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1. Purpose
The purpose of this report is to propose a Departmental Employability Strategy.

2. Rationale
 
The aim of the strategy is “to improve every student’s chances of following a career path which fulfils their potential and their aspirations”.



	· National and institutional policy is now emphasising the importance of employability. Employers have made clear their concerns that new graduates are not ‘work ready’; a good degree alone is no longer enough to secure a good job. 


· Many graduates are entering non-graduate jobs due to saturation of the graduate job market. Our graduates need to improve their ability to compete.
 

	· Prospective students and their parents want to know what their investment of time and money will bring them in employment terms, in addition to the experience of university life. 



	· The Department has an established record in Careers Education and work related learning; this forms a good basis on which to build further activities which will give our students a distinctiveness in the world of work. 




The proposed strategy will offer facilities and activities to students who wish to improve their employability. The approach can enhance the rigour of academic learning rather than being in conflict with traditional learning. This report details a package of employability features within and outside the curriculum. 
The proposed philosophy is to offer these opportunities as a “menu” of employability choices. Most of these features will be optional, however once a student commits him or herself to an activity it is expected that they will complete it.

Due to the current uncertainties about the nature of delivery and the types of students on future postgraduate courses, the proposals mainly focus on undergraduate courses. 
3. Background

3.1 Policy Background
The Dearing Report recommended that universities should consider the relevance of work experience for all students, should increase the opportunities for work experience and for meaningful reflection. More recently, Universities UK report "Enhancing employability, recognising diversity” (Universities UK, 2002) has broadened the discussion into a wider range of opportunities to enhance student employability. In particular, Universities UK wants to see a holistic approach that integrates knowledge, work experience and technical and interactive skills, together with reflection on the needs of a flexible organisation.

The MMU Framework for Career Management and Development states "arrangements for taught programmes will ensure that.... every opportunity is taken to ensure that students of the University are well-prepared to achieve their potential in industry, commerce and the wider community".   Therefore, there is strong backing for employment-related features to be available for students.                            


3.2 Current departmental provision 
Those students who undertake a short placement or a sandwich degree are given many opportunities to prepare for, develop and reflect on their work experience. There are also elements of careers education within the compulsory Communications unit eg CV preparation. 


To date the emphasis has been on employment-related activities within the curriculum most of which are optional. Therefore those students who do not study Organisations and the Environment or Vocational Experience (the majority) have much less opportunity to improve their employability. 

4. Process of strategy development
In order to produce the strategy, consultations have been carried out externally (LTSN Generic Centre, LTSN GEES and Biosciences) and internally (Careers Service, External Relations and coMMUni).  A Skills Plus Audit had already been undertaken, which examined the transferable skills in each unit. In addition an employability audit has been carried out looking at the network provision as a whole.  From this information it was possible to determine gaps where more could be done. Pedagogic research and the consultations also yielded information about new opportunities to embed employability in the curriculum. 

The current literature gives guidance about what employers expect of new graduates.   They want their employees to have intellectual rigour and to be self-starters; they emphasise personal skills (reliability, initiative) and interpersonal skills, and want students to have evidence of tackling real problems.        
A full list of recommendations is included at the end of this report. 

5. Opportunities within the curriculum
5.1 Problem based learning provides intellectual challenges to students whilst introducing them to practical aspects of their studies. Problem based approaches can be incorporated into teaching and/or assessment.  Its introduction would meet the employers’ requirement about tackling real problems. It is therefore recommended that staff consider using problem based learning where it is appropriate to the learning outcomes.  


5.2 Barr and McNeilly (2002) found that many students were not making the most of the career relevant experience which they have gained in the classroom when they were applying for jobs. They also discovered how little many employers knew about the content of university courses in their field.  Therefore we can help students by making explicit the employability value of the material that they are already studying and by providing information for employers on the job relevance of our courses.


5.4 The range of placement/project organisations has narrowed in recent years. Students would benefit from a wider range of choices. An improved placement information system would help to make better use of the contacts already available and to develop new contacts.  

5.5 Work experience has been an important feature of the department’s portfolio for many years. Some students are constrained from making the most use of the short-term placements by the need to work. A more flexible approach to the timing of the work experience within the academic year would alleviate this problem.

5.6 The Sandwich route allows the student to gain valuable experience for which they can add ‘sandwich’ to their degree title. The majority of students do not take the sandwich route for a host of different reasons. However the route may be more attractive if there were an additional qualification attached which gave more prominence to the achievements of the students. 

6.  Opportunities outside the curriculum
 
6.1 There are many opportunities for students to develop their employability using extracurricular activities.  The majority of our students have some form of paid employment.  We can help by signposting students to relevant appropriate agencies. 


6.2 There are Departmental Careers pages which provide relevant information, but these can be further developed with additional case studies and links to other on-line resources.


6.3 Student destination information is collected by the Careers Service six months after students complete their studies, this is known as First Destination Returns (FDRs). It only gives an early snapshot of students’ careers. The Department also has data on individual student destinations which has been collected over time. It has been gathered as students maintain contact with the department after graduation. It is proposed to contact as many students as possible by email to update our information and with the aim of starting an alumni association.

6.4 Reflection is an important part of all aspects of student learning. From 2005/6 students will have Progress Files as part of a national scheme. An element of this is the Personal Development Plan (PDP) which is a process to help students to plan and take responsibility for their own learning. Students who undertake a placement in the Department already complete a reflective proforma. The PDP will be a vehicle for ensuring this reflective process is available to other students. 

7. Implementation and monitoring

The next stage will be to carry out further consultations with selected employers from the Department’s range of contacts.

Some recommendations can be introduced within current syllabuses, others can be included as part of the reviews. The Learning and Teaching Committee will be a means to stimulate discussion and to provide practical help on innovative ways to address employability.
The employability audit will be used again to compare progress with the base line data.  In particular, student destination data will be collected as a long term measure of success.
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Employability Strategy Recommendations

	Aim
	Action
	Timing
	Staff

	Within the curriculum

	To offer challenges to students which will provide evidence of employment-related work
	Increase the amount of problem based learning in both teaching and learning.
	2003/4 (limited)

2004/5 (more extensive)
	All staff 

	
	Increase the number of projects/dissertations which relate to organisations
	2004/5
	CG (with MD/JJH)

	To help students benefit from employability-related features of their learning
	Make explicit those parts of the course which demonstrate employability
	2003/4
	CG (with PD & DL)

	
	To disseminate information about students’ knowledge and skills to employers
	2003/4
	CG (with PD & DL)

	
	Disseminate information about students’ knowledge and skills to key employers via Departmental contacts. 
	2003/4
	CG to prepare information sheets; 

	
	Provide information for employers when writing job references.
	2003/4
	CG to prepare publicity, staff to use as appropriate

	To offer of wide range of work experience opportunities
	Broaden opportunities for placements (short and sandwich) by increasing the number of placement organisations and offering flexibility in the timing of placements.
	2003/4
	CG and PH

	To increase the "value" of work based learning to students.
	Investigate opportunities for external accreditation of courses/units and in particular the work based learning
	2003/4
	CG and PH

	To encourage reflection about learning
	To improve opportunities for feedback and reflection
	2003/4
	PD & DL

	
	Develop a system for personal development plans (PDPs) within the University framework.
	2003/4
	CG (with PD & DL)

	To develop students’ career management skills
	Careers talk at option/project/dissertation choice time
	2003/4
	CG

	Outside the curriculum

	To increase the contribution of extra-curricular activities to student employability
	Make students aware of the wide range of relevant extra-curricular activities (employment and voluntary) and to emphasise the need to enhance their experience.
	2003/4 (induction and communications week)
	CG

	To help students in making applications for employment
	Increase information available on the departmental careers web pages.  
	2003/4
	CG

	
	Signpost students to other appropriate sources of help and information (eg Careers Service)
	2003/4
	CG

	To identify current and potential destinations for students
	Organise current destination information


	2003/4
	CG

	
	Improve systems for gathering new destination information
	2003/4
	CG

	To monitor long term destinations 
	Develop an alumni association and website
	2003/4-2004/5
	

	To disseminate information on career opportunities to students
	Provide more detailed information to students on career opportunities, 
	Induction
	CG

	To develop new innovative ways to encourage student employability
	Stimulate discussion about encouraging student employability. 
	2003/4
	All staff  

	
	Have a Learning and Teaching session devoted to student employability
	2003/4
	Learning and Teaching Working Group


� In a recent survey of second year Environmental and Geographical Sciences students 53% ranked "improve career prospects" as the most important reason out of five choices for coming to University.
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