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Background

This article focuses on issues raised during my research into improving the employability of students on Foundation degrees at the University of Brighton.  Top of the list of ‘asks’ from students was the desire to build confidence, decide on direction and develop the skills necessary for successful self-employment and entrepreneurship.

With more adults than ever having access to higher education and with the cost of obtaining a degree increasing every year, this article explores how far we are meeting the expectation that a higher education means greater employability. We will explore what can be done to give students more skills, improve their sense of purpose and direction, and turn out more employable, well-rounded graduates. 

It is only in recent years, since the development of the widening participation agenda, that university has been an option for the many rather than the few. The cynics amongst us may argue that this drive for participation came not so much from an idealistic zeal for accessibility as a desire to rake in the funds generated from another recent development in education, namely tuition fees and loans. 

How can educators enhance employability?

Nevertheless, the government’s drive to have 50% of adults participating in higher education by 2010 appears to be on its way to fruition. Yet, as more and more people come to hold a degree, how are employers to discern which potential employees will serve them best? Furthermore, in an increasingly competitive market, what can we, as educators, do to fulfil our duty in enhancing the employability, and therefore the future, of our graduates?

Increasingly, careers departments and student experience Deans are acknowledging the need for careers guidance and employability skills to be included in the curriculum of existing degrees. The problem here is that the embedding of these skills requires academics to stretch a different set of muscles. 
First, to be able to coach their students into identifying their specialist area or vocation, then to use interactive and dynamic methods of teaching to increase their ability to perform the ‘soft skills’ activities such as project management, networking and innovation that employers are increasingly seeking.  The nature of academia does not necessarily lend itself to these education styles.  
These evolutions in the curriculum, useful as they may be, put increasing pressure on academics to move into interpersonal and vocational areas where they may feel both reluctant and unsure. Far better, would be the employment of cross-curricular coaches and ‘add ons’, run by specialist vocational skills professionals. 

Certainly, the university experience, as it stands, does generate increased abilities and there is strong evidence to suggest that these skills are transferable. The university experience enables students to master the arts of research, of meeting deadlines, independently managing their time, presenting ideas, and persuading using cogent argument and an evidence base.  But in the arena of social skills, such as networking, is it really fair to expect an engineering academic to be able to instruct their students on how to charm, influence and persuade at board level? 

The meeting of this expectation is where a crucial role is played by the careers service and other supporting advice and guidance. The careers team can offer extra-curricular opportunities to develop skills beyond those traditionally acquired in academia. Moreover, the hosting of university-wide workshops enables students to move out of Humanities or Science silos and be exposed to others with different interests, approaches and views on the world – a useful skill for coping with the wider world beyond the university bubble.  
Such programmes also benefit the organisation through economies of scale – saving time and money through developing a ‘whole school’ approach rather than developing these abilities through a tailor-made, subject-specific addition to the curriculum.

Effective programmes

So what kinds of programmes could really add value to the employment chances of our many new graduates? Certainly the development of work-based learning opportunities, pioneered within the Foundation degree model, offers a valuable opportunity to experience theory translated into real-life practice, to learn from practitioners and businesses and to begin to form the networks that can play such a crucial role in securing the job of your dreams in the future. At worst, a work placement will help you to realise what you don’t want to do – at best, it can be a passport of entry into a specialised and niche field. 

Secondly, the evolution of personal development and self-awareness programmes can play a valuable role in increasing the confidence and motivation of students. Very few of us, prior to adulthood, were given a chance to really explore in depth our key talents, passions and skills, bar the usual cliché of “What do you want to be when you grow up?”

Now, universities, careers services and employers can make use of an extensive range of personality typology tools including Myers Briggs, PRISM and Wealth Dynamics. These psychometric tests enable students to develop a better understanding of their own strengths and weaknesses and give some clue as to where they may best be applied. This opportunity to understand your ‘type’ not only provides tremendous relief and esteem - for example to an artistic child, beleaguered and undermined by rational parents – but it also enhances people’s ability to understand and value difference and diversity, a crucial skill for successfully negotiating the relationships forged in any workplace environment. 

Thirdly, there are the practical skills for employment, such as developing a great CV, acquiring relevant work experience, presentation and dress – these may seem outside academia’s remit, but they are truly crucial for employment in a world where appearances count.   Bringing in outsiders – recruitment consultants, style advisors, last year’s graduates, vocational coaches – can all help build confidence, improve presentations and help new graduates showcase their talent in a compelling way.

Lastly, there is the need to address the skills gap for entrepreneurs and the self-employed. As the concept of ‘jobs for life’ moves further and further away from our focus, many of our graduates, particularly in the creative industries, media and design, will expect to become freelancers, sole traders or entrepreneurs. They will be working on short-term contracts, developing their marketing and brand in order to ensure a pay cheque at the end of the month, and developing the products and services of the future. 
Currently, even our business studies education is rarely vocational enough to meet the concerns of the young entrepreneur. Can we train people to become risk takers? To act strongly on their intuition and to trust it? To hold strong to a visionary idea for the future even in the face of adversity and disagreement? To persuade their bank manager to part with a start-up loan? 
Student expectations

Increasingly, the young adults and graduates I work with are looking to hone these skills. And they expect their place of study to support them by signposting to funders, networks, competitions and opportunities that may help them to get started in their area of choice. 

Many of the under-19s I work with offer the opinion that formal education cannot offer them the experience and exposure they feel they need to succeed. They will cite Branson and Sugar as inspiration, men who have no formal qualifications, and Anita Roddick, a visionary social entrepreneur, who set up The Body Shop without business plans, a degree in finance or significant venture capital backing. 

As the world of work becomes more complex, diverse and fast-moving, so too academia is required to shift to provide adequate preparation for future entrants into this world. Arguably, the more clear our students are on their direction and vocation, the more motivated they will be to take the required steps and the clearer the path on which they need to tread will be.
If we are to support them in acquiring this clarity, moving forward and succeeding, we need to look seriously at what we consider to be the life skills, self-awareness and employability talents they will need to possess to succeed.  

As educators, we are being called to explore, in a collaborative fashion, how we can meet these needs.  This is crucial, not just for our graduates’ success but also for the success of our institutions that, in a competitive market, need to prove their value and performance to the student marketplace, funders and employers. 

