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1: Institutional Support for Employability
In this section we will
•

discuss different types of institution and the differing views of and approaches adopted to
employability development

•

provide some practical tips for developing employability according to your own institutional
role

It is a self-evident fact (but one that deserves emphasis) that if student employability is to be
successfully developed within a particular institution, then a vitally important factor is the support
provided by that institution. This includes direct support, in the form of staff resource, strategic
support through corporate policy and course approval processes, and implicit support by virtue of the
prevailing institutional culture. Conversely, it follows that if your institution does not value
employability as a 'graduate output' then it is likely that you, as an educational developer interested
in promoting student employability, will have a tough task on your hands. Your own role may provide
you with the scope to influence policy, but if not it will be necessary to work within existing constraints.
This section will discuss key issues involved and provide some practical suggestions.

Institutional focus and culture
High tuition fees lead to equally high student expectations, both of the qualification and the university
experience. In challenging economic times these expectations are likely to also focus on graduate job
prospects. As a result of this, and pressure from other sources, particularly government, business and
industry, many Higher Education institutions are adopting a renewed focus on the student experience
and in engaging students as partners in learning.
Some institutions tend to have a traditional approach to higher education, with the principal goals (or
programme ‘learning outcomes’) being focussed on the acquisition of subject knowledge, skills and
their application. It is highly likely that in such an institution little support will be provided for staff
who wish to build in employability through the taught curriculum – most academic staff will not
recognise this as part of their role, and if students do receive any help in developing such skills it will
be from extra-curricular sources, such as from the university careers unit. The institutional culture
this leads to will militate against recognition or reward for academic staff who wish to incorporate
elements of employability development into their teaching.
Given the current ‘climate’, with one important measure of success by which universities are judged
being graduate employment rates, even these institutions have published top-level policy documents
which include rhetoric that claims their courses develop employability - although changing the culture
occurs slowly. Many staff employed there may also feel that a good degree from their university,
together with an occasional careers presentation will be sufficient.
Other institutions may embrace the concept of developing student employability since this will
support recruitment and help ensure the needs of the business and industrial community are met.
Senior staff, possibly at pro-vice chancellor level, have been appointed with specific responsibility for
teaching and learning, and the student experience - including employability. Clearly, the culture in
institutions such as these is much more supportive of developing student employability – both within
the curriculum, and through co- and extra-curricular activities.
A principal challenge for all institutions is to create an environment in which learning providers put
employability enhancement at the heart of what they do, and recognise that some skills, practical job
application skills for example, can be developed quickly and lead to short term gains in employment
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rates. Other important graduate attributes however, such as self-confidence, team-working and
communication, take much longer but are equally in need of investment (Yorke, 2010). Institutions
must therefore be willing to plan for long term gains as well as 'quick wins'. It is also important to
enhance the quality of pedagogical approaches, and recognise the impact that co-curricular and extracurricular activities have in developing skills and attributes that enhance employability.
The institutional environment impacts directly on models of delivery, for example, whether an
institution provides additional careers and employability modules, embeds employability within the
curriculum or includes employability within its assessment strategies. These models can be
briefly described as ranging between a 'bolt-on' approach, where employability modules are provided
as an optional extra, through to an entirely embedded approach where employability is assessed and
supported within the disciplinary curriculum.
There are three other significant institutional features that shape the immediate context for
practitioners developing the curriculum and teaching sessions:
• How an institution articulates the Career Service provision for students in relation to the

curriculum
• Whether the institution develops an 'Employability Award' as a separate (sometimes called 'bolt
on') or embedded provision for students
• Whether the qualification has been professionally accredited by an external body
While the external context is certainly important for HE practitioners, it is the local institutional
context which directly frames the way that teaching and learning takes place and influences the
pedagogical approaches to employability that may be developed. With differing policies that relate
to teaching and research interests in higher education, how these work in the interests of a diverse
student population is called into question. It is important not to forget the wider cultural and social
benefits to be gained from the expansion of higher education - a wider range of learning outcomes for
personal learning and economic growth are required. It is therefore worthwhile to emphasise the
connection between effective pedagogy and policy:
Effective pedagogy demands consistent policy frameworks, with support for learning for diverse
students as their main focus. Policies should be designed to create effective and equitable learning
environments for all students to benefit socially and economically. (TLRP, 2009)

Practical ways forward
So – what suggestions might help you, in your current university role, in developing practice to
improve student employability? Depending upon the type of institution you are in, and the type of
role you have, your objectives - and hence successful strategies to achieve them - may differ.
Let's consider two possible situations: one in which you have a senior strategic role, and wish to
influence a change in institutional policy and practice, and one in which you wish to influence your
own teaching and learning practice. The following table might summarise these situations, and is
intended to highlight key actions to focus on. It does, of course, represent a gross oversimplification
and many institutions may in practice share features, but the general principles should be relevant,
and can be adapted as necessary to meet your particular situation.
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Table 1: Outlining key features and issues in institutional practice
less supportive of employability
Motivation: to meet KPIs, maintain recruitment
and stay competitive;
Include in corporate plan/mission;
Establish strategic priorities;
Develop action plans;
Develop new marketing strategy;
Raise profile of careers service;
Develop a new culture;
Establish employability 'steering group';
Promote to new students/partners;
Develop new teaching and learning (T&L)
structures and systems;
Implement career development in T&L for staff,
e.g. teaching fellowships;
Create new roles in employability;
Promote pedagogic research;
Promote work-based learning schemes;
Introduce university-funded internships;
Get the support of the student body;
Include employability as a criterion in new
course development;
Consider employability awards;
Establish discipline-based champions to address
local concerns;

Create policy and framework documents to
consolidate existing practice;
Review corporate plan and mission;

Relatively hard to change practice
Lead by example;
Get support of line manager;
Promote through success stories;
Promote by proxy via students;
Present at T&L conferences;
Influence others through success;
Apply for funding and engage in pedagogic
research, gaining status;

Relatively easy to change practice;
Learn from current 'best' practice;
Work with local 'champions';
Get support from mentors;
Apply for fellowships if they exist;
Present at internal and external conferences;
Apply for funding and engage in pedagogic
research, gaining status;

Individual practitioner

Your role

Senior/
Strategic

Institutional Culture
more supportive of employability

Review action plans;
Evolve existing marketing strategy;
Emphasise importance of careers service;
Promote/develop existing culture;
Coordinate steering group;
Promote to new students/partners;
Extend teaching and learning (T&L) structures
and systems;
Promote career development in T&L for staff,
e.g. teaching fellowships;
Encourage pedagogic research;
Extend work-based learning schemes;
Extend university-funded internships
Embed employability in existing courses;
Extend employability awards;
Ensure all opportunities to engage the
support of the student body are taken;

The following section expands on the information presented in this table.

Motivation for change
If you are in a strategic position in an institution that does not have a strong focus on student
employability, then you will need to marshal strong arguments for change. University leaders will be
focussed on ranking positions, league tables and targets – possibly set by government or governors.
Graduate employment (as distinct from employability) will be a key element of this, and persuasive
arguments for change can be based around improving these rates. A further strong argument is to
help the institution remain competitive – both in terms of student recruitment and in explicitly
meeting the needs of business – at a time when most if not all other similar institutions are addressing
this. If your institution already does recognise the importance both of graduate employment, and in
developing student employability to improve it, motivation for further change is provided by the need
to remain competitive, and to respond to changing market needs. Undergraduate applicants will be
alert to your institution’s graduate employment record and since in this respect at least, each
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University is a business, fees from undergraduate student income will act to focus attention on
strengthening recruitment.

Specific actions
It’s important that the institution embraces employability development explicitly. This might mean
including it as part of the ‘mission’ statement or as a goal or ‘core value’ – however these are
expressed in your institution – and ensuring it is mentioned within the corporate plan. This will lead
to its inclusion in corresponding strategic priority documents and institutional action plans, start to
raise its profile and help move the institutional culture towards one that recognises student
employability as a priority.
With employability as a key goal for the institution, individual departments will be expected to
articulate how they will help achieve it in their area.
•

Institutional Structures. To ensure that the action plan established to implement corporate policy
is effectively implemented, institutions need to establish a steering group, or similar, to record
and measure progress, and provide incentives to modify existing provision. It is also important to
ensure new and existing courses provide a suitable framework for employability development to
take place. Whatever systems are in place to approve new courses (and re-approve existing ones)
should require proposals to articulate how these courses will develop employability. Ideally,
employability will appear in the learning outcomes both of the course and of (at least) some
individual modules at each level.
Teaching employability may require that organisational practices and structures such as
timetabling and resourcing are amended to fit different pedagogical approaches.

•

Marketing, promotion & communication of employability. Having established employability as a
core goal for the institution, every effort needs to be made to ensure all stakeholders – applicants,
students, staff and employers – are aware of exactly what is being done to develop and support
it. This will involve, as a minimum, the institution’s website, publicity and promotional materials
and internal advertising. The objective is to ensure all stakeholders are aware of what activities
support employability development and (where appropriate) to engage with them. This can
benefit the organisation by boosting recruitment and supporting local businesses and industry. It
will also benefit students by helping them become more aware of what their course-based
learning activities are designed to achieve, and what extra-curricular activities exist to support
their development.

•

Careers services. The extent to which the careers service is integrated, or detached, from
departmental activities has a direct impact on the way in which joint work can take place with
academic staff and the way in which they are able to influence the creation of employability
modules within the curriculum (Bridgstock, 2009). Careers departments are often responsible for
work placements, internships and volunteering activities for students, yet other universities retain
placement or industry liaison officers within faculties; however the different models have not
been evaluated to explore how they impact on the development of student employability or the
embedding of employability related issues within the curriculum. Where careers services are also
responsible for designing and managing employability awards the nature of these awards
is shaped by the way in which the careers services interacted with the delivery of academic
subjects within the university.

•

Recognition and reward for staff. Institutions with corporate goals that include graduate
employability need courses able to deliver this - and staff who are willing to adapt their teaching
and learning strategies to include employability development. To facilitate this, institutions should
therefore aim to foster a culture in which pedagogic research carries parity of esteem with
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traditional academic research, and back this up with a recognised ‘teaching’ career path. If you
have a high level strategic role in your institution, consider creating senior roles in teaching and
learning, explicitly including employability. Show commitment by investing resource! Offer
teaching fellowships, fixed-term or permanent – that help staff evidence career progression. Key
staff can act as local discipline-based 'champions', promoting change and improving practice
within their area. Encourage staff to engage in pedagogic research, publishing in relevant journals
and presenting conference papers. Introduce teaching and learning workshops and conferences
within the institution, raising the profile of pedagogic activities, and spreading successful practice.
As an individual in an institution that does not offer recognition of pedagogic research and
practice, your opportunities are more limited. However, changing your own practice in small ways
does not require a huge investment but can make significant differences to student satisfaction,
engagement and achievement. It can be a slow process, but evidence that pedagogic innovations
can be successful is a powerful force for change, even in ‘conservative’ institutions, because
everyone recognises the added value of improved graduate outcomes. Seek support from likeminded individuals within and outside your organisation – there are plenty to be found if you look!
•

High profile initiatives. Institutions that include employability as a ‘core value’ or ‘mission’ usually
do so because graduate employability is a key metric that feeds into institutional rankings. They
are therefore impatient for improvement, however since employability depends in large measure
on attributes as well as skills – self-confidence, communication and team-working for example,
compared to the ability to present well at interviews – these improvements can take time. To
make a significant change to attributes such as these requires a coordinated programme of
developmental activities throughout a programme of study. While institutions may be willing to
invest in longer term developments such as these, they also need to demonstrate quicker ‘wins’,
and so are keen to invest in specific high profile initiatives, which also serve to demonstrate
distinctiveness within the market, for recruitment and publicity purposes.
Such initiatives can include leadership courses, job application and interview training courses,
business start-up support to stimulate enterprise and entrepreneurship and on-campus
employment opportunities. To raise the status of these initiatives, good practice indicates
students should have to explicitly apply to them, to show commitment and that they recognise
the benefits to be gained. While such initiatives are to be welcomed, it is important to remember
that these will only ever benefit a relatively small number of students – to make a significant
difference to institutional graduate employment (or employability) rates, longer term,
programme-wise, changes need to be embedded into the taught curriculum.

•

Promote work experience. Realistic work experience, and the recognition of skills gained from it,
has a major impact on success at achieving graduate employment. It may be possible for the
University to provide employment opportunities, such as placements or internships. If these are
not currently in place in your institution, consider proposing introducing such a scheme; if they
are, expand the scheme, and promote these opportunities to students vigorously. Clearly,
providing the jobs isn't enough - for students to gain the maximum benefit adequate supervision,
and opportunities to reflect on learning, must also be available.
It may also be appropriate for work experience to be an integral part of the academic programme.
Consider adapting courses to incorporate elements of work experience relevant to the subject
area.

•

Employability awards can emphasise the importance of developing skills that will help gain
employment and develop a meaningful career. These can be institutional, with awards being
made at graduation in parallel with academic awards, or local to individual departments. Creating
an award can be relatively cost free - the benefit to the student is recognition of their
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achievements and an enhancement to their resume, while the cost may be limited to printing
(although there are hidden costs in validating student work against set criteria for the award). As
a first step consider implementing departmental awards for engagement with employability
activities and achievement of agreed minimum set of standards. A good response to this would
encourage expansion and wider adoption of the scheme.
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2: Assessment and Feedback
In this section we will
• discuss the issues involved in assessing student employability,
• introduce the idea of using the validity, authenticity and cost of assessment to
categorise employability skills, and discuss the advantages and disadvantages of using
formative and summative assessment in each case,
• describe a variety of approaches to assessment of employability, and how they may be
used, including:
– peer and group assessment
– self-assessment and
– portfolio assessment
• discuss feedback, its value in terms of improving student achievement, and
mechanisms of delivery,
• discuss the role of Personal and Professional Development Planning in using feedback
to improve, and how it can be assessed,
• discuss the assessment of work experience.
Assessment is vitally important in encouraging student engagement with curricular activities. It
affects the way students study, identifying what is to be taken seriously and what is not. This section
will consider the impact, importance and challenges of assessment in relation to employability
activities as an integral part of the learning experience and offer practical suggestions for success. The
importance of feedback and feed forward mechanisms, both in the context of employability and the
broader learning experience, will also be considered.

Why assess?
As with all learning, it's important for an educator to know whether their instructional methods are
working, and for a student to gain confidence that they are 'getting it right'. This may therefore be
formative, with the intention of assisting learning - or summative, aimed at measuring learning. In
either case it's important to establish a distinction between grading (providing a mark or score to
classify a student performance) and assessment, which should also provide descriptive feedback to
aid improvement. Feedback is an essential element in assessment - more on that later.
There is a psychological dimension to assessment in the sense that learners invest time strategically,
engaging more with summative rather than formative tasks. Summative assessment influences
student interaction with formative assessment and feedback. Where formative and summative
assessment is aligned, students have an opportunity to gain practice on tasks that are later formally
assessed: they are also more likely to pay attention to formative feedback they receive. Where
formative and summative assessments are not aligned, students often do not see the relevance of, or
engage with, formative processes. Engagement in low-stakes formative tasks can be improved if they
explicitly prepare students for a summative assessment task - for example, comprising a series in
which the final task is assessed summatively.
One further complication is that when being summatively assessed students have a vested interest in
concealing their limitations so the scope for learning is reduced; formative assessment however,
thrives on disclosure - students are encouraged to be open about their limitations in order to receive
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feedback for improvement. Furthermore, with formative feedback the stakes are lower, and reliability
is not as important as for summative assessment. This is helpful as some learning objectives cannot
be reliably assessed with the resources available.
The assessment of employability skills poses additional challenges, since many of the attributes we
wish graduates to develop - such as self-confidence - cannot be summatively assessed, either reliably
or validly. They can, however, be formatively developed and assessed. Self-assessment can play an
important role, enabling students to make claims about achievements in these areas, and showcase
them to prospective employers.
In some cases, assessment takes place within the curriculum - and gains credit towards the student's
enrolled award. In other cases employability is assessed through mainly extra-curricular activities, for
which the student can gain a separate award often presented together with their degree at
graduation. There has been a recent surge of interest in the UK in providing ways in which
employability development can be evidenced and accredited because of plans to move from the
traditional practice of awarding degrees within classified bands (1st, 2i, 2ii, etc.) to the Higher
Education Achievement Report (HEAR) in which a much fuller record of achievement is presented. See
http://www.hear.ac.uk/ for more information. Part of the HEAR allows a student to provide evidence
of other (e.g. employability) skills and the Quality Assurance Agency have recently published a survey
report of sector practice in recognising extracurricular skills and a practical toolkit which HE providers
can use to reflect on what they do to recognise student achievement beyond the curriculum (QAA
2013a,b).
The availability of academic credit for participation in employability activities can act as a powerful
motivator to participation. In an international survey carried out by the Department for Business
Innovation and Skills, the clear majority of respondents indicated that students can gain credit for
employability development at least some of the time. Few respondents indicated that employability
is a compulsory part of the curriculum however, with the greatest incidence being in the UK (10%)
followed by the USA (8%); thus the majority experience of employability activities was that they are
undertaken on a voluntary (or elective) basis (BIS, 2011).

How to assess?
The discussion above suggests that student engagement is enhanced by the provision of some
element of summative assessment, and there is evidence that this is the case even when this element
is very small (Waldock, et. al., 2002).
When assessing employability, an important distinction needs to be made between three groups of
skills for which assessment is - and must be - qualitatively different:
1. practical employability skills that can readily be summatively assessed, involving the recall of
information and application of procedures for which students can be prepared by short periods
of training. Examples of such skills are the ability to create a good resume/CV or complete a job
application.
2. those that can be judged in a tolerably-reliable way provided sufficient resource is available.
Examples of attributes or capabilities of this nature include being an effective communicator,
having good interpersonal skills, being self-aware and being well organised. These skills take
longer to develop and require coordinated developmental programme-wide approaches, and
3. those that for practical or ethical reasons virtually defy summative assessment, such as legitimate
self-confidence, taking responsibility, being willing to learn or having 'oomph'.
All are relevant to employability but some are much easier to assess, and therefore a differentiated
programme-wide approach to assessment is required (Yorke and Knight, 2004).
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When assessing practical employability skills it is likely that evidencing these skills is the principal
objective of the task set, so that it would be carried out in the same way as any other assessed
academic activity:
•

create an assignment brief that makes explicit to a student what they are expected to do and what
they are required to submit for assessment,

•

create assessment criteria that explain to all participants how the task will be graded or marked,
aligned with the learning objectives that the task is aimed at developing. It is a good idea to make
this explicit to students, encouraging them to recognise which skills this task is expected to help
them develop, and how this therefore fits into the 'bigger picture' - the overall plan for developing
the full set of graduate skills and attributes they are expected to have by the end of the
programme.

•

mark the work against the published criteria, making this again explicit to the students.

Other employability skills are notoriously difﬁcult to measure (Halfhill and Nielsen 2007). For one
thing, identifying suitable objective criteria to use in their assessment is difficult and for another the
skill being developed is not usually the principal objective of the task, it is likely to be a by-product of
the activity. So, for example, team working skills will be developed through a group exercise, and do
not depend upon the task set - which will in all probability be subject specific. It is still necessary to
be explicit about the team-working skill element of the task though, perhaps by including in the
assessment brief the intention that team working skills are being developed, and included in one or
more related assessment criteria. The assessment should therefore involve elements of self or peer
assessment, so that it is clear that the task outcome is not the only important result - the process the
team went through to achieve it, and the contribution of each team member, is also of importance.
Other attributes and capabilities that take time to develop can be assessed in a similar way. Written
communication skills are developed through every written piece of work the student does, and hence
some element of assessment (perhaps quite small) should be allocated for demonstrating such skills.
It should perhaps form a greater proportion of credit early in the course, to encourage engagement,
and the recognition that these skills are important. Later in the course, rather than awarding credit
for the same thing, you could inform students that this was now expected, and that marks would be
deducted if they did not demonstrate adequate skills in communication.
Different assessment vehicles are suitable for developing different types of skills, of course. You may
wish to consider using reports, articles or posters instead of essays to develop skills in writing for
suitable audiences and in summarising their work succinctly.
Oral presentations can be used to build self-confidence but since these can be a very daunting
prospect to new students can be introduced gradually, perhaps using low-stakes group presentations
early on the course (developing team working skills along the way) building towards individual
presentations in the final year. Assessment of oral presentations provides a real challenge to staff,
since judgement can be very subjective. One successful approach is to ensure clear criteria are set
and used by staff to assess a presentation immediately after it is given, while fresh in the mind. A
short moderation meeting can then take place after each presentation or set of presentations to agree
a mark between the team carrying out the assessment; where significant discrepancy exists between
the mark awarded by different assessors, this may require some discussion to reach agreement.
In Australia, the National Quality Council has endorsed an integrated approach to assessment in which
employability skills are assessed together with technical skills, made possible because employability
skills are being embedded progressively in all Training Packages. The adoption of assessment practices
especially tailored to address employability is a key indicator of how embedded these skills are in the
curriculum in each setting. An absence or a large degree of variation in the adoption of such practices
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is an indicator that employability skills are only shallowly embedded or are in the process of becoming
embedded but that this process is far from complete (UKCES, 2008).
Given that student perception of their own skills, and where and how they are developed, is very
important, mechanisms of peer and self-assessment are relevant. Students often express a positive
attitude towards peer assessment but there are concerns relating to their capability to assess peers
and to the responsibility associated with assessing peers. Research suggests that, whilst students
would accept peer assessment as an element of their course, its introduction at least should focus on
the development of evaluative skills (i.e. emphasising learning rather than assessment) and provide
support to alleviate an onerous sense of responsibility (Cassidy, 2006).
Peer assessment of
employability skill development should be adopted within programmes wishing to equip students with
a complete repertoire of employment-relevant skills.

Self-assessment
Given that an individual's employability depends in large part on that person's ability to recognise,
evidence and articulate their own skills confidently, it is no surprise that self-assessment is common
within assessment regimes. Furthermore, as pointed out by Boud (1990), 'traditional' assessment
practice neither matches the world of work nor encourages effective learning. It leads students to
concentrate on a narrow range of content and skills, focusing on grades rather than on achievements
and areas that require development. Self-assessment, in contrast, is fundamental to all aspects of
learning. Since learning is an active endeavour, it is only the learner who can make and implement
decisions about their own learning, hence self-assessment is more effective than other forms of
assessment. Self-assessment is necessary if Higher Education is to develop knowledgeable, selfdirecting, reflective and highly-employable graduates.
One recent study examined self-assessment of capabilities in certain employability skills in more than
1000 Australian business undergraduates. It compared student self-assessments with that of
academics, and looked at how certain individual and background characteristics – such as stage of
degree, gender and academic ability – influenced rating accuracy. Students judged by academics as
more academically competent were able to self-assess more accurately than their less competent
peers (Jackson, 2014).
Inﬂated self-perceptions and consistent patterns of underrating and overrating among students
indicate self-assessment is problematic in employability skill development and assessment. For selfassessment to be integrated into the employability skills programme in a meaningful way, training and
development in the process is required. Individual and background characteristics – including gender,
work experience and stage of degree – appear to make little difference in student ability to self-assess
accurately.
For employers, the problems with graduates’ inﬂated perceptions of personal performance are well
recognised (see Jackson, 2012). This applies both to graduate positions and to Work Related (or
Integrated) Learning opportunities, including vacation programmes, internships and placements.
These are acknowledged as vital tools in enhancing student learning and their subsequent transfer of
acquired skill and knowledge to the workplace upon graduation (Billett, 2011; Halfhill and Neilsen,
2007).

Portfolio Assessment
Students can be helped to develop claims to those complex achievements that cannot, or ought not
to be, assessed by more traditional means. Because of the difficulty of designing assessment tasks
that can accurately and reliably assess student attributes and capabilities that determine their
employability, it can help to rearrange the usual approach in which the academic
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•

designs a learning and teaching strategy and assessment tasks that are aligned with the learning
outcomes,

•

develops assessment criteria to make explicit how the achievement of these learning outcomes is
to be measured, and then

•

issues these to students, together with appropriate instructions for completing the tasks

This may be a successful approach for assessing discipline-specific skills, but is problematic for those
hard-to-quantify employability skills. Perhaps a better approach is to begin by explaining to students
what the module is for – how it fits into the overall programme, what its learning outcomes are and
how they relate to the rest of the programme, and its overall programme learning outcomes. The task
can then be for each student to determine for themselves how they may best present evidence of
having achieved the module learning outcomes, though the submission of a portfolio of work. This
avoids a recurring complaint from students that they are being asked to repeat earlier activities – in
this case they can simply present previous work together with an updated commentary to support
their claim that this evidences achievement of the present learning outcomes.
It may seem at first that this process circumvents the entire taught element of the module, however
there is considerable scope to develop classroom-based activities that help students to develop skills
in recognising where and how they have developed certain skills. If, for example, understanding the
ethical dimensions of their discipline and developing ethical behaviours is one learning outcome, a
classroom activity could involve considering realistic scenarios in which they have to discuss ethical
considerations and how they inform workplace decision making. Their task for assessment would be
to use this to recognise examples from their own experience to analyse and report as part of their
portfolio.
One disadvantage of this approach is that portfolios tend to be long and costly to assess, particularly
if aiming to provide more than a pass/fail grade. Yorke and Knight (2004) recommend that those
grading portfolios should be well trained, that adequate consideration is given to the clarity of the
assignment brief and that students should be encouraged to discuss their portfolio claims with each
other, taking advantage of peer feedback, before submission. They also suggest that the brief should
require students to submit a preface or summary of their claim, in addition to the full portfolio of
evidence, and that you should just mark this claim. You can sample the portfolio to provide a check
but only look in detail where you have cause for concern.

Mechanisms for feedback
In order to develop the self-awareness to recognise their strengths and weaknesses, and to take the
steps necessary to improve in the future, students need an effective means of evaluating the work
they do. One important mechanism for this is through formative feedback. Black and Wiliam (1998)
reviewed over 250 studies across a range of subjects and level to demonstrate that formative feedback
provides a positive benefit for students' learning and performance in almost all circumstances. There
is clearly a balance to be struck however between providing high quality feedback that helps students
improve and providing timely, regular feedback (and recognising the time needed by staff for doing
so).
Sadler (1989) identified three parts to effective feedback:
•

students must gain a knowledge of what is required,

•

they must compare their own performance with the required standard, and

•

they must do something which will (at least in part) close the gap between the two.
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Most feedback focuses on the second of these through marking or grading, however the improvement
to student learning comes almost entirely from what the student will do next, i.e. in the last of these,
the one over which we as educators have the least control (Robinson, 2015).
Robinson points out that successfully converting feedback into improvements in achievement requires
that participants see this as part of an ongoing dialogue; except for small group teaching opportunities,
this is likely to be difficult at university, where cohort sizes will usually limit the dialogue to formal
feedback on assessment. A further important point is the feedback often emphasises errors (perhaps
with suggestions for improvement). This can be demotivational. When assessing employability - which
depends to a considerable extent upon self-awareness and self-confidence - it is equally important
(perhaps more so) to recognise and comment on good performance, not simply relying upon a tick
and a mark.
Since students vary as individuals they will respond to feedback differently, so it makes sense that
feedback should be provided in a variety of ways to maximise impact. Depending upon the task, it
may be appropriate to
–

write short comments on each piece of work

•

this probably the most common mechanism for providing feedback, but because of time
constraints, it is usually limited to very brief notes or marks on the page - the tutor may not be
able to provide rich feedback this way. It is also 'lost' once the work is handed back, unless the
tutor keeps a copy.
provide marking electronically (online or via word-processed documents or PDFs)

–
•

–
•

–
•

–
•
–
•

Electronic marking - in its many forms - has the advantage of being stored and retrievable on
demand. It also raises the possibility of storing a feedback 'bank' of comments that the tutor
compiles, and selects from according to need. This approach allows much richer feedback to be
given, personalised to each student's work, since the tutor has time to construct a more detailed
comment along with suggestions for strategies for improvement.
provide a model answer
in some subject areas - especially the sciences - it's possible to provide a model solution to the
task set. This is simple to provide and can be issued very quickly after all work is received at little
cost to the tutor, since they will have had to generate this before marking the work in any case. It
has the benefit of immediately answering students' questions about what they could have done
to gain a higher mark.
distribute pre-written feedback comments
As a variant on the above, it may be possible to distribute a short review of the task, summarising
common problems noted when marking the student work together with guidance on routes to
improvement, and identifying what parts of the task were generally well done. This approach also
benefits from its immediacy - catching student attention while the work is still fresh in their mind.
It also is labour saving for the tutor, avoiding repetitively making the same comment to individuals.
The process of identifying common issues is also instructive for the tutor, feeding forward for
them in identifying possible improvements to curricular delivery and assessment.
give a review (in class or on paper) of common issues spotted when marking the work;
this has the same purpose as the above, and may simply involve a verbal review of the same
document, allowing the tutor to further emphasise points for feedback
provide follow-up individual consultations
it may be common practice to offer students - in addition to the above - the opportunity to seek
a one-to-one consultation if there are remaining areas of concern to them. This is resource
intensive, however, and may not always be possible.
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•

It is self-evident that for student improvement to happen, in addition to reading and
understanding the feedback, they must also act on it. In order to encourage this to happen, a
successful approach would be for the tutor to include a follow-up activity that builds on the first
and utilising some of the skills the first activity was intended to develop.

•

When assessing Career Management Skills, for example, one task might have been to create a
resume/CV. Since this is not a static document, there is likely to be a opportunity within the
programme for a student to update it. The assessment brief for this task should include a
requirement for students to show explicitly that they have acted upon feedback received following
the previous attempt; this should also be one of the assessment criteria, showing the importance
placed upon developmental learning.

A similar approach could be taken to assessing other CMS skills, such as writing job applications,
dealing 'difficult questions' and performing well at interviews and assessment centres.

Integration with PPDP
If feedback following an assessment task is to be useful it needs to be acted upon, and the first step
to doing so is to reflect on the work and form an action plan for improvement. this can be done
through personal and professional development planning. The key thing is to create a mechanism
that supports the student reflection and action planning process.
It will be a matter of individual choice about whether to assess PPDP, including the use of feedback.
Assessing the process will certainly encourage student engagement with it, and underline it's
importance, but practice varies. For PPDP to be effective, it needs to be carried out frequently - ideally
this would be a continuous process, but expecting students to engage more often than weekly may
be optimistic. There are schemes in which students reflect on their progress on a 'little but often'
basis, after each class (Waldock, 2011, Case Study 7), but this may not suit everyone.

Assessing work experience
Because of the lack of control that you are likely to have over the workplace environment, it is not
possible to ensure a uniform student 'experience'. Exceptions occur in certain cases, such as in
education and health-related disciplines where assessment of work practice is essential to provide a
'license to practice', but in general - because of the variety of experiences and opportunities for
development students will encounter - it's not possible to establish fair criteria for assessing the work
placement itself. Instead a placement is normally assessed on a pass-fail basis, according to an
employer's report and the provision of appropriate documentary evidence of performance. Many
institutions operating work placement schemes require students to document their work on monthly
activity reports, notarised by the workplace supervisor. Some also expect the student to deliver a
presentation on the organisation, the work carried out and the skills they feel they have gained from
the experience. In some cases the work experience carries credit and makes a contribution to the
overall degree grade, but practice varies widely.
In addition to assessing the placement itself, you may also wish to consider a follow-on module in
which each student reflects on their work experience, identifying how they have changed academically
and professionally as a result and how their career plans have been influenced. This assesses the
learning from the placement rather than the placement itself, and as well as helping the student
develop skills in Career Management it can enhance employability through helping them to become
more self-aware, with the ability to better articulate and evidence what they can offer a potential
employer.
Added value can come from requiring the student to create an artefact, such as a poster, in which the
placement summary described above is presented for a non-expert audience. Since the intention is
to communicate the key facts in a way that can be quickly understood, this activity also develops a
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student's ability to recognise the most important elements of their placement and to organise them
effectively on the page. A further benefit to the university arises if the student is required to present
this poster in electronic form - a presentation slide in A1 portrait format, for example - thereby also
developing their IT skills. This provides a very useful marketing tool which can be printed, and
subsequently used at recruitment events to promote the course and to show explicitly examples of
careers that are available to graduates.

Employability Skills Assessment Tools
Given the level of interest shown by staff in trying to ‘measure’ a student’s employability it’s no
surprise that there are numerous self-assessment tools available both for an individual to use when
judging their own skills and for course teams to use when judging the extent to which their programme
design supports employability development.
The first of these is relevant here as it related to self-assessment, and almost any of the examples
found when entering ‘employability skills audit’ in an internet search engine is likely to be fine.
Provided the tool used asks the ‘right’ questions the specific one does not matter; it’s principally a
vehicle for encouraging a student to become better able to objectively judge their own level of ability
in respect of each element of employability relevant to their programme. The expected improvements
in self-awareness gained from the use of tools of this kind will be evidenced through a learner’s PPDP
and personal action plan.
Self-assessment tools are useful for benchmarking a student’s judgement of their employability, and
it’s therefore helpful to carry out the process at stages through the program to identify where the
skills have improved – and especially what activities have helped in doing so. Some tools have been
developed by academic staff with the joint purpose of benchmarking and measuring progress and also
in forming the focus for careers discussions with personal tutors (e.g. Waldock, 2013).
Rasul et. al., (2012) used an employer survey to identify a set of desired skills and created an
Employability Skill Assessment Tool to measure them. High levels of agreement were found between
employability as measured by the tool with that judged by employers and academics.
A new approach to the assessment of problem-solving, involving both a new assessment tool and a
novel method of administration, was developed by Curtis (2003). The author argues this approach is
authentic as it is based on tasks that participants undertake routinely rather than being developed
specifically for assessment. Analysis of results from applying the tool identified several bands of
performance suggesting a possible basis for profiling individuals’ employability skills.
There is an obvious appeal in the notion of a tool that will automatically deliver an objective measure
of employability, and those described above provide some evidence of progress towards achieving
this. Currently however, these tools are only of limited use as they are tailored to specific
circumstances, but may have some use as part of a broad spectrum of measures.

Summary
In this section, we have reviewed some of the key issues in assessing student employability.
•

Assessment of employability skills is always difficult, especially so for those involving personal
attributes, but can be successful for specific job application skills. Aim therefore to employ a mix
of assessment types, each appropriate to the skill being developed. You may wish to incorporate
one or more of:
– Reflective essays (or blogs, e-diaries etc.) to assess skills in reflection, and develop selfawareness, self-confidence, time-management and organisation
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–

–

–

–
–

Project/dissertation - allowing longer-term development of skills in communication. If the
project brief carries a requirement for the inclusion of a critical review, assessment of selfreflective and self-awareness skills is also possible.
Oral presentations, possibly staged with group presentations early in the course leading to
individual presentations later on.
Assessment criteria should explicitly focus on
presentational skills as well as on the content.
Poster presentations, reports and/or popular articles, which can assess a student's ability to
identify the most important elements of a piece of work appropriate to a given target
audience
Peer and self-assessment tasks, encouraging self-awareness and team working
Portfolio assessment, which allows students to decide for themselves how to evidence
acquisition of declared learning objectives

•

Try to make the assessment tasks developmental, so that feedback from one can inform improved
performance in others

•

Make feedback personal, so a student recognises what they need to do to improve. Do not focus
solely on criticising faults - praise is equally important to help self-confidence and reinforce
positive behaviour.

•

Feedback is most effective if it is received promptly; if this is logistically difficult, consider
distributing some form of generic feedback first, with personalised feedback following later.

•

In all cases, be explicit to students about what the assessment task is intended to test, what skills
it develops and how this fits into the overall plan for developing the intended learning outcomes
of the programme of study. One successful tactic is to include this on the front page of the
assessment briefing document.
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3: Employer Engagement
This section will explore the often mixed communication between stakeholders and
discuss the various ways in which universities engage with employers in support of the
student learning experience.
• It's important to identify the three elements of employer engagement – those that
benefit:
 Students: employer visits and presentations, employer mentoring,
 Employers: business links/research, knowledge transfer partnerships (KTPs) etc,
an ability to influence the ‘readiness’ of graduates for employment (with them);
in-house course delivery/bespoke programmes of study.
 Universities: research income; specialist course income; employer input into
course approvals; employer input into course design and delivery
• It's important also to draw a distinction between employer engagement in terms of
links to business, and in terms of developing student employability.
By ‘employer engagement’, we include various activities which involve employers, employees or
professional bodies in a number of aspects of curricula and extra-curricular undergraduate activity. It
is important to recognise that the broad area of employer engagement covers many separate but
related activities, and perhaps helpful to categorise these into the following themes:
1. Curriculum Design and Delivery – including:
a) Employer views of the relevance of curriculum content and design
b) Industrial placements, and other forms of work-based learning (WBL)
c) Provision of ‘real world’ problems, and other forms of work-related learning (WRL)
2. Research and Consultancy – in which HEIs provide expertise to industry. A sub-category is the
provision of training for workforce development and CPD. Universities can provide taught bespoke
award-bearing courses (sometimes in-house) for specific industries.
3. Careers Awareness and Guidance – through for example role models, case studies and mentors.
These principally benefit universities, industry and students respectively; however in each case there
are different yet significant benefits to each partner, the various forms of partnership forming a
mutually beneficial ecosystem. This publication is concerned with student employability, and hence
the discussion will therefore be structured around these three broad themes.

Context
For many higher education institutions, employer engagement has increasingly become a core part of
the academic culture. For some, the goal has always been to provide graduates ready for the
workplace; for others a key focus has been the research income derived from business and industrial
links. Other forms of employer engagement include in‐company training programmes, industrydesigned courses and student placements and internships.
In recent years there has been a growth of whole curriculum‐based approaches to developing
graduate employability, and a rapid growth in enterprise education and entrepreneurship amongst
the student body.
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All stakeholders in Higher Education are increasingly aware of the importance attached to the
additional skills students should be gaining at University, over and above their course-specific skills.
Students are concerned, particularly if paying large tuition fees, that courses will provide them with
the full range of skills necessary to successfully gain graduate level employment. Prospective
applicants are more likely to be aware of measures by which they can judge the performance both of
Universities and of individual programmes, such as league tables, student engagement or satisfaction
surveys and graduate employment rates. In what is a very competitive student recruitment
‘marketplace’ considerable importance is attached by each university and by each course to
presenting a successful profile by each of these measures.
In order to enhance graduate skill levels and to ensure a smooth and effective transition between
university and graduate employment - of whatever kind - there is a need to increase opportunities for
students to acquire relevant work experience during their studies. Sandwich degree programmes,
internships and work-based programmes all have roles to play in achieving this.
In many ways, liaison between Universities and business can be an uneasy alliance. There has to be a
real benefit accruing from the partnership for both – pressure to collaborate (perhaps from
government) is not enough. Employers are quite right when they ask – ‘what’s in it for me?’ The
various forms of employer engagement can be essentially categorised into those that benefit
universities those that benefit employers and those that benefit students – while recognising that in
some cases, benefits to all may exist simultaneously.
Many of the issues relevant to this section have been addressed, at least in part, by Tallantyre and
Kettle in their 2011 publication ‘Learning from Experience in Employer Engagement’. In this work, the
key focus was on engaging all stakeholders in the process, focussing on practical as well as pedagogical
issues. The authors are reporting on the outcomes of projects funded by the UK Higher Education
Academy from 2008; the work is not UK or discipline-specific however, and there are a number of
important lessons that they draw out, including how to help university staff develop new ways of
working, how to make learning accessible to adults in employment and how to create new curricula
and awards

Curriculum Design and Delivery
Whether or not academic staff recognise the importance of making their programmes relevant to
business and industry, there is a very important question to be asked about what exactly a degree
should consist of, however that is beyond the scope of this publication!
A fundamental role of university academic staff is to design and deliver the academic curriculum. In
addition, a degree programme should take account of any prevailing national requirements, such as
the UK Quality Assurance Agency benchmark statements (QAA, 2007), and will be approved through
institutional quality assurance procedures. This is a non-negotiable situation; the university is
accountable for the standards of its awards and the quality of its provision. Where a relevant
professional body offers accreditation for a degree programme, it is clearly important to achieve this,
but doing so will further constrain the freedom of academic staff to design the degree programme.
Although these requirements may appear to limit the freedom of employers to further influence the
curriculum, experience indicates that there is sufficient common ground between employer needs
and national, institutional and professional body requirements for there to be little reason why these,
at the discretion of the university, cannot be integrated within the curriculum - if necessary through
the creative use of learning, teaching and assessment strategies.

Industrial Advisory Groups
Increasingly there has been a desire to develop close links with employers through the creation of
advisory groups, often referred to as Industrial Advisory Boards. These groups may act as ‘critical
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friends’, monitoring the activities and development of the department; others act as industry advisors
in research fields and in curriculum design. The UK Wilson Review (2012) made a specific
recommendation to this effect:
“Universities that work with employers through industry advisory groups should consider including
the existence of such a group, its membership and its influence, within the university’s enterprise
strategy and within the material that it provides to applicants and students.” Reflective
recommendation 10, paragraph 4.6.1
The advantages may appear to be mainly to the institution and employer, however Adrian Toland
(2011) also suggested that universities should create employer forums that allow industry to
contribute directly to the development of curricula and bring industrialists into HEIs to support
teaching.
As an individual member of staff, you may well consider making contact with local employers (or using
existing contacts) to generate new classroom examples to explicitly draw links between academic
theory and practice. Students who may find certain elements theory hard to grasp may find it very
helpful to see that it can be grounded in the real world.
Some employers find that graduates of specific courses - by fortune or design - make ideal employees
as they have the exact mix of skills they need, and develop close links with individual departments as
a result. Such employers are often willing to promote their company - and the career path they can
offer - by delivering course presentations and providing work experience and mentoring
opportunities. As an academic in such an area you can capitalise on these links to the benefit of your
students.

Collecting the views of employers
A first approach to incorporating input from relevant employers into the curriculum at the design stage
is to find out what skills and qualities they would like to see in a graduate from a particular programme.
This will help inform the design of the programme learning outcomes; a subsequent step would be to
design the curricular content, and the associated learning, teaching and assessment strategy, which
will deliver these outcomes. Inglis, Croft and Matthews (2012) surveyed 428 UK mathematics
graduates two years after graduation on the skills they gained in their degree and how useful they had
been in their career so far. Results were that the vast majority recognised that their degree provided
them with useful cognitive skills, but that the highly valued non-cognitive skills which incoming
undergraduates expected to develop, such as making presentations, oral and written communication
and team working, were missing. When asked what skill graduates wished they had had the
opportunity to develop more during their mathematical studies, the most commonly selected was
“applying mathematics to the real world”. Over 90% of incoming undergraduates expected to develop
this skill, whereas only around 60% of graduates believed that they had.
Surveys to capture what employers look for in graduates generally find similar results. Most consider
good communication skills to be important, yet many are dissatisfied that graduates can express
themselves effectively. Soft skills such as team working are also vital and even more important than
most 'hard' skills, although most employers see numeracy and literacy as essential. (Archer and
Davison, 2008). Similar results have been found in surveys in Australia (Graduate Outlook Survey 2012)
and the US (USA Today, 2011) and are likely to be pretty much universal.

Work experience
One very significant area of employer engagement is in terms of providing work experience
opportunities, either short or long-term. Many students will work part time to supplement their
income; others may get a full year's work experience as part of their course of study. Some institutions
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may provide a great deal of help with finding suitable work (some even offer on-campus
opportunities). Others will expect the individual student to do most of the work, offering little
practical support. However the work experience is found, a considerable body of evidence exists to
support the view that - provided the learning that takes place through work is recognised, and that
students can evidence it on demand (such as at interview) - it can make a huge different to
employability.

Informing the Curriculum
A common motivation for engaging with employers is to inform the taught curriculum. It is a
common requirement for course approval or re-approval, that evidence of consultation with
employers should be presented. In addition, many programmes are developing elements of
Work-Related Learning (WRL) to complement, or act as a substitute for, Work-Based Learning
(WBL).

Direct Employer Involvement in Curriculum Development
The curricula of degree programmes within a university are designed by the academic staff of
that university. It is a fundamental role of academe. A university’s degree programme will be
approved within the context of that institution’s quality assurance procedures and meet
appropriate benchmarks for that discipline, in order to receive approval. This is a nonnegotiable situation; the university is accountable for the standards of its awards and the
quality of its provision. Those degree programmes that lead to a licence to practise will also
be subject to professional body accreditation, reducing the number of elective dimensions
that can be introduced by the university. In programmes where there is no licence to practise
there may be a range of other professional bodies which provide a professional status or
exemptions to successful students. Many universities systematically pursue such accredited
status in the belief that it enhances the employability of their graduates and therefore the
attractiveness of their programmes to applicants. However, such accreditation constrains
further the freedom of the academic staff to design the degree programme—it adds a further
layer of prescriptive curricular requirements.
Although these requirements may be seen as limiting the freedom of employers to influence
the curriculum, experience indicates that there is sufficient common ground between
employer needs, subject benchmarks (where they exist) and professional body requirements
for there to be little reason why employer needs cannot be integrated within the process of
degree programme design. The level of engagement is clearly at the discretion of the
university and occurs at variety of levels of prescription.
The UKCES Employability Challenge (2009) sought to provide practical approaches to the
question of ‘how do students develop employability skills?’ It concluded that the primary
methodologies are: reflection and integration, experiential action learning and work
experience.
Reflection on skills and the development of that reflexive approach is key to higher-level
learning, in developing ‘graduateness’ and in meeting employers’ demands for analytical skills
amongst graduate employees. Dean (2008) pointing out that the ability to articulate, and sell
those skills to an employer is an employability skill in itself - supporting students to reflect
effectively on their studies and work experience is crucial. It is not just the possession of
knowledge or skills that define a graduate and the contribution they can make to the
SASEE Workshop: Educating Engineers for 21st Century Contexts

20

workplace, it is the capacity to articulate them, to think about how they relate to other forms
of knowledge and skills, and to reflect upon the different domains in which they may be
applied. Being reflective requires a thinking process that understands strengths and
weaknesses and seeks means for their enhancement.
The contextualisation of subjects through the use of realistic examples that employers can
provide, leads to opportunities for skills development and reflection; team project work, case
study analysis, assessment through presentation and research tasks are all established
pedagogies that contribute to generic skills development whilst, in parallel, developing the
“mindset” skills associated with the subject studied. There is much existing good practice in
these fields, however it is critical that the student is engaged not just in the learning
experience of such pedagogy but also in the context of skills self-realisation and selfevaluation.
Universities should provide optimal opportunities for students to develop
employability skills through the formal learning methodologies used, and to
articulate the skills that they have developed through their learning experiences.
They should also ensure that their staff have the appropriate skills to support
students in this process.
Employers value degree-level study. Indeed, one in five jobs now requires a degree, a figure that rises
to 70% in professional services (CBI, 2011). However, for graduate recruiters a degree alone is not
enough. The UK CBI Education and Skills Survey (2011) found that 82% of employers surveyed rated
employability skills as the highest graduate recruitment factor. Self-management, teamwork, problem
solving, communication skills, application of IT, application of numeracy all featured consistently in
employer needs. Nevertheless, whilst employability skills rated the highest priority, specific degree
subject was the second highest factor, reported by 68% of employers in the survey.
Skills development and the subject studied are not independent; students develop a ‘mindset’ relating
to the subject and employability profiles of graduates are related to the degree studied (HEA, 2007).
Teaching ‘generic skills’, in isolation from the subject studied, introduces a silo approach to learning,
an approach incompatible with integrated knowledge and skills development; an approach where the
student will see skills development as an adjunct to the main subject being studied, that is ‘just
another module’.
Other recent workforce initiatives include the validation of awards by universities that are designed
for a particular employer. These are often postgraduate specialist awards, but there are examples of
undergraduate sub-degree level awards that have been created. Some of these are taught within the
workplace.

Careers Awareness and Guidance
From the student perspective, a vital thread of employer engagement is through the provision of
possible career paths. Some subjects are clearly vocational, with a self-evident career path, others are
clearly not, and many undergraduates – especially at the start of their degree programme - do not
have a clear idea of their career path.
An important part of graduate employability is being prepared to enter the world of work and being
able to successfully apply for and gain graduate employment. It is also about developing your career
beyond that, throughout your working life. If the HE curriculum is to provide such graduates it must
incorporate activities that will develop these skills.
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One such skill is careers awareness. Employers can provide help in several ways – for example by
providing role models, offering visits and giving presentations. The provision of work based, or work
related, learning opportunities will also clearly help. One successful approach is through career
mentoring, in which a student mentee is paired with a mentor in employment, ideally a graduate of
the student’s course. The mentor provides the student with one to one guidance on all aspects of
career planning, helping them to develop the necessary understanding of a particular industry, and
advice on how to successfully gain employment within it. One student taking part in such a scheme
said
“I have learned that I am more confident than I thought [and] I felt my communicating skills, face
to face, have improved greatly as a result of the scheme”.
As part of the increased awareness of the importance of graduate employability, many universities
are incorporating Career Management Skills (CMS) into the HE curriculum. These include the more
practical aspects of job application, including recognising how to articulate and evidence your own
skills in order to produce a good CV and to perform well in interviews.
‘The CMS modules provide fantastic opportunities for students to develop extremely useful and
practical skills that employers consistently look for in the recruitment and selection of candidates. I
have found that units significantly support development of transferrable skills in leadership,
teamwork and planning and organising which are essential within graduate recruitment.’
Fiona Bousfield, Senior Officer, Attraction – Graduate Recruitment, Teach First (University of
Manchester Careers Service, 2011)
A review of different approaches to the incorporation into the curriculum of CMS has been published
by Evans (2008).

Involvement of alumni in work
Alumni in work can prove to be great role models and powerful advocates for specific career paths,
stimulating greater levels of engagement of current students with employability elements of their
course. Successful initiatives have involved selecting graduates from specific sectors, that had the
personal skills necessary to relate to current undergraduates. Students having the most to gain, such
as those lacking confidence who would not previously have engaged with employability events, did
get involved, and stayed involved with subsequent event. In this respect the use of alumni had a
breakthrough effect. (Bradshaw, 2011)
There is recognition on all sides that universities and employers have much to gain from closer
collaboration and in an era of increased reliance for university funding on student tuition fees, the
need to make curricula relevant, and graduates employable is becoming paramount.

What can you do?
As a curriculum developer and lecturer in Higher Education, you have the responsibility to design
learning experiences that meet the objectives of all relevant stakeholders – students, employers and
universities – and we have discussed some of the many ways in which employers can provide a vital
element to the mix. You must select and use those elements that meet your objectives wisely!

References
Archer, W. and Davison, J., "Graduate Employability: What do Employers Think and Want?", Council for
Industry and Higher Education, 2008.
http://aces.shu.ac.uk/employability/resources/0802grademployability.pdf.
Bradshaw, N., “Greenwich graduates: where are they now?”. http://www.hestem.ac.uk/activity/mathscareers-greenwich-graduates.
SASEE Workshop: Educating Engineers for 21st Century Contexts

22

CBI/EDI, Education and Skills Survey: “Building for Growth: business priorities for education and skills”, 2011.
http://www.cbi.org.uk/business-issues/education-and-skills/in-focus/education-and-skills-survey/.
Dean L. ‘An employability perspective’. Psychology Teaching Review, Vol. 14, No. 2, 2008.
http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ876488.pdf.
Evans, C., “Developing Career Management Skills within the HE Curriculum: a review and evaluation of
different approaches”. International Journal of Management Education, 6(3), pp. 45-55. 2008.
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/bmaf/documents/publications/IJME/Vol6No3/IJME6380pageEvans.pdf.
Higher Education Academy: Student employability profiles, HEA 2007,
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/employability/employability-student-profiles.
Graduate Outlook Survey, 2012.
http://www.graduatecareers.com.au/research/surveys/graduateoutlooksurvey/2012-graduate-outlooksurvey-final-6/.
Inglis, M., Croft, T. and Matthews, J. “Graduates views on the undergraduate mathematics curriculum”, 2012.
https://dspace.lboro.ac.uk/dspace-jspui/handle/2134/10053.
QAA, “National benchmark Statements”, 2007. http://www.qaa.ac.uk/assuringstandardsandquality/subjectguidance/pages/subject-benchmark-statements.aspx.
Tallantyre, F. and Kettle, J. (eds) 2011, “Learning from Experience in Employer Engagement”, HEA. Available
via: http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/documents/flexiblelearning/Learning_from_Experience_in_EE.pdf.
Toland, A., 2011. HE STEM Employability Skills Review. National HE STEM Programme.
http://www.hestem.ac.uk/sites/default/files/employability_skills_review.pdf.
Wilson, T., 2012, “Wilson Review of Business-University Collaboration”, BIS.
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/32383/12-610-wilsonreview-business-university-collaboration.pdf.
UKCES, 'The Employability Challenge: Executive Summary', London., 2009.
http://www.ukces.org.uk/assets/bispartners/ukces/docs/publications/employability-challenge-executivesummary.pdf .
University of Manchester Careers Service, Career Management Skills (CMS):What Employers are saying,
2011.Available via:
www.careers.manchester.ac.uk/media/services/careersandemployabilitydivision/careersservice/recruiters/Ca
reers-Management-Skills.pdf.
USA Today, "What Employers Want: 5 More Skills to Cultivate", 30/05/2011.
http://usatoday30.usatoday.com/money/jobcenter/workplace/kay/2011-05-30-skills-employers-want-partii_N.htm .

SASEE Workshop: Educating Engineers for 21st Century Contexts

23

4: Work-Based and Work-Related Learning
This section will explore work-based learning, the hybridity of work-related learning and
the intricacies of environment management for this form of learning experience. It will
cover
• What is WBL and WRL?
• Types and Benefits of work experience
• WRL - Experiential learning – Kolb etc; experimentation
• Use of IT
• Encouraging team-working
• Action learning
• Realistic scenarios
• Practice based
• Researching careers - and how it relates to 'my course' and 'me'
• Project work, including ‘Live’ projects
• Interdisciplinary team working
• Business games
• Modelling exercises
• Vocational or semi-vocational courses are almost all ‘work related’ – health
professions; Creative arts and media; PR & Journalism, Dance/drama …
• Learning through paid work – co-curricular

What is Work-based and Work-related learning?
Work-based learning (WBL) is, by definition, learning that happens in the workplace – wherever that
is and whether or not it is part of a taught programme of study. Many students need to subsidise their
study by part-time paid work, and should be encouraged to explicitly recognise the skills that this helps
them develop that can be used to their advantage in the graduate marketplace.
Work-related learning (WRL), on the other hand, has been defined as:
“planned activities that use the context of work to develop knowledge, skills and understanding
useful in work, including learning through the experience of work, learning about work and working
practices, and learning the skills for work” QCA (2003).
It may be seen as a poor substitute for WBL, one that should only be used if ‘proper’ work experience
cannot be found, however WRL provides a valuable bridge between academic study and the
workplace, adding context, relevance and purpose. Implementation of WRL is often informed by
experiential theories of learning in which students gain understanding of application of theory to
practice through immersive activities. Some countries do not make a distinction between the two,
using the term work-related learning, or sometimes work-integrated learning, to include that based
in the workplace.

The benefits of work experience
Students benefit from work placements through amassing real-world experience, and by engaging in
activities hard to create in the classroom such as interdisciplinary team-working practice, developing
professional behaviours, meeting meaningful deadlines and dealing with staff at different levels of the
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organisation. For an employer, taking on a work placement student requires some investment of
resource – initial planning and training, provision of suitable work space and so forth – but providing
the duration of the placement is long enough, the return on this investment is considerable.
There is a growing focus on internships as a means of gaining employability skills, which is well
established in both the UK and USA. In the USA there is a view that participation in internships is a
necessary requirement in preparing for future employment. In a survey, 84% of Australian
respondents stated that work placements were used to deliver employability activities. The figures
for the UK and the USA were 76% and 55% respectively (BIS, 2011).
Student salaries are necessarily modest yet anecdotal experience has shown that an enthusiastic
placement student can have a very positive impact on the workplace, delivering work output equal in
every way to a full time employee. It’s also a relatively risk-free commitment for the employer, since
the placement has a fixed end date with no long term expectation of employment. Provided funds
exist in that year’s budget, student placements can be offered.
Although this section concerns the benefits of work experience to students, there are considerable
benefits to be enjoyed by employers. Anecdotally, employers offering internships and work placement
opportunities for the first time are initially cautious but quickly enthusiastic about the benefits of
student employees to their organisation. They quickly see the huge benefits of building up strong links
with particular Higher Education Institutions who can provide them with a ready supply of new talent
– both to fill internships but also graduate posts. Those willing to invest further time and effort can
help shape the academic programme at these institutions, ensuring graduates are better equipped for
their industry.
Students aiming to gain a work placement normally apply in a similar way to full time employees,
being shortlisted and interviewed to maintain a high calibre intake. This itself is excellent experience
for the student in developing the skills necessary to succeed in entering the graduate job market.
Work experience can make a significant difference to a student’s chances of gaining graduate level
employment. There is strong evidence to indicate that authentic work experience contextualises
learning, has a strong influence on graduate employment and should be integrated into course
curricula wherever possible (Pegg et. al., 2012). Taylor and Hooley (2014) studied graduate
destinations data to investigate the impact of work experience and a taught career management skills
element on graduate employment. They found that structured work experience enhances graduates’
ability to gain ‘graduate level’ jobs within 6 months of finishing their course.
The Wilson review in the UK (Wilson, 2012) went as far as to state that the “lack of work experience
appears as a key barrier to young people, including graduates, in securing employment”. It also points
out that there has been a decline in this practice in recent years from 9.5% of the total full-time cohort
in 2002/2003 to 7.2% in 2009/2010 and that in the UK most sandwich placements are provided by a
small number of universities. Furthermore, even when a placement programme is available, it is often
the case that only a small proportion of students take advantage of the opportunity.
High Fliers Research is a UK-based organisation that monitors the graduate job market, working closely
with the Australian Association of Graduate Employers, the South African Graduate Recruitment
Association and the New Zealand Association of Graduate Employers to carry out their annual surveys.
In the latest publication (January 2018) they provide further evidence for the importance of work
experience, stating that
“31% of this year’s entry-level positions are expected to be filled by graduates who have already
worked for their organisations, either through paid internships, industrial placements or vacation
work”.
They further claim that
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“Nearly half the recruiters repeated their warnings from previous years – that graduates who have
had no previous work experience at all are unlikely to be successful during the selection process and
have little or no chance of receiving a job offer for their organisations’ graduate programmes”.
Barriers to the take-up of full-year placements include the time pressures of application, uncertainty
in securing a placement and strong peer group pressure to opt out (to remain with members of a
cohort who do not wish to take a year out of study to work). Opportunities are also restricted for
those students - such as those with families, perhaps having returned to education - who want a
placement close to home. Despite this, some universities can still succeed in getting a significant
proportion of students placed, suggesting that sustaining such a course structure may be a
consequence of university culture, strategy and investment and course portfolio. Aston University, for
example, aims to have all students undertaking a placement year by 2020 (Higson, 2012). With the
increase from 2012 in tuition fees in the UK, a number of universities have included a fee waiver for
the placement year, providing an additional incentive for students to apply for a course that includes
a placement. Research evidence (e.g. Mendez et. al., 2010) suggests that students taking a placement
year gain a better degree, although it is likely that it is the better students who are more likely to get
a placement in the first place. In terms of graduate outcomes structured work experience has a clear
positive effect on gaining secure graduate-level employment, correlated also with employer
involvement in course design and delivery (Mason et. al., 2006; Taylor and Hooley, 2014).
Clearly, universities have to invest to provide placement opportunities for students and developing
and maintaining relationships with employers is not cost free. Good experiences however lead to
repeat placements at a lower cost, and can deliver collaboration in other areas of university services.
It is in the interests of students, employers, universities and government that barriers to increasing
the number of students benefiting from such placements are removed.
If graduate employability is of importance to course designers, it seems clear that the curriculum
should embrace some form of work based, or work related, learning. There are a number of models
to follow – and not all require a full sandwich year. There is clearly much to be gained from helping
students recognise, and articulate, the skills they gain from all forms of work, including voluntary and
casual work. Some institutions, recognising the benefits students gain by engaging in these activities,
are becoming more proactive at both encouraging student participation in them and in developing
schemes to create further opportunities. Some of these have a wider purpose, such as volunteering
schemes that are intended to benefit the local community and may be funded through external
bursaries.
There is considerable scope to build curricular activities which can help students gain added advantage
from reflecting on the learning that takes place through all forms of work. Many universities now
operate a ‘skills’ award, separate from the academic award, which recognises this.

Work Placement Typology
There are three basic current models of delivery for undergraduate work placements:
1. In the UK, ‘Sandwich’ placements, usually lasting 12 months before the final year of study have
been around for many years, although more prevalent in the ‘pre-92’ universities – those that
were previously known as polytechnics. The proportion of the year group taking a placement of
this kind is typically quite small. Opportunities for placements of this type are often limited to
specific sectors, such as business, engineering, computing and sciences.
2. Placements in schools and colleges. Some undergraduates undertake small, paid, learning and
teaching projects to create curricular materials for use on their course. Some such placements
may be based in the student’s own institution.
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3. Short term work placements, such as vacation internships or via a credit bearing final year module.
In some discipline areas, such as the creative arts, these may take the form of one-to-one
apprentice-style attachments. These are usually unpaid.
In general, employers are likely to prefer the year-long placement, as students can be trained to fulfil
a more specific role and it gives time to get a sufficient return on this investment. The student is also
more likely to gain technical, professional and workplace skills.

Management of Work Placements
If an institution is serious about encouraging student engagement with work placements, then it
should invest in developing a process to support students in getting them. In one sense the word
‘placement’ is unfortunate, as it suggests that a student who wants one will simply be given one. There
may be some areas where this does happen (notably in the health and teaching sectors) but it is
normally the case that companies interested in employing a work placement student will publicly
advertise for applications. Students will apply and take part in a competitive shortlisting, assessment
centre and interview process in the same way that an applicant for a full-time post would.
The institution can help. A small team of staff can be employed to source placement opportunities,
categorising them according to type of work, location and skills required. The team would also be
expected to ensure the work placements were suitable – offering meaningful course-related work
experience – met the necessary health and safety standards, and would provide a suitable work-place
supervisor.
Students who wish to take on a work placement can be interviewed (or would complete a short form)
to determine the type of job they are interested in and the location they wish to work in. It should be
emphasised that the more flexible they are in this respect the better their chances of finding a job.
When new job opportunities appear, these can then be targeted to suitable applicants who would
then be expected to submit an application.
To improve students’ chances of success, a series of training sessions on Career Management Skills
can be delivered helping them develop expertise in making a job application, compiling a good CV /
resume / written application and if shortlisted, further training in handling interviews and assessment
centres. In this regard a small amount of training can go a long way. Many so-called difficult interview
questions, such as ‘give me an example of when you successfully worked in a team’ or ‘what evidence
can you provide for your claim that you are good at dealing with conflicting priorities’ can be prepared
for in advance.
Once a student has started a work placement they would be allocated a university tutor who would
be responsible for maintaining contact with them during the year, liaising with the workplace
supervisor and tackling any difficulties that arise. They would normally visit the student once or twice
during the placement period. In some cases, mainly the full year placement, a ‘sandwich’ degree is
awarded which requires the student to successfully achieve certain pre-defined learning outcomes of
the placement. If so, the university tutor would have the responsibility for assessing whether or not
the student has successfully met these criteria.

Learning from work
The learning that takes place as a result of an industrial placement can extend beyond the end of the
placement itself. This may be through the assessment of the placement itself, or through a taught
module in the final year of a programme in which students reflect on their learning from placement.
In many ways this is one of the most valuable aspects of the work placement because while students
will gain much practical workplace experience – particularly understanding the organisation and the
culture of full-time work – this is likely to be subliminal. Being asked to reflect on their placement and
to explicitly identify where and how their skills were developed through work experience will help
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their self-awareness and their ability to articulate and evidence their skills. As with all employability
development this self-awareness - and the confidence it can lead to – will enhance students’ ability to
subsequently gain graduate employment.
Reflection on work placement experience should not be restricted just to the students participating in
it. It is equally important that institutions reflect on their own practice - the effectiveness of industrial
placements cannot be taken for granted. As discussed by Chatwin (2011), it is clearly necessary to
introduce institution-wide mechanisms for evaluating all aspects of placement activity including the
sourcing and monitoring of placements and the support provided to students while on placement.

Benefits of Work Experience to the Institution
The inclusion of a formal work placement within an academic programme can offer real benefits to
the institution as well as to the students who take part in them. For courses that aim to deliver
employable graduates the chance to gain real work experience through the programme is a strong
selling point, and can have a significant impact on applications and recruitment. Anecdotally, many
applicants are asking very direct questions about graduate employment rates and salaries so it is
clearly high on their agenda. Additional benefit from work placements can be gained by requiring
students to produce a physical record of their placement as part of the assessment. If this record can
be something that can be displayed at recruitment events, then applicants can see exactly what sort
of jobs are available to graduates of that programme. One successful tactic in this respect is to require
students to create a poster in which they describe the organisation they worked for, what their work
involved and what they felt they learned from the experience. This can be provided electronically –
perhaps in the form of a PowerPoint® slide – which could be printed for display or in hand-outs, or
made available to those interested in applying via the course website.

Provision of ‘real world’ problems – and other forms of work-related learning
Toland (2011) echoes the importance of work experience, and points out that with the availability of
industrial placements becoming more limited, alternative mechanisms for students to gain indirect
experience of industry are of importance. These include industrial simulation, project-based learning,
industrial group projects, case-studies from industry, site visits and field trips, the influence of parttime and mature students, entry to competitions and student involvement with professional
institutions. Many programmes are developing elements of work-related learning to complement or
act as a substitute for work-based learning.
In some cases, efforts have been made to develop a ‘bank’ of industry-based problems and make them
available to the community in the form of a repository of real, documented, industrial problems
categorised as introductory, intermediate or advanced, corresponding approximately to the three
years of undergraduate study.
Curricular strategies to develop realistic workplace skills, particularly inter-disciplinary team working
skills and enterprise, are rare but one approach is an innovation at Sheffield Hallam University called
the Venture Matrix (Waldock et. al., 2011, Case Study 5). This involves teams of students forming
‘ventures’, each offering a service or a project. Project ideas can also come from external
organisations, in which case these are ‘live’ rather than simulated projects. The ventures offering
services pitch to work on one of the projects, and if successful, work together to deliver the service or
product. The work contributes to validated modules, so is credit bearing and is assessed. Over 2000
students took part in the 2012/13 session. A number of programmes now include modules developed
by academics together with industrial partners with titles such as ‘xxx in Industry’ or ‘Business
Applications of xxx’ (replace ‘xxx’ with your own discipline area!).
Within Australia, work-integrated learning (WIL) has been described as “an umbrella term for a range
of approaches and strategies that integrate theory with the practice of work within a purposefully
designed curriculum” (Patrick et al., 2008).
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The same term is used in Canada (Kramer and Usher, 2011) when referring to “educational programs
that incorporate a workplace-based component but are also connected to classroom learning or an
individual’s program of study”. Kramer and Usher were keen to investigate the extent to which an
institutionally-structured learning experience differs from the learning and career benefits that are
obtainable from other types of student work experiences. They reviewed the benefits of seven types
of work experiences:
Co-op programs

Semester-long paid work placements that are an integral part
of an academic degree program.

Internships and placements

An amalgam of non-co-op work placements, often shorter than
co-op placements and less likely to involve remuneration. They
involve a placement in a work environment outside the
institution.

Research assistantships

Various forms of paid assistance to academic staff engaged in
research projects or structured work (either paid or unpaid)
with a strong research application.

Teaching assistantships

Acting as a classroom aide to an academic member of staff.

Volunteering

Any sustained, long-term volunteer experience which involves
substantial organizational responsibility.

In-school work

Paid work undertaken while the student is enrolled either full
or part-time in higher education.

Summer work

Paid work undertaken in the summer months.

Kramer and Usher surveyed students taking part in each of these activities, and asked which was the
most effective in terms of reinforcing academic concepts and providing career preparation. The
results were that co-ops, internships and research assistantships were seen as by far the most
effective. Teaching assistantships and volunteer opportunities were seen to be effective but
noticeable notably less so; research assistantships and summer and in-school employment were the
least effective.
Whether you – as a curriculum developer – should be embedding elements of work-related learning
depends closely on the aims of your programme of study. It gets to the heart of current debate in HE
about what a degree programme is – i.e. who is it for, and what sort of skills should its graduates
possess?
If the programme is a vocational one – such as Medicine, Creative Arts, Journalism, Drama or Law – it
is highly likely that all content is work related in one way or another. It cannot be assumed however
that just because a course is vocational, all graduates from it are therefore adequately prepared for
graduate work in that field. There is still scope for course developers to consider alternative or
additional forms of work related learning that may be more effective in helping students learn skills
relevant to that particular workplace, and for preparing them adequately to develop their career into
an uncertain future. If our measure is employment then this is enough, but if our measure is
employability then vocational courses are also equipping students to deal with the longevity of their
career. In some courses there is also the issue of ‘fitness for practice’. If a student is deemed unfit to
practice the profession for which they are training, that does not make them unemployable.
For courses which are non-vocational, you may well ask what particular work would any work-related
learning activities be aimed at? To answer this question, you must of course first decide what the
skills are that you want students to gain from the activities. For a non-vocational course these have
to be generic employability skills, but ones which relate to all (or most) workplaces, particularly teamSASEE Workshop: Educating Engineers for 21st Century Contexts
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working, communication and enterprise. Further important skills that contribute to employability are
problem solving and self-confidence, both ones that can be addressed with appropriate forms of workrelated learning.

Difficulties implementing WRL practice
One feature of many traditional programmes of study is that they do not consider the workplace
application of skills gained in the degree. If your objective as a course developer is to prepare
graduates for research, then this may not be a problem (although researchers need skills such as team
working, communication and problem-solving too!). If your objective is to create graduates that are
‘useful’ – i.e. better prepared to enter the workplace – then knowledge of how to apply the degreespecific skills in realistic situations is vital.
You may be interested in introducing elements of WRL into your programme, but constrained by a
departmental culture that regards content as all important. It may be a strongly-held view among
other colleagues that graduates must ‘know’ about a long list of topic areas, all of which must be
covered and rigorously assessed through examination. Some disciplines have to ensure coverage of
prescribed content in order to maintain professional body accreditation (e.g. Engineering, Computing,
Chemistry) and others require it to ensure license to practice (e.g. Nursing and other health-related
disciplines). There may be scope to vary the mode of delivery however, including small elements of
work related learning where possible.
For other disciplines, course teams could take an alternative view – that content is not all-important,
and perhaps the ability to use and apply knowledge is as important as the knowledge itself (less can
be more!). This is especially likely to be the case for programmes aiming to develop employable
graduates, for whom programme learning outcomes should include generic skills or capabilities as
well as subject-specific skills. Graduates of such programmes should be better prepared both for
entering the world of work and also, by having developed skills in self-management and selfawareness, for engaging with CPD and lifelong learning.

Models for Embedding WRL
Turning to practical methods for embedding work-related learning, including some specific examples,
it’s worth mentioning the Aiming University Learning @ Work project (University of Glasgow, 2010),
which aimed to create a strategic shift within higher education institutions towards WRL as a means
of enhancing students’ long term employability. It explored and developed new models for embedding
work related learning within the curriculum for non-vocational subject disciplines. Outcomes from
the project included a study of the pedagogy of WRL (Bell et. al., 2010a), an institutional guide for
implementing WRL taking account of the fact that WRL is understood differently by students,
employers and academics (Bell et. al., 2010b), a guide for Employers (AUL@W, 2010), a benchmark
statement for WRL in HE (Bell et. al., 2010c) and a series of case studies, illustrating WRL
implementation in a number of discipline areas. Depending upon the situation in your own institution,
you may be able to implement WRL in your own teaching immediately, but if there needs to be
institutional change first – either to validate or support this approach – these materials will help. At
the end of this section, we will summarise guidelines for good practice gathered from the AUL@W
project and elsewhere, including personal experience, and provide explicit examples that may either
be implemented directly in your own programme, or may trigger new ideas of your own.

Guidelines for successfully embedding WRL
When implementing work related learning, contextualised experiential learning methods are
generally successful. Students will engage more with immersive learning activities if they can
recognise the relevance to their own programme of study, and for those studying subjects with
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significant theoretical content, seeing practical implementations of the theory helps deepen
understanding and provide a stimulus for learning more.
For staff, there are significant benefits in understanding the overlap between students’ subjectspecific learning and the development of graduate skills, attributes and capabilities.
Work related learning initiatives are more likely to be successful if
•

•

•

they are embedded in the undergraduate curriculum, relevant to the study programme, and
accredited. WRL should be used throughout the whole programme to provide incremental
progression, and the development of more complex learning. This may necessitate updating
institutional strategies and policies to allow new approaches to learning, teaching and assessment.
These changes need to be supported by an infrastructure which values teaching and offers
flexibility in curriculum design and promoting a holistic approach to student development.
students are made aware of the reasons for using WRL. Following the principle that students are
active partners in learning, the rationale for experiential learning should be explained, including
the intended development of understanding, skills and self-confidence.
advantage is taken of the fact that WRL provides a range of options through which to engage
various stakeholders in students’ personal development and employability.

Issues in implementation may include the commonly-held assumption that WRL is primarily a matter
of work placements and the influence that an institution’s infrastructure, as opposed to its culture,
can have. Both are important!

Examples of mechanisms for embedding WRL in the curriculum
•

Action/Experiential Learning
Experiential or action learning is not a new idea, having been identified by Kolb (1984) in the 1980s
and having been employed in practice well before that. The idea that students will gain a better
understanding of course material when they see it put into practice is intuitively appealing to
common sense. How this is carried out will vary from discipline to discipline and you will be able
to draw upon your own subject-specific expertise in identifying appropriate exercises to use in
your own teaching. For many scientific disciplines, a very successful approach is through the use
of computer modelling to represent real-world problems – ones that may be too expensive or
time consuming to construct in practice. For more information on the Kolb cycle see, for example
infed.org, and the linked examples (Smith, 2010).
Action learning is a process which involves working on real challenges, using the knowledge and
skills of a small group of people combined with skilled questioning, to re-interpret old and familiar
concepts and produce fresh ideas. See Action Learning Associates (2012) and the International
Foundation for Action Learning (Nelson, 2012) for more information.

•

Live projects
Students engage in work similar to that undertaken for a dissertation except that this is for a
commercial or other ‘real-world’ purpose. An example of this could include conducting research
for a local business into the marketing of a new product.
The Live Projects Network is an online resource to become a critical point of reference to connect
students, educators, clients, practitioners and researchers involved in live projects. The aims are
to promote the use of live projects in education, share best practice, encourage dialogue and also
contribute to the establishment of a theoretical basis for the study of live projects.
http://liveprojectsnetwork.org/.
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•

Simulation
This is a class-based activity, which can offer a student insight into situations which may arise in
the world of work, for example critically assessing information and making decisions under
pressure. In a scientific discipline it may involve modelling a real-world process in the laboratory
or on computer and is an example of the implementation of experiential learning.
Instructional Strategies online provides simulations as instructional scenarios where the learner is
placed in a "world" defined by the teacher (Saskatoon Public Schools, 2009).
The Creative Teaching Site (2011) provides a range of educational simulations which might provide
useful examples to draw from in your own teaching.

•

Role Play

•

Role-play provides opportunities that allow students to adopt typical organisational roles and
make decisions about ‘real-world’ problems. This may apply to disciplines in the business, healthrelated, construction or public sector areas, for example.
Business case studies

•

These provide an opportunity to investigate a particular organisation, industry or sector to raise
awareness of important factors in decision making and plan and respond to various common
scenarios. It may include business ‘games’ in which students compete in a simulated market place.
Profession related mentoring
Many employers are keen to help guide students who are interested in a career in their particular
field and offer advice and support in developing professional contacts and provide networking
opportunities. Ideally the employer mentor would be an alumnus of the student’s own course, as
they will be more aware of the students expertise and the student is more likely to see them as a
real role model.
The mentoring activity may take place in face-to-face meetings, by telephone or as mentoring by
email; the process is sometimes referred to as impact mentoring.

•

Employer talks/visits

•

Employers are usually willing to providing talks and presentations to students about career
prospects in particular fields, including what they hope that graduates in their specialism offer. It
is again especially effective if the employers are alumni of the course group they are speaking to.
In some cases, the employers will offer to review students’ CVs/resumes and provide practical
advice on job applications.
Business start-ups

•

Students can be tasked with developing a new product and devising a business plan, marketing
strategy, etc. This is usually undertaken in teams with students having ascribed roles to play.
Simulation scenarios, such as those promoted by Xing (2015), can also be used in the classroom
to help students begin to develop enterprise skills and to gain an understanding of some of the
factors involved in running a business. In terms of extra-curricular opportunities, many institutions
now provide help for student business start-ups, such as providing a year’s support – including
accommodation and advice.
Skills courses/modules
Employers can provide input to particular courses or modules within degree programmes. This
can involve contributing to teaching materials or delivering or co-delivering some aspects of the
teaching. This may be within skills-specific modules, but it is likely to be much more effective if it
is embedded into the core curriculum, with employers illustrating workplace implementation of
academic theory.
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•

Laboratory Classes
An integral part of many programmes – especially sciences – includes lab classes, and it may be
worth emphasising – not just by us to you, but also by you to your students (and therefore in your
feedback and assessment regimes) that these too are examples of work-related learning already
taking place in the curriculum. When designing the materials used for the lab class, it may help
demonstrate the WRL aspect of the activity by emphasising where within the workplace such
practice would be used. The actual class could be based on a realistic scenario, perhaps one that
has actually occurred and using real data.

•

Field Study
Some disciplines include field/study trips in which classroom theory is seen in practice. This will
include obvious areas such as life sciences, architecture, construction and engineering, but can
also include history, art, archaeology and sport. As in the example above emphasising the
‘employability’ value of this is crucial.

•

Dissertation/Project
In many programmes students choose a topic for an extended project or dissertation – this can
involve experiential or work-related learning, at least in part, especially if it is carried out in
conjunction with an employer or other external organisation.

Summary
There is overwhelming evidence that of all curricular interventions the inclusion of real, relevant
work experience has the single biggest impact on student employability, so the message is clear - if it
is not currently already part of the programme, consider incorporating elements of work experience.
If your programme already does include work experience, consider expanding this, possibly to
encompass a full year's work placement and/or assessment.
If direct work experience is not possible, or to provide added benefit, consider incorporating
elements of work-related learning, along the lines of those presented in the final section above. This
can be tailored to fit the needs of your specific group of students - select activities relevant to their
expertise and interests.
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5: Personal and Professional Development Planning
In this section we will
• Introduce PPDP and explain why the process is important
• Describe the benefits of engagement with the process to students, academic staff,
institutions and employers
• Provide key principles on which a successful PPDP process can be based

What is it?
•

Personal and Professional Development Planning (PPDP) is defined as “a structured and supported
process undertaken by an individual to reflect upon their own learning, performance and/or
achievement and to plan for their personal, educational and career development.”

QAA, http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/pdp/pdp
Note that we refer to PPDP as a process rather than a 'thing' - many people will be used to the idea of
a professional development portfolio, or collection of work. PPDP is different - it is the process of
reflection and action-planning, not a physical (or virtual) collection of work.

Why is it important?
An important question for all students, but particularly for those just beginning their programme of
study, is how to organise themselves to maximise achievement. It stands to reason that you are more
likely to do well if you have a strategy for managing your work, and for dealing with problems as and
when they arise.
Personal and Professional Development Planning (PPDP) is a fancy title for a simple activity. Students
should give over some time on a regular basis to reviewing their progress, identifying what has gone
well and forming a plan for dealing with things that are not going so well. Their reflection should start
with the activities they are engaging with on their course, but also keeping in mind their plans for the
future. Over the duration of the course, students need to increasingly think about what is going to
come next, and how best to prepare themselves for moving either into a graduate career or further
study.
Reflective skills are very useful for gaining self-confidence (it's great to look back and see how much
has been achieved over time) and help optimise the use of time. The actual mechanism of carrying
out reflection and action planning is not as important as the fact that it is done. Ideally it should be
done frequently otherwise it's not going to have an impact on practice. If using a blog or electronic
diary, it should be updated at least weekly - preferably more often - with comments categorised so
that it's easy to track progress.

The purpose and benefits of PPDP
Effective PPDP improves the capacity of individuals to review, plan and take responsibility for their
own learning and to understand what and how they learn. PPDP helps articulate learning and the
achievements and outcomes of HE more explicitly, and supports the concept that learning is a lifelong
and life-wide activity. PPDP is based on the skills of reflection and action planning which are integral
to knowing how to learn in different contexts and to transfer that learning throughout life. PPDP
results in enhanced self-awareness of strengths and weaknesses and directions for change.
The process helps students understand the value added through learning that is above and beyond
attainment in the subjects they have studied. Crucially, it relates to their development as an individual,
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both personally and professionally, but also has benefits for others with whom they interact. Through
PPDP, individuals can become more self-aware, articulate, and better able to express and evidence
own skills and abilities, leading to improved prospects for graduate employment.
PPDP is an underpinning process that helps students recognise their progress towards graduate
outcomes, and to see the ‘big picture’. It helps them identify areas for development, success and
growth and enhance their chances of achieving their full potential. A variety of curricular activities will
be provided to help students develop PPDP (and other) skills, however this learning partnership can
only be successful if students fulfil their responsibility to engage with these activities.
PPDP helps students:
• plan, integrate and take responsibility for
their personal and academic development,
identifying learning opportunities within
their own academic programmes and extracurricular activities, including work
experience
• consider how engagement with these
learning opportunities and experiences can
improve their employability, prompting
reflection on their ongoing career planning
and development
• recognise, value and evidence their learning
and development both inside and outside
the curriculum
• be more aware of how they are learning,
what different teaching and learning
strategies are trying to achieve and how
each activity helps build towards the
complete skill set expected of a graduate
from their programme of study.
PPDP can help institutions, departments and
support service staff by:
• facilitating more effective monitoring of
student progress
• providing more effective academic support
and guidance systems for all students
• enhancing their capacity to demonstrate the
quality of support they are giving to
students in external review processes
• supporting initiatives to enhance student
retention and attainment
• providing
opportunities
for
crossinstitutional communication and discussion.

PPDP helps academic staff by:
• enabling students to become more
independent/autonomous learners
• providing a framework for discussion with
each student about their progress
• providing a mechanism for relating the
curriculum to the world beyond HE
• improving the quality of staff-student
interaction through the personal tutoring
system
• making more effective use of off-campus
opportunities for learning, such as work
placements, study abroad and extra- and cocurricular activities
• creating a mechanism through which
career-related skills and capabilities can be
recorded and, where appropriate, assessed
• improving their understanding of the
development of individual students and
their ability to provide more meaningful
employment references on their behalf.
PPDP helps employers and professional,
statutory and regulatory bodies by:
• providing a framework for the development
of appropriate professional and work-based
skills and competencies, including the ability
of prospective employees to identify their
unique abilities
• enabling prospective employees to
articulate and evidence their competencies
and demonstrate verifiable proficiency
• developing the ability of their graduate
employees to continually reflect, review,
and plan specific actions in relation to
required learning and development.

Key principles
A variety of strategies exist to support PPDP, such as personal profiling, personal and academic
records, development plans, progress files, learning portfolios, e-portfolios, learning logs, and diaries.
Many of these terms emphasise that formal and informal records can help structure and support the
process of learning, and evidence attainment.
SASEE Workshop: Educating Engineers for 21st Century Contexts

36

•

Where possible reflection and action planning should take place within the curriculum, in the
disciplinary context and be represented by one or more module learning outcomes.

•

Assessment of PPDP demonstrates its value, and can increase engagement, but it is recognised
that this may not be possible or desirable in some areas.

•

PPDP is a student focussed activity, supported by staff. It should be confidential between each
student and the relevant staff team.

•

The PPDP process is most effective if it is integrated into mainstream academic activity, and
carried out frequently.

•

Mechanisms for implementation and support of PPDP are agreed within departments or course
teams, as appropriate, to ensure fitness of purpose.

•

Students should reflect on their own learning both within and outside the curriculum, plan for
their personal, educational and career development, and take action to develop further.

•

The relationship of PPDP processes to curriculum design and assessment practices and
requirements are shared with students.

•

Opportunities for professional and careers advice and planning are integrated into the PPDP
process at all levels.

•

Guidance and development opportunities are provided for all staff involved in supporting PPDP,
including personal/professional/academic tutors, Careers/Employment Advisors and workplace
mentors, so that the support they provide is informed and effective.
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Employability
What is Employability?
A widely accepted definition of employability has been provided by Mantz Yorke (2006, p8).

Employability is "A set of achievements – skills, understandings and personal attributes –
that make graduates more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen
occupations, which benefits themselves, the workforce, the community and the economy"
In the context of higher education employability has a number of facets. For some it means individuals
being able to secure employment of choice after graduation. Attention here is focused upon the ability
of courses to educate students who are then sought after by employers for their skills and knowledge.
A wider definition of employability includes this employer/employment focus and, in addition, an
emphasis on continual personal development that enables graduates to engage in life-long learning
and career management, so that they can be successful in their chosen careers.

Employability components:

An Employability framework may incorporate the following:

•

1. Progressive development of autonomy.
2. Skills development (intellectual; subject; professional; Key
Skills).
3. Personal Development Planning (PPDP).
4. Inclusion of activities reflecting external environments.
5. Reflection on the use of knowledge and skills between
contexts.
6. The development of career management skills.
7. Engagement with learning from work (LfW).
8. Preparation for professions.
9. Engagement with enterprise.

•
•

knowledge (vocational
elements within the
curriculum);
skills (communication,
teamwork, problem
solving etc);
attributes (motivation and
enthusiasm, flexibility,
risk-taking/enterprise etc)

Top tips for embedding employability in the curriculum
[Employability] … is more than about developing attributes, techniques or experience just
to enable a student to get a job, or to progress within a current career. It is about learning
and the emphasis is less on ‘employ’ and more on ‘ability'.
Harvey (2003)
•

•

•

Consider the abilities you expect a graduate from your
programme to have. If some are ‘employability’ skills,
what curricular activities can be designed to develop
these skills?
Consider designing a one-page summary of what
activities deliver skill development, and in which
modules they reside – this will help demonstrate the big
picture – showing that each activity is part of a coordinated design.
Students may develop team-working skills through
group work, but would they be able to articulate this
when needed – in a job interview for instance?

Make the tacit explicit – it is likely that
employability development is already
happening, but are students and staff
aware of this?
Small changes can have a big impact.
In order to reinforce the recognition
that each activity is helping develop
skills, consider making that explicit.
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•

Remind students of the skills they are gaining from
engaging with a task – it can be as simple as adding a
sentence on each assignment brief such as ‘by engaging
with this task you will gain skills in …’.

Recognise that students are partners
in
learning,
explaining
the
developmental strategy in skill
development
throughout
their
programme of study.

•

Where possible use assessment to raise the status of
employability skills – such as rewarding the professional
presentation of reports - making the purpose clear to
learners in the assessment criteria.

•

Use LTA practice - particularly assessment - to develop
employability skills alongside technical skills. Create
classroom learning activities and assessed tasks that
develop employability as well as subject-specific skills,
and make this explicit.

Engage students in a process of
frequent reflection and action
planning from the start of the
course. It might help to start with a
classroom discussion of how to
maximise achievement, leading to
recognition of the importance of
reflection in identifying areas that
need attention and action planning
to address them.

This will help develop better levels of self-awareness and a culture in which problems are tackled
rather than ignored. Reflection on progress over time will help build self-confidence and metacognition, helping learners to recognise, articulate and evidence skill development.
•

Incorporate work experience, and realistic work-related learning. Make use of experiential
immersive learning activities to provide contextualised skill development.

Raise awareness of university schemes and extracurricular
activities to gain additional skills and experience, and build
an improved CV.

Encourage students to find parttime job opportunities.

Finally... employability (i.e. an individual's ability to secure fulfilling employment, and continue to
develop their career long term) is principally determined by their knowledge, skills and personal
attributes. It is important, therefore, to design course curricula, and the teaching, learning and
assessment activities they contain, to facilitate the development of these characteristics. When
doing so, it may be helpful to refer to the following list of Graduate Skills and Attributes:












Communication and inter-personal skills (sometimes referred to as emotional intelligence)
Analysis and critical thinking for problem solving (incorporating creativity)
Effective team working
Functional skills (incorporating numeracy and digital literacy)
Commercial awareness and professionalism
Self-management and autonomy
Knowledge application
Project management (incorporating research and enquiry)
Innovation and creativity (incorporating enterprise)
Can do attitude (incorporating motivation and engagement)
Social and global awareness

Helpful Links:
Yorke, M. (2006) ‘Employability in Higher Education: What it is and What it is Not’ HEA:
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/employability/employability336
CBI (2009) ‘Future Fit: Preparing Graduates for the World of Work’: http://www.cbi.org.uk/mediacentre/news-articles/2009/03/future-fit/
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Employability
Personal and Professional Development Planning (PPDP)
PPDP is: “a structured and supported process undertaken by an individual to reflect upon
their own learning, performance and/or achievement and to plan for their personal,
educational and career development”
The ability for self-reflection - recognising strengths, identifying areas that need development

and planning strategies for doing so - makes a vital contribution to achievement. These skills
help an individual to identify, articulate and evidence their own capabilities, leading to greater
chances of success in gaining graduate employment and developing their long term career.
The rationale for engaging with such a process should be explained to students at each level
of study and reinforced at regular intervals. The mechanism used to support PPDP should be
appropriate to the discipline, ensuring that it is meaningfully embedded in context within the
curriculum.
•

PPDP in this context refers to a process of reflection and action planning, not to a portfolio
(although it may form part of a portfolio).

•

It should be developmental with greater levels of sophistication expected in later years of the
course.

•

Details of the process and rationale for engaging with PPDP should be provided in key course
documentation and course websites.

•

Assessment of PPDP demonstrates its value, and can increase engagement, but it is recommended
rather than required.

•

PPDP is a student focussed activity, supported by staff, covering all areas of the course.

•

PPDP should be confidential between each student and the relevant staff team.

•

Reflection and action planning is a continuous process, so PPDP is most effective if it is carried out
frequently.

•

Mechanisms for implementation and support of PPDP are agreed locally, to ensure fitness of
purpose.

•

Through PPDP, learners should include curricular and extra-curricular activities in planning for
their personal, educational and career development.

•

Opportunities for professional and careers advice and planning are integrated into the PPDP
process at all levels.

•

Guidance and development should be provided for all staff involved in supporting PPDP.

•

PPDP should form the basis for discussion between a learner and their academic adviser or
personal tutor.
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Personal and Professional Development Planning: Activity 1
General PPDP issues
1. List areas in which PPDP is currently taking place in your institution

2. Think of one area in which it might be developed (or developed further)

3. What barriers are likely to exist in developing PPDP in this area?
e.g. Staff engagement, not seen as part of course; Value placed upon the activity by participants; lack of
awareness of skills development; Value placed upon the activity by employers; Technical support from
institution; Time provided in curriculum

4. How might these barriers be overcome?
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5. What PDP system would work well? [e.g. paper-based, e-supported]

6. What support would be required from the institution to make this work?

7. What would be a measure of success?
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Personal and Professional Development Planning: Activity 2
Designing a PPDP programme.
The objective of this activity is to think through some of the issues in developing, managing and
embedding a PDP programme into one particular area.
1. In the earlier activity you identified one area in which PPDP might be developed in your
institution. What would be an appropriate format for this?

2. How would it be managed in the course/programme? Would it be embedded in a module,
embedded within the programme or be a separate activity altogether?

3. How would the students do it? On their own, in a tutor-managed session, in groups....?

4. How frequently would you expect them to do it?

5. How much support and guidance would they be given? Would they get documented
instructions, electronic instruction, e.g on the web?
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6. Would staff review the PPDP regularly? Would it be assessed? Would employers be involved
in any way?

7. What would be a measure of success?

8. What problems can you foresee in making the PPDP process a success? How might they be
solved? What are the critical factors?
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Promoting learner autonomy and the development of
employability skills through media production and
presentations
Sheffield Hallam University, UK
Introduction: This module has had a significant impact on the use of media in engineering education
throughout the UK. The module, which asks students to make short videos on technical engineering
topics, develops the students’ ability to work autonomously and communicate effectively to professional
non-engineering audiences. The experience also incorporates an
end-of-module conference, which clearly both engages and
focuses the students.
Overview of Program
The Materials, Manufacturing and Environmental Engineering
module was developed over a 5-year period and seeks to develop
greater levels of ‘learner autonomy’ in engineering students. The
module was implemented as a pilot in 2007/08 in partnership with
the Centre for Promoting Learner Autonomy at Sheffield Hallam
University and was rolled-out into the curriculum in 2010/11. By
the end of this 2-semester module, student groups must devise and
deliver a short video to be presented in a professional conference
environment. The module comprises 2 timetabled hours per week,
with an expectation that additional group working will be
conducted independently. During semester 1, students are
introduced to team-working concepts and the practice of videoproduction through a series of key-note lectures, laboratories,
tutorials and drop-in sessions. During semester 2, groups are
presented with their project ‘scenario’ and provided with
additional support and instruction in the use of video production
and editing software.

Student groups filming ‘content’

During the pilot phase of the module, the student cohort was
divided into two halves, and each provided with a slightly different
problem scenario - one half was asked to produce short video clips Final ‘conference’ presentation
to describe a particular manufacturing process, while the other half
were asked to source video to illustrate the causes of an ‘engineering disaster’. It is anticipated that,
when this module is integrated into the curriculum next year, these briefs will be combined, and all
student groups will be given the following problem scenario - to make and source video to illustrate the
causes and potential solutions to a real engineering disaster. Towards the end of semester 2, all student
groups are asked to develop and deliver a conference presentation that incorporates their video clips.
This final conference is designed as a formal professional engineering event, held in a venue outside
the department, with external invited guests and a specialist keynote speaker from industry.
Module aims and assessment
The aims of the module are defined as:

•

to develop learner autonomy and employability skills with first year engineering students

•

to link individual critical review of knowledge and skill development of the students and
relate this to their Personal Development Planning (progress files) through the use of group
project learning
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•

to encourage students to work effectively in teams and independently to develop both
communication and presentation skills, as well as engineering problem solving skills through
enquiry

•

to use digital media technology to enhance student learning

•

to develop innovative teaching methods for staff

•

to reduce the burden of assessment on both staff and students

The assessment load is relatively small, and comprises 2 elements:

•

group presentations at the end-of-module conference, which are assessed by a panel of faculty
and external industry partners. No peer assessment is used, and no written reports are submitted.

•

individual multiple-choice test, held at the end of the semester, a few weeks after the
conference. The test is based on the information delivered during the course and the conference
presentations, and is designed to increase the student engagement with the presentations of their
peer groups.

Operational information
Scale

The module caters to around 60-80 first year students, working in groups of 5.

Resourcing

The major cost associated with the module is the purchase of the cameras. Most
students now have smart phones and easy access to editing software. Additional
costs include room hire and catering for the final conference.

Staff
commitment

Two module leaders designed and manage the module. Additional support is also
engaged for tutoring students in key skills such as project management,
presentation skills and conflict resolution. An industry expert presents the keynote
lecture at the conference.

Transferability

The model is relatively transferable, with low staffing requirements and
assessment loads. Once cameras have been purchased, set-up and on-going costs
for this experience are relatively low.

Other issues

Some in-house expertise in film-making and editing would be highly-beneficial,
although not essential, for the support of the student groups.

Key Contact
Mike Bramhall, Emeritus Professor, Faculty of Arts, Computing Engineering and Sciences, Sheffield
Hallam University; email: m.d.bramhall@shu.ac.uk
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Users as Producers: students using video to develop learner autonomy
Mike Bramhall, Keith Radley, John Metcalf Sheffield Hallam University
Contact: m.d.bramhall@shu.ac.uk
Abstract
This paper will report on a project that is being conducted within one of the UK Centres for Excellence in Teaching
and Learning (CETLs): ‘The Centre for Promoting Learner Autonomy’. The paper will discuss the learning, teaching
and assessment methods used on first year and final year engineering undergraduate modules in order to
promote student learner autonomy.
The first-year module, ‘Materials, Manufacturing and Environmental Engineering’, has traditionally been taught
through a series of keynote lectures, followed by seminars, laboratory classes and case studies. Semester 2 case
study work has been replaced by student groups either undertaking investigations into ‘engineering disaster
management’, or ‘materials and manufacturing processes’, incorporating video into their presentations. The
result was an end of module ‘student conference’, where each group presented a technical paper. The final year
module, 'Polymers and Composites', also replaces case study work with student production of a DVD video for
assessment, which is also a potential future teaching resource.
This paper will discuss development of the learning scenarios and the introduction of video and media to
stimulate, present and assess the learning. Data from a questionnaire and student interviews will be discussed
and will show how the students have developed within the modules.

Introduction
The Centre for Promoting Learner Autonomy (CPLA) at Sheffield Hallam University looks to the future
and the knowledge economy in promoting self-efficacy through a partnership between large numbers
of students, staff, and all those involved in supporting learning. CPLA empowers students at Sheffield
Hallam University and beyond to acquire responsibility for their learning, to work in partnerships with
tutors and other students. We want learners to demonstrate transformative approaches to
constructing their own knowledge and integrate into academic communities. The characteristics of an
autonomous learner are:
•
•
•
•

Critical reflection
Self-awareness
Taking responsibility for their own learning
Working creatively with complex situations

Most recent research agrees that autonomy is a developmental process which cannot be taught or
learnt (Benson 2001). However, the Sheffield Hallam model with constant interactions between
pedagogic learning environments, learner autonomy characteristics and policy impacts, achieves
‘pedagogic resonance’ for students (Trigwell and Shale 2004)- creating a space for new learning
partnerships. We draw upon different traditions e.g. constructivist theories of learning, particularly
experiential learning (Barnes, 1976; Kolb, 1984, Kohonen, 1992) and also the central idea of a learnerled curriculum (Peters 2004) that is increasingly made possible through the appropriate use of
technology. Constructivism is based on the premise that knowledge is constructed by each learner
through processes of social interaction.
We concur with Boud (1988) that ‘assessment practices are often the major barrier to developing
increasing student responsibility: if students look to others for judgements of their competence, how
can they develop their ability to assess their own learning? and with Heron (1988) that the balance of
power between staff and students in assessment critically affects the transactions between them.
Students today have an expectation of communication technologies. "These students, many of whom
have never known a world without personal access to information technologies, often take them for
granted and integrate them seamlessly into their daily lives. These technologies also represent an
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opportunity for making changes in higher education instruction. How can higher education fully
embrace the possibilities they present?" (Caruso JB & Salaway G, 2007)
Easy creation, distribution and instantaneous uploading and downloading of digital media is the norm.
'MySpace' and 'YouTube' are just two examples of free user-generated on-line video sharing. Such
resources are bringing about new opportunities and a potential revolution in the way teaching and
learning can be managed. Students in mainstream education are becoming increasingly
knowledgeable and proficient in creating and up-loading media. Based on their experience in this area
(As evidenced by recent studies conducted by JISC (2007) and ECAR (2007)) those who do enter Higher
education tend to have higher expectations, and are much more skilled compared with their
predecessors. Consequently some academics are taking up this opportunity to better address the
needs of these media literate students.
Learner Autonomy in Engineering
One project, which is part of the CPLA, is concerned with working with first year (level 4)
undergraduate engineering students taking the module, ‘Materials, Manufacturing and Environmental
Engineering’. Two student groups take this module, BSc Automotive Technology and BSc Engineering
Design and Innovation. It has been traditionally taught over 2 semesters, with keynote lectures and
laboratories/ tutorials in semester 1, followed by case studies in semester 2. However, learner
autonomy is not explicitly developed within these case studies and so a new learning and teaching
methodology has been used under the CPLA development work.
The main objectives of the project were:
•
•

•

To develop learner autonomy in engineering first year students.
To link individual critical review of knowledge and skill development of the students
and relate this to their Personal Development Planning (progress files) through the
use of project and problem-based learning.
For students to work effectively in teams and independently to develop
communication, presentation, enterprising, creative and problem-solving skills.

It was decided to use group working to develop learner autonomy in these first-year students, based
on the constructivist theories mentioned above, using experiential learning and social interaction
enhanced by the use of technology.
Students therefore undertook two new types of project work in mixed multidisciplinary groups. The
students were split into two sections. Both sections were asked to produce short video clips (less than
2 minutes) A current university Learning and Teaching Institute (LTI) initiative, ‘Users as Producers’,
was introduced providing an opportunity for the students to learn and develop skills in video and
media production. The students were introduced to camera skills, the grammar of television of
television, interview techniques and editing skills. Each group produced their own video asset which
was either embedded within a PowerPoint presentation, or placed into the Blackboard Virtual
Learning Environment. As well as developing skills in media production there was also an opportunity
for students to develop key skills such as presentation techniques, project management skills and
conflict resolution (whilst working together in groups). The first student section related to materials,
manufacturing or environmental processes. The second student section based themselves on the
theme of ‘Engineering Disaster Management’. Initially (within 2 weeks) the students were required to
develop a half page ‘brief’ related to an engineering disaster that has happened anywhere in the
world. This brief detailed:
•
•

Background to the disaster and where it fits in within the context of materials and/or
manufacturing and/or environmental engineering
Define the project/ problem, give details, outcomes, solutions (future prevention)
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•
Work programme/ Project Plan of how they are going to undertake the project, e.g.
find information, the type of information, who is responsible for the different aspects – team
roles etc.
During semester 2 they carried out the project and reported back at certain milestone points on
progress. The project work required that both staff and students were trained and supported in the
use of new teaching methodologies, particularly the use and production of media material.
Students were prepared for their project work in a number of ways. A series of seminars on video and
media production were given during semester 1 and reinforced in semester 2 with ‘drop-in’ sessions
available. Also, students were introduced to the Belbin model (2003) of team roles to help them get
the most from their group working. Students undertook a selfperception review in class, which
highlighted their perceived team role. This can then be reflected upon both during, and at the end of
the project.
Ultimately, both groups of students presented their project at the end of module ‘Student
Conference’. The presentations were PowerPoint based, containing embedded media, either from
existing sources or produced by the students themselves. The conference was a simulated technical
conference with a keynote speaker form industry.
A second project was working with final year students on a Polymers and Composites module.
Students were given the task of researching a topic in polymers or composites and the end production
was a digital video case study handed in on a CD or DVD for assessment. This assessment task replaced
a traditional 6-week case study that would have covered the same technical areas, but would have
resulted in a group report and powerpoint presentation. The students were supported in a similar way
to the first-year students, with an initial seminar on video production, followed by weekly drop-in
sessions for technical support on filming and editing.
Assessment of first year module
The first-year module is currently assessed by coursework only, with one of the elements of
assessment being an in-class time constrained multi-choice test. The end of module ‘student
conference’ was held during the latter part of semester 2, but early enough to be able to have the inclass test a few weeks afterwards, so that questions based on the knowledge disseminated at the
conference was included. This meant that the students had to engage with all the student
presentations, as staff used the conference to produce more multi-choice questions from the day’s
event. In addition, an external speaker was invited to give a keynote presentation at the conference
on ‘Engineering disasters’. This gave more realism to the conference and allowed students to get the
feel of a ’real-world’ conference event.
The assessment of the students was on their presentations, with a panel of staff and external
industrialists marking them. Copies of the presentations were obtained from the students prior to the
conference day in order to formulate the conference programme. The staff only marked the
presentations with no group reports, which reduced the staff assessment burden and allowed for a
fast turn-around of feedback to the students. Overall, the first-time pass rate for the module increased
from the previous 3 years of 77% 75% and 80% to 95%. The only referrals were those students that
failed to attend the conference. This is believed to be due to the increased attendance and motivation
of the students by using this type of project work. These project assignments gave students the
opportunity to reflect on their participation, within their Personal Development Planning (PDP)
progress files. Students could include their Belbin analysis and critically reflect upon how the
assignment went, the role they played and what they have learnt about their strengths and areas for
future development.

SASEE Workshop: Educating Engineers for 21st Century Contexts

49

Assessment of final year module
After the DVDs were handed in the short films were given a ‘public showing’ which showcased their
work. Staff marked the work after the event a few days later, using criteria similar to a final PowerPoint
presentation, with marks for communication value and technical content, evidence of research,
evidence of preparation. It was soon realised during the marking that staff were uncomfortable using
the existing criteria. Future work will look at this area to find a better way of assessing them.
Evaluation of first year students
At the beginning of semester 2, a questionnaire was given out that found out from the first-year
students what they perceived as learner autonomy; also seeking to evidence their current learning
styles and expectations, as well as their views on vocational skills. 28 questionnaire responses were
received from the 40 students that took part. A follow-up at the end of the module with some focus
group discussions was used to further evaluate the student view of the assignments in order to identify
the benefits of this type of learning and teaching methodology.
Summary of first year questionnaire findings
Students’ perceptions of learner autonomy: Half of the students did not understand what the term
‘autonomous learning’ meant. The remainder thought it meant ‘to take control of one’s own learning’
(7 responses), ‘independent or self-learning’ (4 responses) and ‘planning my own studies’ (3
responses). In educational settings, autonomy is most commonly defined as a capacity to take charge
or control of one's learning (Holec 1981). Candy (1991) places the development of autonomy on a
continuum with teacher-control at one end and learner-control at the other. Learners achieve
different points at the learner-control end of the continuum depending upon context.
A further series of questions attempted to find out more about their perceptions on autonomy, types
of learning and tutor guidance. Students were asked various statements for which they had to rank
on a five-point scale from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’. Most students thought that they had
excellent skills as an autonomous learner, and that group working helped them develop this further.
However, most students thought that the best way to develop learner autonomy was through
independent study.
Results also showed that students were very strongly assessment driven, only researching and
gathering information when undertaking an assignment, figure 1:

Most students expected strong guidance from their tutors/ lecturers. Students were then asked a
series of questions on the importance of various vocational skills and values that were important for
a qualified engineer to able to perform his/her duties. A score of 0 was of ‘no importance’ with a score
of 10 being ‘very important’. An opinion of the level of these skills actually exhibited in their fellow
students followed each question on a scale of 0 to 10, with 10 being very high.
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The following data shows the mean results:
Communication skills

Importance

Present and defend points of view and outcomes of
their own work in writing to colleagues, clients and
superiors
Present and defend points of view and outcomes of
their own work verbally to colleagues, clients and
superiors
Critically read written works, making judgements
on their relevance and value
Use visual aids in presentations

6.8

Perception of fellow
student’s ability
4.1

7.1

4.8

7.1

4.9

7.2

5.8

This data shows that the students perceive the need to develop their writing and presentation skills,
rating these highly important, but with a low perception of fellow student’s abilities in these areas.
Ability to work in groups

Importance

Work with others in teams adopting a relevant role
Organise and delegate tasks
Assume leadership positions when necessary

7.9
7.6
7.4

Perception of fellow
student’s ability
6.4
6.0
5.7

This shows that the students understand the relevance and importance of working in teams, and that
their fellow students have reasonable abilities in this area.
Problem solving skills

Importance

Identify and solve unstructured problems
Find creative solutions
Integrate multidisciplinary knowledge to solve
problems
Perform critical analysis
Work independently

7.6
7.3
6.9

Perception of fellow
student’s ability
5.6
6.1
5.0

7.3
7.8

5.6
6.7

Students recognise the importance of problem solving skills and the need to therefore develop these
skills, especially in a multidisciplinary environment.
Stress management skills

Importance

Organise the workloads to meet conflicting
demands and unexpected requirements
Organise the workloads to recognise and meet
tight, strict and coinciding deadlines
Organise the workloads to select and assign
priorities within time constraints

7.5

Perception of fellow
student’s ability
6.1

7.9

6.3

7.8

6.2

Students were consistent in ranking this area of high importance, especially the need to organise
workloads to meet deadlines, rating this 7.9. This ranking was equal highest of all questions together
with ‘working in groups’, which was also 7.9.
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Information technology skills

Importance

Use relevant software, e.g. databases,
spreadsheets, word processors
Use electronic information sources

7.7

Perception of fellow
student’s ability
7.2

7.2

7.1

Not surprisingly, as shown above, the students rated IT skills important, but recognising that they
already have these skills.
Overall, the questionnaire’s results raise the importance of developing the student’s communication,
teamwork and leadership skills and to critically solve problems in multidisciplinary environments. The
new case study work, as described earlier, using group work, video and engineering disaster
management should fulfil these needs. This was borne out in interviews with students following the
case studies. Below are some of the first-year student comments:
“ ….Communication in the actual presentations……I felt we learnt from it…..and communication
between us in the group we also benefited from….the experience of doing something like this
[student conference]…it’s the first time I’ve done something like this….”
“…by doing this it has boosted my confidence…don’t mind doing it again and again….”
“….going away and looking for the information for ourselves was quite good, rather than being
spoon fed…”
“…I’ve found out much more about manufacturing and materials and how engineering disasters
are investigated…..my presentation skills have definitely improved as well….”
“…presenting information and ideas to an audience helps with employers…”
“…working as a group is the best option as you get to know who they are and how other people
work, what is their strengths plus their weaknesses…”
“…the analysis skills, the communication, the teamworking works…..gave me skills to apply in any
situation in the future….”
These comments show that this type of project work benefits the students, adds realism, aids
communication and analysis skills and hence helps with their employability. From the questionnaire
results it is clear that the areas that needed development were addressed to a great extent. The
student motivation and hence achievement was improved, as demonstrated by the improved pass
rate for the module.
Evaluation of the final year module
Student views were sought through video interviews both during and after the end of the module. In
summary the following positive outcomes were found:
•

The students were motivated by this methodology in the use of video for assessment.

•

Students developed skills that increased their employability

•

Students developed new technical skills (media/IT) that some thought would be of use in the
future.

•

Students developed a deeper understanding of the technical content of the module.

•

Learner autonomy was developed as students managed their learning and assessment.

•

Students produced future learning media resources.

•

The overall approach is not staff labour intensive.
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What next?
• Crossing engineering subjects with media subject areas, i.e. engineering / computing students
working with media students on media enriched project work
• The methodology works in multi subject areas: i.e. the Faculty of Health and Wellbeing are
engaged in inter-professional learning CETL project work using video-based role play.
• On-line submission, Web 2.0, YouTube? Initial trials on the use of free on-line video
depositories have been very good and simple.
Acknowledgements
The authors would like to acknowledge information and support for this paper from the CETL
Directors for CPLA, Professor Anthony Rosie and Professor Ranald Macdonald.
References
Barnes, D., ‘From communication to Curriculum', London: Penguin, (1976).
Belbin, R M., Management Teams- Why they succeed or fail, 2nd Edition, Butterworth Heinemann, (2003).
Benson, P., 'Autonomy in Language Learning', Eds. C.Candin and D. Hall, Pearson Education (2001).
Boud, D., ed. 'Developing Student Autonomy in Learning', Kogan Page, (1988).
Candy, P.C., 'Self-direction for life-long learning', San Francisco: Jossey-Bass as cited in P. Benson , Autonomy
in Language Learning, Eds. C. Candin and D. Hall, Pearson p.84, (1991).
Caruso JB & Salaway G, (2007). ECAR Study of undergraduate students and information technology [online]
Last accessed 23 January 2008 at:
http://www.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ers0706/rs/ERS0706w.pdf
Heron, J., 'Assessment Revisited', in Boud, D, ed. 'Developing Student Autonomy in Learning', London: Kogan
Page, (1988).
Holec, H., 'Autonomy in Foreign Language Learning', Oxford: Pergamon, (1981).
JISC (2007). Student expectations study [online] Last accessed
23 January 2008 at:
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/media/documents/publications/studentexpectations.pdf
Kohonen, V., 'Experiential language learning: second language learning as cooperative learner education' In D.
Nunan (ed.) Collaborative Language Learning and Teaching. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp.14-39,
(1992).
Kolb, D., 'Experiential learning: Experience as the Source of Learning and Development'. Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice Hall, (1984).
Peters, O., 'Visions of Autonomous Learning', keynote at the European Distance and Elearning Network (EDE),
Conference University of Oldenberg, (2004).
Trigwell, K. and Shale, S., ‘Student learning and the scholarship of university teaching’, Studies in Higher
Education, 29, pp. 523-536, (2004).

SASEE Workshop: Educating Engineers for 21st Century Contexts

53

