Skills Plus: Tuning the Undergraduate Curriculum. June 2002 edition

Foundations for change: final report of the Skills plus project’s external evaluator


Foundations for change
FINAL REPORT OF THE SKILLS PLUS PROJECT’S EXTERNAL EVALUATOR

Alan Wright

Director of Undergraduate Studies

Université du Québec

Québec, Canada

June, 2002

“The Skills plus project can be considered an unqualified success. In just two years the project leaders have managed to bring on board a large number of academic departments in an effort to work curriculum change and enhancement in the area of employability. Academic staff from a large variety of academic and professional fields have participated with enthusiasm in the development of new strategies to enhance their programmes. Many academics have given freely of their time with little promise of tangible reward for their contributions. Project leaders have performed well as stewards and administrators as they made excellent use of resources and organized fruitful workshops and conferences. Data collected from graduates has contributed to our knowledge regarding the preparation of our students for the world of work. The project has lead directly to a number of significant publications which are both practical and academically sound. Shortcomings of the project are a function of the limited time frame (two years) and resources than any fault in terms of management or academic orientation.”

Introduction

Originally the Office of Instructional Development and Technology (OIDT) of Dalhousie University (Nova Scotia, Canada) was contracted to act as External Evaluator of the Skills plus Project. The OIDT submitted a preliminary report towards the end of June, 2001. The External Evaluator, Alan Wright, joined the Skills plus team July 2, 2001 in Manchester to learn more about the project as it developed. An updated first year report
, submitted in September of 2002, was based on a review of the Skills plus print documentation, conversations with researchers and professors involved in the project, participation in the University of Manchester meeting in July, a review of the pertinent employability literature, and our experience with career preparation and skills development programmes in Canada and the United States. The first year Report drew out what the Evaluator considered the significant features of Skills plus. The Report indicated that the Skills plus project holds great promise, but also raised some questions for consideration as the project unfolded. The 2001 Report was intended to stimulate further reflection and action regarding the subject of employability skills in HE in general and regarding the Skills plus project in particular.

The second year of the project has confirmed that Skills plus constitutes a viable strategy for enhancing the quality of higher education and the preparation of graduates in the U.K. The research project has several strengths. The conceptual underpinnings are given close attention by the project leaders and some interesting original work has emerged. What is more, academic staff in many departments have wrestled with many new concepts brought to the fore by the project leaders. Another strength relates to the organization and structure of the project. Research leaders assure the progress of the project and schedule various meetings and plenary sessions to diffuse findings and to seek further directions. All in all it appears to be a very efficient and effective operation. From the outset I have been impressed by the commitment of a large number of academic departments to this project. The research leaders have identified, and rightly so, that initiatives such as the introduction of Skills plus for employability flourish when they are an integral part of a departmental academic plan and programme. One year ago I suggested the project promised to develop a unique, original perspective on the advancement of employability skills and student self-efficacy in higher education. At this point I am not certain that it is a matter of having established a single coherent perspective regarding skills development and employability. Yet the academic departments involved in the project have shown that there are many valid avenues to skills development for employability springing from a common starting point. Perhaps it is the essential richness of the diversity of valid approaches adopted at the departmental level which is to be celebrated as Skills plus takes stock at project end.
A two-year project such as Skills plus, as I observed a year ago, can only hope to lay down the foundation upon which to build a skills development strategy in a given context. Still, the lessons learned have been numerous when one considers such a short time-frame, and it will be interesting to observe future developments and activities in the four partner institutions and beyond. Can the four universities manage to collaborate to this end, to build on the established foundations for change, without formal external support? 

Project purpose, means, aims

Let us review the purpose, means and aims of the Skills plus project. The essential purpose of Skills plus is to enhance HE graduates’ learning and employability. The marriage of these two terms is a key to the success of any such project. Academics opposed to what they would consider an overemphasis on the utilitarian mission of HE may be won over by a constant reminder that student learning is enhanced in such a scheme such as Skills plus: it is not simply a sacrifice of traditional disciplinary goals to satisfy the demands of eventual employers. Departmental reports attest to the progress made on this front over the life of the project. Although there is the occasional reference to carefully selecting one’s terms and the vocabulary associated with departmental initiatives (so as not to offend the academic ‘purist’), academic department reports generally indicate that they have gone well beyond this initial debate. It is interesting to note that the gains stemming from involvement in the project apply in the traditional academic disciplines as well as in professional schools. That is, a history department as well as a nursing school can make sense out of Skills plus. This should be recognized as a major strength of this project.

The two means of achieving the essential purpose of the Skills plus project are collaborating with subject departments in HE on curriculum design (so that their undergraduate programmes help students to learn well and enhance their employability in the process) and doing research to improve understanding of what graduate employability signifies in the workplace. The identification of the academic department as the starting point for the application of Skills plus notions may seem self-evident in retrospect, but I cannot overemphasize the centrality of this decision. It has meant that whole departments have had to come to terms with the reality of integrating skills and self-efficacy into their standard curriculum offerings and teaching practices. I think that curriculum change offers excellent opportunities for professional refreshment and that the academic staff involved in Skills plus have benefited greatly from their involvement with the project. Project leaders have been productive in their writings with regard to developments in the area of employability. The project leaders have successfully monitored developments in the world of work, published and presented on the conceptual framework, and stimulated concrete actions and initiatives at the level of the departments in four universities. This combination of activity on several fronts and at several levels in different environments is remarkable. 

Let us now revisit the five aims of the project as listed by the researchers on the web site and in the project documentation. 

· The first is to disseminate a view of HE infused with the results of a study of what employability means in the workplace. Despite first year difficulties in conducting the survey research, the project leaders managed to find solutions and to reach initial objectives. Researchers have been able to communicate a perspective from the field to participating academic departments as per the original intention. 

· The second project aim has been to work through departments in a variety of settings to help them “tune” curriculum with a view to enhancing learning and employability. Several departments have referred to the “tuning” notion, though some departments are ambitious enough to want to go beyond the tuning to more fundamental change. The strategy , once again, of working with several academic departments in four universities to design widely accepted changes to degree programmes has been a key to Skills plus success. 

· The third aim advocates building on departmental strengths rather than running counter to current orientations. This aim allowed academic departments to show some significant change in just two years by harnessing university structures and cultures in a variety of ways appropriate to each department and academic milieu.

· The fourth aim pursues the practical intent of the project, emphasizing developments of relatively low cost but having considerable potential. The body of documentation emanating from this project would suggest, once again, that the leaders were successful in stimulating the achievement of this aim.

· The last of the five aims was to establish virtual and face-to-face networks of academic staff interested in programme modification designed to enhance learning and employability. This aim was realized over the life of the project. The trick will be to pursue the liaisons established after project funding has run its course.

In conclusion, Skills plus has done a commendable job in pursuing its aims as formulated at the outset.

In my year one report I noted that the project does not aim to provide academic staff with the tools to evaluate
 employability-enhancing achievements. This function was considered beyond the scope of the project, but it would be useful if current project members could take up this challenge for the future. 

Departmental impact: reports from year two

As the Skills plus project is structured to make an impact first and foremost at the departmental level, the end-of-project reports by departmental teams are of particular interest to the External Evaluator. As previously stated, the departmental structure and tradition allows for potentially significant change in higher education. The project encouraged departments to fine-tune their approaches to learning, teaching and assessment in order to introduce change.

At the Manchester meeting of July 2001, I was impressed by the variety of accomplishments of the academic departments during brief first year reports. In my mid-project Report of September 2001 I suggested that department be required to make a very succinct, clear statement on their accomplishments through the spring of 2002 and to clearly and succinctly lay out their skills for employability action plan for the years to follow. The project leaders in fact proposed a template for the end-of-project departmental reports and Peter Knight created a summary of the eventual reports entitled Some pointers to themes
. This was a very useful exercise, as Knight drew together some of the more significant findings from the departmental reports. Without repeating what Knight has already summarized and without touching on all of the reports, it would be useful to highlight some of the approaches taken by the departments.

The School of Nursing, Midwifery and Health Visiting of the University of Manchester immediately saw “both professional and academic potential benefits” in the approach to curriculum design encouraged through Skills plus. Staff welcomed the project at a time when nursing education was regarded as too “theoretically driven to adequately prepare students for the workplace”. The School used the project as an opportunity to design a problem-based learning approach to curriculum delivery.

The University of Manchester School of Law used the legal Advice Centre as a base for practice and plan to integrate the experience into an academic module for students. This apparently simple plan already has employers applauding the quality of the preparation of the Manchester students.

Staff in charge of the Human Communication programme at Manchester Metropolitan University were attracted to Skills plus because they felt their students “were not sufficiently aware of the skills acquired during their studies and their relevance to the world of work”. This observation has also been made in arts and social science programmes in Canada and the United States. Staff participants in the Skills plus project realize, along with many of their overseas colleagues, that they must help their students to increase awareness of skills development and learn to articulate, before graduation, their strengths and competencies.

The Centre for Social Science at Liverpool John Moores University writes that the contribution of the project “has been to clarify the conceptual thinking about the qualities and skills within employability”. The effect was to go beyond the rather narrow notion of key skills.

The Department of Environmental and Geographical Sciences at Manchester Metropolitan University concludes that ”the Skills plus project has been useful in providing a focus for reflection and change with regard to skills for employability. The ideas generated and the results circulated have further stimulated pedagogical debate around this subject and have led to the initiation of several studies that might not otherwise have been implemented at this time.”

The above statement provides a neat summary of one of the major impacts of the research project over the last two years.

In summary, then, it is at the department level that one can best take the pulse of the practical implications of Skills plus . In general the departments have shown a strong commitment to the application of the skills for employability concept, though their solutions and their means to pursue this objective differ.

Project papers and presentations

The Skills plus project has lead to a significant number of papers and presentations. This work, conducted especially by the project leaders, has made an important contribution to the project itself and to the literature of higher education. Some samples follow.

Professor David Auckland, Director of the Manchester Science Enterprise Centre, presented on “Undergraduates, Entrepreneurship and Employability”. He called for an adaptation of the traditional university model in order to prepare graduates for the knowledge-based economy as entrepreneurs. Auckland suggests that change must reach into programme organization, structure, and delivery. This approach corresponds well to the thrust of the Skills plus project.

Peter Knight presented “Employability in the first graduate job”. Knight presented background information and detailed data regarding ninety-seven recent graduates. The presentation provided information on components of employability and six needs and solutions.

Mantz Yorke of Liverpool John Moores University presented “Skills plus and the enrichment of mainstream curricula” in which he suggests that the curriculum can be enhanced as inspired by its potential to promote the capable graduate. Capable graduates show self-esteem and continue to grow in skills and in their areas of academic specialisation. A curriculum can be tuned or radically altered. The USEM model is re-visited here : (Understanding, Skills, Efficacy, and Metacognition)

Peter Knight, along with Paul Trowler and Murray Saunders, have produced an important guide to change in higher education called “Change thinking, change practices”. It contains reference to the Skills plus project among other examples of models of change.

Knight has also developed a presentation (mentioned above) tying together departments’ end-of-project reports under the title “Some pointers to themes”. This effort is especially helpful in light of the need to make some sense out of the sixteen different initiatives taken by departments under the banner of skills for employability.

Dr. Gill Helsby asked the question “Should higher education do more to develop ‘employability’?” in an analysis of interview data completed in February, 2002. The 18 page report is important to the project and fundamental to the employability issue and its place in the curriculum. Not only is the report full of observations from graduates and from employers, but it raises the essential questions about the role of the university with respect to preparing students for the world of work. An excellent reference for the future.

Two major documents produced in 2000-01 and substantially revised in June 2002, complete our sampling of the recent literature related to the project. Co-authored by Mantz Yorke and Peter Knight, they are “Tuning the Undergraduate Curriculum” and “Employability through the curriculum” both of June, 2002. The former pulls together many of the major orientations of Skills plus. Once again I am impressed by the commitment to furthering solutions which go beyond the module to incorporate change at the level of the programme. This is definitely bound to be one of the most influential practical pieces of writing to emerge from the project. The second document is a revised version of a paper presented in Portugal last year. It takes a more academic approach to the subject of skills for employability. It also represents an important step in the diffusion of the thinking essential to this area of academic concern in higher education.

Skills plus is easily associated with a very high level of academic writing, at once practical and theoretically sound. Project leaders have been quite productive over the last two years, and one has the impression that the best is yet to come! A major fault with innovation in HE is that it is not properly tracked and monitored. In the case of Skills plus, however, the academic writing associated with the implementation of the project has been given close attention.

Conclusion

The Skills plus project can be considered an unqualified success. In just two years the project leaders have managed to bring on board a large number of academic departments in an effort to work curriculum change and enhancement in the area of employability. Academic staff from a large variety of academic and professional fields have participated with enthusiasm in the development of new strategies to enhance their programmes. Many academics have given freely of their time with little promise of tangible reward for their contributions. Project leaders have performed well as stewards and administrators as they made excellent use of resources and organized fruitful workshops and conferences. Data collected from graduates has contributed to our knowledge regarding the preparation of our students for the world of work. The project has lead directly to a number of significant publications which are both practical and academically sound. Shortcomings of the project are a function of the limited time frame (two years) and resources than any fault in terms of management or academic orientation.

Comments and questions for further consideration

The following questions were raised at mid- project by the External Evaluator. Some perspectives at project’s end are added in italics.

1. The Skills plus project has the advantage of involving several higher education institutions. Is the nature of the project truly collaborative or is there a competitive aspect?

The project is essentially collaborative in my view. There is an open theme to the work undertaken and the results presented at the project meetings. This attitude and atmosphere helps the project.

2. The adoption of a department-based approach holds a great deal of promise. Will the project have an impact beyond the 16 departments directly involved?

Some of the departmental reports allude to a measure of interest beyond their departments, but it is still too soon to predict widespread impact. Associated project writings and publications may well have a significant impact, however, in academic circles.

3. The project has the potential to impact the professional development of academic staff and, simultaneously, to enhance curriculum development. Will project leaders trace the impact on staff development as well as curriculum development?

One project-related paper quotes Stenhouse as saying that “all curriculum change is teacher change”. Departmental reports write of the impact of the project with respect to academic staff thinking. The project does, indeed, seem to be a staff development project. But formally tracking and measuring the change would be a difficult task beyond the scope of the project.

4. Academic staff from several disciplines participate in the project. Will the factors leading to faculty “buy-in” with regards to innovative projects be studied?

The project leaders have a clear sense of what they call “middle-out change” as practiced at the level of the department. This further development of this change model, applied to employability strategies among other projects, may be an important part of the legacy of the project.

5. The project will, eventually, have an important impact on student learning. Are plans in place to measure this impact?

It seems to me that the plans to measure long term impacts on student learning will have to be taken up by the individual departments. However, some departmental reports have already produced anecdotal evidence of the impacts of the project on student learning in their programmes.

6. The project has already questioned employed graduates for important data. Will the project interview unemployed and/or underemployed graduates?

The idea of following fully employed as well as under-employed and unemployed graduates should be pursued, perhaps by the institutions involved in the project.

7. The Skills plus project develops the notion of “self-efficacy”. How do the project members intend to measure the success of “self-efficacy” development?

Individual departments may best achieve this goal by closely following the progress of a handful of graduates.

8. Skills plus promotes the development of employability skills beyond the framework of professional and technical training. How will Skills plus work to promote skills yet convince traditional academic staff they can be true to the basic aims of teaching discipline-based content?

There appears to have been considerable progress on this front, both at the conceptual and practical levels. Although this issue may not quickly disappear, the Skills plus team members have been very active in countering this objection to the thrust of their work.

9. In one Canadian model, the aim is to spread skills development throughout the curriculum. How might Skills plus reach an entire institution?

Here it will be important for a professional school such as nursing (for example) to ensure that some resources are set aside to monitor change in their curriculum and to commit to writing developments. One has the impression that many of the departments involved in Skills plus did not commit much energy to recording their practices. To influence others in academe it may be necessary to trace pathways in a more structured manner. 

10. In a Canadian model, a student can attain academic credit for portfolio writing. How will portfolio writing be fully rewarded under the Skills plus concept?

I am under the impression that the portfolio model has not yet been fully exploited by most of the departments in the project. It would still be of benefit to introduce the portfolio approach in the future.

11. In one Canadian model, experiential learning is meant to mesh with portfolio writing and skills classes. How will Skills plus integrate workplace (part-time) experience into the student profile?

One Law school has successfully recognized practice in the free legal clinic associated with their school, but the on-site workplace experience (known to be highly regarded by many employers) seems to have been paid little attention as a potential means of developing employability skills.

12. Skills plus will involve a large number of academic staff in 2001-2002. How will the momentum be maintained beyond next year?

With project funding coming to an end, it may well be up to leaders in individual departments to ensure that building on the foundations laid in 2000-2002 takes place.

� This is on the Skills plus website at � HYPERLINK http://www.open.ac.uk/vqportal/Skills-Plus/home.htm ��http://www.open.ac.uk/vqportal/Skills-Plus/home.htm�


� In the UK we would say ‘assess’ rather than ‘evaluate’.


� This is incorporated in the paper on the website entitled Skills Plus: Innovation in Education for Employability: notes from the 13th June 2002 Conference


� All of these papers and presentations, excepting Gill Helsby’s, can be found on the project web site. David Auckland’s presentation is in Skills Plus: Innovation in Education for Employability: notes from the 13th June 2002 Conference, as are Employability in the First Graduate Job and Skills Plus and the Enrichment of Mainstream Curricula.
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