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Introduction
The Enhancing Student

Em
ployability Co-ordination

Team
 in England (ESEC

T), in collaboration w
ith the

U
K-w

ide G
eneric Centre of the Learning and Teaching

Support
N

etw
ork, is m

aking available a range of

resources that
support

the ‘em
ployability agenda’in

the U
K. This publication is for senior colleagues w

ho

oversee the responses of institutions to national

policies that
value the enhancem

ent
of student

em
ployability and w

ho need to ensure that
those

program
m

es m
ake a clear contribution to student

em
ployability. It

is com
plem

ented by publications

directed at
educational developers, heads of

departm
ent, careers services, student

unions and

LTSN
 subject

centres.

Th
is Briefin

g w
ill be su

pported by a ‘toolkit’w
h

ich
 w

ill contain

further resources to help th
e shapin

g of policies to enh
ance

student
em

ployability in w
ays that

are consistent
w

ith other

strategies – notably those relatin
g to w

iden
ing participation, to

special needs and to teach
ing, learnin

g an
d assessm

ent. 

LTSN
 G

eneric Centre and ESEC
T em

ployability resources can be

dow
n

loaded after n
avigatin

g from
 w

w
w

.ltsn
.ac.u

k/ESEC
T.

Key points
•

Em
ployability is a governm

ental priority for higher education

in England, and is being prom
oted both nationally and

regionally.

•
Em

ployability and good learning have a lot
in com

m
on, and

sh
ould not

be seen as oppositional.

•
A

lth
ough a student’s experien

ce of high
er edu

cation cannot

guarantee a ‘graduate-level job’, the n
ature of th

at

experience influences the chances of success.

•
There is m

uch that
a senior m

an
ager can do to en

courage

colleagues to engage w
ith em

ployability and its im
plications

for th
e stu

dent
experien

ce. Th
ere is a variety of rou

tes into

an engagem
ent

w
ith em

ployability.

•
A

 com
m

itm
ent

to em
ployability needs to be backed up by

institu
tion

al research
 to establish w

h
ere initiatives are

succeeding and w
here further developm

ental w
ork m

ight

be needed.

•
Som

e su
ggestion

s for sen
ior m

an
agers regardin

g th
e 

w
ay in w

hich
 th

ey exercise th
eir leadership role regarding

em
ployability in their institutions are: U

nderstand

approaches to change;Justify the need to engage w
ith

em
ployability;Prepare the ground;D

on’t
try to do everything

yourself;Com
m

unicate effectively;D
evelop a shared

com
m

itm
ent

to em
ployability;G

enerate som
e early successes;

Consolidate and em
bed the gains. These im

ply w
orking

collaboratively w
ith various groups w

ithin (and, 

at
tim

es, beyond) the institution.
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Learning and em
ployability

The perspective of this paper is th
at

th
ere is a considerable degree of overlap betw

een the aim
s of su

pporting good learning and

of supporting em
ployability, an

d that
it

is a m
isperception

 to see these as being substantially oppositional. If th
e aim

 is to

encourage both good learnin
g in

 th
e disciplin

e and ach
ievem

ents that
are m

ore ‘generic’in character, then the chances of

students’success in em
ploym

ent
(and in life generally) are likely to be optim

ized.

Box 1 sum
m

arizes w
hat

researchers have found w
hen they have asked w

hat
em

ployers w
ant

in new
 graduate em

ployees.

Box 1. Typical findings from
 research into em

ployers’‘w
ish lists’

Lee H
arvey and colleagues (1997) found th

at
em

ployers w
ant

graduates w
ith know

ledge, intellect, w
illingness to learn

, self-

m
anagem

ent
skills, com

m
u

n
ication

 skills, team
-w

orking, interpersonal skills.

Research reported by M
antz Yorke fou

n
d that

sm
all enterprises especially valu

ed 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
arizing, 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, gettin

g on w
ith people, and w

illingn
ess to learn

.

John Brennan and colleagues highlighted the significance of initiative, w
orking independently, w

orking under pressure, oral

com
m

unication skills, accu
racy, attention

 to detail, tim
e m

an
agem

ent, adaptability; w
orking in a team

, taking

responsibility/m
aking decisions, plann

ing, coordinating and organizin
g.

Such research underpins the ESECT definition of em
ployability

as a set
of achievem

ents – skills, understandings and personal

attributes – that
m

ake graduates m
ore likely to gain

em
ploym

ent
and be successful in their chosen occupations. 

D
iscussion of this and other possible definitions can be found

in Em
ployability in higher education

(see ‘Finding out
m

ore’at

the end of this paper).

N
otice the phrase ‘m

ore likely to gain em
ploym

ent…
’H

igher

education can im
prove the supply of gradu

ates w
ith

achievem
ents valued by em

ployers but
it

is w
ell understood

that
the labour m

arket
does n

ot
operate equ

itably and that

som
e grou

ps of gradu
ates face persistent

disadvantage.

H
ow

ever good it
is, higher education cannot

com
pletely resolve

dem
and problem

s of this order. It
can, perhaps, lessen the

degree of disadvantage, w
hich

 has been the aim
 of a num

ber

of program
m

es that
have targeted ‘at

risk’groups of students

and have w
orked w

ith them
 to strengthen their claim

s to

em
ployability, over and above the contributions being m

ade by

the m
ain

stream
 curriculum

. N
or can high

er education do m
uch

abou
t

econom
ic cycles and problem

s in particu
lar region

s and

econom
ic sectors. Yet

the belief that
em

ployers and academ
ics

both
 value som

e sim
ilar kinds of achievem

ent
(su

ch as

problem
-solving, com

m
unication

, learn
ing how

 to learn
)

im
plies that

it
is right

to take em
ployability seriously, even if

the dem
and for h

ighly-skilled graduates is som
etim

es low
 and

often favou
rs certain

 subsets of graduates. 

Em
ployability is a national priority

The governm
ent

has designated the developm
ent

of students’em
ployability as a policy objective for the higher education sector.

H
EFC

E listed em
ployability as one of the priorities for institutional learning and teaching strategies, and its H

igher Education

A
ctive Com

m
unity Fund (H

EA
C

F) has im
plications for em

ployability. The introduction of Foundation D
egrees is a further expression

of the governm
ent’s desire that

higher education program
m

es should support
the labour m

arket. The them
e is supported at

regional level, not
least

through the Fram
ew

orks for Regional Em
ploym

ent
and Skills A

ction (FRESA
s).

The institutional aspect
Contem

porary policy con
cern

s in
 th

e U
K

 are fair

access, learning and teaching, special needs,

student
retention and com

pletion, enterprise and

student
em

ployability. Lifelong learning w
as a

m
ajor concern a few

 years ago but
has slipped from

the upper reaches of the higher education agenda.

Yet, since em
ployability has lifelong im

plications,

there is a logic to integrating lifelong learning w
ith

th
e contem

porary con
cern

s th
at

have been

m
entioned. A

ll of these policy concerns bear in

som
e fashion on the w

ays in w
hich an institution

approaches curriculum
 design and im

plem
entation

as regards em
ployability. 

Senior m
anagers have broad responsibilities in respect

of these

policy concerns. They set
institutional policy fram

ew
orks and

are expected to be proactive in im
plem

enting them
. Key

challenges for senior m
anagers are to be fully aw

are of the

responsibilities of their m
anagerial colleagues and to m

ake

sure that
w

hat
they are doing dovetails w

ith the w
ork of their

colleagues. A
n exam

ple m
ight

be the need to align activities

related to ‘enterprise’w
ith those relating to ‘em

ployability’,

w
here these fall w

ithin the purview
s of different

institutional

m
anagers. 

Senior m
anagers necessarily rely on m

anagers at
departm

ental

level to do a lot
of the im

plem
entation, and hence a key aspect

of the senior m
anager’s role is to ensure that

the conditions in

the institution are supportive of departm
ental w

ork. 
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1. Learning environm
ents

Critical to the enhancem
ent

of em
ployability is the learning

environm
ent

experienced by students. Em
ployability can be

built
into curricula in a num

ber of w
ays:

•
Em

ployability through the w
hole curriculum

•
Em

ployability in the core curriculum

•
W

ork-based or w
ork-related learning incorporated as one or

m
ore com

ponents w
ithin the curriculum

•
Em

ployability-related m
odule(s) w

ithin the curriculum

•
W

ork-based or w
ork-related learning in parallel w

ith the

curriculum

U
seful gains can be m

ade from
 freestanding m

odules focusing

on aspects of em
ployability, but

the gains are likely to be

greater w
here the opportunity is taken to use the subject

discipline as the locus for learning of a m
ore generic kind. This

paper therefore concentrates on em
ployability in core curricula,

w
hilst

acknow
ledging that

it
is difficult

to get
pedagogic

coherence w
hen there are m

any optional and elective m
odules.

Som
e w

ork-based or w
ork-related learning frequently takes

place relatively independently of the academ
ically-driven parts

of the core curriculum
. The view

 taken here is that
any

appraisal of a program
m

e in w
hich em

ployability is a priority

should consider the w
ay that

em
ployability is being fostered

through the variety of learning opportunities that
are available

in the co-curriculum
 – that

is, in those aspects of the higher

education experience that
lie outside the form

al curriculum
 –

but
alw

ays w
ith an eye to ensuring that

these extra-curricular

opportunities should be w
idely taken up and not

confined to a

privileged m
inority. 

K
night

and Yorke (2003b) highlighted four areas of significance

for student
learning that

have im
plications for the

developm
ent

of em
ployability: 

•
Students’approaches to learning in general

•
Students’approaches to actual studying w

hen undertaking 

a particular task

•
W

hether the environm
ent

experienced by students is

generally rich in opportunities for learning

•
The degree to w

hich the curriculum
 is internally consistent

or ‘align
ed’(Biggs, 2003).

The institution has explicit
responsibilities in respect

of the last

tw
o, and som

e im
plicit

responsibilities in respect
of the first

tw
o (in that

staff are in a position to influence students in their

approaches to learning and studying). 

A
lthough the institution cannot

directly influence w
hat

students learn, it
can organize learning activities in such a w

ay

as to increase the chances that
they w

ill develop the kinds of

attribute listed in Box 1. A
ttention is therefore directed

explicitly tow
ards curriculum

 design, and in particular tow
ards

the program
m

e as a w
hole rather than to individual

program
m

e com
ponents, such as m

odules.

2. A
ssessm

ent
A

 curricular focus on em
ployability im

plies a need to rethink

the associated assessm
ent

strategy. 

Som
e kinds of perform

ance are not
am

enable to being graded

w
ith the robustness that

is desirable w
hen students are to be

‘labelled’w
ith an overall grade-point

average or honours

degree classification. H
ence, unless there is a curricular

requirem
ent

to include dem
onstrations of – say – professional

behaviour (as in the cases of teaching or social w
ork, for

exam
ple), there is a tendency not

to include them
, or

alternatively to give them
 a w

eighting that
trivializes them

 in

the eyes of students. Students, reasonably enough, w
ill

calculate w
here they need to direct

their efforts to m
axim

ize

their personal gain, and act
accordingly. A

ssessm
ent

is w
ell

know
n as a pow

erful driver of student
behaviour.

W
hereas a self-contained program

m
e in a particular discipline

m
ight

have the scope to revise its approach to assessm
ent

(and

m
ore detailed su

ggestion
s regardin

g th
is can

 be fou
n

d in

K
night

and Yorke, 2003a) the sam
e m

ay not
apply so strongly

in the case of an institution-w
ide m

odular schem
e in w

hich the

exercise of choice has few
 restrictions. H

ow
ever, w

hen a

student
em

barks on a program
m

e involving a com
bination of

subjects, their experience of assessm
ent

is likely to be a

som
ew

hat
haphazard consequence of m

odule choice, rather

than the kind of structured experience it
can be in the core

m
odules of a single honours program

m
e (w

hich is tantam
ount

to a self-contained program
m

e). For an institution operating a

m
odular schem

e, then, there is a need to address the

assessm
ent

of em
ployability – and assessm

ent
in general, for

that
m

atter – at
an institutional level.

3. Personal developm
ent

planning
Personal developm

ent
plannin

g (PD
P) is a set

of processes that

are valuable in their ow
n right, in helpin

g students to

acclim
atize to the expectation

s of h
igher edu

cation
 and to

encourage them
 to think ahead. PD

P also gives rise to a

product
– a portfolio of achievem

ents – that
can act

as a

resource-bank of achievem
ents w

h
ich, appropriately used, can

help a graduate in the search for em
ploym

ent. If it
is to

optim
ize the chances of stu

dent
success, PD

P is likely to require

an institutional approach
 th

at
brin

gs togeth
er academ

ic

departm
ents and student

su
pport

services (particularly

specialists in generic stu
dy an

d learn
ing support, and the

careers service). 

A
 fully coherent

PD
P schem

e w
ill ensure that

the follow
ing 

are provided: 

•
G

uidance that
addresses gen

eric learnin
g an

d study n
eeds

•
G

uidance on how
 to address subject-specific learnin

g needs

•
G

uidance on career plan
n

ing an
d job seekin

g

•
Support

for, and guidan
ce on

 m
akin

g and m
aintain

ing,

portfolios that
w

ill sustain strong claim
s to em

ployability.

In m
any institutions this is a n

ovel challen
ge becau

se, alth
ough

there m
ay be inform

al contacts betw
een various parties w

ith

an interest
in PD

P, and collaboration
 betw

een som
e of th

em
 on

particu
lar projects, th

ere is seldom
 a h

istory of th
em

 com
in

g

together to see how
 the experiences of students follow

ing

particular tracks or pathw
ays of study can be effectively

supported. The dem
arcation of respon

sibilities differs from

institution to institution, althou
gh

 there is often a bifu
rcation

betw
een generic student

support
on the one side and

program
m

e-specific con
cern

s on th
e other, w

hich is reflected in

senior m
anagers’spheres of responsibility. 

4. Q
uality assurance and enhancem

ent
The quality assurance procedures adopted by an institution

 –

w
hether in

itial approval or periodic review
 – offer an

 im
portant

route into the issue of em
ployability in curricula, since they are

expected to deal w
ith

 key questions about
th

e curricula under

consideration. The definition adopted at
the beginnin

g of this

paper is too broad to be useful in th
e analysis of cu

rricu
la: a

m
ore ‘granular’approach to em

ployability is offered in

A
ppendix 1 in

 Em
bedding Em

ployability into the Curriculum

(see ‘Finding ou
t

m
ore’, later).

If quality assurance processes m
ake student

em
ployability one

of their specific foci, and ask program
m

e team
s in som

e detail

about
how

 w
hat

they are offering contribu
tes to th

is end, th
is

m
ight

point
u

p areas in w
h

ich provision could be enhanced. To

use quality assurance effectively in this respect
does, how

ever,

im
ply that

those engaged in
 approval and review

 have a

developed understanding of the concept
of em

ployability and

how
 it

applies to the discipline(s) un
der consideration.

A
 consideration of the role of quality assurance, in particular,

takes the paper into the territory of institutional learning and

developm
ent.

Four routes into the prom
otion of em

ployability
There are m

any w
ays of approaching the task of enhancing student

em
ployability. This section addresses

four of them
: w

herever you start
from

, it
is likely that

you w
ill need to engage w

ith the others. 
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You don’t
have to be ‘the institutional expert’

Th
e academ

ic leadersh
ip com

m
itm

ent
to em

ployability h
as to

be associated w
ith

 su
fficient

in
stitu

tion
al spon

sorsh
ip if it

is

to be taken
 seriou

sly. Th
is does n

ot
m

ean
 th

at
a sen

ior

academ
ic h

as to be ‘th
e in

stitu
tion

al expert’on
 em

ployability,

bu
t

rath
er th

at
su

ch
 a person

 h
as to u

n
derstan

d en
ou

gh

abou
t

w
h

at
it

im
plies to take th

e role of ‘in
stitu

tion
al

ch
am

pion’(an
d th

e role h
as to be su

stain
ed if it

is to be

effective) in
 respect

of developm
ent

an
d im

plem
entation

. Th
is

is w
h

ere acqu
aintan

ce w
ith

 th
e resou

rces bein
g m

ade

available on
 th

e ESEC
T w

ebsite is of valu
e, as is M

cN
air’s

(2003) draft
paper for an

 expert
sem

in
ar on

 em
ployability

(spon
sored by th

e LTSN
 G

en
eric Centre), w

h
ich

 focu
ses on

‘tradition
al’entrants to h

igh
er edu

cation
 an

d in
clu

des

illu
stration

s from
 D

erby, Paisley an
d Exeter u

n
iversities. O

th
er

sen
ior m

an
agers in

 th
e h

igh
er edu

cation
 system

 m
ay be

valu
able sou

rces of in
form

ation
 an

d can
 act

as ‘sou
n

din
g

boards’in
 respect

of ideas u
n

der developm
ent.

O
thers m

ay w
ell have the specialist

expertise that
can be

draw
n upon for curriculum

 and staff developm
ent. The view

 of

em
ployability that

underpins this paper carries im
plicit

m
essages about

the w
ay that

student
learning m

ight
optim

ally

be facilitated – active learning, enhanced form
ative

assessm
ent, and so on. Som

e staff w
ill already be w

ell

acquainted w
ith the kinds of expectation that

follow
 a

com
m

itm
ent

to em
ployability; others w

ill be less so, im
plying a

need for appropriate staff developm
ent

activity if the

pedagogic processes are to be optim
ally effective and efficient

in the developm
ent

of em
ployability. It

should be noted that

those in m
anagerial positions, especially heads of departm

ent

and deans, m
ay need to develop their ow

n professional

understanding of w
hat

is im
plied in a com

m
itm

ent
to

em
ployability, how

 this m
ight

interlock w
ith other policy

initiatives (such as w
idening participation, special needs, and

learning and teaching), and how
 it

m
ight

also im
pact

on the

pedagogic practices of other colleagues.

Being strategic im
plies doing institutional research

It
is com

m
on for institutions in the U

S to possess offices of

institutional research w
hich are tasked w

ith providing

inform
ation for m

anagers’evaluative and planning purposes.

This can involve analyzing existing data or gathering new
 data

as required. The m
ore sophisticated offices engage w

ith policy

analysis and assist
m

anagers w
ith the w

eighing of options.

Institutional research is less w
ell developed in the U

K
.

Institutional research activity is pursued, but
this tends to be

unsystem
atic w

ith an ad hoc character that
is driven by

extern
al im

peratives. Th
e contem

porary interest
in

 th
e

retention of students is one exam
ple, having been given

considerable im
petus by the publication of institution-level

perform
ance indicators. The use of institutional research in

support
of the developm

ent
of em

ployability could, for

instance, involve analyzing data on student
dem

ographics and

outcom
es, researching students’experiences of ‘in-house’

provision (m
uch as student

satisfaction surveys do, in a m
ore

general w
ay), and researching students’experiences of

placem
ents in w

ork environm
ents.

Institutional research has other purposes, too, such as

providing inform
ation for self-studies and for the support

of

bids for grants and contracts.

You do have to be strategic

If em
ployability is seen as a ‘bolt-on’extra to curricula, then its

prom
otion w

ithin the institution is perhaps m
ore a tactical

than a strategic m
atter. W

here em
ployability is seen as

suffusing curricula (w
hich has w

ide-ranging im
plications for

learning environm
ents, pedagogy and assessm

ent), strategic

planning becom
es m

uch m
ore im

portant. W
ithout

it, the

developm
ent

of em
ployability-sensitive learning opportunities

could becom
e a m

atter of chance, depending on the extent
to

w
hich particular groups of staff and individuals w

ere actively

engaged in its prom
otion. A

 strategic approach does not
im

ply

that
developm

ents have to be identical, and any

m
u

ltidisciplin
ary in

stitu
tion

 h
as to be respon

sive to its intra-

institutional constituencies’characters and aspirations. The

principle of subsidiarity is im
portant

here, w
ith the m

anagerial

im
perative being to find a balance betw

een tightness and

looseness that
optim

izes the effectiveness of both the

overarching fram
ew

ork and local adaptation.

M
anaging change and innovation

W
hereas it

is relatively easy to develop curricula and processes

that
support

em
ployability, and to get

them
 form

alized in

docum
ents, it

is the com
m

itm
ent

of colleagues that
w

ill

determ
ine w

hether the changes ‘stick’, as Fullan (2001) rem
inds

us. If proper attention is not
given to the hum

an aspects of

change and developm
ent, then even a brilliantly conceived

response to the challenge of em
ployability w

ill be at
severe risk.

A
 truism

 of relevance here is that
it

is generally w
ise for senior

m
anagers to w

ork w
ith the grain of the institutional and/or

departm
ental culture rather than against

it.

The prom
otion of change has a pragm

atic – rath
er than

perfectly ideal – aspect, since the politicization inherent
in an

institution im
plies that

decisions (and, one m
ight

add, th
e

consequential actions) n
eed to be based on

 ‘inform
ed

judgm
ent

of w
hat

is possible, w
hat

is acceptable, of w
hat

is

justifiable and of w
hat

is defensible in the situ
ation’(Bu

chanan

and Badham
, 1999: 206). In

 on
e of th

e classic books on

contract
bridge, S.J. Sim

on (1945: 90) puts it
th

u
s: th

e aim

sh
ou

ld be ‘Th
e best

resu
lt

possible. N
ot

th
e best

possible

result’. In other w
ords, w

hilst
the senior m

anager m
ight

envision a preferred approach to th
e prom

otion
 of

em
ployability, this m

ight
not

fit
w

ith the approach preferred by

a departm
ent

or program
m

e and hence there w
ould be a

necessity for som
e pragm

atic, yet
prin

cipled, rapprochem
ent. 

A
cadem

ics respond differentially to change. The challenge for

those w
ith m

anagerial responsibilities is to encourage a

positive engagem
ent

w
ith necessary change – som

ething that

requires m
ore than m

erely ‘talking the talk’. O
n Sim

on’s

principle, it
is w

orth aim
ing for an outcom

e w
hich colleagues

can tolerate, rather than striving for an outcom
e that

is closer

to everyone’s ideal (w
hich is usually unrealizable). If a

reasonably broad com
m

itm
ent

to change cannot
be gained,

then im
plem

entation is seriously at
risk.

K
lein

 an
d Sorra (1996) su

ggested th
at

th
e follow

in
g factors 

are likely to influen
ce the com

m
itm

ent
of colleagu

es:

•
Perceptions of the institu

tion
al clim

ate

•
The perceived validity of the innovation

•
The in

centives or disincentives that
are present

•
The capabilities of those w

ho are expected to im
plem

ent

the in
novation

•
The ‘fit’betw

een
 th

e inn
ovation and th

e values of 

those involved

•
The perceived advantages and disadvantages to 

them
selves of en

gagin
g in the im

plem
entation process.

The m
ore positive each

 factor is, the greater the chances th
at

com
m

itm
ent

w
ill be given

 an
d that

the im
plem

entation

process w
ill be effective. If any factor is perceived to be stron

gly

negative, then this could be sufficient
to outw

eigh any positive

factors elsew
h

ere. For exam
ple, if colleagu

es believe th
at, as is

the case w
ith ‘core’or ‘key’skills, em

ployability has no proper

con
ceptual un

derpinn
ing (despite the argum

ent
advanced in

other papers on the ESEC
T w

ebsite), or if they place their

academ
ic em

ph
asis heavily on

 the subject
discipline –

em
ployability not

being a significant
com

ponent
of their

edu
cation

al value system
s – then th

e im
plem

entation
 of

curricular initiatives designed to enhance em
ployability m

ay be

fatally com
prom

ised from
 the outset. W

h
ether the innovation

‘w
orks’or not, there w

ill be feedback effects on the factors that

govern com
m

itm
ent, and hence fu

ture effectiveness.

M
u

ch of th
e literature on organizational chan

ge and

developm
ent

relates to in
dustrial and com

m
ercial bodies in

w
h

ich chief executive officers exert
considerable au

thority and

pow
er. The increasing pressures on institutions to ‘behave

corporately’do, how
ever, give som

e of the points from
 this vast

literature a resonan
ce that

they m
ight

not
have had in earlier

tim
es, though translation into the w

orld of higher education

needs to be accom
panied by plenty of caution an

d a

preparedn
ess to m

ake adjustm
ents. The points set

out
below

are probably w
ell understood by m

ost
senior m

anagers. The

justification for including them
 is tw

ofold: first, they m
ight

offer th
e occasion

al new
 insight

to even
 the experien

ced sen
ior

m
anager; secon

d, they m
ay have m

ore to offer the less

experienced m
anager.

Leadership for em
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1. U
nderstand approaches to change

Trow
ler et

al. (2003) sum
m

arize five theories about
change –

the technical-rational; resource allocation; diffusionist;

continuous quality im
provem

ent; and com
plexity-based – and

a range of considerations that
apply in respect

of each. For

exam
ple, th

e tech
n

ical-ration
al th

eory u
ses en

gin
eerin

g as its

guiding m
etaphor, and assum

es that
a w

ell-designed

intervention
 w

ill cau
se th

e desired ch
an

ge to take place. Th
e

trouble is, of course, that
a change introduced ‘from

 the top’is

likely to becom
e attenuated as it

is interpreted (perhaps

m
isinterpreted) by m

em
bers of the com

plex hum
an system

that
m

akes up a higher education institution. 

N
on

e of th
e th

eories listed by Trow
ler et

al. probably ‘w
orks’in

a pu
re form

 w
h

ere in
stitu

tion
-w

ide ch
an

ge is bein
g sou

ght.

H
ow

ever, each
 h

as som
eth

in
g to offer th

e ch
an

ge-agent. Th
e

skill of h
an

dlin
g ch

an
ge lies in

 kn
ow

in
g w

h
ich

 th
eory is bein

g

called on
 at

any particu
lar tim

e, w
hy it

is th
e m

ost
appropriate

for th
e pu

rpose in
 h

an
d, an

d in
 bein

g able to operate in
 a

ran
ge of w

ays appropriate to th
e circu

m
stan

ces in
 su

ch
 a

m
an

n
er th

at
th

is does n
ot

com
prom

ise th
e integrity of th

e

prom
oter of ch

an
ge. It

is h
ere th

at
th

e w
ork of Trow

ler et
al. is

particu
larly u

sefu
l. 

2. Justify the need to engage w
ith em

ployability
A

 precondition for innovation or change is that
there is an

identifiable need that
is related to the institution’s m

ission (or,

perhaps, that
m

ight
change the institution’s m

ission). If the

institution is to m
ake a feature of em

ployability, there is a need

to m
ake the case for it. The developm

ent
of em

ployability

(certainly in the broad sense adopted by ESEC
T) is justifiable in

term
s of (i) supporting good learning; (ii) enhancing students’

chances of obtaining appropriate em
ploym

ent; and (iii) helping

students to develop proficiencies that
w

ill be useful in life

generally. This broad perspective on em
ployability is congruent

w
ith the U

K
 G

overnm
ent’s Skills Strategy, w

hich points out

that
‘learning and skills are not

just
about

w
ork or econom

ic

goals. They are also about
the pleasure of learning for its ow

n

sake, the dignity of self-im
provem

ent, the achievem
ent

of

personal potential and fulfilm
ent, and the creation of a better

society’(D
fES, 2003b para 4.1).

Since the developm
ent

of students’em
ployability is a policy

objective of the U
K G

overnm
ent, institutions are expected to

respond: hence, there is a strong external rationale for action.

The prim
ary challenge for the institution is to find a w

ay of

responding that
is consistent

w
ith academ

ics’expectations. The

alignm
ent

of em
ployability w

ith good learning offers a rationale

w
ith w

hich m
any academ

ics w
ould be reasonably content. 

The urgency of enhancing students’em
ployability is likely to

vary w
ith

 th
e in

stitu
tion

. In
 th

ose in
 w

h
ich

 th
e com

pletion
 an

d

em
ploym

ent
indicators are high, the reaction is likely to be

‘W
here’s the problem

? O
ur students are succeeding anyw

ay.’

H
ow

ever, if students feel that
they are being pedagogically

short-changed (perhaps because academ
ics are devoting

considerable attention to their research), then another aspect

of governm
ent

policy – ensuring the quality of the students’

learning experience – m
ay gain the practical clout

of students’

action, strengthened by the proposed national survey of

graduates’opinion regarding their program
m

es.

For other institutions, a com
m

itm
ent

to em
ployability m

ay be

perceived as attractive to the body of students that
it

sees as

form
in

g its intake. It
m

ay also be seen
 as contribu

tin
g to

institutional survival: the provisions of the recent
W

hite Paper

on higher education (D
fES, 2003a) portend considerable

upheaval in English higher education (particularly for the new

universities and colleges), and institutions are having to re-

evaluate how
 they should position them

selves in the m
arket.

For som
e institutions, a reshaping of their academ

ic portfolios

is likely to be an urgent
priority.

3. Prepare the groun
d

Som
eone in the institution has to have the authority (derived

from
 their track record and personal characteristics) that

enables

them
 to cham

pion, sustain and protect
w

hatever exploratory and

developm
ental w

ork is necessary. W
here em

ployability is

concerned, there m
ay be a need for a team

 to establish how
 the

various sections of the institution construe em
ployability, how

they are approaching the developm
ent

of em
ployability in their

students, w
hat

they are currently achieving, and w
hat

they think

they ought
to be achieving in, say, five years’tim

e. This im
plies

som
e institutional research activity in order to establish baselines,

and it
is w

ise to ascertain colleagues’feelings about
w

hat
they

are currently doing before suggesting courses of action. It
m

ay be

necessary to com
m

ission an existing group of staff (such as an

educational developm
ent

unit) or a cross-institution group to

conduct
this kind of w

ork – but
any such group needs to be

sensitive to the need to bring the w
ider academ

ic com
m

unity

‘into the loop’, and keep them
 aw

are of w
hat

is going on.

In order to ground an innovation firm
ly, it

is generally a good idea

to pilot
it

and to evaluate the pilot
w

ork in order to build up an

internal evidence base that
can be exam

ined against
w

hatever

external evidence is available. A
cadem

ics are, in general, cautious

about
innovations that

are parachuted in – and not
unreasonably,

since there are m
any exam

ples of innovations that
have not

w
holly lived up to the prospectuses of their advocates

(m
odularity/sem

esterization and total quality m
anagem

ent
being

tw
o rather different

exam
ples). A

cadem
ics need to be reasonably

convinced that
any change is w

orthw
hile and that

they have the

personal and institutional resources to m
ake it

w
ork. 

The developm
ent

of students’em
ployability is som

ething that
is

essentially institution-w
ide. W

here changing practices to enhance

em
ployability involves m

ore than tinkering at
the edges of

curricula, it
is likely to involve both academ

ics and support
staff

since curriculum
 change could w

ell require som
e reconfiguring of

the w
ay that

institutional resources are provided. For exam
ple,

less use m
ight

be m
ade of lecture room

s, and m
ore use m

ight
be

m
ade of resource-based learning in conjunction w

ith sm
all task-

defined groups. (Problem
-based learning, for exam

ple, is one

approach that
dem

ands a m
ove aw

ay from
 traditional m

odes of

engagem
ent

in lectures, sem
inars, tutorials and laboratories or

studios.) H
ence institutional m

anagers need to have a

considerable appreciation of w
hat

is involved. This m
ay

necessitate, as part
of the groundw

ork, the establishm
ent

of a

senior staff developm
ent

program
m

e, perhaps involving

facilitators w
ho have a considerable understanding of the issues

at
stake and of institutional cultures.

4. D
on’t

try to do everyth
in

g you
rself 

A
 lon

e ch
am

pion
 of ch

an
ge (even

 a very sen
ior m

an
ager) is

rarely able to have w
idespread influen

ce across an institution.

For any in
novation to run deep and w

ide in an
 in

stitution
, th

ere

is a n
eed for the various parts of the institu

tion to be en
gaged

– in other w
ords, for a team

-based approach to be adopted

both to w
hatever groundw

ork is needed and to subsequent

im
plem

entation
. Som

e thou
ght

n
eeds to be given to th

e

com
position of the team

, since it
n

eeds to inclu
de not

only

those w
ith form

al pow
er but

also those w
ith ideas to

contribu
te (not

n
ecessarily the sam

e people). The team
 also

n
eeds to in

clu
de people w

ith
 com

plem
entary capabilities, sin

ce

the need for particular capabilities fluctuates during its w
ork:

creativity m
ay be n

eeded from
 tim

e to tim
e, bu

t
there are

other tim
es w

hen th
e capacity to slog through w

ork is vital.

A
ny team

 needs people w
ho can w

ork w
ell together as

professionals. (They do not
h

ave to like each oth
er greatly, but

they do h
ave to co-operate effectively.) 

5. Com
m

unicate effectively
Paper com

m
un

ication, though relatively easy, suffers from
 a

num
ber of draw

backs: it
is usually im

personal, and carries the

risk of being seen in term
s of the exercise of pow

er. Electronic

com
m

unication
 suffers from

 sim
ilar disadvantages, an

d

w
ebsites have to be fairly com

pelling if they are to achieve

w
h

at
th

eir con
stru

ctors h
ope for. (W

h
en

 th
ere is a pleth

ora of

sites to look at, and tim
e is lim

ited, a w
ebsite has to offer

som
ething really w

orthw
hile if it

is not
to be ignored.) To be

effective, com
m

unication often requires m
ore th

an
 inform

ation

tran
sm

ission – engagem
ent

w
ith others, arguing for an idea

against
com

peting ideas, and th
e w

illingness to listen
 to th

e

view
s of others w

ho m
ay h

old th
eir view

s just
as stron

gly as

you do. Engagem
ent

w
ith em

ployability could be enhanced

through discussing papers on the them
e (such

 as th
ose on

 the

ESEC
T w

ebsite), sharing the outcom
es of institutional research

activity (see above), and w
orkshop-type activities based upon

w
hat

is going on in pion
eering departm

ents. 

Success in
 com

m
unicating depends on using language th

at
is

relatively straightforw
ard, an

d is preferably not
saturated w

ith

‘bu
reaucratese’or other jargon

. (A
s an exam

ple,

‘m
etacogn

ition’, w
h

ich has gain
ed a fair am

ount
of currency in

high
er education, is n

everth
eless ‘jargon

istic’to som
e

colleagues.) 

Leadership for em
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6. D
evelop a shared com

m
itm

ent
to em

ployability
H

igher education institutions do not
fit

w
ell into ‘com

m
and and

control’and ‘technical-rational’m
odels of organization even

w
hen the m

anagem
ent

chart
seem

s to suggest
that

this is the

operational reality. In practice, groups of various sizes have

considerable freedom
 as to how

 they conduct
their w

ork.

D
eveloping a shared com

m
itm

ent
involves negotiation and

com
prom

ise, and som
e w

illingness to m
ove outside custom

 and

practice – that
is, individual and organizational ‘com

fort
zones’. 

A
 shared com

m
itm

ent
im

plies neither clone-like behaviour nor

com
m

onality of view
 – indeed, a shared m

ind-set
can be a

liability in a m
ature organization. Recognizing the autonom

y of

academ
ics, the principle of subsidiarity should obtain, under

w
hich institutional com

ponents are perm
itted to interpret

the

broad expectations in the light
of their ow

n norm
s and values,

but
w

ithin negotiated lim
its so that

‘ow
nership’is developed at

the sam
e tim

e as coherence w
ith the broad expectations is

m
aintained. The possibility of a productive creative tension

exists, but
a balance has to be struck betw

een cohesive

advance and a tolerance for divergence and creativity. 

7. G
enerate som

e early successes
A

 lot
can be achieved w

ith a series of relatively sm
all activities

– the ‘low
 pain, high gain’approach. The m

anagerial skill lies in

determ
ining w

here the ratio of benefit
to effort

is likely to be

high. Successes that
are relatively sm

all in scale can be

celebrated and are likely to help to generate m
om

entum
 for

subsequent
w

ork: as another truism
 has it, success tends to

breed success. For hard-pressed staff, this m
ight

be the optim
al

w
ay of increasing the sensitivity of curricula to em

ployability.

There is little to be gained – indeed m
uch to be lost

– by over-

reach
in

g in
 th

e pu
rsu

it
of ch

an
ge. 

If the intention regarding the developm
ent

of em
ployability-

supportive curricula is to be m
ore am

bitious, then subdividing

the proposed developm
ent

into m
anageable chunks has a

sim
ilar advantage to the ‘low

 pain, high gain’approach in that

it
also offers the possibility of establishing early successes.

Phasing the program
m

e of developm
ental activity, w

ith

m
arkers or ‘m

ilestones’established to index progress, helps to

focus attention and m
aintain m

anageability w
hilst

m
oving

things on. 

8. Consolidate and em
bed the gains

‘C
hunking’the developm

ent
plan runs the risk that, once a

section has been com
pleted, the gain is left

to lapse as

attention
 sh

ifts elsew
h

ere. Th
e n

eed is for ach
ievem

ents to be

retain
ed an

d bu
ilt

into fu
tu

re ph
ases. Th

e h
istory of

educational innovation is littered w
ith successes that

w
ere not

em
bedded by the tim

e that
their funding ran out, and

consequently faded from
 view

.

There is a need for the ongoing appraisal of practices and

achievem
ents, in the interests of enhancem

ent
(as all the

‘quality gurus’assert). The tem
ptation is alw

ays there to

proclaim
 success too soon, or to take success in a few

com
ponents as indicating the success of the w

hole

developm
ent. A

dopting a ‘continuous quality im
provem

ent’

approach m
inim

izes the risk of resting on laurels. A
fter all, a

garden quickly reverts to a w
eed-strew

n patch if it
is left

untended.

If pilot
w

ork has been reasonably successful, then the

innovation has gained a toehold w
ithin the institution, even if

adaptations have been needed in the light
of experience. The

‘rolling out’of the innovation across the institution requires

sustained com
m

itm
ent, especially on the part

of the person

w
ho is responsible for cham

pioning it. If the m
om

entum
 is

lost, then regaining it
is difficult. M

any w
orthw

hile

developm
ents in higher education have faded aw

ay because

sustained com
m

itm
ent

w
as lacking, and/or som

ething else

dem
anded attention.

Exerting leverage
The senior m

anager can exert
leverage on the institution in a

num
ber of w

ays, including:

•
incorporating em

ployability into developm
ental activities

(such as ‘aw
aydays’) for sen

ior staff;

•
developing institution

al policy (bearin
g in

 m
in

d the potential

connectivity of em
ployability w

ith other institutional policy

initiatives);

•
encouraging developm

ental activity at
departm

ental (or

other academ
ic organ

ization
al un

it) level – h
ere colleagues

such as N
ational Teach

ing Fellow
s m

ay be able to contribute

particular expertise;

•
seeing that

em
ployability is placed on the agenda of the

academ
ic board (or sim

ilar body) in th
e in

stitution, an
d

ensuring that
discussion

 is given
 adequate tim

e;

•
w

orking w
ith those respon

sible for qu
ality an

d standards to

see that
em

ployability is given appropriate consideration in

approval, m
onitoring and review

 activity.

A
ppen

dix 1 adds to th
ese su

ggestion
s. It

also, by im
plication

,

has m
essages for heads of departm

ent, program
m

e leaders

and m
odule leaders.

It
is perhaps w

orth em
phasizing again that

the task of the

cham
pion of em

ployability is not
to ‘hard sell’em

ployability to

program
m

e team
s. Rather, it

is to engage w
ith team

s in such a

w
ay that

they reflect
on w

hat
em

ployability m
ight

im
ply for

their practices, and that
they develop th

ese practices in the

light
of reflection. This is, after all, no different

in principle from

norm
al quality enhancem

ent
activity. If there is a difference, it

lies at
the level of detail – in

 this case, the focus on

em
ployability. 

Finding out
m

ore
There is a grow

ing body of w
riting on em

ployability w
hich

deals w
ith

 it
in

 varyin
g degrees of detail: a lot

of recent

m
aterial developed by ESEC

T and by the G
eneric Centre can be

found on the ESEC
T w

ebsite (w
w

w
.ltsn

.ac.u
k/ESEC

T) and

follow
ing through the links. ESEC

T is com
m

itted to w
orking

collaboratively on em
ployability w

ith a range of netw
orks

outside the LTSN
, and senior m

anagers m
ay find it

helpfu
l to

kn
ow

 that
further resources w

ill derive from
 this.

A
t

the tim
e of w

riting, the ESECT w
ebsite includes inter alia

the follow
ing:

Perspectives

•
Em

ployability and students’educational experiences before

entering higher education

•
Transition into higher education:som

e im
plications for the

‘em
ployability agenda’

•
The undergraduate curriculum

 and em
ployability

•
Em

ployability and transitions from
 higher education to w

ork

•
International perspectives on em

ployability

Personal D
evelopm

ent
Planning

•
U

sing PD
P to help students gain em

ploym
ent

•
Connecting PD

P to em
ployer needs and the w

orld of w
ork 

Strategies for Em
ployability

•
Enhancing em

ployability:a long term
 challenge

The LTSN
 G

eneric Centre is shortly to publish its Learning and

Em
ployability series of G

uides, of w
hich the first

three are:

•
Em

ployability in higher education

•
Em

bedding em
ployability into the curriculum

•
Em

ployability:judging and com
m

unicating achievem
ents

Book-length treatm
ents of em

ployability-related them
es can be

found in Bennett
et

al. (2000), and in tw
o forthcom

ing volum
es

by K
n

ight
an

d Yorke (2003a; 2003c). M
cC

affery’s (2003)

forthcom
ing book on

 m
anagem

ent
m

ay also be of m
ore

general interest. 

Leadership for em
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A
ppendix

Steps tow
ards the prom

otion of em
ployability

1. U
se all possible opportunities to discuss w

hat
is m

eant
by

em
ployability (a useful starting point

is Em
ployability in higher

education) and how
 program

m
es can contribute to its developm

ent. 

D
o not

forget
the significance of the co-curriculum

.

2. Ensure that
em

ployability is w
ritten into program

m
e specifications.

3. W
hen designing them

, m
ake sure that

new
 m

odule and program
m

e

proposals are appraised in term
s of their contribution to student

em
ployability.

4. Ensure that
the contribution to em

ployability of (a) the program
m

e

and (b) the m
ain constituent

m
odules is spelt

out
in student

handbooks, on w
ebsites, in assessm

ent
and teaching plans, and in

recruitm
ent

m
aterial.

5. Ensure that
there is a variety of assessm

ent
m

ethods in a

program
m

e.

6. Stress th
e im

portan
ce of cu

rricu
lu

m
 align

m
ent

(Biggs, 2003). In

practical term
s, m

ake sure that
m

odules – certainly core m
odules –

have learning goals that
are aligned w

ith the program
m

e specification;

that
teaching and learning m

ethods m
esh w

ith the m
ost

im
portant

learning goals; and that
assessm

ent
is aligned w

ith goals and

m
ethods.

7. Encourage the basing of student
projects on problem

s that
can be

represented as contributing strongly to claim
s to em

ployability.

8. U
se the governm

ent’s progress files initiative to highlight
the

com
plex achievem

ents that
em

ployers value, and w
hich have often

been rather neglected because they have resisted affordable and

reliable assessm
ent. Encourage colleagues to help students to translate

their achievem
ents into em

ployer-friendly language.

9. A
pply th

e con
cept

of ‘tu
n

in
g’to existin

g cu
rricu

la, sin
ce th

is h
as

considerable potential as a pow
erful ‘low

-pain, high-gain’w
ay of

enhancing student
em

ployability.

10. U
se existing approval, review

 and evaluation system
s to highlight

em
ployability issues. A

 senior m
anager w

ill be likely to address these

issues in broad term
s, and m

ight
gain an understanding of how

em
ployability is being addressed in the institution from

, inter alia,

student
feedback data, annual m

onitoring reports, quinquennial

program
m

e review
s, and in accreditation procedures. There is alw

ays

an opportunity to place em
ployability on the relevant

agendas.

11. A
t

the institutional level, ensure that
enhancing student

em
ployability through the curriculum

 and co-curriculum
 is evidently a

concern for instructional and education developm
ent

units, for careers

services and other student
support

groups including, w
here possible,

student
unions.

12. In England, institutions are expected to show
 how

 their w
idening

participation strategies and their teaching and learning strategies are

sensitive to the m
ission to enhance student

em
ployability. This m

ight

im
ply m

aking em
ployability a quality enhancem

ent
priority.
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