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Executive Summary

Graduate employability is high on the Government’s agenda and part of its vision for the future growth of Higher Education. Chester College has a number of strong features which form the basis for an employability strategy. These include: a well-established, successful and nationally recognised work-based learning programme, an electronic Progress File for the recording of achievement which is also at the forefront of national developments, and an ethos of student volunteering, both within college and in the local community, which attracts significant numbers of participants. There is also a good record of progression into employment and further study which has improved still further in the last two years as the Careers Service has adopted a more proactive stance. Both the Chester campus and the new Warrington campus are in localities where there is much new employment. This strategy builds on existing work and proposes a major expansion of career management skills within academic programmes, in order to develop in students the knowledge, skills and capacities which will prepare them in the first instance for the workplace but in the longer term for lifelong career planning and learning.       
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1.
 College Mission

The College was founded by the Church of England in 1839 to prepare students, within an institution guided by Christian values, for careers of service. This mission, which has determined its development and diversification, continues to inform its planning for the future in preparing students from diverse backgrounds for careers and vocations, including service to others and to the wider community.

The College is a learning community. It now seeks:

· to encourage and nurture, through partnership and enterprise, excellence in learning and teaching, scholarship and  research, for the lifelong benefit of all students and employees and members of the wider community;

· to facilitate a widening of access to higher education through the development of its programmes and flexibility in admissions’ policies, recruitment strategies, learning and teaching styles, modes of delivery and the range of locations at which its courses are offered;

· to offer undergraduate and postgraduate courses that promote academic, vocational and personal development and professional training, preparing students for a wide range of careers within a  community offering students a sense of corporate membership;
· to provide ready access to student support services of a high standard;

· to collaborate with employers of diplomates and graduates in the public, private and voluntary sectors, locally, regionally, and nationally, within the European Union and elsewhere, in preparing all students to make a positive contribution in the social and economic context in which they are employed, hope to work, or seek to serve;

· to offer, in an open and inclusive manner, all students and staff, through the work of its ecumenical Chaplaincy, and where appropriate its programmes of study, opportunities to consider the personal and social challenge of moral and spiritual values especially those that motivated the College’s foundation;

In all these provisions, the College is committed to applying rigorous quality assurance procedures, giving a high return from the public funds invested in the institution, ensuring that students receive value for money, and enhancing staff expertise through professional training and the promotion of research. Against the clear statement of this mission and these purposes the College is able to review its achievement, evaluating all routine operations through systematic monitoring and with all internal evaluation subject to external scrutiny.

Chester College of Higher Education is a learning organisation which seeks to be open, value driven, empowering and pluralist. 

2.
Relevant College Policies

In support of its Mission, the College seeks to be a university college or university which has an excellent reputation for enabling its students to combine academic and professional study and which is renowned for the quality of its teaching and learning. It seeks to serve the particular needs of employers in the sub-region and to be distinctive in maintaining its commitment to being a Church of England Foundation and a broadly based institution of higher education. The link between academic and professional study which is part of the College’s vision, is fundamental to the development of employability in Chester College students.

College policies and strategies which have particular relevance to employability are those relating to: Academic Development; Learning and Teaching; Business Interaction; Regionalism; the role of the College within the Community; and the Student Experience
Aims and objectives for the Careers Service identified in the current Annual Operating Statement are strongly focused on employability and, since preparation for employment is central to the role of the Careers Service, this focus will continue for the foreseeable future. 

3.
Strategy Document Introduction

3.1
Vision

The development of graduate employability is high on the Government’s agenda and part of its vision for the future growth of HE. The assertion made by the Secretary of State for Employment that “HE is at the heart of the productive capacity of the new economy and the prosperity of our democracy” (David Blunkett, February 2002) is supported by significant HEFCE funding of initiatives to improve graduates’ levels of employability. This has been reinforced in the Government White Paper published in January 2003.
The College Mission makes reference to offering “undergraduate and postgraduate courses that promote academic, vocational and personal development and professional training, preparing students for a wide range of careers within a community offering students a sense of corporate membership”, an aim which is entirely consistent with the notion of employability and which is reflected in the range of vocationally related courses in the college’s portfolio.

Employability is broadly about a graduate’s “work-readiness”, but it is a complex concept which can be perceived by some as undermining the drive for high academic standards and associated cognitive skills. The basic premise is that developing employability in graduates enhances the workforce and hence the economy, while at the same time benefiting individual graduates by enhancing their chances of securing and succeeding in high quality first jobs and managing subsequent career transitions.   

More recent definitions and models are broader and provide a framework for the development of employability and for the auditing of current provision. For example, Peter Knight and Mantz Yorke, who are the joint leaders of the HEFCE-funded “Skills Plus” project, use a USEM model, defined as:


“Understanding of a discipline or professional field;

  skills of various kinds;

  efficacy beliefs, especially a belief in their capacity to make a difference;
metacognitive fluency, an awareness of how they act and learn and develop their capabilities” 
   






(Knight P and Yorke M 2002)

It may help to set the context for the employability strategy to discuss each of these elements in turn.

The “understanding” component may reassure those who feel that academic rigour and standards are being compromised by the implication that undergraduate study is about preparation for work. It indicates that academic knowledge and understanding are regarded as part of employability, though the extent to which direct application occurs is, of course, variable and dependent on a number of factors, for example  graduates’ personal career aims and the availability of their preferred employment, and the extent to which a programme of study is vocational. This last point is pertinent at Chester College where the continuum of undergraduate provision ranges from courses in teaching and nursing, where national regulatory bodies determine the learning outcomes graduates are expected to achieve, through vocationally-oriented programmes such as Computer Science and Sports Science, to programmes perceived by students as the opportunity to pursue at a higher level a “pure” curriculum subject like English, Mathematics or Biology.

The development of “skills of various kinds” has begun through a number of initiatives. The Key Skills Advisory Group worked during 2001/2002 to explore and recommend on ways to address key skills through the curriculum. Outside the curriculum the Deva Award for volunteering introduced in 2001 encourages students to identify, through their voluntary work, opportunities to develop key skills.

The notion of “self-efficacy”, in which the student moves from  dependence to independence and develops a belief that they actively influence their own environment and future, is a core value in the Department of Student Guidance and Support Services and underpins all aspects of the Department’s work, including career development. Students’ belief in “their capacity to make a difference” is more subtle, but again students are exposed to a range of situations and circumstances designed to facilitate this development. The most far-reaching in terms of student numbers and explicit in terms of goals is the Work-Based Learning double module. Students undertake a six-week placement with an employer which typically includes a self-contained project with clear outcomes, commissioned by the employer. This experience is being further enhanced in Biological Sciences where a funded project enables students to publish an account of their experience in the School Journal. 

The final component, “Metacognitive fluency – an awareness of how (students) act and learn and develop their capabilities” can be interpreted as the development of reflective practice, using skills of reflection, recording and reviewing. Chester College leads the field in Progress File development, providing the structure and technology to enable students to record and review their learning and to make and revise action plans based on reflective experience.   

3.2
Aims and Purposes

The aim of the Chester College employability strategy is to create a plan which will

· supply graduates to meet the needs of the local, regional and national economy 

· facilitate the development in students of sound work skills and career management techniques.

The purpose of the strategy document is to identify how these outcomes will be achieved and by whom, and to specify performance indicators and milestones which will enable judgements to be made about progress towards and achievement of the outcomes.     

3.3
Environmental Scan

The context in which the employability strategy will be applied is complex. The growing “knowledge economy” of the United Kingdom and the impact of globalisation are creating continuing demands for graduates who can be almost instantly effective and who can adapt to a changing landscape as organizations get flatter and graduate jobs become more flexible and interactive. Regional and local strategic plans, for example the Ellesmere Port and Neston Community Strategy and the integrated Economic Development Strategy for Chester District, refer to difficulties faced by employers in recruiting good quality staff,  gaps in training provision,  and barriers faced by adults wishing to enter education and training. This is reinforced by recent research undertaken as part of the LSC (Cheshire and Warrington) Area Review and by the work of North West Regional Development Agency in identifying skills shortages at regional level
Since the early 1990s  many  studies of  graduates’ skills  and employability have been conducted indicating general agreement with the  view that HE institutions should be doing more to prepare undergraduates for the workplace  and to encourage them to take a more holistic view of their student experience and the personal learning derived from it. However, a report by Industry in Education published in 2001 states that little has been done in practical terms, and the report makes a number of recommendations to move matters forward, including targeted HEFCE funding, an enhanced role for HE Careers Services, the implementation of Progress File, and “forms of assistance whereby training and development resources from industry can be more consistently taken into universities to assist with broader student development”. Through its active membership of the Centre for Recording Achievement and through significant internal initiatives during the last ten years, Chester College is well placed in certain of these recommendations in particular the development and implementation of the Progress File, in which respect the College is  a leading institution in the region and, indeed, nationally. Other key strengths of Chester College include the well-established and highly regarded Work-Based Learning programme for second year undergraduates and the tradition and ethos of student volunteering which provides scope for the development of employability skills outside the academic curriculum.  There is, of course, much scope for further work.          

4.
Strategic Objectives

·  To provide all students with opportunities and support, both within and outside the curriculum, to develop the knowledge, skills and capacities which will prepare them for the workplace by: designing and building in career management skills to module and programme specifications; continuing to expand and enhance work-related learning; developing, promoting and recruiting students to volunteering opportunities in college and in the local community; and enabling students to reflect on and identify their own learning and development through the implementation of the Progress File  
· to contribute, through the supply of suitably prepared graduates, to local, regional  national and international economic growth 
· To meet or exceed employability performance indicators for the first destinations of graduates of Chester College and to maintain the position of Chester College  in comparison with other UK HEIs in respect of the percentage of graduates progressing into employment or further study within six months of graduating.
5.
Timeframe for Implementation

With respect to most of the objectives identified above, Chester College is starting from a position of some strength. Even in the least developed area, that of integrated career management skills, examples can be found in the Work Based Learning programme, in the School of Nursing, Midwifery and Social Care, in the School of Education, and in Geography, Arts and Cultural Management, Communication Studies and Counselling.  Action towards each of the objectives can be identified and implemented with immediate effect, and initial targets reached after one year. 
6.
Links to Other Strategy Documents

If the definition and model of employability discussed in the introduction is espoused, it follows that this strategy links to all other student focused strategies especially academic development, learning and teaching and student experience. Links with external relations strategies are also key to implementation, in particular the business interaction strategy. The success of the employability strategy depends in part on a clear understanding of employers’ needs and expectations and the opportunity where necessary to influence these needs and expectations.  

7.
Quality Management

Quality monitoring of the activities included in this strategy will be achieved through existing and proposed internal and external mechanisms. Quality enhancement comes from consideration of targets for growth and development, and motivation to achieve these targets which in turn is dependent, in part, on commitment to the targets. Targets are identified from evaluation and review processes and from external drivers such as national benchmarks, policies, codes of practice and guidelines. Good quality management requires that review processes are in place and that relevant staff in the institution are connected to national networks. In the area of employability the infrastructure and networks are in place, for example Chester College is in active membership of the Centre for Recording Achievement, and through this membership is contributing to, and benefiting from, the recently launched Open University Employability Project.      

8.
Consultation and Communication

Effective use can be made of internal staff networks (career link tutors, work-based learning subject tutors) and more formal groups such as Boards of Studies. Students can be (and are) consulted through their academic representatives and during/after individual and group interventions such as careers interviews and groupwork sessions. There is potential for further consultation and evaluation during the annual Graduate First Destination Survey, much of which is carried out through telephone interviews, though current HESA rules restrict the scope of questions asked.

9.
Assessment of Associated Risks

There is a risk that career management skills embedded in programme timetables will take essential time away from subject coverage, and there is risk associated with the difficulty of identifying and delivering a valid and current interpretation of skills for employability when there is so much diversity of opinion among employers. 

There is also a risk that the Careers Service will not be able to recruit and retain suitably trained and qualified staff. The pay structures and career development opportunities within Chester College must be comparable with other HEI Careers Services and with Connexions Companies. 

10.
Resource Implications

Much of the work covered by this strategy is either ongoing or a development of current work and covered by departmental budget allocations or as part of funding initiatives such as HEROBC and HECAF. Additional resources to support employability have in the past been secured from external sources, and where opportunities arise for external funding to enhance the implementation of this strategy they will be sought.

However, a Careers Service which is adequately staffed with trained and qualified people who are encouraged to take part in regular professional updating and development is essential to the success of this strategy, and despite some staffing increase in 2001, additional resources are needed if the College is to fulfill the objectives set out in this strategy with a growing and diverse student population now on two campuses. 

11.
Monitoring and Review

11.1
Indicators of progress


see Action Plan, Section 13

11.2
Feedback and evaluation of effectiveness


see Action Plan, Section 13

11.3
Timescale for review and updating


see Action Plan, section 13

12.
With whom does responsibility reside?

12.1
Oversight: 

Head of Careers Service 

12.2
Key staff for delivery: 

· Student Guidance and Support Services, in particular Careers Service and Student Development staff

· Centre for Work Related Studies, in particular staff associated with Work Based learning

· Career Link Tutors in academic departments

12.3
Student impact and experience:

This strategy will impact on all students through the curriculum, though their voluntary and paid part-time work and through the process of recording, reflecting and reviewing using the Progress File. The concept of employability is not restricted to those who progress immediately to employment; it is about medium and long term life planning and skill development and lifelong learning.

13.
Action plan for implementation – see following
13. Action Plan for Implementation

	Strategic Objectives
	Plan for implementation
	By whom
	Performance indicator
	By when

	To provide all students with opportunities and support, both within and outside the curriculum, to develop the knowledge, skills and capacities which will prepare them for the workplace
	Design career management skills programme for delivery within the curriculum. 

Audit programmes of study for career management skills and modify modules as necessary to achieve threshold content.


Expand and enhance work-related learning at levels 1 and 2, including acknowledging part-time work as  a legitimate part of student experience

Develop, promote, and recruit students to volunteering opportunities within college and the local community 


Increase use of progress file


	Careers Service

CWRS

Programme teams with career link tutors and careers advisers

CWRS with Careers Service, Student Development and Students Union

Student Development

Progress File Working Group
	Programmes designed for face-to-face and e-delivery

Programme/module specifications

Module specifications, take-up rate, student feedback, employer feedback

Returns to HECAF and Millennium Volunteers

Student feedback

Record of usage

Student feedback

Employer feedback
	March 2003

Audit by July 2003

Modifications by July 2004

Ongoing – annual review

July 2003 and annually

Ongoing – annual review

	To contribute graduates to the local, regional, national and international economy
	Identify employment trends through participation in  local and regional; strategic planning
	Senior management team

CWRS
	First destination data

Employer feedback
	Ongoing

	To meet or exceed employability performance indicators for first destinations of Chester College graduates
	Resource the careers service to continue to deliver high quality information, advice and guidance

to students and graduates  
	Senior management team


	Revenue budget

Employability PIs
	Annually

	To maintain or improve the position of Chester College in comparison with other HEIs in respect  of the percentage of graduates progressing into employment or further study within six months of graduating
	Implementation of all above action points
	Senior Management Team

SGSS (Careers Service, Student Development)

CWRS

Programme teams
	National league tables
	Ongoing
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