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The purposes of this briefing
This is one of a series of briefin

gs produced 

by H
EFC

E’s Enhancing Student
Em

ployability 

Co-ordination Team
 (ESEC

T) an
d the LTSN

 G
en

eric

Centre. Their w
ebsite (w

w
w

.ltsn
.ac.uk/ESEC

T) has

an em
ployability area w

hich is rapidly becom
ing

populated w
ith resources – for exam

ple, on

assessm
ent, em

ployability and the first
year,

personal developm
ent

plans, curricu
lu

m
 design,

and w
ork placem

ents.

This paper concentrates on
 the im

plication
s for heads of

departm
ent, regardless of their su

bject
area, of govern

m
ent

policies to enhance higher edu
cation’s contribu

tion
 to student

em
ployability. 

There are tw
o other briefings that

are closely related to this

one and you m
ight

w
ish to look at

them
 as w

ell:

•
A

 briefing for pro-vice-chancellors. 

•
A

 briefing on the contribu
tion of learn

ing, teachin
g,

assessm
ent

and oth
er cu

rriculu
m

 projects to student

em
ployability.

Th
e briefin

g for projects is a su
ccin

ct
set

of su
ggestion

s abou
t

w
ays in w

hich innovative projects can contribute to the

developm
ent

of student
em

ployability w
ithout

com
prom

ising

their origin
al aim

s and w
ithou

t
m

uch extra effort. Th
e

underlying reasoning – that
w

ell-conceived w
ork on teaching,

learning an
d assessm

ent
alm

ost
invariably m

akes a

contribution to student
em

ployability – can also be applied to

departm
ental practices, w

hich m
akes this set

of notes a useful

point
of reference for heads of departm

ent
as w

ell as for

project
team

 leaders.

The pro-vice-chancellors’briefing has a great
deal to say about

strategic issues and change m
anagem

ent. The suggestions are

relevant
to heads of departm

ent
as w

ell, although its attention

is on institutional, rather than departm
ental, issues.

In addition, LTSN
 subject

centres are running a variety of

assessm
ent

projects and m
any, w

orking w
ith the G

eneric

Centre and ESECT, are producing subject-specific briefings for

departm
ents. Those briefings w

ill take account
of distinctive

features of subjects in w
ays that

this paper does not. H
ere the

intention is to sketch w
hat

the new
 em

phasis on em
ployability

m
ight

m
ean for heads of departm

ent
in general.
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W
hat

is the issue?
Em

ployability is an issue that
has gained a great

deal of prom
inence in the last

few
 years, partly

because of evident
governm

ent
concern but

also

because em
ployers have been m

ore vocal about
the

com
plexities of graduate recruitm

ent.

H
ow

ever, concerns about
graduate em

ployability are neither

new
 nor confined to the U

K
. There have been debates about

the nature of graduate skills since the 1980s, w
hich w

ere

accentuated w
ith the rapid increase in graduate num

bers in

the early 1990s. In addition, there have been various

em
ployability-related initiatives, such as Enterprise in H

igher

Education and H
igher Education for C

apability culm
inating in

the D
earing Report

of 1997 w
hich m

ade considerable play on

the need for key skills, w
ork-based learning opportunities and

m
ore collaboration betw

een higher education and em
ployers.

The issue is that
the U

K
 and other countries in the EU

 need a

w
ell-educated w

orkforce to take forw
ard the know

ledge

econom
y in an era of globalisation. The European Com

m
ission

(EC
, 2001; 2003), for exam

ple, is clear that
if w

e w
ant

to be

able to com
pete w

e need a w
ell-educated w

orkforce. N
o longer

are industries w
ith large unskilled w

orkforces going to provide

areas of grow
th

 for W
estern

 Eu
rope. U

K
 govern

m
ent

th
in

kin
g

runs on sim
ilar lines. A

lthough this is often understood as a

policy for econom
ic success, the European Com

m
ission sees it

as a policy that
w

ill establish a ‘know
ledge society’as w

ell,

creating w
ell-educated citizens and enhancing social and

cultural developm
ent. There is som

e research evidence that
the

sorts of achievem
ents, attributes or assets that

m
ake for career

success are of the sam
e order as those that

m
ake for life

success as w
ell (Sternberg and colleagues, 2000). 

To ensure success, it
is argued that

the future w
orkforce needs to

be flexible and innovative, em
pow

ered and enabled rather than

m
anaged and controlled. This requires a population that

can take

initiative, is able to reflect, analyse and critique as w
ell as relate to

other people, operate in team
s and com

m
unicate effectively.

In short, the issue for our students is to enhance them
 in as

m
any w

ays as w
e can so that

they have the best
possibility of

developing the kinds of career they w
ant. In the process, w

e

w
ould expect

to have an effect
that

w
ill also contribute to

quality of life as w
ell. 

H
ow

ever, som
e academ

ics have said that
this is not

their

problem
, that

higher education isn’t
a place to train graduates

for jobs and that
it’s up to em

ployers to sort
out

recruitm
ent.

Indeed, em
ployability has often been seen as a threat

to higher

edu
cation’s valu

es. In
 th

is briefin
g it

w
ill be su

ggested th
at,

vocational subjects apart, the m
ission of higher education in

the U
K

 is not
prim

arily one of training students for

em
ploym

ent. That
said, it

can contribute pow
erfully to

em
ployability because the things em

ployers generally value in

new
 graduates are things that

m
ost

teachers in higher

education also value. If w
e think of em

ployability in general

term
s, so far from

 there being a conflict
betw

een w
hat

em
ployers and academ

ics value, there is considerable

con
gru

en
ce. U

n
derstood like th

at, in
 h

igh
er edu

cation

em
ployability is everybody’s natural and norm

al business.

Isn’t
m

y m
ain new

 concern w
idening participation?

A
nd w

hat’s the connection to em
ployability?

The U
K governm

ent
is com

m
itted to continuing to w

iden

participation in higher education. W
ithout

doubt, in the short-

term
 at

least, w
idening participation is a m

ajor concern of

universities. H
ow

ever, as a departm
ental head you w

ill know
 that

w
idening participation m

eans m
ore than just

getting students

into higher education: it
also includes supporting them

 through

higher education and out
into the w

orld of w
ork. This includes

retention issues, student
support

and helping all students,

including non-traditional entrants, to m
axim

ise their career

potential. This analysis of w
idening participation is developed by

Professor Layer in a paper in the Learning and Em
ployability series

(Layer, 2003, available at
w

w
w

.ltsn.ac.uk/ESECT).

W
idening participation is an im

portant
approach to prom

oting

social justice through enhancing the diversity of people

succeeding in higher education. For this and other reasons,

higher education institutions, m
odes of study, and the

graduate labour m
arket

are all becom
ing m

ore diverse, as are

student
backgrounds. These are all interconnected and

institutional responses to developing em
ployability pull the

different
elem

ents together (Figure 1).

W
hat

is em
ployability?

There are tw
o broad approaches

to defining em
ployability: Job getting; 

Individual attribute developm
ent

Em
ployability as job getting

The first
relates to the ability of a graduate to get

a job. These

definitions include varying levels of qualification about
the

nature and tim
ing of the job and the ability to retain and

succeed in the job. In this sense em
ployability is defined on a

range that
varies from

:

•
The ability to secure a job after gradu

ation

through...

•
The ability to secure a graduate (or appropriate) job 

w
ithin a specified tim

e after graduation

to...

•
The ability to secure a graduate (or appropriate) job w

ithin
 

a specified tim
e after graduation, to retain

 th
e post

an
d to

develop and succeed w
ithin

 the chosen career.

These job-getting definitions of em
ployability are som

ew
hat

lim
ited as they do not

really provide any help to academ
ics

about
w

hat
it

is that
gradu

ates m
ight

exh
ibit

that
w

ould help

them
 in securing w

ork. A
t

w
orst, they suggest

that
a university

or college’s contribution to student
em

ployability is fairly

represented by the graduate em
ploym

ent
rate of institutions.

H
itherto, in England th

at
h

as m
eant

th
e statistics derived from

the first
destination survey. W

hile the em
ploym

ent
rate m

ay be

im
portant, it

is not
the prim

ary con
cern

 of em
ployability, w

hich

is about
developing and articulating abilities. Em

ployability –

having the attributes to succeed in em
ploym

ent
– is

significantly different
from

 actually getting em
ploym

ent,

w
hich is affected by a range of extraneou

s factors. 

Em
ployability as developing 

attributes for graduate em
ploym

ent
The second broad approach to defining em

ployability refers to

the attribu
tes that

a graduate has developed that
w

ill assist
in

getting, retaining an
d developin

g w
ithin a job. There is a large

array of such defin
itions and th

e follow
ing is indicative:

•
D

eveloping a range of attributes em
ployers w

ant.

•
D

evelopin
g a ran

ge of attribu
tes n

ecessary for 

career progression.

•
Exhibiting a range of attributes that

em
ployers anticipate

w
ill be n

ecessary for th
e fu

tu
re effective fu

n
ction

in
g of 

their organisation.

•
D

eveloping a ran
ge of attributes to becom

e a critical 

lifelong learner. 

These definitions place m
ore em

phasis on
 student

developm
ent

an
d achievem

ent
an

d the on
es tow

ards th
e end

of the list
focus m

ore on th
e learning for life that

is also valued

by em
ployers, rather than on satisfying specific em

ployer

needs. Th
is is the line favoured by ESEC

T and the G
eneric

Centre and w
hich underpins their description of em

ployability

as ‘a set
of achievem

ents – skills, understandings and personal

attribu
tes – that

m
ake graduates m

ore likely to gain

em
ploym

ent
and be successful in their chosen occupations.’

The next
section goes into som

e detail about
these attributes

and it
w

ill be evident
that

this second broad approach to

em
ployability is m

ore likely to engage academ
ics than the first.

A
 paper by H

arvey (2003), Transitions from
 higher education to

w
ork, provides a great

deal of inform
ation about

w
ays of

prom
oting them

, as does another by Yorke and K
night

(2003).
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So w
hat

are the attributes 
graduates should have? 
N

o single w
ord neatly sum

m
arises the things em

ployers value

in new
 graduates. Perhaps the idea of ‘assets’com

es closest,

but
it

carries unw
elcom

e connotations. O
ther ESECT papers

talk of ‘achievem
ents’, although not

everyone is happy w
ith

the idea that
self-confidence and m

otivation, for exam
ple, are

achievem
ents. ‘A

ttributes’is the term
 used here but

it
doesn’t

really capture the idea that
graduates have had to w

ork hard

to develop som
e of the attributes. Regardless of w

hichever of

these three term
s is preferred, the idea that

‘em
ployability =

skills’is firm
ly rejected. The language of skills tends to:

•
Focus on a (lim

ited) list
of em

ployer-determ
ined skills.

•
Im

ply a com
peten

cy or ‘tick-box’approach
.

•
Su

ggest
train

in
g for a job or profession

 rath
er th

an
 edu

cation

for life.

•
U

nderplay traditional academ
ic abilities: critique, synthesis

and analysis.

•
Rest

on som
e dubious psychological and philosophical

assum
ptions.

It
is im

portant
to see attribute developm

ent
as a process of

learning and to insist
that

attributes are not
collected like stam

ps.

A
 student

m
ay have ‘done’team

 w
orking but

that
does not

m
ake

the student
a team

 w
orker. A

s w
ith any other attribute, such as

synthesis, a student
can be m

ore
–

or less –
effective as a team

w
orker and continuing developm

ent
is both desirable and likely.

Box 1 sketches som
e of the attributes that

researchers have

found that
em

ployers w
ant

in new
 graduate em

ployees.

Typical findings from
 research

into em
ployers’‘w

ish lists’

Lee H
arvey et

al.(1997) found that
em

ployers w
ant

graduates w
ith know

ledge, intellect, w
illingness to

learn, self-m
anagem

ent
skills, adaptability,

com
m

unication skills, team
-w

orking and

interpersonal skills.

Research reported by M
antz Yorke (1998) found that

sm
all enterprises especially valued skill at

oral

com
m

unication, handling one's ow
n w

orkload, team

w
orking, m

anaging others, getting to the heart
of

problem
s, critical analysis, sum

m
arising, and group

problem
-solving. Valued attributes included being

able to w
ork under pressure, com

m
itm

ent, w
orking

varied hours, dependability, im
agination/creativity,

getting on w
ith people, and w

illingness to learn.

John Brennan and colleagues
(2001) highlighted the

significance of initiative, w
orking independently,

w
orking under pressure, oral com

m
unication skills,

accuracy, attention to detail, tim
e m

anagem
ent,

adaptability, w
orking in a team

, taking responsibility

and decisions, planning co-ordinating and

organising.

Som
e lists identify as m

any as sixty to eighty

attributes. These attribu
tes have also been grou

ped

under various pseudo-taxon
om

ies. N
on

etheless,

there is a core set
of attribu

tes that
have recurred

over the last
tw

enty years. O
ne relatively sim

ple

w
ay of fram

ing attribu
tes is to identify personal

and interactive attribu
tes. (O

ther ESEC
T briefings

u
se a different

bu
t

com
plem

entary arran
gem

ent

of the research evidence on w
hat

em
ployers 

w
ant

– for exam
ple Lester, 2003.)

Personal attributes in
clu

de:

•
‘H

igher-level’academ
ic attribu

tes of an
alysis, critiqu

e,

synthesis, lateral thinking – often subsum
ed by em

ployers

under ‘intelligence’or ‘creative problem
-solving’.

•
K

now
ledge of the subject

or related profession
. O

ften
,

though, this is not
seen as particu

larly im
portant

in
 its ow

n

right
by em

ployers – rather they see it
as a vehicle for the

developm
ent

of other attributes. In som
e areas, such

 as

m
edicine and engineerin

g, su
bject

know
ledge is regarded as

im
portant

but
the key is the u

n
derstan

ding of core principles

rath
er th

an
 specific kn

ow
ledge. G

iven
, th

e fragm
entation

 of

disciplines, the vast
am

ount
of know

ledge and in
form

ation

in
 every field an

d th
e rapid rate of ch

an
ge, kn

ow
in

g h
ow

 to

find out
things is m

ore im
portant

th
an kn

ow
ing things.

•
Self-skills, such as self-confidence, self-reliance, self-

m
anagem

ent; aspects of the in
dividu

al that
equip them

 to

com
pete in and be successfu

l in th
eir ch

osen
 career – this is

about
ensuring gradu

ates are able to cope an
d are not

intim
idated.

•
Flexibility and adaptability are im

portant
as the w

orld of

w
ork is constantly changing. There are few

er ‘jobs for life’

and even those keep ch
an

ging. Bein
g able to respon

d to

change is essential and being able to anticipate chan
ge is

even m
ore useful.

•
Initiative and risk-takin

g – know
in

g w
hen

 to show
 initiative

and take risks and w
hen

 to play safe – is also u
seful.

Interactive attribu
tes, w

hich are usually linked

together as the basis of effective w
orking in any

environ
m

ent, include:

•
Interpersonal skills. These are to do w

ith gettin
g along w

ith

oth
er people. Th

ey in
clu

de tact, diplom
acy, bein

g aw
are of

other people’s status an
d con

cerns, through to conviviality

and hum
ou

r. 

•
Team

 w
orking is the m

ain w
ay in w

hich people operate in

the w
ork setting. Even self-em

ployed graduates in their ow
n

sm
all businesses are not

im
m

une from
 w

orking on team
-

based projects. Team
 w

orking is about
the ability to take

appropriate roles in
 different

team
 situations, to be able to

develop and progress a project
through discussion and

negotiation and to allocate and take responsibility for parts

of the project, ensuring that
the w

hole is coherent
and

com
pleted to sch

edule an
d specification.

•
W

ritten an
d oral com

m
unication skills are highly valued. The

form
er includes the u

se of in
form

ation technology and

en
com

passes everyth
in

g from
 th

e ability to produ
ce learn

ed

pieces such as academ
ic articles an

d theses, through to

com
plex reports, bullet-pointed briefings, new

spaper articles,

press releases, letters, em
ails and w

ebsites. W
ritten

com
m

unication skills inclu
de being able to w

rite

gram
m

atically, an
d pu

nctuate and spell correctly. O
ral

com
m

unication ranges from
 form

al con
ference

presentation
s, through sh

ort
presentations to peers and

m
aking points in m

eetings, to in
form

al com
m

u
nication w

ith

colleagues and the ability to ‘netw
ork’. N

etw
orking ranges

from
 m

aking links w
ith people through events su

ch as

m
eetings, con

ferences, sem
inars – using the inform

al tim
e to

m
ake and reinforce links w

ith people – to u
sing electronic

com
m

unication to identify people w
ith sim

ilar interests.
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A
 first

reaction m
ight

be that
academ

ics cannot
be

expected to be involved in developing this large

array of attributes. M
any of them

 are, in any case,

closely linked to the personality of the student. If

som
eone is not

particularly convivial or has no

apparent
sense of hum

our, then it
is surely not

the

role of academ
ics to attem

pt
to change this. 

A
 response is that

providing em
ployability-developm

ent

opportunities is not
about

attem
pting to change the

personality of students, nor is it, indeed, about
attem

pting to

m
ake m

icro-level changes in individual attitudes and actions. It

is, though, about
m

aking students aw
are of the w

orld of w
ork

and helping them
 reflect

on their strengths and w
eaknesses

and w
hat

they m
ight

do to enhance their attributes.

H
igher education teachers do m

uch m
ore than this though. A

s

academ
ics, w

e are good at
helping students becom

e analytic,

solve problem
s, record observations, synthesise inform

ation,

construct
coherent

argum
ents and com

m
unicate them

 in

w
ritten form

 (through essays, for exam
ple), think creatively and

critique texts. Increasingly, w
e get

students to w
ork in groups

and encourage them
 to do oral presentations. M

any of us,

though, are not
so confident

about
teaching team

-w
orking or

oral presentational skills, and w
ould not

consider it
our role – or

even possible – to teach flexibility, risk-taking, self-m
anagem

ent

and interpersonal skills. Yet, w
ell-designed courses and

program
m

es do expect
students to be able to w

ork in groups, to

com
m

unicate in sem
inars or oral exam

inations, to be flexible

and cope w
ith several m

odules sim
ultaneously: to w

ork on

different
pieces of coursew

ork at
the sam

e tim
e, m

anage their

tim
e and resources, take risks in assessed w

ork, think

im
aginatively and to be able to get

on w
ith their peers, both in

and outside the university, and w
ith staff. If individual teachers

are uncertain about
their ability to help students w

ith

difficulties in these areas, program
m

e and course team
s are

likely to have expertise and – in m
ature courses and

program
m

es – resources, routines and ‘tools’that
have been

developed to support
students and teachers alike. 

D
o academ

ics have any role in developing students’
self-prom

otional or job-getting skills?
It

m
ight

seem
 that

self-prom
otion or preparing students w

ith

specific skills to help them
 get

jobs is not
really the province of

academ
ic subject

specialists. This seem
s like a job for careers

and m
arketing specialists w

ho have a better, and m
ore up-to-

date, know
ledge of em

ployer recruitm
ent

processes, portfolio

w
orking and business start-ups.

In
 m

any respects th
is is th

e case. M
ost

in
stitu

tion
s h

ave

specialist
support

of this sort
and students are w

ell advised to

use those resources. There are likely to be w
orkshops run by

careers services on such things as curriculum
 vitae

w
riting,

labour m
arket

intelligence, recruitm
ent

practices and

assessm
ent

centres. There m
ay even be m

odules available on

aspects of transitions to w
ork, w

hich m
ay be generic or

integrated into program
m

es of study (see H
arvey 2003 for a

su
m

m
ary of th

is sort
of provision

). Person
al developm

ent

planning, w
hich is a good basis for integrating these self-

prom
otional and job-getting skills into the curriculum

, should

be w
ell-developed from

 late 2005 onw
ards – if they are not

already. Yet
students often seek advice from

 their hom
e

departm
ent, so it

is w
orth m

aking sure that
the departm

ent

does know
 the types of things that

are available to students

and that
som

e – clearly identified – staff are briefed to advise

students on events, m
odules and other specialist

careers

in
form

ation
, advice an

d gu
idan

ce.

H
ow

ever, careers services tend to be lim
ited in w

hat
they can

achieve w
ith the num

ber of students th
ey h

ave to deal w
ith

and, in any case, the direct
transition into w

ork cannot
be

entirely divorced from
 th

e subject
area of study. In

 th
e art

and

design field, for exam
ple, graduates often have to m

ix part-

tim
e w

orking w
ith self-em

ploym
ent, are required to prom

ote

them
selves to get

com
m

ission
s, an

d n
eed to understan

d the

tax system
, sources of grant

incom
e an

d so on
. C

areers services

can
 offer som

e advice an
d gu

idan
ce bu

t
th

e biggest
im

pact
on

the self-confidence to self-prom
ote w

ill be the feedback and

guidance students get
from

 tutors, w
h

o need to be aw
are of

the state of the m
arket. If th

e departm
ent

is not
sufficiently

up-to-date on sources of funding, or on
 taxation

 and self-

em
ploym

ent
regulations, it

is w
orth arranging a specialist

discipline-specific session, set
of w

orkshops, or m
odule for

students. The sam
e w

ould be the case in other disciplines. For

exam
ple, the Faculty H

ealth
 and Com

m
unity C

are at
the

U
niversity of Central En

glan
d in

 Birm
in

gham
 has a ‘Transitions

to W
ork’m

odule that
inter alia

addresses th
e politics of

w
orking in the health system

. Besides, in m
any areas,

academ
ics have direct

links w
ith the w

orld of w
ork through

applied research or consu
ltancy. Som

e areas have a lot
of part-

tim
e or sessional teachers w

h
o are practising professionals.

This is a resource that
can be u

sed to en
han

ce the curriculum

in various w
ays, not

least
by bringin

g real-life problem
s to the

teaching and learning situ
ation

. 

So, although developing stu
dents’self-prom

otional

or job-gettin
g skills is n

ot
th

e prim
ary role of

academ
ics, it

is not
som

eth
in

g th
at

can
 be entirely

sidestepped. Indeed, to m
ake th

is as useful as

possible for students, it
helps if aspects of this are

brought
into the curricu

lu
m

 th
rough

 collaborative

w
ork w

ith other professionals in student
services

such as the careers departm
ent. Students ben

efit

from
 a holistic approach

 th
at

m
akes a fairly sm

ooth

link betw
een career developm

ent
planning and the

academ
ic subject . 

I can see that
reflection and articulation

are im
portant

but
w

hat
should I expect

m
y staff to do about

this?
This is abou

t
students being able to assess

them
selves and identify, in

 explicit
w

ays, their

strengths, w
eaknesses and areas for further

developm
ent. A

 G
eneric Centre paper (M

oon, 2003)

goes into som
e detail about

reflection and

em
ployability so only highlights are covered h

ere. 

Personal developm
ent

planning (PD
P) w

ill provide a fram
ew

ork

to en
able an

d encourage students to be reflective an
d to

articulate their attributes. It
is likely, in m

any institu
tions, that

this w
ill be an institution-w

ide, online facility. H
ow

ever, that

doesn’t
m

ean
 that

academ
ics should n

ot
be involved at

the

departm
ental level. O

n
 th

e contrary, stu
dents w

ill n
eed

supporting th
rou

gh th
is process and aspects of PD

P m
ight

be

lin
ked to the curriculum

 or used as a vehicle for assessed w
ork. 

A
s for reflection generally, all staff can be involved in various

w
ays. A

t
the end of a m

odule, students could be asked to

reflect
on w

hat
they have learn

ed an
d w

hat
attributes the

m
odule has contributed to developing. In som

e in
stances,

lectu
rers en

cou
rage stu

dents to do th
is at

th
e en

d of every

taught
session

. In som
e m

odu
les this m

ay be augm
ented by

askin
g students to keep a reflective log.

W
here students are involved in w

ork experience that
is

em
bedded in the program

m
e of study, such as short

periods of

w
ork experience, w

ork shadow
ing, or longer external

placem
ents, then ensure that

there is an adequate process of

debriefin
g. A

gain
, th

is is h
elped if stu

dents keep a log or diary

that
reflects on w

hat
they have learned from

 th
eir experien

ces.

It
also helps if, from

 the outset, there is a close relationship

betw
een student, em

ployer and tutor resulting in a clear

program
m

e of w
ork and explicit

expectations and outcom
es.

This enables evaluation of learning again
st

these in
itial targets.

W
hat

role do academ
ics have in helping

students acquire these attributes?
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Should I actively encourage
the developm

ent
of em

ployability?
The short

answ
er to this is ‘Yes’, although 

none of w
hat

follow
s w

ill w
ork if you, as 

head of departm
ent, are not

convinced.

It
is im

portant
to persuade staff to be involved and to enable

their involvem
ent. D

irectives, how
ever w

ell-intentioned, are

likely to result
in a veneer of com

pliance at
best

and im
placable

resistance at
w

orst. The general advice is to encourage positive

thinking, w
hich doesn’t

m
ean staff becom

ing converts, disciples

or ‘born-again’em
ployability purists. It

does m
ean show

ing how

a concern for em
ployability can not

only be reconciled w
ith

good curriculum
 practices but

can actually enhance them
. In

departm
ents w

ith good program
m

es and learning and teaching

arrangem
ents, taking em

ployability seriously doesn’t
m

ean staff

having to m
ake huge changes or com

pletely restructure

program
m

es. It
usually involves thinking creatively w

ithin

existing fram
ew

orks: m
aking sm

all changes to content, delivery

or assessm
ent. Yorke and Knight

(2003) drew
 on the Skills plus

project
to describe a ‘tuning’approach to enhancing the

contribution good program
m

es m
ake to student

em
ployability. 

Bearing in m
ind that

m
any of the attributes em

ployers value

com
e from

 the w
hole undergraduate experience rather than

from
 any one m

odule, it
is better to m

ove this process ahead

on a team
 basis rather than have individuals ‘exposed’.

A
lthough one often needs pioneers and cham

pions, it
is

im
portant

to establish innovation as an expectation across the

departm
ent. There is also a m

ore pragm
atic reason to

encourage team
w

orking. It
is w

ell know
n that

if one m
em

ber

of a teaching team
 ‘goes out

on a lim
b’students w

ill often

react
adversely. O

n the other hand, if a program
m

e has a

distinct
learning culture w

ith clear, regularly experienced

expectations, then students w
ill generally take it

up. The issue

here is m
anaging student

expectation and that
is best

treated

as a program
m

e, not
as a m

odule, issue.

Key elem
ents are:

•
Persuading colleagues that

em
ployability is not

toxic to

academ
ic values: this involves going over the ground covered

in the ‘w
hat

is em
ployability section?’above.

•
Treating program

m
e leaders as the key people in this w

ork.

•
M

oving step-w
ise over a few

 years, so that
som

e changes are

m
ade one year, consolidated in a second and extended in a

third.

•
Providing aids, such as curriculum

 auditing devices, to help

program
m

e team
s identify w

hat
they are already doing and

w
hat

could be done m
ore decisively.

•
N

egotiating som
e changes to the em

phases of existing

m
odules in order to strengthen the coherence and coverage

of th
e program

m
e.

•
H

ighlighting the program
m

e’s contributions to em
ployability

and m
aking sure that

students and teachers are regularly

rem
inded of those highlights.

•
Exploiting the potential of the PD

P system
s that

universities,

colleges an
d departm

ents w
ill soon

 n
eed to h

ave in
 place.

A
nother good m

echanism
 for getting a team

 approach off the

ground is to use the periodic program
m

e review
 and validation

m
echanism

. U
se the review

 cycle to encourage and enable

change and the em
bedding of em

ployability. The cycle has the

additional advantage of allow
ing an overview

 across a

program
m

e, w
hich perm

its an analysis of the balance of

em
phasis on different

attributes. Preferably, ensure that

students have a variety of experiences and develop an array of

attributes. 

W
hat

em
ployability-developm

ent
opportunities should w

e offer?
There are m

any w
ays of reducing th

e lists th
at

com
e from

asking em
ployers w

hat
they look for in new

 graduate recruits

(see Box, on page 6), ju
st

as th
ere are variou

s w
ays of

describing the things th
ey valu

e: as skills, ach
ievem

ents, assets

or attributes. The approach
 u

sed h
ere is com

patible w
ith

 that

in other ESEC
T w

riting (in
 Yorke an

d K
n

ight, 2003, for exam
ple)

but
different

from
 it. The advantage of  su

m
m

arising

em
ployability attributes in this w

ay is that
it, taken w

ith the

account
in Yorke and K

night
(2003), show

s that
it

is reasonable

to re-arrange the data to su
it

the culture of th
e institution. 

Four inter-related areas that
students need to develop are: 

1. Em
ployability attribute developm

ent;

2. Self-prom
otional or job-getting skills;

3. W
illingness to learn and continu

e learn
ing;

4. Reflection and articu
lation.

The first
three are underpinned by a process of reflection and

articulation on the part
of the stu

dent. A
cadem

ics cann
ot

do

this for students but
can help and provide opportun

ities for

them
 to do it. The developm

ent
of personal developm

ent

planning and progress files is design
ed to aid th

is process.

Figure 2 suggests that
em

ployability attribu
te developm

ent,

self-prom
otional or job-getting skills, w

illingness to learn and

continue learning and reflection
 – w

hich is an aid to attribute

developm
ent

– em
erge from

 a com
plex of factors. C

learly,

stu
dents n

eed to en
gage w

ith
 th

e opportu
n

ities available.

H
arvey (2003) review

s a con
siderable nu

m
ber of opportu

nities

that
departm

ents and in
stitutions h

ave m
ade available to

undergraduates. N
aturally, th

e range of opportu
nities and 

experien
ces w

ill vary from
 in

stitu
tion

 to in
stitu

tion
 an

d w
ill be

m
ediated by the subject

area of their study. Stu
dents also, of

cou
rse, bring w

ith
 them

 a range of abilities and experiences

(W
ard an

d Pierce, 2003 review
 som

e of th
em

). Furth
er

developm
ent

should com
e th

rough the curriculu
m

 and th
rou

gh

extra-curricular activities, n
ot

least
of w

hich is part-tim
e or

fu
ll-tim

e paid or voluntary w
ork. There is also a need to

consider how
 to help students to m

ake w
ell-supported claim

s

to achievem
ent

in term
s that

w
ill resonate w

ith em
ployers.

PD
P offers opportunities here, and in som

e institutions and

subject
areas it

is becom
ing usual for students to develop

profession
al portfolios and business plan

s. 

That
said, it

is helpfu
l for departm

ents to appreciate the lim
its

of th
e possible. Extern

al factors, ou
tside th

e control of th
e

in
stitution or the graduate, w

ill have an
 affect

on
 the

em
ploym

ent
opportunities and success or on the ability to

sustain self-em
ploym

ent
or a new

 business.

Sources of ideas about
the opportunities that

can be provided

to help students develop their claim
s to em

ployability are:

•
Pam

ph
lets and, in

 2004, ‘toolkits’on the ESEC
T/G

C
 w

ebsite

(w
w

w
.ltsn

.ac.u
k/ESEC

T).

•
C

areers services. There is a grow
in

g readiness to h
elp

departm
ents think about

their em
ployability provision and

to contribu
te, directly or otherw

ise, to program
m

es.  

•
LTSN

 su
bject

centres, all of w
hich have engaged in

em
ployability projects, and the LTSN

 G
eneric Centre, w

hich

has a senior adviser w
orking on em

ployability.

•
Th

e Centre for Recordin
g A

chievem
ent, w

hich
 has expertise

on
 PD

P.

Figure 2:A
 m

odel of graduate

em
ployability developm

ent.

(A
dapted from

 H
arvey, Locke

and M
orey, 2002)
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W
here do I find exam

ples that
other academ

ics have used? D
o 

they need to be subject
specific?

There are a lot
of exam

ples of practice around and m
ost

ideas

are transferable from
 one discipline to another. The subject

content
m

ay need changing and ideas m
ay need m

inor

m
odification but

m
ost

are essentially generic.

There is probably a lot
goin

g on
 in you

r ow
n institu

tion
. You

m
ight

try contactin
g th

e learn
in

g an
d teach

in
g su

pport

departm
ent

(if you have one) and ask th
em

, or sen
d an

 e-m
ail

to internal colleagues to ask w
h

at
th

ey are doin
g. You m

ight

also contact
colleagues in your subject

n
etw

orks or people on

appropriate e-m
ail lists.

H
ow

ever, there are also other published sources, although this

is a fast
developing area: electronic resou

rces go ou
t

of date

quickly, w
ebsites change, printed m

aterial goes out
of print,

individuals m
ove on. N

onetheless, it
is w

orth consulting

various sites. There are other resources on the w
eb and direct

links to all this m
aterial can

 be fou
n

d on the follow
ing w

eb

page: http://w
w

w
.sh

u
.ac.u

k/cre/em
ployability 

N
ote that

not
all practice is good practice, bu

t
there

are usually ideas or exam
ples readily available that

w
ork in at

least
som

e areas. There is little around

that
catalogues things that

haven’t
w

orked.

H
ow

 do I m
anage the change 

so that
em

ployability becom
es 

part
of the academ

ic culture?
This is the hardest

part
and, as w

as said earlier, it
takes tim

e.

Em
ployability needs to be seen as part

of a general process of

change that
includes other aspects of diversity, w

idening

access, flexible provision, and new
 pedagogic practices,

especially the utilisation of com
m

unication and inform
ation

technology. Indeed, in England, the funding council’s 2004

briefing on w
idening participation strategies is likely to ask

institutions to pay m
ore attention to student

success, both on

courses and in term
s of em

ployability. Thinking about
the next

round of teaching and learning strategies is on sim
ilar lines. A

case in point
is that, as m

anaged or virtual learning

environm
ents becom

e m
ore w

idespread and contact
teaching

is augm
ented w

ith electronic resources and support, there w
ill

be a variety of opportunities to rethink program
m

es and

develop a varied learning environm
ent

for students: ‘blended

learning’as it
is currently know

n.

A
s m

ention
ed above, the use of th

e periodic review
 and

validation cycle can
 help the process of change an

d adaptation.

H
ow

ever, this w
ill only w

ork if staff buy into it, otherw
ise it

w
ill

be a com
pliance procedure that

appears on
 paper but

possibly

not
in practice. A

nd th
e m

ore that
em

ployability is fu
lly

integrated into curricula and th
e less it

is seen as an add-on,

th
e m

ore it
w

ill becom
e part

of th
e cu

ltu
re. Integration

 w
ill

w
ork best

if it
in

cludes everything from
 aim

s to assessm
ent. 

W
hat

can I do about
staff w

ho 
are resistant

to incorporating
em

ployability into their teaching?
N

ot
a lot, but

it
is often surprising how

 m
uch can be achieved

by refuting the belief that
a concern for em

ployability is

tantam
ount

to academ
ic dereliction. The alternative, that

a

concern for em
ployability aligns w

ell w
ith m

any academ
ic

values in all subject
areas, significantly reduces hostility. 

It
also helps to refer positively in m

eetings to th
e innovations

elsew
h

ere am
ong the staff group. Find out

w
hy a m

em
ber of

staff is resistant. H
elp if you can. U

ltim
ately, stronger drivers

for change w
ill be stu

dent
expectations an

d the need to align

individual m
odules w

ith program
m

e designs that
are suffused

w
ith em

ployability-enhancing practices.

If you are using the review
 and validation

 

procedure to em
bed em

ployability, then this

provides a fram
ew

ork for insisting on

developm
ents. 

W
e use traditional form

s of assessm
ent

of students so how
 do w

e adapt
these

to assess em
ployability?

There is no easy solution but
it

is very likely that
assessm

ent

practices w
ill need to change. H

ow
ever, a G

eneric Centre

publication (Knight
and Yorke, 2003a) on assessm

ent
and

em
ployability argues that

practices should not
just

change to

accom
m

odate em
ployability. Instead, assessm

ent
should be

review
ed to see w

hether it
assesses the things specified in aim

s

and objectives of program
m

es. O
r if the program

m
e identifies

learning outcom
es, it

is necessary to ensure that
the assessm

ent

process is com
patible w

ith the learning outcom
es. Em

ployability

w
ill then potentially be assessed if the right

attributes are in the

program
m

e specification’s learning outcom
es. 

Em
ployers use assessm

ent
centres to assess such skills and

som
e ideas m

ay be gleaned from
 them

. A
ssessm

ent
centre

practices cost
far m

ore to copy than m
ost

departm
ents can

afford, so it
is usually a case of looking for ideas that

can be

applied to program
m

e assessm
ent

practices in an efficient
w

ay.

A
ssessm

ent
centres often do a lot

of psychom
etric testing. W

e

w
arn against

this because it
is frequently designed to m

atch an

individual w
ith a predefined individual profile (that

supposedly

m
atches a specific job). M

uch psychom
etric testing is m

isused

by recruiters and it
is risky to introduce it

into higher education

assessm
ent

practices, even if it
is only used so that

students

can test
them

selves to see w
hat

sort
of profile they have.

So, w
hat

m
ight

be involved in the assessm
ent

of em
ployability?

Suppose learning outcom
es specify aspects of em

ployability,

such as learning to w
ork in team

s, creative problem
-solving, oral

presentations, being able to prom
ote oneself and one’s w

ork?

In som
e areas, these kinds of skills are graded or

sum
m

atively assessed. M
ost

obviously, students’

final show
s in art, design and craft

often involve

displays and oral justifications. W
hether w

e give

students m
uch chance to practise such skills is

another m
atter. 

M
ore and m

ore students are expected to w
ork in groups,

supposedly operating as a team
 to com

plete a project
or solve

a problem
. M

ostly w
e still assess the product

of team
w

orking

rather than the process itself but
som

e people are attem
pting

the latter. H
ow

ever, this tends to fall out
of the norm

al set
of

assessm
ent

com
petences of academ

ic staff. N
ot

only are m
ost

academ
ics not

too happy w
ith assessing ‘fuzzy’achievem

ents,

such as team
 w

orking, they often have little direct
evidence to

go on unless they rely on peer- or self-assessm
ent

by students.

A
lthough peer- and self-assessm

ent
are used for im

proving

future perform
ance (form

ative assessm
ent), using them

 for

high-stakes or sum
m

ative purposes raises the spectre of

com
parable sum

m
ative assessm

ent. If assessing team
w

orking

looks form
idable, academ

ics are even less com
fortable w

ith

assessing other non-tangibles such as ‘flexibility’, ‘risk-taking’,

‘self-m
anagem

ent’. 

The solution is to form
atively assess such things and to link

such assessm
ent

into the students’reflective process,

particularly developm
ent

of their personal developm
ent

plans.

W
hen students undertake w

ork experience, for exam
ple, their

reflective logs m
ight

also be the basis for som
e assessed w

ork.

Part
of the problem

, for m
any academ

ics, is the tim
e available

for such form
ative assessm

ent
on short

unitised courses, such

as sem
ester-length m

odules. There is considerable evidence

that
sem

ester m
odules are alm

ost
exclusively sum

m
atively

assessed and often the assessm
ent

is convenience assessm
ent

rather than considered, suitable assessm
ent

to m
atch

program
m

e objectives. K
night

and Yorke (2003b) argue that

the best
answ

er lies in looking at
program

m
e assessm

ent

plans and m
oving aw

ay from
 the traditional concern w

ith the

individual course or m
odule. This is in keeping w

ith w
hat

w
as

said earlier about
treating em

ployability as, first
and forem

ost,

a program
m

e issue.
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H
ow

 can teaching staff encourage
learning beyond graduation?
There’s not

m
uch that

staff can directly do once students

leave the institution. 

They can have a considerable indirect
influence, though. It

is

increasingly com
m

on for undergraduate program
m

es to tell

students that
their undergraduate study is one stage in a

process of lifelong learning and that
they w

ill need to be

prepared to continue learning w
hen they start

em
ploym

ent.

A
s the im

plem
entation of the Bologna agreem

ent
gathers

pace, it
w

ill becom
e a lot

m
ore com

m
on to m

ake this clear to

students: the new
 language, referring to first- second- and

third-cycle higher education, plainly indicates that
the

bachelor’s degree is one step in a series. 

G
ood program

m
es also give students the tools they w

ill need

for continued learning and often succeed in generating

expectations that
life-long learning, often self-driven, is the

norm
. This is m

ore easily done now
adays w

hen there is an

increased recognition in society that
continuing professional

developm
ent

is n
ecessary ju

st
to stan

d still in
 career term

s. It

is also appreciated that
the early years of em

ploym
ent

or self-

em
ploym

ent
involve a steep learning curve, in w

hich

graduates frequently need to enhance their current

know
ledge and abilities and be prepared to learn new

 things.

Som
e departm

ents, especially those w
ith strong

local and regional identities, offer their alum
ni

special opportunities for professional updating

and other post-graduation study to support

lifelong learning.
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