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4. Summary 
 

London Metropolitan University is committed to providing access 
to higher education for disadvantaged groups.  However, it is 
also concerned with what happens to these students when they 
graduate and enter the labour market or take up further study.  It 
has, therefore, produced a new curriculum which embeds 
employability development at each level of the undergraduate 
curriculum and promotes work placements.  All subjects have 
been required to ‘realign’ their syllabuses to meet the 
requirements of the new curriculum, which will be introduced in 
2004/05.   
 

 
5. Setting the Scene     
 

Introduction 
 
This case study describes work in progress.   
 
The university will introduce a new undergraduate curriculum in 
2004/05 which embeds the development of employability.  The 
new curriculum encompasses all subject areas and builds on a 
series of activities and innovations which have occurred over the 
past 15 years or so in the pre-merger institutions.  This study 
indicates the actions leading to the current curriculum, many of 
which were developed under HEFCE initiatives, and describes 
the processes by which the new curriculum has been produced 
and will be developed further and monitored in the future. 
 

 
The Institutional Context   -. 

 
 
Institutional context 
 
London Metropolitan University was formed by a merger between 
London Guildhall University (LGU - now city campus) and the 
University of North London (UNL - now north campus) in August 
2002 and is based in the City and north and east of London. It is 
one of the largest Higher Education Institutions in the UK with 
approximately 28 000 students. Of these, around 5-6 000 are 
studying at postgraduate level, while the majority of the 
remainder are taking full-time undergraduate degree courses; it 
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also provides HND/HNC courses and an increasing range of 
Foundation degrees, mostly delivered in FE colleges. It offers a 
very wide range of subjects at many different levels including, for 
example, undergraduate, postgraduate (taught and research), 
further education programmes, short courses, professional and 
institute qualifications. Subjects available vary from architecture, 
art and design to multimedia, communications technology, 
polymer engineering, business studies and more traditional 
subjects such as law, politics, philosophy, natural and social 
sciences, and the humanities.  
 
Mission 
London Metropolitan University aims to provide education and 
training which will help students to achieve their potential and 
London to succeed as a world city. It is the major provider of 
business and vocational education for the City and north and 
east London.   The university is committed to widening access to 
higher education - to providing ‘education for personal 
development and social justice’ - and to working closely with 
employers and the community.  
 
Student body 
The university has a highly diverse student body - over 50% of its 
students are from ethnic minorities, approximately 35% from 
socio-economic groups IIIM, IV and V; more than 75% are 
mature.  Many students present with all three factors and, 
additionally, a substantial proportion has been educated in the 
three worst educational authorities in the UK.  Approximately 
60% of students come from the local boroughs and live at home; 
6% of our students are disabled. These groups are known to be 
severely disadvantaged when entering the work place and the 
university thus faces a range of well-documented issues relating 
to the employment of its graduates.  
 

 
 
6. Thinking on employability   
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Employability rationale 
As part of its widening participation mission the university is now 
seeking to enhance the employment prospects of its graduates. 
The approaches of the pre-merger institutions to the 
development of employability differed. At north campus 
employability was embedded within the curriculum through an 
ability-based curriculum and professional work placements. The 
city campus approach used extra curricular activities, delivered 
by the careers service and other support areas, such as the 
Business and Community Outreach Unit, to promote 
employability.  
  
Developing the strategies 
On merger Task Groups were established to produce strategies 
relating to all aspects of the new institution’s operations.  Several 
groups took employability as a major theme and it is targeted, or 
implicit, in the strategies for: teaching and learning, widening 
participation, the undergraduate curriculum, the postgraduate 
curriculum, European, income generation, and student services. 
 
Since merger, in the space of just over 18 months, a new 
undergraduate curriculum was produced and all courses have 
been rewritten and revalidated. The newly ‘aligned’ syllabuses 
embed employability development within dedicated modules in 
each year of a degree course, relating it to subject-based 
professional and study requirements. Almost all courses will offer 
subject-related placements that will be assessed and accredited 
and contribute to degree grades.  
 
Employability will specifically be developed in a year one HE 
‘orientation’ module, an ‘employability’ module in year two, and in 
the final year research project 
 
Access to employability 
 
There is evidence that our approach – situating employability 
development, especially those aspects enhanced through 
placements, in the curriculum, is valid for, especially, non-
traditional students.   Embedding is essential for such students 
as they often have little time outside their studies.  
 
We have already introduced five of the six ‘ideal types’ of ways 
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(Yorke, M. & Knight, P., T. (2003) Embedding employability into 
the curriculum, LTSN Generic Centre, York) and the necessity for 
curriculum embedding was emphasised in an earlier report from 
the Centre for Higher Education Research and Information 
(Brennan, J. & Shah, T. (2003) Access to what? converting 
educational opportunity into employment opportunity).  The 
Graduate Employability project (Hills, J., Cooper, J. & Page, B. 
(2003) Perceptions of the employability of non-traditional 
students Part 3, London Metropolitan University) found that even 
short placements can develop essential aspects of employability 
in non-traditional students. 
 

 
 
7. Policy 
 

Influences on strategy development 
 
Placements 
Government policies to widen participation in Higher Education to 
previously excluded groups have led to concerns that these 
students should not be disadvantaged on entering the graduate 
market place.   The new university aims to improve the 
employment prospects of its graduates enabling them to obtain 
jobs appropriate to their status and aspirations. 
 
UNL had a long tradition of offering sandwich placements and 
some shorter placements in science, computing and engineering.  
It was the first post ‘92 institution (and second overall to the 
University of Surrey) to accredit the sandwich placement in these 
subjects as a Diploma in Industrial Studies in 1987. It was the 
first institution to validate the sandwich year as a double module 
in these subjects, so that it can contribute 25% towards a 
student’s final year degree marks.   In 1997 it was the first 
institution to introduce accredited, short, final year placements, at 
‘near graduate’ level, in all subjects and these opportunities are 
still available at north campus. The new curriculum will translate 
some of this practice throughout the university. 
 
Personal development planning 
The next significant influence came from the work funded under 
the Enterprise in Higher Education initiative (EHE 1990-96) at 
north campus.  The project focussed on the introduction of 
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personal development planning (PDP; ‘profiling’) and embedding 
‘key’ or ‘transferable’ skills into the subject curriculum.  PDP is a 
recognised, essential aspect of employability and the project 
produced a generic institutional system for subject customisation.  
Also, reflective practice was integrated into assessments e.g. film 
studies students reflect on their seminar performance in one of 
the assignments; students in a year one statistics module keep a 
log of their learning.   
 
A new PDP system is under development with cross-institutional 
consultation. 
 
An ability-based approach 
During this time a conference for a few post ‘92 universities was 
held at York (in1994) to investigate the curriculum offered by a 
small liberal arts college in Milwaukee.  Alverno College had 
established a curriculum which focused on the progressive 
development of identified abilities, using the subject as the 
context for their development. Following this event UNL 
embarked on a radical revision of its curriculum and introduced 
its own ability-based curriculum in 1996/97. The Capability 
Curriculum evolved from full and comprehensive discussions 
across the institution, enabling all academic staff to participate in 
its development.  The adoption of this innovative approach 
required the complete rewriting and revalidation of all 
undergraduate syllabuses, and extensive staff development. The 
Capability Curriculum was academically challenging and 
generated considerable interest and support from employers, 
and was taken forward conscientiously by many subjects.  
Resistance from a small minority of some academic areas 
undoubtedly prevented it from achieving its potential and reduced 
its impact.    
 
Centralising and embedding placements 
When the EHE project was coming to an end funding was 
obtained (through the internal bidding process) from another 
HECFE initiative - the Continuing Vocational Education 
programme - to establish a university focus for work placements.  
The Employability Unit was initially based in a department 
providing academic staff development in teaching and learning 
and curriculum innovation support. It is now located in Business 
Development Services. The head of unit developed a generic, 
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final year professional placement module, in collaboration with 
academic staff, which was taken through internal committees and 
boards over more than two years to become institutional policy.   
The placement module was then subject-contextualised and 
validated by every subject at north campus. 
 
The employability unit brings together many of the HEFCE 
strategic priorities as it manages projects funded under the HE 
Innovations Fund, the HE Reachout to Business and the  
Community, Widening Participation, and the Active Community 
Fund. 
 
Research evidence 
The fifth influence in the embedding of employability came from 
the HEFCE Widening Participation initiative (2000-02).  The 
employability unit obtained funding from this for a major research 
project investigating perceptions of the employability of non-
traditional students. Part of this work involved the production of 
generic guidelines for employability development.  A draft 
employability strategy, based on the results of the research was 
produced and discussed at the UNL Teaching & Learning 
Committee prior to merger and published in the final report (Hills, 
J., Cooper, J. and Page, B. (2003) The Graduate Employability 
Project Part 2, London Metropolitan University). 
 
And more placements 
Other influences relating to placements have been contributed by 
projects completed at city campus.  For example, the Law 
Graduates Network was a two year project providing placements 
for Law students, and the Trading Up project paid students for up 
to 90 hours work during a placement. 
 
The new strategies have been developed as indicated below. 
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8. Strategy for implementing policy  
 

Developing and implementing the strategies 
 
Summary 
The new institution has developed a complete set of strategies 
covering all aspects of university life.   Cross-institutional sub-
strategy groups were established and chaired by the Director of 
the relevant area.  During a few months these groups carried out 
SWOT analyses, produced detailed sets of targets, undertook 
risk analyses and formulated action plans for 2, 3, 5 and 10 
years.    
 
After agreement of the strategies by the Board of Governors, a 
new committee and group structure was introduced (ANNEX 1).   
The Academic Quality, Standards and Policy Development Unit 
is responsible for monitoring implementation of the strategies, 
tracking their future development, and assuring quality. It reports 
on these issues to the Academic Board. 
 
Strategy development 
The strategies were developed by Task Groups, chaired by the 
Director or Head of the strategic area.  The Task Group 
composition varied but those developing the Teaching and 
Learning and Widening Participation strategies contained a mix 
of academic and professional service support staff. They 
included, for example, not only academic staff but also 
representatives from student affairs, the careers service, and the 
students’ union.   
 
During the development of the teaching and learning strategy a 
number of information and consultative workshops were 
organised and offered to all staff interested in this aspect of 
provision.   
 
In the case of the Undergraduate Curriculum strategy the 
Director produced several drafts which were circulated to Heads 
of subject departments and Directors/Managers of relevant 
areas, such as teaching and learning and academic professional 
development, for comment.  
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The teaching and learning strategy goals are summarised in 
Annex 2 while the employability targets from other strategies are 
listed in Annex 3. The university has not yet produced an 
employability strategy and the draft produced prior to merger has 
been set aside for the moment and would, in any case, have 
needed further development.   
 
Employability attributes  
The new undergraduate curriculum requires all courses to 
develop three identified ‘attributes’ which are considered to 
contribute to employability. These are:  

• self-awareness; 
• the ability to perform in a variety of formats and contexts; 
• creativity and ethical awareness. 

 
Employability is viewed as being comprised of the following 
factors: 

• subject knowledge and understanding; 
• the ‘attributes’ indicated above; 
• the ability to reflect on academic, professional and personal 

performance and plan for the future; 
• career advice and guidance; 
• work experience within course programmes; 

 
Strategy delivery 
Academic areas are organised into fourteen departments and 
each has an appointed member of staff with special responsibility 
for the further development of the teaching and learning strategy 
in their subject area; each department has produced its own 
teaching and learning statement, based on that agreed centrally. 
 
Monitoring the achievement of targets is carried out at module 
and course levels by academic departments and reported to the 
Academic Quality, Standards and Policy Development Unit and 
then to the Academic Board. 
 
The employability unit will continue to promote and underpin 
accredited placements in all subject areas and to provide advice 
and support on how to embed employability development in the 
curriculum. 
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9. Costs  

Costs 
The costs involved in developing the strategies were not 
calculated at any stage, although the staff time required has 
been immense and the paperwork substantial.  For example, one 
of the Task Groups held four meetings of at least two-three hours 
each, with 10-12 staff present; each target was then separately 
developed by smaller groups of staff.  Each Task Group had 
dedicated administrative support and probably consumed a 
minimum of three-four months of relatively senior staff time; 
where widespread consultation occurred the figure was 
considerably higher.  
 
Costings were carried out for the implementation of each of the 
strategies. Considerable extra resources are required to 
complete the strategies. 
 
 
 

 
 
12. Problems encountered and how they were overcome/are being 

tackled 
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Issues encountered 
The main problem with the strategies’ development was that 
everything had to be accomplished within a very short timescale. 
The new teaching and learning strategy had to be with HEFCE 
within five months of merger and the widening participation 
strategy had to be submitted within a similar short period.  
 
There was some disbelief that merger had occurred and a 
reluctance by some staff to be involved in the new institution.  
There were considerable demands made on a relatively small 
number of staff and the new curriculum was highly controversial.    
 
There was also a strong sense of déjà vu for staff at both 
campuses, who had gone through similar reorganisations and 
revalidations of the curriculum within the previous five - six years. 
 
In the case of the learning and teaching strategy, attempts to win 
hearts and minds were made by being as inclusive as possible – 
running workshops and setting up an e-mail list of interested 
staff.  This was used to circulate information on strategy 
development and workshop events, and to invite comment and 
discussion. 
 
 

 
 
13. Perceived benefits and evidence of outcomes  

Benefits 
These are as yet unknown.  However, the benefits to be gained 
from placements are not in doubt.  As indicated earlier there is 
substantial research into the benefits of placements and even 
short placements have been evidenced to develop employability 
skills and attributes such as communication, self-awareness and 
self confidence; self confidence is seen as a major factor of 
employability.  
 
Obviously, the university expects graduate employment 
prospects to improve and that the new curriculum will develop 
the skills required for lifelong learning. 
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14. What remains to be done?  

 
What remains to be done? 
The new curriculum begins operation in September 2004 and, as 
always, one of the major challenges involves getting staff to ‘buy 
in’ to it.  The merger has necessitated considerable rapid change 
which has not always been welcomed and staff may feel a lack of 
involvement in this fast development, despite consultation.  
 
Staff attitudes 
Although employability is a major aspect of the new curriculum 
many staff are unaware of how it might be developed 
progressively and it is difficult to see how they can be persuaded 
to acquire the necessary expertise without considerable support 
and encouragement.   To many staff embedding employability, 
especially placements, means the dilution of their subject and a 
lowering of academic standards. They do not wish to or may be 
unable to teach and assess ‘transferable’ skills; it is not ‘what 
they were appointed to do.’  They may also be unaware of the 
benefits of placements and how these can meet rigorous 
academic requirements. Also, staff do not always encourage 
their students to take placements, even placements at ‘near 
graduate’ level; students are told to ‘do a real (subject) module’.  
 
Exploratory research (Hills, J. and Page, B. (2004) Barriers to the 
take-up of sandwich and other work placements by intercity 
multiethnic students, London Metropolitan University) has shown 
that negative staff views are one of the barriers to the take-up of 
placements by non-traditional students, and that such students 
think placements should be a compulsory part of their degree 
course.    
 
Full evaluation of the new curriculum will be needed; currently 
this will occur through the normal monitoring processes, but a 
closer look at its effects should be introduced. Do we know it’s 
working? 
 
Increasing individualism 
Historically, the development of abilities and professional work 
placements was fully integrated into courses at north campus 
courses; at city campus ‘skills’ development and placements 
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tended to operate outside the departments and were delivered by 
learning support staff and the careers service. 
 
Prior to merger, all accredited short placements at north campus, 
with the exception of mandatory placements required by 
professional bodies in, for example, dietetics and social work, 
were (and still are) organised through the employability unit.  This 
ensures all practice associated with placements is consistently 
applied and that the student experience is comparable across 
subjects, and regularly monitored. The unit works in partnership 
with academic staff who agree the learning contract and assess 
the student performance and developing this partnership may 
have been helped by the Head of Unit having come from an 
academic teaching background.  At city campus there were very 
few subject-embedded and assessed short placements and, as 
indicated above, where they existed were mostly ex-curricular 
and organised by, or in conjunction with the careers service.    
 
However, this assurance of consistent practice may be eroded as 
some departments are beginning to establish their own, separate 
placements units.  
 
Dissemination of excellent practice 
There are, of course, some excellent examples of innovative 
practice in many subjects. For example, in jewellery and 
silversmithing and design, placements are being introduced at all 
undergraduate levels, progressively developing students’ 
professional expertise and employability.   
 
There is an urgent need to collect and disseminate interesting 
and innovative practice more widely and the aim now is to take 
the best practice from both campuses and to develop a coherent 
policy and set of practices for placements across the institution.  
The introduction of Foundation degrees is increasing the need for 
placements and the challenge will be to produce systems which 
prevent duplication and ensure consistency of student 
experience across the institution.  
 
The Academic Development Committee is producing a policy on 
work placements.   
 
Reinventing Personal Development Planning 
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Personal Development Planning methods are also being 
reformulated and discussed within subject and support areas.  
There are already examples of subject embedding available and 
it is proposed that further systematic embedding should occur in 
specified modules in each year of a degree course. A PDP 
system is being developed centrally and the newly appointed 
Personal Academic Advisors will be responsible for ensuring that 
students keep their file up-to-date.   
 
Other factors 
At the same time as the new strategies are being introduced the 
administration of the undergraduate scheme is being 
restructured, and it is suggested that these undergraduate 
administrative offices will overview employability, work 
placements, PDP, and offer academic advice and guidance. 
 
 

 
15. How generalisable is the policy/strategy/innovation to other 

institutions  
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Generalisable? 
The university has taken a cross-disciplinary approach to the 
development of its new curriculum and this should mean that it is 
readily translatable into other institutions. Translation will require 
evidence of its effectiveness and academic staff will need to 
supported and encouraged; the institution will need a strongly 
focused commitment to ensure its full implementation.  
 
Engaging staff 
Staff must be convinced of its usefulness and be assured that 
standards and depth of subject coverage do not have to decline, 
and that they will not have to reduce substantially the subject 
content of their degree courses. It will, however, involve staff in 
additional work redeveloping their courses and changing their 
teaching methods.     
 
Academic staff must understand that if they believe ‘other staff’ 
should develop employability in their students, then this will 
undoubtedly result in an increase in support staff and a 
consequent reduction in the numbers of academic staff.  
Academic staff do need to involve themselves in developing 
employability in their students, if only for reasons of self 
preservation. 
 
The academic-support staff partnership, created by the 
Employability Unit, is fully translatable into other institutions but 
again, it takes time to convince academics that it is adding value 
to the student experience and and could reduce their workloads.    
 
 

 
16. What should be done differently if this were to be begun anew? 
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A different approach 
The merger requirements were very demanding and had to be 
completed in a very short time. However, the work has been 
completed to the required deadlines and the teaching and 
learning strategy has been commended by HEFCE.  The 
undergraduate curriculum development might have been spread 
over a longer period, to allow recognition and discussion of best 
practice and to allow for wider consultation. 
 
Start with employability 
The pre-merger draft employability strategy has been put aside 
although many of its elements are acknowledged in the new 
curriculum.  The embedding of employability may have been 
made easier if a coherent policy had been produced immediately 
after merger and used as the basis for curriculum and other 
changes.  
 
The challenge is that an employability strategy should bring 
together many areas and activities - academic departments, 
academic professional development, widening participation, the 
careers service, the students’ union, volunteering, European 
Affairs, and business and community outreach.  Employability is 
a multidimensional concept and should unite all of these 
elements.  The better way would have been to start by producing 
an employability strategy 
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Web address (URL) to enable access to additional relevant material. 
 

www.londonmet.ac.uk/staff - for papers relating to strategy development 
www.londonmet.ac.uk/employability - for information on placements and 
employability research and development projects 
 

 
18. Extra material 

 
ANNEX 1: Committee and groups structure 
 
(a) The Academic Board is the Senior Academic Committee and the following 

committees report directly to it: 
• Academic Development Committee 
• Information & Learning Environment Committee  
• Research Development Committee  
The Quality & Standards Committee also reports to the Academic Board on 

some matters. 
 
(b)  The Academic Quality, Standards & Policy Development Committee receives 
reports from the: 

• Academic Audit Group 
• Ap(e)l Board 
• Business and Community Links Group 
• Collaborative Provision Group 
• Diversity and Equality Group 
• Examiners Group 
• Learning & Teaching Group 
• Portfolio Development Group 
• Regulations Group 
• Research Degrees Committee 
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ANNEX 2: Teaching and Learning strategy - summary 
 
High level broad goal 1: 
Provide high quality teaching and learner development and support geared to the 
needs of all students, including those from groups traditionally under-represented 
in HE, and which maintain and enhance academic standards. 
 
High level broad goal 2: 
Enable students to acquire and develop subject expertise and graduate attributes 
thereby enhancing their personal development, employability and capacity for 
lifelong learning 
 
High level broad goal 3: 
Develop a student-centred and inclusive learning environment that contributes to 
improving students’ experience, progression, retention and achievement 
 
High level broad goal 4: 
Build the professional expertise of teaching staff through the development and 
dissemination of good practice, innovation, scholarship and research in learning 
and teaching 
 
High level broad goal 5: 
Ensure involvement by departments, both professional support departments and 
academic departments, all staff and students in the implementation, monitoring 
and review of the University Learning and Teaching Strategy, in order to create 
ownership of it 
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ANNEX 3: Strategies (other than teaching & learning) incorporating 
employability targets  

 
Widening Participation  goal 4: development of a pro-active and 

integrated strand of activities relating to 
preparation for employment.   

 
Student Support and Guidance goal 4:  contribute to the development of 

curricula and pedagogy that promotes 
enhanced employability, personal development 
and a culture of achievement. 

 
Undergraduate provision goal 2: the development of high standards of 

academic excellence, employability and 
lifelong learning. 

 
goal 4: to provide an undergraduate 
programme which equips students with 
graduate employment skills in addition to 
subject-specific knowledge and abilities.  
 

Postgraduate provision: goal 2: establish and develop on a continuing 
basis an integrated university-wide framework 
for taught postgraduate provision which will… 
support lifelong learning and continuing 
professional development. 

 
Income generation and consultancy strategic aim 2: Secure funds for support 

of support for Small-medium sized Enterprises 
and Black Minority Ethnic businesses in the 
area of expertise of the university and for 
projects developing the employability and self-
employment of our graduates. 

 
European goal 3: To optimise the employability of 

students in the integrated and enlarged Single 
Market. 
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ANNEX 4: Examples of the progressive development of employability 
 
1 Employability development in the undergraduate curriculum 
 
 Year 1  Introduction to components of employability: through group 

projects, simulations, case studies, inviting employers/external 
professional practitioners into the classroom, structured 
company visits, projects with years 2/3 students, basic work 
experience/volunteering. 

 
 Year 2:  Identifying and developing professional attributes in external 

organisations:  achieved through developing level 2 abilities in 
live projects, work shadowing, coaching, 
placements/volunteering, employer events, projects with years 
1/3 students.  

 
 Year 3:   Working as a professional: achieved through taking a ‘near 

graduate’ professional placement, undertaking a research 
project, dissertation, developing an exhibition or other 
appropriate subject-based professional activity. 

 
Years1, 2, 3: Personal development planning should be integrated 

throughout a course. 
 
2 Group projects  
  
           The process:  beginning in year 1 and arriving in the final year 

 
self-determined groupings of peers    random groupings including interdisciplinary 

groups 
project specified and activities indicated   project  ill-defined and complex;  no actions 

given 
regular monitoring and recording of student 
progress by staff 

 
 
 

 

• minimal supervision – academic/employer 
‘consultants’ available  

• group identifies actions required and self-
monitors 

supported self-reflection and action 
planning;  staff assessment with 
introduction to self and peer assessment 

 
 

individual and group reflection and action planning; 
self and peer assessment with academic staff / 
employer moderation 

 
Project context: 

discipline-based with employer input to abilities development 
and/or subject content and assessment 
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