
Evaluation of a community partnership approach using open educational resources: Equate Scotland and the Returning to STEM BOC

Clem Herman:
I’m Clem Herman. I’m Director of eSTEeM which is the Open University’s Centre for STEM pedagogy and this eSTEeM project has come out of a previous eSTEeM project where we looked at the long term trajectories of women who had undertaken our courses and focused on the success factors. What were the success factors that had helped them get back into work?

So, as a result of that research we produced a new version of the materials called Returning to STEM and this is a Badged Open Course (BOC). The Open University has worked on a number of these Badged Open Courses and they form part of our free OpenLearn materials, and the feature of them is that they can be studied at any time at any pace by anyone, and they’re free, and this particular one that we have is around eight weeks’ worth of study. And rather than have formal assessment there are a number of quizzes and at the end of it you get a badge, hence the Badged Open Course.
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We were working with Equate who are a well known gender equality organisation in Scotland and they had wanted to work with us to set up a programme, an integrated programme for women returners, where we would deliver the Badged Open Course and there would be additional support provided from them in the form of career clinics, returnships with employers, webinars and some face-to-face workshops at the beginning and the end of the programme.

Lesley Macniven:
We went looking for women who had been out of the sector for at least a couple of years and we advertised to say, come and join our programme, and we can support you to make that transition back to the workplace. So we got 40 women enrolled on the programme. Now the Open University had become an absolutely fantastic partner in this endeavour. The programme that we’re running has two kind of core elements to it. 

So the first instance we had to find and support the women and the second we were working with partner employers to encourage them to give an opportunity to a woman returner and to make that transition back to the workplace, and that was something they could do through offering a paid placement that wasn’t a role that would be permanent, but it was a stepping stone towards the career job that they were looking to resume.

We were able to get them started in their development journey by introducing them to the Open University BOC Returning to STEM. So, this provided a structured roadmap for them to follow so that they knew all the different aspects of the transition that they needed to make to make that change from being out of the STEM environment and back into the workplace.

So for some women they had been in employment but it hadn’t been within Science, Technology, Engineering or the built environment. For others they’d taken a break perhaps for caring reasons or just relocation and they were not currently working. So everyone was in a slightly different position and everyone needed slightly different support so the BOC managed to cover all the bases.

We found that women could work through it at their own pace, but essentially whilst the women were working through the BOC, and we gave them a sort of guide of eight weeks to do so, we were working with the partnership employers to engage them and look for opportunities to offer to the women. So, by the time they had completed the BOC and other various support mechanisms that were in place, such as Career Clinics, we would hopefully have some opportunities for them to then use their skills to apply.

So since the women have joined the programme and completed the online BOC many of them have applied for placements with employers, and we now are in the situation where 50% of the initial 40 women have either taken on and begun a placement with an employer or they’ve actually found a permanent role out in the wider world.

So the impact of the programme already, and that’s only been six months since May this year, has demonstrated what we believed from the pilot that we did in 2016 that there are multiple barriers to women re-entering STEM, but a little bit of carefully structured, very supportive and ongoing support can remove those barriers and can allow these women to flourish and to start to basically achieve their potential again.

Tracey Steinberg:
Coming from a point of really no hope of not knowing really anybody in Scotland and thinking how am I going to enter, re-enter an industry I’ve been out of for so long. How do I even go about it? Well, it’s given me something to wake up for, to follow through, improving my CV, improving my LinkedIn, meeting women through the webinars, it’s just been fantastic.

I’ve been fortunate enough to secure a work placement through the Equate programme, and hopefully I can use some of my transferable skills that I learnt when I worked in the public sector, and hopefully brush up on some of my STEM skills as well.

Julie Struthers:
I knew that I wanted to return to engineering, but I didn’t know where to start. It just seemed I was too far away from it and it just seemed too much, seemed too big. The Open University Return to STEM course was, it just fitted my needs perfectly.

Well I’m just about to start a six month placement, so I want to get the best out of that. I’ve had a career clinic appointment and we’ve got some action points. I’ve got some action points to work through, and I know that this placement is an opportunity to gain recent relevant experience for six months down the line when I’m looking for a regular post.

Leslie Bulbeck:
It’s been a complete game changer for me. I was working around my family, I had a job that was appropriate to that stage in my career, but it was starting to get stale and I needed a change, a new challenge. But I didn’t think it was possible to return to STEM. I’d had ten years in STEM prior to starting a family but it was a while ago and I thought I was out of date. I came across Equate and it started to become possible to think about going back.

And now I have a placement lined up. I’m going to get recent up to date work experience. I’ve had training. I know how to deal with the interviews. I feel like this could really work. I have a future in STEM.

Jacqueline Conn:
This programme actually makes me feel like my past experience and my past knowledge and skills are actually worth something. Not only that but also in what direction I want to go in, in order to take, bring all those together and move forward. So from that point of view it’s fabulous. It’s a relief, and it brings hopes back into my life.

Joan Hephzibah:
I was lost. I was confused. I was depressed. I was bewildered about why I had not been able to get back to work or the opportunity after hundreds and hundreds of applications. Apart from getting a placement which I am on presently the first thing I realised was there are other women in my situation. I’m not the only one. There are other women struggling. There are other women going through things and that was the first thing. 

That I just calm my nerves and from there I picked up the courage to start again. I picked up the courage to smile. I picked up the courage to see myself in a different way. That I can actually do it. I can go back to work. I can fit in again. I can leave the four walls of my house and speak to other grown up people and that give me like a step into the world.

Clem Herman:
What we’d like to see with this programme now, and in fact we’re working on a number of initiatives to try and gain funding and support, is that we work both in partnership with community based organisations and agencies, and also with industry to ensure that women who want to get back into work have those opportunities. And we think that this partnership approach is the right way to go forward and our eSTEeM project has really provided us with the evidence base that we can provide to potential partners and collaborators as we go forward with this.
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