of dialogue amongst tutors regarding how to deliver the module in a coherent way which would reassure students of what is expected of them. This created issues particularly with assessment, where students described that they were unsure whether and how tutors would mark the success of their venture, whether this would be based on evidence or on how much money the venture made.  

Lack of coherence was also felt in the feedback and advice given to students. This was particularly evident in the example in which students discussed the need to have all tutors present in the same session in order to discuss amongst themselves and with students the guidance and advice which was to be given. 
This issue needs to be seen in context, considering the VM is in its pilot stage, in which both tutors and students are learning lessons of working towards good practice. In addition, only the third year group identified an issue with coherent feedback and advice which may mean that the issue only persists at this level. Finally, despite the fact that they identified this as an issue, these students demonstrated understanding of the context in which the module was delivered:
Student 12:
I don't know how we have come across here this afternoon, but I think overall the VM is a good idea. I know we have been pretty critical, but I think it is good and I think it will improve.
Student 14:
The criticism is needed thought to improve it. I think if we just sat here and talked abut how brilliant it was it would be no help it wouldn't improve it.
Student 13:
I do agree with that. You do get employability skills out of it and you do get things you can talk about at interviews and there's obvious benefits to it. It's just the way it has been gone about this year. It has put a dampener on it for us but we can see where it would go in two or three years, when there has been some continuity to it.
It is important to acknowledge that students recognised the value of the VM to their employability. Further, these students realised that their criticism was necessary to improve the module and that overall, despite the issues which had emerged, it was successful in delivering employability to them as future graduates. 
Rather than taking the stance of pathologising these issues therefore, this report views them as part of the setbacks which necessarily accompany the process of introducing innovative curricula. It is commendable that students were evidently aware of and made part of the decision making in how to improve the module, which they have demonstrated by showing an understanding of the VM as innovative pedagogy which is going to develop and grow. In this respect the approach of the tutors to the VM has been successful in viewing the students as 'junior academics' (Elton, L.) and making them part of the process of refining pedagogy.
6.3 Courses unrelated to business

While at this pilot stage most of the students participating in the VM initiative were on a Business and Technology course, there were exceptions, such as the cohort of Sports Science students. Evidence in the research data indicated that these students faced different and additional challenges to those which Business and Technology studies students experienced. Considering the nature of the VM, emerging from the business discipline, it is natural that the module will be more easily integrated within a Business and Technology course. Conversely, students coming from external disciplines would face the issue of understanding how this module fits in with the rest of their programme of study, as the relationship is not as immediately explicit. This section explores some of the challenges which the Sports Science cohort of students described, in relationship to their engagement with the VM.
6.3.1 Understanding the relevance of enterprise and employability to the course 

The most significant issue which emerged with the Sports Science cohort was that they did not see the relevance of the skills they were learning within the VM:
Example 1

Level 5, Sports Science

Student 11:
Again we couldn't understand why we were put on the module because we are sports engineering group that don't do any business. None of us have any business background whatsoever or interest in business and we were put on it we were told we had to make up a venture based on that. That was quite surprising really.
Student 7:
It's not actually based on the rest of our course which...
Student 11:
...Is all maths. it's maths, engineering, computing. 
 Student 11:
There is also the sports management module which is ran at Collegiate and we were surprised to be given the actual business version rather than the sports version. It was a bit baffling really.
Student 10:
I think for further courses it would benefit quite a bit.

Example 2

Level 5, Sports Science
Researcher:
From what I understand it is about the broader skills that you get out of it. And when we were discussing skills a minute ago you were saying quite a lot of positive things that you've taken away from it.

Student 10:
That's true. I think it does benefit ... but I don't know how to say it...
Student 7:
I think it has benefited us in definitely a few skills but some of the skills we have picked up probably aren't really relevant to our course. We sort of picked up these skills by doing this in this area but it is not relevant to what we want to be doing. 
Student 10:
If you went into that sector of a company doing this, then yes it would help you...

Student 11:
Business marketing.
Student 10:
But what our degree was aiming at I don't think we will benefit a lot from doing it because our course is focused on other stuff.
It is evident that while these students acknowledged that they had learnt a set of soft employability skills, they did not see these skills as relevant to their chosen route of study or to their chosen profession. It is necessary to note that these students spoke of the skills gained as 'business skills' not as employability skills. Since they thought of these as business skills and their area of study was not business, they were predisposed to conclude that the skills were 'irrelevant'. From an employability point of view this is clearly not the case, as all of the skills and experience these students discussed as having gained (commercial awareness, adaptability, negotiation skills, communication skills etc.) would help any graduate regardless of which area of work they decide to enter. Yet this was not how students perceived what had been learned. 

Guidance and directed teaching is necessary, which would be aimed particularly at students who come into the VM from disciplines other than business and would engage them in a discourse regarding what employability skills and attributes are and why these are important, as well as how do commercial awareness and enterprise skills form part of every graduate's employability. 
It is of some concern that these students saw a very narrow set of skills as relevant to their future employment, consisting primarily of hard, discipline specific skills (see example 1 above). The VM pedagogy needs to take into consideration therefore that the level of awareness of undergraduates of employability skills and attributes will vary across the courses, and may have had a different, strictly course-dependent content. It would therefore be more difficult for these learners to adapt to the idea of the VM being an environment where they develop essential skills which they would be able to use for life.

For each course adopting the VM initiative as a module, it needs to be taken into consideration that students may have different learning needs and a different concept of what employability means. These students will also have employability integrated into the rest of their course programme in different ways. The introduction of these students to the VM therefore requires careful planning of how the module's employability objectives relate to and work with the rest of the employability approaches integrated into the programme of study.

One concern in this respect needs to be how the VM approach would sit with the rest of these students' programme of study and how its employability objectives would interact with employability objectives across the rest of the students' programme of study. 
Yorke and Knight alert to the need to favour whole course content rather than module content when looking for opportunities to integrate employability:

'It is reasonable to ask what a module contributes to student employability but wise to recognise that many outcomes derive from the set of modules that comprises the programme.'

(Yorke and Knight, 2006: 9)
According to the authors care needs to be taken to balance the kind of employability which a discrete module provides against what is available or can be achieved better within collective modules on the course. The VM has the advantage that it introduces aspects of employability such as enterprise and commercial awareness which can be overlooked in many courses.  
The case which these students made for the project opportunities within the VM being more course specific deserves consideration. 
Researcher:
From your point of view what constitutes a good venture what would capture your attention?

Student 7:
Something relevant to our course. Which in a business world isn't a great deal. 
Student 11:
We could probably do a lot more with something which is more design work. Say someone came to you and said I have this idea and said can you design concept ideas so something more design based would help us a lot. Or CAD work.
Student 8:
Yes something which involves graphics design or computer programming or more engineering based then it would be much better suited to us. Like a VM which runs parallel for engineers. Then it would be a lot better.
Student 7:
I think as the VM gets more established I think it would be a lot easier because there would be more opportunities for different ventures. And more areas to go into but - for the first years it has turned out quite well.
(all agree): oh yes, for he first years it's a good idea.

What these students are proposing is a good strategy to introduce employability and enterprise skills by using subject specific ventures to which students would be able to relate more easily.

6.3.2 Difference in expertise

Another challenge in integrating students from non-business courses in the VM was the difference in expertise in comparison to business students. The following example is of a business studies student who describes the issue:
Level 5
Student 5:
Well I had a problem working.... I've got two other people in my group that are actually from another course, they're from (course name) so they don't have any history of business at all so it's kind of difficult to talk to, I don't know how to explain it, it's kind of difficult to talk to them on a business level because they don't understand any basics of business, they've just chosen the course, they've obviously done one out of their course and chosen.
It is evident that the student experienced frustration in having to explain to other students subject matter which was new to them. On the one hand this is frustrating to the student, on the other hand however there is educational value in learning within multidisciplinary teams where expertise is varied and communication would have to be adapted accordingly. This can also be seen as an experience which is very close to many real life work situations. The perspective of students coming from courses other than business illustrates the advantages of working in multidisciplinary teams:

Level 5, Sports Science

Student 8:
I am doing finance and I haven't got a clue without any of this money how can I fill out any finances. 

Student 10:
It was mentioned in the VM about working with people who know those areas.

Student 7:
l think it was said in a sentence - try and work with people who are in different areas. Wasn't really emphasised. And I think if it was emphasised early on we would probably get a lot more learning out of it.
One lesson clearly emerging from what these students are saying is that a strong emphasis needs to be placed on the groups formed to be interdisciplinary. This would significantly help the integration of these students into the VM community. 
The need to focus ventures around students' expertise emerges as one of the key design criteria for VM ventures. It appears that the main reason some students felt inadequate was that their expertise was not called into practice. If the nature of the ventures' business is structured around students' expertise, this would significantly help with their integration and engagement in the VM. 
6.3.3 The need for procedural knowledge
Second year students expressed that the kind of guidance they were given on the VM was not sufficient and was not the right kind. They described that most of the guidance they were given was of the sort of describing what needed to be achieved, what they were supposed to learn and what the learning objectives were. Their needs on the other hand were in understanding how to approach this work - how to set up a company, how to negotiate, how to sell themselves. These students needed procedural knowledge. This is natural as business students would have some of this knowledge through earlier experiences in the rest of their programme of study; sports students on the other hand would not:

Level 5, Sports Science
Student 7:
I think we needed to get more guidance with what we should have been doing and what we should have tried looking into, may be some tips here and there. Especially since they told us 'this is what you should be doing, this is what you should be learning', it wasn't how we should be doing it and how we should go about it.
Student 11:
And I think that was also crucial for us because as we were saying it was more business and finance oriented which we now nothing about. So the 'how' was the most important thing for us. Whereas telling us what was no good whatsoever. 
Student 7:
And that was quite relevant to lots of other people as well. Especially in the second year. In first year you have only done the basics, and I imagine for business people as well, the basics and the background of a real life situation so it is probably quite a big jump for lots of people.
Student 11: I was talking to some of the first years' - they didn't have a clue as to what they were doing.
The difference in knowledge and familiarity with manipulating business practice between business students and students doing other degrees needs to be addressed. As it stands, the same amount of guidance for both cohorts does not cater adequately for these students' learning needs. As we have seen it causes frustration in the business students, who feel they have to explain everything to non-business students and it created lack of engagement in the sports students, who felt this was a steep learning curve for them, and felt they were not achieving due to lack of basic business knowledge. The need to differentiate guidance for different student cohorts emerges here.
7 Sustainability
As the VM initiative was in its pilot stage this year, student at all three levels were introduced to it and experienced it over the duration on one year only. However, since the idea of the VM was to be part of students' programme of study over the three years of their course, the evaluation needed to explore whether these students perceive value in this prolonged period of engagement with an enterprise module. Students were asked to comment on whether they saw the potential for progression of their skills and knowledge through the VM. This section explores students' perspectives on the sustainability of the VM.
The survey questionnaire asked students at all three levels to comment on whether they would want the VM to continue over the duration of their course. Opinions were mixed. 
7.1 Survey questionnaire responses to the issue of sustainability

Responses from Level 4 students
In year 1, students' responses were evenly split with 35% in favour of the VM being available throughout their course and 35% being against. Students were further asked to provide reasons for their response. Those who felt negatively about VM continuing, gave the following responses:
· one student felt the module did not interest them;

· one student wanted 'a more academic type of learning module learning specific facts';
· one student felt that they had not seemingly gained a great deal from the experience and failed to see the relevance of the VM to anything they were interested in;

· one student commented that 'I do not think that the grading of my university course should lie in other people's hands.  Group work is becoming challenging both communication and motivation wise as the 2nd years just seem to think that if they don't have time to do something at the last minute then they pile it onto us first years.  I think there needs to be a better and more independent structure to the module if it is to carry on.  Although the other side of the new venture creation module is excellent'. 
Those who felt positively about the VM continuing were also asked to provide reasons why they might want it to continue. A list of reasons was made available to these students to choose from. The most commonly given options were:
· the ability to build on current knowledge and experience

· further experience of working as part of a company

Responses from level 5 students
There was a larger percentage of positive responses in year 2, with 48% of level 5 students in favour of the module continuing, and 28% responding negatively. The following general reasons were given by some of the students who responded negatively:
· 'general confusion around the whole of the course'

· 'I didn't like my group or work, and I was unclear on what I had to produce to get a high grade'

· 'I feel that I probably learn more from seminars than being solely responsible or my own learning'

Those who responded positively to the module continuing to be part of their course gave the following reasons:
· All respondents indicated that the VM would give them further experience of working as part of a company and more opportunity to identify their strengths and weaknesses;

· Most of these students felt that it would help them build on their current knowledge and expertise;

· Most students felt that it would motivate them to commit to their company's success;

· Most students felt that it would make it possible to exchange ideas and feedback with peers at different levels of study;

· one respondent indicated 'it might also provide an opportunity for students to engage with others to set up private ventures and the Venture Matrix can act as a forum for support and advice.'

Responses from level 6 students
There was an even split between those level 6 students who were in favour of the VM being part of the course and those who were not (36% each).
Following are some of the negative responses given:
· "The VM is a very good idea in theory however it doesn't work in reality due to student mind set i.e. 2 years not giving a **** and 1st year not knowing what is doing on"

· "Unless it improves, should not have been given to final year students when this module is going through a trial"

· "The assessment of this module is a far cry away from the coursework assessment that students get used to throughout university. I feel this is the main reason for there being a large amount of confusion. If the module were to be perfected and taught from the first year upwards, then there would be less of a difference between this and other modules.  As it stands currently, it is difficult to constantly monitor students' own progress throughout this module and go on to complete coursework on their own progress whilst they spend the rest of their time researching to complete every other piece of coursework".

Within the responses of students who felt positive about the VM being part of the programme of study, the following were the most commonly given reasons:

· the ability to build on current knowledge and experience (36%); 

· further experience of working as part of a company (36%); 

· motivate me to commit to my company's success (36%);

· make it possible to exchange ideas and feedback with peers at different levels of study (36%) 

· 27% felt it would give them more opportunity to identify their strengths and weaknesses.

It appears that within each level, level 5 had the greatest percentage of students who responded positively to the VM continuing as part of the course. There could be a number of reasons for this. if we take into consideration that first year students are facing transition issues and going thorough the process of adapting to autonomous learning in higher education, it is natural that they would find the discovery based, autonomous learning set up of the VM both demanding and out of their control. There is evidence that these first year students were facing such issues both in the qualitative data presented in this report and in the reasons which these students gave in the survey questionnaire: the preference for learning 'specific facts' betrays an unfamiliarity with the value of more constructivist learning approaches. 
In contrast, second year students have had the benefit of learning in an HE institution for a longer period of time and are expected to be more receptive to autonomous learning. The higher percentage of positive responses to the VM indicates that this is the case, albeit not for all students: there was still a comment at level 5 favouring instructional approaches to learning. 
Factors of confusion and lack of clarity in what is expected of them in assessment are given as reasons for feeling negative about the VM by Level 5 students, and this is also the case at level 6. The aspect of confusion was already highlighted by this research in section 3.1, as was this of assessment (section 6). Students' comments make it evident that these aspects of module design significantly influence students' perceptions of the value of the VM to their learning experience.  

It is encouraging to notice however that at all three levels students see the possibility of building on current knowledge and skills in the area which means they are able to see a progression in the kind of learning which the VM offers them. Most students who were positive about the VM have also indicated that they would seek more experience of working as part of a company which confirms the value of the VM to students' entrepreneurial skills. At levels 5 and 6 we also see that students have started valuing the opportunity to communicate and work collaboratively with students at different levels and coming from different disciplines. This shows a certain maturity in how these students see their learning; it indicates they have started to see the value of the soft employability skills to their learning. In addition both at level 5 and 6 students have started valuing learning which helps them gain an insight into their strengths and weaknesses. This indicates that these students have an increased appreciation of how learning to reflect can have a positive impact on their ability to convey their skills and attributes within the world of work.
7.2 Continuity

One of the positive aspects of communication across levels of study within the VM, is that students would be able to communicate the essence of what the VM is and how it operates to new entrants to the VM. The following is one example of this: 

Level 5

Researcher: How do you feel about next year?  I mean are you looking forward to doing this again next year?

Student 5: 
Erm I sort of am cause I think I could change a lot because we'll be in the last year we'll be able to tell the second years what we want so I think that's going to be easier than being in the second year and just going there's no third years doing it.     
Researcher: So do you feel more prepared?

Student 5: 
Yeah definitely it has prepared us.

What is encouraging to observe in students' comments is that across the three levels students were highly enthusiastic about handing down wisdom of how to behave and operate within the VM to new students. This would contribute to creating a shared understanding of the common goals which students would have within the VM, and would build foundations for communication between students across the three levels. 

In this sense the VM operates as a community of practice, where participation evolves and where learning depends on learning from those who have been members of the community for a longer period of time. In addition there is the aspect of movement from the periphery to the centre of the community of practice, as described by Lave and Wenger, just as there is movement within the VM - first year students start at the periphery as workers and adopt roles which are increasingly central to the working of the VM.

In addition to improving communication between students the process of handing down work is rewarding to students as it gives them the experience of continuity of their work. This is a significant reward factor for third year students for example who are leaving the VM: 'It was quite satisfying to know that we had started something which would carry on.'
Encouraging students to establish a company which would carry on and be sustained beyond their own engagement with it is a way of ensuring students would have a positive experience as they would be more likely to see the value of what they have created. 
8 Conclusions
8.1 Challenges of autonomy
The student experience of the VM made explicit the challenges which students had to face in learning autonomously. This research identified a number of elements in students' accounts of working and learning within the VM which defined it as a discovery based, social constructivist learning environment (section 3.1). A constructivist learning environment has implications for the design of learning interactions within the VM. The following suggestions emerged from the research data analysis:

· The VM is best understood through activity. This is what makes the networking events highly successful in engaging students and helping them understand how the VM works as well as what their roles are within the matrix. In comparison, a transmission approach such as a lecture would naturally be less successful in helping students understand the VM. The networking events were also successful as they allowed the learner to adopt an active role of exploration and asking questions, as is characteristic of the constructivist paradigm. The learner therefore needs to be afforded opportunities to be active in exploration and one such affordance is made by the networking events. Students clearly expressed a preference for more frequent networking events and opportunities; this stands as one of the most clear lessons learned from the experience in this pilot year. 

· Learners need to know how to act within the VM learning environment. The aspect of proactiveness is crucial in this respect. This is clear from the fact that only students who were proactive within the networking event were able to secure contracts. Besides affording opportunities for students to be proactive, tutors need to ensure that part of students' introduction to the VM world is to prepare them to expect that they have to be proactive, explore, rely on knowledge and skills gained in their past experiences and continuously ask questions. In addition, two of the undesirable products of students' initial confusion regarding the VM related to students not knowing how they were expected to act within the VM. This makes it necessary to ensure that every student who joins as part of the VM learning environment is clear regarding:

· what their role is within the VM;

· having a clear understanding of how their role works in relationship to the roles of other students: both students within their venture and external to their venture. This includes students across the three levels of study and students across all disciplines involved in the VM.

· Defining the limits of learner autonomy - while autonomy is highly desirable and required of students participating in the VM, it needs to be taken into consideration that the VM is a bounded system and a world imitating business and entrepreneurial practice. As such it is bound by its own rules. Instances in which students broke these rules alert us to the need to ensure students know the rules and restrictions of working within the VM. While students who broke the rules acted autonomously, their autonomy was not rewarded as it put these students and the university at risk. The need to define the rules of autonomous behaviour in the context of the VM emerges here.

Autonomous learning within the VM was a pronounced issue for first year students who also faced transition issues of adapting to learning in HE (section 3.2.1). Evidence made clear that there was a danger in students not taking the module seriously enough because of its emphasis on the soft employability skills rather than on subject specific knowledge. This is a common transitional phenomenon in first year students, where they fail to realise the importance of the first year. 

Another transitional aspect which evidently played a part in first year students' engagement with the VM was their propensity for self-motivation. As can be expected the students who were most successful within the VM were those who were inclined to be self-motivated in their work. Still there were a number of students who waited for external motivation, expected to have prescribed outcomes and well-defined learning goalposts which to scaffold their learning. This runs contrary to the principles of learner autonomy and to those of employability. While support and guidance are by all means a necessary part of the learning process in the VM, to be successful in this learning environment the student needs to be essentially self-motivated. 

8.2 Motivation and engagement
Students' motivation and engagement with the VM was clearly related to how realistic they felt the experience of working in the VM was. Those aspects/activities of the VM which succeeded in creating an experience of working in the real world of business were also the most engaging and motivating to students. Such 'realistic' experiences were:

· the dependence of any particular task within the ventures on a number of students working at different levels and in different groups (section 4.2.1);
· the experience of writing and fulfilling contracts which created a realistic need for a legal system to operate within the VM (section 4.2.3);

· the opportunities students had to negotiate contracts, payments (section 4.2.4);

· the issues which naturally arose around paying others, being paid, costing a piece of work (section 4.2.2);

All of these aspects of interaction created an experience in students of working and learning within the real world of business. Besides being a good opportunity to exercise their enterprise skills, the research data gave plentiful evidence that engaging in such realistic activity promotes deep reflection in students. Students demonstrated rich reflective activity within the interviews related to these realistic aspects of working in the VM. Students equally reflected on those aspects which were conspicuously unrealistic. Amongst those were:

· not enough opportunities for incurring costs

· students being given too much money to start with (4.2.2). The funds they received were out of proportion to their venture's needs; this made it unnecessary to 'worry' about their venture becoming bankrupt, or about receiving payments, or about negotiating payments.

The reflection which realistic experiences of business within the VM inspired makes it more likely that students would internalise the experience and therefore learn from it. This enhances students' employability, since according to one of the most widely used models of evaluating employability, the USEM model (Yorke and Knight, 2006), reflection (or metacognition) is one of the key employability components; reflection is also one of the elements of the SHU employability framework (http://extra.shu.ac.uk/cetl/e3i%20resources/framework.pdf). 

One conclusion for enhancing students' engagement and motivation in the VM is that students are motivated by realistic experiences and that such 'realism' comes with paying attention to detail in designing students' learning interactions - such as establishing a legal system, limiting the funds which ventures have access to and improving opportunities for incurring costs within the learning environment. Such realism is valuable not only to the engagement of students in the VM world but also as a catalyst for deep reflection and therefore learning in employability.  

8.3 Employability and enterprise skills

The research data identified a number of employability and enterprise skills and attributes which students had an opportunity to exercise within the VM. There was evidence in the research data that students had to exercise each one of Moreland's identified characteristics/skills of an entrepreneur (see fig 1). Some of the more pronounced skills and attributes in students' accounts were:

· adaptability
· honesty, interdependence, risk taking

· confidence and self esteem

· delegating work/working with the skills of others

· professional communication

· articulating skills (in an interview, CV situation)

· negotiation skills
Adaptability

In some cases it would not be an exaggeration to say that their survival within the VM world depended on these students being able to demonstrate adaptability. Trading within the VM meant that the first year students who were the 'workers' to be hired by ventures established at levels 5 and 6 had to adapt both the skills sets and services which they were offering in order to be successful in securing work with the ventures. Similarly second year students had to adapt their ventures' services to the demands of the leadership provided at level 6. Such adaptability was therefore a crucial characteristic for students' success in the VM. It involved students having to react fast to the demands of the market, and in this respect was a realistic experience of what looking for a job would be like in the real world. 

Honesty, interdependence and risk taking
Within the interactions across levels and courses of study, students had a unique opportunity to learn the value of trust and honesty within running a business. The fact that any task undertaken by a particular venture meant students had to delegate work to other students whom they had not worked with before, meant that they had to trust each other. Many described this as the highest level of risk taking within the VM. Yet the lessons learnt from working in this way allowed students to experience an interdisciplinary way of working, involving different levels of collaboration and cooperation. One of the positive skills which students elicited from working in this way was the ability to work with the skills of others. Learning to make effective use of others' abilities and talents is an employability skill students would be likely to use as part of working effectively in collaborative teams.  

Many courses and modules involve students in both working independently and working in teams and Moreland identifies these as key entrepreneurial skills (fig. 1). Yet what is very rarely mentioned in these skill sets is a different way of working which involves teams coming from divergent disciplines, from different courses and levels of study, having to work towards achieving a shared goal. This way of working closely mirrors the real world of work, where businesses depend on other businesses to complete their work. Such interdependence can therefore be seen as a key employability skill. While it is rarely addressed in programmes of study, much of VM activity is fuelled by such interdependence. While these students have opportunities to collaborate in other modules on their course, nowhere is this experience as educational of the importance of trust in a business world as in the VM.

Confidence and self-esteem
The USEM employability model has self-efficacy beliefs as one of its core components. It was reassuring to see therefore that working in the VM and particularly having managed to establish a successful venture had its most significant rewards in enhancing self esteem and confidence in students: also recognised as a key personality attribute of an entrepreneur. 

The research evidence also pointed to the positive role which clients who had had work done for them by students gave to these students. Such feedback was invaluable in boosting these students' confidence. The role of clients in confidence building is therefore something which the VM needs to nurture and encourage, through encouraging clients to provide constructive feedback to students regularly.

More generally, the positive effect which running a successful venture and receiving positive client feedback had on students, makes us see the importance of the VM approach to improving students' self efficacy beliefs. This places a responsibility on the VM as a module - students need to be able to come out of the experience thinking about their positive strengths and abilities, in order to leave them with the confidence that they can successfully operate within a business world.

Professional communication

Communication skills are recognised employability skills and as such are generally well-integrated into programmes of study and curricula. Students learning within the VM however had the opportunity to learn how to communicate within a business environment. As students' experience indicated such communication is differentiated, as it makes additional requirements on clarity of the communication. The students interviewed demonstrated they had gained trial and error experience of how lack of clarity could lead to breakdown in communication and could seriously impact on their ventures. Students further demonstrated that they had had to learn to use the appropriate tools of communication, such as archiving. Finally these students demonstrated a developed attention to detail (an enterprise skill in itself). This was particularly evident in their emerging requirement to involve the help of law students into their ventures. All of these skills - clarity in communication, attention to detail, manipulating appropriate tools of communication, demonstrate that these students have learned to communicate professionally in a business environment. This forms one of the contributions which the VM makes to students' entrepreneurial skills.
Articulating skills

Much support was found on students' side for the value of the VM experience as material for discussion in a job interview situation. Many of the students interviewed indicated that their experiences within the VM were the ones they were most likely to speak about within a job interview. It is interesting to note that while the skills they gained from the VM - communication and collaboration skills for example - are quite commonly found in other courses, the fact that students would prefer to talk about their experience of collaboration in the VM in particular makes the VM stand out as a source of experience which students directly link to their employability. Research literature's concern of the importance of 'helping students to recognise their own employability' (2006: 17) is being addressed here, since students directly link their work in the VM to their employability.
Students were generally not as certain they could use these experiences in writing their CV. Some form of debriefing may need to be considered in this case which would help students understand who they can use these experiences as part of their CV as well.

8.4 Assessment, feedback and guidance
The issues surrounding assessment of this module need to be read in the context of employability research literature which describes the difficulty of assessing a concept as fuzzy as employability (Knight and Yorke, 2003). The research data indicated that some students felt they were unclear about what was being assessed as well as what they had to do to meet the assessment criteria. It became apparent through interrogating the data that much of this lack of clarity came from the confusion regarding what was being assessed - whether it was the product of learning, which in this case is the success of their venture, or the process of reflection on students' activity within the VM. 

It further needs to be considered that the issue of assessing process versus product of learning is not as straightforward as favouring one or the other - clearly some students felt it would be unfair if the success of their venture was not acknowledged in their mark. At the same time, students who had had limited success in their venture but felt they had worked very hard, thought it would be unfair for the success of the venture to be a determining factor. The need for a balance between assessing the process and product of learning is evident here, but also the need to make it clear to students how this is resolved. The students agreed however that basing assessment on the effort put into the work was a fair approach to assessment. One robust way to assess effort would be to look at the evidence which students provide of such effort as well as how they have referenced evidence in the body of their report. 

Students' perception of 'unfairness' of assessment also emerged in instances where students had contributed to the VM in ways which were not directly assessed - such as participation in VM celebratory events for example. Another example came from students who had invested a great deal of time in the practical work involved in making their venture successful. In order for students to feel inclined to engage with the practice based element of the work they need to know that their holistic effort within the VM, including voluntary and practical work, would be taken into consideration and assessed fairly. As Yorke and Knight emphasise: 'success (in employability) will depend upon the extent to which students see a 'pay-off' (2006: 3) for the effort that they put in. Such pay off needs to be evident in the reward and recognition which tutors give for students' holistic effort within the VM.

Feedback from tutor

While the documentary evidence supporting the course and the discussions with the tutor demonstrated that regular opportunities for support and guidance with their work was available to VM students, the interview data highlighted that students did not make the best use of this provision. It is unclear why students felt this way, however research literature provides some possible answers such as students finding it difficult to access support mechanisms and seeing this as negative help seeking behaviour.
Evidence emerging from the data further indicated some instances of conflicting advice being given to students, particularly with regards to what was being assessed and what was to be taught. At this pilot stage such issues are to be expected, yet it would benefit students significantly to receive consistent advice from the teaching team. 

Guidance for courses unrelated to business 

The VM involves and invites the participation of students who come from courses unrelated to business. This is intentional and contributes to the multidisciplinary nature of the VM, creating more opportunities for interesting ventures to emerge. The research data indicated that students coming into the VM with no grounding in business would differentiated provision and guidance to those students who are studying business as part of their course. The kind of provision these students asked for was procedural, of the type 'how to': how to set up a company, negotiate, present themselves etc. 

Another aspect which emerged was that these students may not immediately see the relevance of the VM to their employability. They may perceive the activities within the VM as giving them business skills rather than employability and enterprise skills. In order to avoid this, further debriefing may be necessary for students coming to the VM without any grounding in the business discipline.

8.5 Sustainability

Students' perspectives on whether they would like the VM to continue for the three years of their course were explored. The mixed opinions which students expressed across all three levels betrayed the influence of a number of factors. It is inevitable that first year students would see the continuation of the VM from the perspective of transition issues - these students' propensity to work autonomously directly influenced their perspective of the value of the VM. In this way responses were split between those students who were willing to work in this way and those who were not. 

Confusion and lack of clarity were mentioned as factors which influenced students' preference to continue with the module at all three levels. It was encouraging to see however that some of these students saw these issues as temporary problems due to the VM being in its pilot stage and many of them felt more prepared to work within this environment at the end of this pilot year.

There was no shortage of positive comments regarding what students felt they were learning from the VM and what knowledge, skills and attributes they expected they would be able to build on in the coming years. Such skills and knowledge included:

· working as part of a company and making a success of this company

· learning entrepreneurial skills

· being exposed to more peer and client feedback

· identifying their strengths and weaknesses; reflecting on their learning

· working in a collaborative and interdisciplinary way

It is evident that much of students' motivation to work and learn in the VM depends on the extent to which they feel involved with the ventures which they created or contributed to. One of the reassuring factor in this respect was that third year students were prepared and willing to hand down their experiences to the future third year students in order to ensure that their venture continues and that their work is not lost. The fact that so many of third year students were keen to hand down their knowledge and experience in this way was evidence that these students had developed ownership of their learning, regardless of whether the venture was successful or not and valued their work as something personally relevant. A module which can inspire students to feel this way about their learning has much to contribute to the HE curriculum.
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