An investigation into how educators implement teamwork in their undergraduate bioscience units
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Introduction. Teamwork is increasingly valued during hiring processes for supporting both career success and positive workplace dynamics. Our recent unpublished study involving third-year undergraduate pharmacology students revealed that while students unanimously acknowledge the necessity of teamwork, the vast majority still prefer to work individually due to a number of teamwork challenges. Thus, assessing how teamwork is being implemented by educators is crucial to understanding how student experiences of teamwork in their tertiary studies can be improved.
Aims. To explore how educators implement teamwork in their bioscience curriculum and their perceptions of how students are supported in this process.

Methods. An anonymous online survey was completed by 28 Monash University unit coordinators and/or chief examiners from the Biomedical Discovery Institute, the Department of Immunology, and first-year prerequisite units from the Faculty of Science. 

Results. Formative in-class activities (93% of survey respondents) and presentations (86%) were the most common approaches to fostering teamwork skills in students. Of the tasks nominated as fostering teamwork, presentations (82%) were the most often to include summative assessment of the final product of teamwork, followed by written assignments (43%). The summative assessment of individual students’ contributions to these team tasks was much less common, with presentations (50%) again being the most frequently used modality. With regards to student support, 64% of survey respondents nominated that they consciously employed teamwork skills training, yet thematic analysis of free text responses indicated that approximately half of these nominated approaches actually contained no formal skills training. Nonetheless, 93% of respondents felt confident in supporting students when there was a team dispute, and 75% intervened if approached by students with a teamwork problem.

Discussion. This study suggests there remains a disconnect between how students and educators perceive the delivery of teamwork tasks. Addressing this mismatch could ultimately lead to an improved experience for both students and educators.
