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Introduction to the June 2002 edition

The first edition of this booklet was circulated in September 2000. Project funding had begun in August. Sixteen departments had agreed to participate in the design side of the project
. Their representatives first met at the October 2000 colloquium and agreed to apply the general approach laid out in this booklet to their departments in order to enhance the contribution their curricula made to student employability. 

The second edition is prepared for the June 2002 Skills plus conference. In those 21 months six colloquia, a regional and a national conference have been held and all participating departments have reappraised their programmes ( reviewing practice, drawing on Skills plus ideas where they seemed useful, and making ‘low pain, high gain changes to help students to present themselves as graduates with genuine achievements of the kinds that employers say they value. 

Despite the lessons of practice ( and departments’ end-of-project reports attest to lots of learning as Skills plus thinking was adapted to local conditions ( we think that this booklet is still the best introduction to an approach to employability that is:

· Designed to address colleagues’ legitimate concerns that employability will rot higher education’s values (we have given a traditional academic response to their fears, by referring to research, other evidence and tested theories);

· A rapprochement, in the sense that good learning, which is central to teaching in higher education, is presented as compatible with a concern to foster employability;

· Workable, because of the reliance on ‘tuning’ through low cost, high return improvement strategies;

· Generalisable, in that it has been used in a good range of subjects in four quite different universities;

· Realistic, because it does not depend upon heroic efforts by individual, and perhaps idiosyncratic, enthusiasts. Our evidence is that Skills plus does, of course, make demands but it does not seem to be a ‘time monster’.

This booklet only introduces project thinking. Another ten or so papers are to be found on the project web site and the book of the project will be published by Routledge in late 2003 or early 2004.

1. The big idea and a plan: good learning enhances employability

As long ago as the Robbins report it was recognised that the undergraduate years should provide a good education that also contributed to employability and national well-being. More recently, the Dearing Report into higher education emphasised the importance of education for employability, recommending, for example, that four key skills (communication, numeracy, the use of information technology and ‘learning how to learn’) be outcomes of all HE curricula in the UK. The report also endorsed the idea that learning is a life-long business and asked higher education institutions (HEIs) to consider how best they could contribute to lifelong learning for highly skilled people. 

Whilst none could reasonably object to Dearing’s key skills in themselves, it can be argued that the Report’s proposals represent a narrow and insufficient response to what the national interest really needs, and that the broader construct of ‘capability’ is a more appropriate way of capturing the interplay between good education and employability. 
However, ‘capability’ has never quite caught on with either academics or employers. Some of the former mistrust the concept, fearing it to be a ‘sell-out’ to a narrow employer-dominated vocationalism, whereas the latter may see it as overly dominated by academic considerations. Furthermore, ‘capability’ has, to date, been overly pragmatic and lacked a credible theoretical underpinning. This briefing paper sketches a new position taken by a group of people interested in improving undergraduate education
. This is an attempt to move beyond capability by deriving from the research literature, which is largely American, a theoretical framework that underpins a capability-type initiative which they are calling ‘Skills plus’. Based in four universities in the North-west of England, the group began to meet early in 1999 and secured funding from the DfEE/HEFCE Innovations Fund to explore how their 'Skills plus' idea could be woven into existing curricula. 

The key proposition is that ideas about good student learning (and the teaching, assessment and curriculum that go with it) describe ‘education for employability’ almost as well. That implies that higher education curricula designed to enhance students’ employability ought to include just about everything that is desirable on purely educational grounds. Between August 2000 and June 2002 the group developed these ideas by working with colleagues in 16 subject departments in our four universities to enhance their already educationally-sound curricula in the direction of employability. We did not get to implement them, simply because two years’ project funding is far too short for implementation of programme reform. 

A guiding principle was that the project aimed to get large gains at relatively small cost ‑ academic staff are not, generally, in a position to undertake root and branch change because of the myriad of demands upon their time.

More specifically, the project’s aims were set out as follows:

1. To refine and disseminate this view of the higher education curriculum, not least through a sophisticated study of what ‘employability’ means in the workplace.

2. To work with departments in any subject area to ‘tune’ their courses/programmes
 to enhance student learning and employability. The intention is to work closely with sixteen target departments in the four universities to design user-friendly changes to their degree programmes which are inspired by this view of higher education for employability. 

3. To welcome and work with the grain of developments that departments already have in hand in order to enrich what is happening, not to displace it.

4. To concentrate on ‘low cost, high gain’ developments, providing collaborating departments with money and support to make change easier to achieve.

5. To set up virtual and face-to-face networks of people keen to refine the undergraduate curriculum in the interests of good learning and employability.

The next section elaborates this view of good learning, known as the Skills plus model, and the third section explains what it might mean at departmental and programme levels. The fourth section insists on the importance of students understanding what these employability-enhancing programmes are trying to do and the fifth contains responses to questions that might be asked.

2. The Skills plus model: Understanding, Skills, Efficacy beliefs, and Metacognition.

It goes without saying that graduates should have understanding of the subject areas they study. For some employers it is not important what topics graduates have understood as long as they have shown that they can acquire understandings of complex material and can work with it. These employers will often accept a 2:1 degree as evidence that the graduate has passed a threshold of competence in understanding complex subject matter and in communicating that understanding in some form. Others employers will require that graduate hires show that threshold understanding in named subjects.

There is a great deal of research evidence that many students collect information rather than develop understanding (that is to say that they exhibit surface, rather than deep, learning). There is also a secure body of findings about how to help them to move away from being mere hoarders of information. One part of the development work with departments involves checking that these ways of stimulating understanding are embedded throughout the curriculum.

In the past twenty years an enormous amount of work has been done, in the UK and elsewhere, to identify the skills that go with undergraduate learning, to find ways of improving the ways in which they are learned and taught, and to make it possible to certify students’ skill achievements. 

It can be convenient to distinguish between three sets of skills. First, there are subject-specific skills, which may resemble other skills fostered in other subject areas but which are so embedded in the subject’s content, concepts and enquiry processes that apparent resemblances can be misleading. Analysis in history is similar to but also different from analysis in aesthetics, ethics or natural science.

The second set might be called ‘research skills’ and is made up of those skills that are needed to conduct enquiries in a subject area, usually on a small scale. People working in cognate areas may use similar research skills, even though their subject-specific skills are not so similar. There is, of course, quite a sharp divide between the research skills of natural science and those associated with social science and the humanities.

Thirdly, there has been particular interest in the development of ‘general’, ‘key’, ‘transferable’, ‘core’ or ‘employability’ skills
. The terms differ but they all signify that someone who 'has' them can do things that are widely valued but are not tied to any one situation or subject area. Even where people agree to talk of key skills (or employability skills, ...), there are usually differences in how many skills they identify, what they call them and the order in which they rank them. In addition, people often add other things to lists of 'skills' ‑ attributes (such as time management and oral communication) and qualities such as perseverance and self-presentation. Yet, despite the variations between different lists, there seems to be no great problem in translating one set of terms and one list into the language preferred by someone using other terms and with a different list. Furthermore, when a term appears on one list but not another the explanation is usually that it’s an important term but its importance has been taken for granted, it is subsumed under other terms, or it appears on other lists. 

Yet there is still little argument with the proposition that graduates should be able to give evidence that they have convincing achievements in a good range of these general, transferable skills
. Many departments in higher education have identified the subject-specific, research and general skills (and qualities) that are most prominently associated with their subject/area, give students some help in developing them, and provide assessments of learners’ command of them. Although skills enhancement has not usually been too problematic, skills assessment has been difficult and the language of learning outcomes that has got attached to attempts to assess skills has not always been well received 
. The 'Skills plus' project did not interfere with what departments were doing to help students to improve their skills and qualities. 
The subject benchmarks published by the English Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) include statements of attainment for key skills. There are alternative lists, such as that published by the Association of Graduate Careers Advisors (AGCAS) and some departments have drawn up their own. Many departments have audited their programmes to make sure that subject-specific, research and key skills are promoted and, where appropriate, assessed. Where departments had only begun to engage with the skills agenda the Project team was in a position to work with them on designing a skills-friendly curriculum. 

Collaboration with departments that have done more did not require up-ending their work to date. What we offered was research-grounded support for the promotion of their chosen skills across entire degree programmes. 

The project has not been funded to develop ways of reliably grading skills and qualities. Besides, Project paper 4, on assessment issues, argues that some valued higher education achievements cannot be reliably assessed and others cannot be reliably and affordably assessed (http://www.open.ac.uk/vqportal/Skills-Plus/home.htm)

We call this a Skills plus view because our reading of a solid research literature is that achievement depends on more than understanding and skills. Employers have frequently said the same, and not just employers in Britain. They want graduates who have efficacy beliefs ( ‘self-theories’ ( that are marked by ‘learned optimism’, confidence, a predisposition to believe that they can make a difference ( sometimes only a small difference ‑ to situations. These are people who believe that situations contain opportunities (sometimes very slim ones) and that effort and persistence, in conjunction with reliance on intelligence or ability, are critical to success. Graduates without these efficacy beliefs (which psychologists also describe as self-theories, attributional styles, or learned optimism) have missed an important piece of learning for life that happens to be a piece of learning that employers also value. In short, graduates with malleable self-theories, who believe that effort and good thinking will generally allow them to make some difference in most circumstances, are better placed in academic life, in other work places and in their day-to-day encounters than those whose fixed beliefs are that they have little scope to affect what happens to them ( that they either can do something or they cannot and it is hardly worth trying if a task quickly appears to be too difficult. The Skills plus web site contains a summary of Carol Dweck’s work, which has influenced our approach, and some notes on applying it to undergraduate curricula ( visit http://www.open.ac.uk/vqportal/Skills-Plus/home.htm.
So, the project was designed to support colleagues in designing higher education programmes that aim to foster positive efficacy beliefs. When curriculum-makers think in terms of complete programmes it is easier to see how simple messages, consistent messages and well-chosen learning processes can combine to make it likely that students will incline to self-theories that are fruitful in life in general and in the workplace in particular. The project’s most important contribution may be to raise the awareness of teachers and students that some ways of thinking about their achievements and failures are more likely to lead to sustained achievements by students than are others. 

Unhelpful self-theories can stop potential (in the form of understandings and skills mastery) from being realised. Well-designed undergraduate programmes should be able consistently to deliver messages, especially through feedback on assignments, that support the development of helpful self-theories.

Metacognition is the last part of the Skills plus formula. The term is not well known outside of psychology and when we began the project we talked instead of ‘strategic thinking’. We decided to brave accusations that we were peddling jargon and talk about metacognition because there is an established psychological literature on metacognition which we find helpful when we think about how programmes can be designed to enhance student claims to employability. We mean three things by ‘metacognition’: knowing what you know, knowing how it can be used, and knowing how you get new knowings. Others might say that we are dealing with a student’s capacity to reflect on his or her engagement with the world.

The first is obviously personal because it involves reflecting on one's own intellectual stock. It is a part of learning, especially of learning to become self-directed, which is something that employers value. Many writers have argued that this learning through reflection is important in academic contexts, although most have also said that reflection works best when others, especially peers, are involved. Those who have habits of reflecting and enough confidence to call upon others’ perspectives by way of ‘reality checks’ are well prepared for workplace learning and for lifelong learning in general. 

The second sense of strategic thinking is more situational. It means being ready and able to think about how best to act in a situation, perhaps reflecting on the ways in which one usually acts, and on what the situation seems to call for 

The third sense is important and is not really carried by the alternative concept of ‘strategic thinking’. People who have some insight into their preferred learning approaches, the alternatives and their fitness for a range of learning purposes have something that is central to continued learning. Given that there is consensus that flexibility and lifelong learning will be crucial to life and career success in the future, this aspect of metacognition seems to be to important to lose.

All three faces of metacognition imply fairly high levels of self-efficacy and positive self-theories. The person who has developed learned helplessness will find it hard to learn from their own dismal experiences and will fail to see situations as having any potential for fruitful action. The person with more malleable self-theories is far better placed to develop metacognitive ‘muscle’.

In working with the sixteen partner departments the project’s position on metacognition has been very similar to that on efficacy beliefs. We think that it will be a significant achievement if teachers and teams appreciate the value eof metacognition, strategic thinking and reflection; look for natural opportunities to promote them to students; and audit their programmes to check that learning activities regularly encourage such metacognitive thinking.

This Skills plus model rests, of course, on the assumption that the higher education curriculum can make a difference to beliefs and approaches. There is a competing view, which argues either that these beliefs are mysteriously formed by life and are essentially resistant to planned interventions or that early years education, compulsory schooling, workplace learning and other powerful situations and experiences are the real engines of development. While acknowledging that many experiences shape beliefs and approaches, and that those beliefs and approaches can be quite situation-specific, the larger claim that higher education does not make a difference is rejected on two grounds. First, higher education is an experience that is on par with early learning, schooling and workplace learning: if they make a difference ‑ and it is widely accepted they do ‑ higher education should do so as well. Secondly, weighty North American evidence shows that higher education does make some difference in this area, even though beliefs and attitudes are not the prime target of the typical college curriculum.

There is an associated presumption that it is ethical to try and influence self-theories. There are two reasons for this. The first is that the direction in which we hope that change will happen seems to us to be a good one. We want to encourage shifts along a spectrum – away from the ‘learned helplessness’ end and towards a tendency to see oneself as generally able to act in contexts that are likely to contain room to manoeuvre. We find it hard to see that the state whose displacement we are encouraging could be regarded as a better state. The second reason why we have no ethical worries about encouraging these self-theories is that we are not in a position to compel anyone to adopt them. Programmes can contain consistent messages and provide learning processes that are likely to cause reflection about the part that self-theories play in achievements but they are far removed from the liberal nightmare of brainwashing.

3. Working with departments, tuning programmes: low cost but high gain.

The project was about working with departments on whole undergraduate or ‘first cycle’ programmes to infuse them with things to which, on our analysis, students should be entitled. This has involved some ‘stocktaking’ and tuning of the existing curricula.

Departments will need to be happy with this agenda and to identify one person who will liase with other teachers and liase with the project. The project will contribute ‘low cost, high gain’ methods of tuning the curriculum to enhance its educational power and students’ employability. It will further support developments with funds, research-based practical support, on-demand in-service events, colloquium meetings involving representatives of all sixteen departments, and the status and attendant publication opportunities that come from working in a high-profile national project. 

Taking these elements in turn:

A programme focus

It should be clear that the concern is with complex learning. Complex learning is not like simple learning. That involves well-defined skills or information that can quickly be acquired and easily stored or applied. Complex learning takes years, involves plenty of practice in which mistakes are made, judgement improves and capacity increases. If there is to be any hope of complex learning transferring from one context to another, then there is agreement that the learner needs to use that learning in different situations, to be aware of using it, and to reflect on the sorts of situations in which it would be good to use it in future. Notice the twin themes of repetition and mindfulness (in other words, the emphasis on metacognitive, reflective or strategic thinking).

One-shot approaches to skills development, such as a first year module on time management, usually fail or have little impact because complex learning is being treated as if it were pretty simple learning. It is not that the one-off module is inherently useless but rather that the key points need to be re-encountered repeatedly in somewhat different guises by learners who are aware that they are engaging with time management issues, for example, and who think strategically about how they could use what they are learning in the future. What is true of skills, which sometimes require reasonably clear and compact learning challenges, is more compelling when it comes to embedded, encultured and embodied self-theories and habits of thought ( when we look at efficacy beliefs and metacognition.

Complex learning needs whole programme attention, the full three or four years of the undergraduate experience.

The learning we wish to encourage is not easily captured in the form of propositions and information. By and large it depends on repeated and diverse experiences accompanied by feedback designed to prompt strategic thinking. Agreed, students can be informed about the value of reflection or the ways in which helplessness becomes a learned way of meeting the world. However, changing their self-theories and habits of thinking, or strengthening their skills, depend on a sequence of learning encounters and on thinking about them. This means that the programme should be seen in terms of its key concerns (with skills and much more besides), its key messages (for example, malleable self theories are superior to fixed ones), and processes (the ways in which people learn, teach, assess or are assessed). 

This view of curriculum means that we do not ask departments to change the subject matter they teach. It does mean thinking about learning, teaching and assessment experiences and considering the ways in which they are distributed across the three or four year programme.

In this curriculum development work with departments we need to avoid mistakes that are recognised by the literature on curriculum change in schools but which are little known in the higher education community. Four mistakes are 

· Rational curriculum planning, which begins with statements of goals and learning outcomes.

· Scorched earth change, when the old is totally displaced by the new. 

· Fast change.

· Paper changes, otherwise known as change without change. 

A major implication is that we do not ask departments to begin by drawing up statements of learning outcomes or by signing up to someone else’s list. A project view, which is derived from work on school curricula, is that learning outcomes tend to look after themselves when learners engage with worthwhile content through a variety of well-conceived learning, teaching and assessment processes that provide occasions for metacognition and consideration of self-theories. 

However, outside bodies do want to see learning outcomes set out in programme specifications and they want to know where each outcome is promoted, developed and assessed. A set of ‘maps’ ( there is an example of such a ‘map’ in Figure 1 (pages 19 & 20) ( can satisfy them on these scores. Our point is not that it is wrong to produce these maps but rather that it is best to start with good content and good teaching and learning sequences and then identify the outcomes that they could legitimately be claimed to foster. The process is iterative. If there are gaps then, as we say in the next section, programme leaders can ‘tune’ the curriculum to fill them or decide that the learning outcome in question ought not really to be a part of the programme specification. 

Project work with departments was not dominated by wrestling with statements of learning outcomes. Stock-taking and mapping led to some re-tuning of programmes to deal with gaps in the range of learning, teaching and assessment practices and in the outcomes that they served. The outcomes did not lead the work but the work was checked against lists of outcomes that might be associated with a programme in a subject area. QAA subject benchmarks were a common, if uneven, point of reference. 

Entitlements?

In the sense that we have a generic view of the nature of good learning and education for employability, it follows that we should have a generic view of the messages and learning encounters to which students should be entitled. In one sense this is true but we need to be flexible. Some of these non-subject-specific entitlements may not sit comfortably with a subject/area or with local, specific circumstances, in which case they can be ignored. Conversely, local strengths and features of the subject/area may mean that entitlements should be added to those are proposed. 

A key principle in the project is that all students taking a course should be entitled to messages and encounters that develop understandings, skills, self-theories and reflection (‘Skills plus’). It is likely that the entitlements in different departments will have a great deal in common and it is inevitable that each set of learning experiences is distinctive.

Messages

The key messages that pervade the programme are likely to include:

1. A major goal of the curriculum is to develop subject understanding, named skills, self theories and efficacy beliefs that accompany achievement, and strategic thinking. All four matter.

2. Skills are widely valued. Students need to evaluate take stock of their achievements and create claims to having important skills; to take responsibility for identifying where their claims need development and for doing things to make them stronger; to know how they will publicly support their claims to skills mastery to different groups (employers, for instance). [Some students are unaware of the skills they have acquired through higher education and their wider lives, and hence self-auditing may have some value. This is developed in section 4.]

3. The beliefs learners have about themselves and about what lies behind successful achievements matter enormously to their learning and employability. Beliefs that are more productive include: 

· people have choice about how they interpret situations, what they feel, how they react and what they achieve. Some choices are more fruitful than others.

· in the same situation the person who is ingrained with learned helplessness is very differently placed from the person with learned optimism: general beliefs in self-efficacy predispose people to act differently from those who do not think they can achieve much. 

· two people with similar accomplishments can have different achievements because they have different self-theories.

4. Ability is important but people with high ability may lack persistence. People who keep going in the face of difficulties attribute achievements to effort and to strategic thinking. They also believe that they usually can find a way of easing difficult situations.

5. It is often better to think of problem-working than of problem-solving.

Encounters, experiences & processes

If a degree simply warranted that a person had acquired a lot of information, or that they had a body of propositional knowledge, then there would be little need to worry about how that information or knowledge was acquired, as long as it was fit for the purpose.

However, a complex account of the aims of higher education, such as the Skills plus model, implies that the nature of undergraduate encounters, experiences and processes do matter because some sorts of learning demand certain educational encounters. Information about, say, Heidegger’s Being and Time can be acquired in many ways but skill at oral communication cannot be developed on the Internet; reflection benefits from there being people to reflect with; and developing self-theories that give weight to effort and mindfulness demands plenty of appropriate feedback on performance, including feedback from peers.

There is another important point here, namely that awards that appear to be identical may be quite different. For example, in the USA it was possible to get ‘equivalence’ to high school graduation by taking graduation equivalency diploma (GED) tests. Research showed that although the tests may have been fair measures of whether candidates had graduate equivalent knowledge, ‘There is no cheap substitute for years of instruction’ and high school graduates did better in the labour market than non-graduates who had, nevertheless, passed GED. The explanation appears to be that things are learned through years of high school that are not learnt in other ways and that are not captured by GED tests. Similarly, two sets of students may be able to write equally good essays on the causes of the French Revolution but the learning processes, encounters and experiences that one group had and the other didn't means that the two groups are not truly equivalent. The task for departments interested in enhancing the quality of students’ learning and their employability is to ensure that the requisite encounters are in place, that learners know it, and that they can identify what they learn in addition to gaining propositional understanding of subject matter. This is further explored in section 4, below.

Three things to stress are: 

1. The project team’s knowledge of research into student learning is behind the following three lists of encounters, experiences or processes to which students should be entitled if we hope that they will have an undergraduate education aligned with the Skills plus model. Recall that not all encounters will be appropriate to all subjects and situations, and that others may be added.

2. If a programme is planned so that students have these encounters and if they are organised in such a way that students experience progression – their engagements become progressively more challenging ‑ then it is probable that those students will have satisfied learning outcome requirements of the sorts found in national benchmarks, level descriptors and the like.

3. This is a practical approach centring on what people do. It is much easier to tune a programme using it than it is if you begin with benchmarks or other statements of learning outcomes and then try to make the curriculum fit.

The following three lists are first attempts to identify the encounters that could be described as key entitlements in a 'Skills plus' programme. Not all will be appropriate to all programmes and some programmes will want to add other entitlements to the list.

Students’ teaching encounters across a programme and in any one year of it should…

· Alert them to the ‘rules of the game’ ‑ make them aware of what is valued and how it may be produced, both in general and in each case.

· Use the requisite variety of media (face-to-face, audio-visual, on-line conferencing, asynchronous ICT).

·  Use the requisite variety of methods (presentations, Action Learning Sets, work experience, seminars, proctoring, tutorials, Computer-assisted Instruction, independent study projects).

· Be in a variety of styles (coaching, instructing, facilitating, clarifying).

· Meet the standard indicators of good teaching, namely interest, clarity, enthusiasm (ICE).

· Be structured across the programme as a whole so that the nature of the help students get changes as their personal autonomy increases. They should also encounter progressively more complex situations, concepts, arrangements, etc.

This entitlement should be explicit in a programme-wide teaching summary.

Students’ learning activities across a programme and in any one year of it will be largely determined by their teaching entitlement. In addition:

· There should be opportunities for depth study.

· Curriculum should not be so crowded that ‘surface’ learning is encouraged at the expense of understanding.

· ICT should be treated as a normal learning tool.

· Students should expect to work collaboratively, whether learning tasks require it or not.

· Time for strategic thinking, reflection, planning and portfolio-making should be written into the programme; students should know that; and they should know that they are expected to engage with these learning activities and involve peers, friends and tutors at appropriate times.

· There should be plentiful feedback that is intended to help future performance (rather than identify informational lapses), especially by encouraging self-theories that value effort and mindfulness.

This entitlement should be explicit in a programme-wide learning summary.

Students’ assessment encounters across a programme and in any one year of it should be compatible with their teaching and learning entitlements. That implies, for example, encountering a variety of assessment methods and modes and getting good feedback from a variety of sources. In addition: 

· Summative assessment has the important function of providing trustworthy grades for significant learning achievements. However, by no means all achievements can be affordably and reliably graded with validity. This means that some achievements should not be summatively assessed by academic staff.

· Most assessments will be ‘low stakes’ assessments, which are intended to improve understanding, or skills, or reflection, or the development of self-theories that sustain achievement.

· Learning criteria should be available at programme and module levels. In many cases these will be ‘fuzzy’ criteria that guide assessment conversations in low stakes assessment.

· There should be plenty of occasions to get feedback on performance, which will tend to be conversational feedback.

· Peers (other students) will often provide feedback.

· As the programme progresses, students will learn how to become more adept at self-assessment.

· Opportunities and support should be provided to help students create learning portfolios that document their claims to educational and employability achievements. For some achievements, this is the best alternative to more traditional forms of summative assessment.

These principles should be explicit in a programme-wide assessment plan.

[There is a paper about the assessment of student learning and the Skills plus approach on the project website ( http://www.open.ac.uk/vqportal/Skills-Plus/home.htm.]

What’s new?

What is new about these claims? Surely, this Skills plus model is only a set of practices that have been widely endorsed in the literature and by official agencies? Yes, it does commend practices that are already widely admired. However, the claim that the best way of planning coherent curricula that support complex learning goals is to concentrate on learning processes ( encounters, environments and messages ( is contrary to a preoccupation with module-level planning on the one hand, and to the orthodoxy of ‘rational curriculum planning’ (RCP) and outcomes-led planning on the other. It establishes a parallel way of thinking about employability, one that is securely located in research and theory. Other approaches to educational improvement, employability and capability have not always embodied the standards academic staff expect to use in their professional work.
The model sketched here is direct because it is about what people do, not – as with outcomes thinking – about abstractions, nor – as with RCP – about logical accounts of what they ought to do. 

It is realistic, because the position that many complex learning outcomes cannot be precisely specified and cannot be reliably, ethically and cheaply assessed frees faculty from the Sisyphean search for valid, reliable and affordable ways of assessing them, or from trying to crush such assessments into traditional formats. 

It is accessible because it is easier to orchestrate key messages, encounters and environments than it is to write learning outcomes and work back from them to curriculum. 

It respects academic freedom, since the most it requires is that module tutors enter into negotiations intended to orchestrate learning processes across a programme. This means that teachers can be free of the bureaucratic accountability that has sometimes become associated with outcomes approaches because in Skills plus they are treated as professionals who are trusted to vivify the curriculum. 

Of course, departments and universities must continue to gather the best, most reliable evidence of student achievements in terms of criteria that are valued by employers, funding bodies and governments. It is right that they should state, as clearly as possible, what they expect students to understand and be able to do, and it is proper that evidence of student achievements should be publicly available. However, it may be easier to do these things if we start by planning for entitlements to vital learning, teaching and assessment engagements that are suited to complex, important and often hard-to-measure learning outcomes.

Stock-taking

Existing programmes will already deliver many of these entitlements, which means that most programmes could make strong claims that what they do is educationally good and enhances students’ employability.

These educational and employability claims would be strengthened if programme leaders knew where and when students got these entitlements and had these encounters. For example, it is common for oral work, such as presentations, to appear in professionally- and vocationally-oriented modules in the first and final years. Programme leaders need to know this in order to judge whether students are getting sufficient and sustained engagement with oral communication for them to have a reasonable chance of becoming proficient in it. Conversely, programme leaders need to know which entitlements are absent from the programme, rarely appear, or are not evenly distributed across the programme. Finally, leaders need to know whether the people teaching first and final year courses, say, deal with the same skills or learning processes in suitably different ways ( they need to know about any planned progression. This ‘stock-taking’ or auditing is a key part of planning the curricula that are needed if the 'Skills plus' approach to complex learning is to be effective.

Departments will, if they broadly accept our position on 'Skills plus', wish to take stock of their programmes to establish the pattern of coverage of learning, teaching and assessment entitlements and the ways in which they are organised to promote progression.

There is no reason why stock-taking cannot be done quite gently, even though the set of messages and entitlements is not a small one. A starting point would be to use a checklist to establish which of the entitlements appears in which modules, and to ask whether any of the key messages are prominent in modules. Figure 1 shows the edited results of the audit of one programme. It led to an audit of assessment methods that also mapped the outcomes of learning that were being addressed by assessment practices, which led to some ‘tuning’ or rearrangement of programme assessment procedures. We return to this theme in section 5.

Figure 1. Learning, teaching and assessment methods in the key modules of an undergraduate programme
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	All modules engage students on problem working activities, which vary within and between modules in complexity and the amount of scaffolding provided. EDS 300 is the capstone, involving complex problems that are typically identified and defined by students.
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Note [1] Learning opportunities in these two cases vary according to students' option choice.

Tuning

It follows that departments should tune their programmes so that gaps are filled or deliberately left unfilled and so that progression is planned into the sequence of encounters.

This is not a mechanical matter because it depends on judgement about and sensitivity to what is possible in the circumstances. The aim is that at the end of the process each participating department will be able to make a confident claim that its programme contains well-sequenced encounters and messages that, taken together, offer learners a good chance of being able to make strong claims to employability. At the same time those engagements should enhance the learning that takes place during the programme and also help undergraduates to be genuinely useful in a variety of workplaces.

The project offered departments consultancy, training, networks and financial support so that they could apply the Skills plus model, expressed in terms of key messages and student entitlements, to enhance the educational and employability value of their undergraduate programmes. 

This is not a simple process. That is not because we think that the Skills plus model is difficult or demanding ‑ our knowledge of the research into curriculum planning in schools makes us think that it is simpler and far more intuitive than starting with statements of learning outcomes (and project experience points in the same direction), but because it is complex to negotiate and orchestrate the elements of a programme into a harmonic set.

Plainly, each department needs to have a project co-ordinator who has confidence and authority to work on this programme-wide development. 

The tuning work generally comprises five major activities:

1. Orchestration. The project co-ordinators need to ensure that the curriculum, as a whole, contains a fitting, well-sequenced blend of the messages and encounters. Their job of orchestration is crucial to the project’s success.

2. Negotiation. There will be continuing conversations with module tutors to encourage them to tune their modules by, for example:

· Replacing some learning, teaching and assessment practices by others, thereby helping to get a balance of encounters across the programme;

· Identifying opportunities to highlight some of the key programme messages, particularly in module handbooks and task specifications;

· Adopting new ways of marking work and giving feedback so that self-theories are addressed and key messages are communicated;

· As need be, developing new ways of organising teaching and learning by, for example, setting group projects or requiring web-based inquiries to be done.

The aim of this negotiation is to get colleagues to agree to present their modules in ways that allow it to be said that the programme, as a whole, gives a good, sustained and progressive coverage of the valued encounters and key messages.

Inevitably, the specific circumstances of each department mean that what is negotiated is: 

· Provisional ‑ things will continue to change as opportunities emerge, possibilities for improvement are seen and some things are abandoned because they prove too difficult. 

· The best that can be done at a time, in a place, given the circumstances. 

· Nevertheless, an improvement on what went before. 

3. Learning. Co-ordinators themselves have learning needs, particularly needs to become confident with this approach to enhancing employability and the quality of students’ learning. In the Skills plus project, the monies given to departments allowed co-ordinators to attend termly colloquium meetings to work on general issues and strategies. 

4. Clarification. This project used low cost, high gain methods to make a difference, relying on clarification of existing good practice as much as on innovation. However, incremental approaches run the risk that casual observers, and even students, might not appreciated how well-crafted the revised programmes are. Of course, if the key messages really do saturate the programme and its documentation, this is unlikely. Nevertheless, the gains will be greatest when it is clear to all involved that the programme is distinctive because it has embedded good practice in order to enhance learning and employability. 

If students do not appreciate how what they might be taking for granted makes a powerful contribution to their education and learning, then the programme will be seriously weakened.

The point can be summarised by asking whether we know something if we are not aware of knowing it. If students, teachers, employers and colleagues do not know that the tuned programme is a powerful means of improving learning and employability, then in what sense is it a powerful means?

5. Reporting. When people who lead programme reform are networking with each other and with institutional leaders with responsibility for teaching and learning strategies and widening participation strategies, then more can be achieved and more efficiently than if they soldier on alone. The UK Learning and Teaching Support Network (www.ltsn.ac.uk) offers cross-institutional brokerage and advice to departments and HEIs.
4. ‘Knowing’ students

The work described in section 3 should make it much more likely that students will have good learning experiences that will tend to contribute powerfully to their employability. However, the potential that Skills plus curricula have to enhance employability will not be properly realised unless students are helped to be aware of the claims they might make. Students who are 'knowing', that is students who appreciate that their undergraduate experience means that they have achievements widely valued by employers, have the edge over others who have similar experience but who are not as knowing about what they have achieved. 

Now, this can be seen as an important part of learning to be reflective, of thinking strategically or metacognitively and, as such, something already covered by programme designed on the lines laid out in section 3. Important though it is that messages such as those listed on pages 11 & 12 pervade the programme, there are other things that, if done, could make them more powerful. Some possibilities are sketched below (there are others). They all depend on the idea that because higher education institutions are unable to make reliable and valid assessments of many of the achievements that employers value, students have to make claims, supported with evidence, to employability; claims that they have strength in team-working, self-organisation, creativity, et cetera.

Students benefit from learning how to make sense of the ways in which their undergraduate programme contributes to employability and from learning how to make claims to achievements valued by employers.

The simplest way of helping students with sensemaking and claimsmaking is to inform them about:

· what they are expected to learn;

· why it can be seen as becoming more employable;

· what they might present as evidence to support their claims to understanding, skills, reflective thinking and appropriate self-theories;

· how they could present their claims, both on paper and orally.

This might be done though the programme and module handbooks, accompanied by strong advice to make use, from the Year 1, of careers services' employment counselling programmes, whether in face-to-face or virtual form.

One way of improving on this is to use academic guidance sessions, such as those that take place in some departments towards the end of each semester or year, for discussions about how students could make their employability claims more effectively. In many cases it would be natural to advise students to create and maintain portfolios, profiles or records of achievement. The onus would be on students to do this, although departments, perhaps in association with careers services, would publish advice on creating portfolios and have examples available (with all identifying references first removed). The role of academic staff would be limited to encouraging students to keep them, participating in conversations about them and directing students to experts who would be better able to respond to particular questions. This is work that would be located within the normal bounds of pastoral guidance work and might require minimal in-service training work for the academic staff involved. We observe that the introduction of Progress Files in England will give many departments good reasons for looking carefully at personal development planning and the creation of learning portfolios.

In many departments it might be that the good intentions behind adding such face-to-face advice to the baseline requirement that students be informed about claimsmaking would not materialise as good practice. Busy academic staff might be wary of taking this work seriously because they might feel that they would be operating beyond their levels of competence and comfort. At best, it might be a marginal activity for staff and at worst it could be marginal for students too if attendance at pastoral tutorials and the maintenance of portfolios were to be optional.

One response to these fears about relying upon existing pastoral systems would be to use staff with expertise to teach students how to create and review portfolios and to base claims to achievement upon them. Notice that, unlike the other two approaches, this incurs new costs for the department. Not only are staff time and expertise required but there are also demands on student time. If this were a voluntary add-on for students, participation rates might be low. If it were a programme requirement, it would need to be validated and departments might also feel that portfolios should be assessed. The difficulties of summative assessment should discourage departments from grading them, although they might wish to insist that it is a programme requirement that students kept them. 

A relatively low cost way of teaching students to become more knowing and better able to make employability claims is to devise a claimsmaking module that spans all years of the programme. In the first year there should be several sessions on programme aims, the achievements that are intended, what might count as evidence of achievement and keeping and maintaining a portfolio. In the second year students would have to discuss their portfolios with staff in academic advice interviews. In the final year students would have sessions concentrating on making claims to employability to particular audiences and for particular purposes. Throughout there would be emphasis on the value of formative peer-evaluation of the developing portfolios, always with due sensitivity to ethical concerns. Staff feedback would also be formative.

This section has done no more than open out the issue of how students are helped to be more knowing ‑ with the business of sensemaking and claimsmaking. It is something that will get renewed national attention as HEIs come to terms with progress files and the need to record achievement in far better ways than traditional degree classification allows.

5. Questions?

1. No module or course can contain all of those encounters, so where does that leave the entitlement idea?

Agreed. But a programme can and should. At the course/module level what matters is that the course/module contains a sufficient variety of encounters and that the messages it develops are consistent with those in other courses. Entitlement is a programme-wide concept.

2. This may be fine for programmes where students have a substantial set of core courses, but ours hardly has a core at all.

It is easier to do what we suggest when a programme has a defined core (with the corollary of some constraint on student choice).  There are, however, very few programmes that allow students no choice, so the problem described above is an acute version of something that almost all co-ordinators will have to consider.

Where there is a prescribed core that all students do, then begin the stocktaking and tuning with this.

In other cases we suggest that you look at de facto pathways, at the combinations of modules that students regularly construct. There will, of course, be students whose module combination falls outside these few popular pathways and there is not much that can be done about it, certainly not at first. It is also likely that the best that can be done is to identify pathways that account for 50%-80% of the degree, and that attempts to include more modules in a pathway specification are at the expense of the number of students who it fits.

The examples overleaf show how it is always possible to identify sets of modules that can be treated as a coherent course and tuned accordingly. Key messages should pervade those modules.

Other, non-pathway modules should also be ‘on message’ and contain suitable encounters. It may be hard to orchestrate them to contribute to programme progression but that just has to be accepted as an outcome of flexibility and student choice. Ideally, a system of academic counselling would exist that would help students to become aware of how the encounters and messages associated with those off-pathway courses contribute to their learning and to the employability claims they will make.

Example 1. Three pathways ‑ common combinations of modules ‑ have been identified: Pathway 1 comprises twelve modules (students have to take 24 in all). 44% of students take pathway 1. Pathway 2 comprises ten modules and accounts for a further 29%. Pathway 3 comprises 13 modules and is followed by 11%. The other 16% make combinations that fall outside these three main pathways.

Example 2. Students all take two core courses (out of eight). Majors take another four in the department, combined majors another two. Nothing can be done about out-of-department courses. It is found that 82% of majors take two of courses 317, 239, 205 and 333 in addition to the core courses. 91% of the combined majors take at least one of those four courses.

Example 3. Students have free choices and constrained choices in a department that contributes 75% of Majors’ course credits and 50% of Joint Majors’. There are four constrained choice sets. It is decided that all modules in each set should aim to provide similar encounters and work on the same messages. The co-ordinator’s concern is that the four sets can be orchestrated into a good pattern. It also emerges that 68% of majors choose at least two out of five popular modules and all joint majors take at least one of them.

3. What about all the work that we’ve already done on key skills and benchmarks? Isn’t this going to ride roughshod over it.

No.

What you should find when it comes to stock-taking is that you have already brought a lot of the important encounters into your programme in order to enhance students’ skills learning. You may find that you need to think about the ways in which these encounters are distributed across the programme, you may find that you want to add learning, teaching or assessment experiences to our lists of suggestions, or you may wish to ignore some of our suggestions. You are also likely to find that it would be helpful to strengthen your skills work by highlighting our key messages. The point is that what we are suggesting should complement what you have done and enhance it.

If you have done a lot of work bringing your curriculum into line with externally-produced benchmarks, it might be an idea to pause with that and look at the programme in the ways we have suggested here. If you follow those ways we believe that when you look at what emerges from this tuning process you will find that you have in place what you need in order to meet benchmarking statements.

4. Shouldn’t work experience be integral to an employability curriculum?

The Dearing Committee did recommend that undergraduates have work experience opportunities and many degrees ‑ especially vocational, part-time and professional ones ‑ have work experience elements. 

However, the incorporation of work experience into programmes in the arts, humanities and social sciences programmes presents particular difficulties regarding the acquisition of placements that cohere with the curriculum. [I’m just a bit uneasy with the original formulation] We should note, though, that most students do part-time work, so they are not short of experience of working life. Finally, there is evidence that not all work experience opportunities are sufficiently well-managed to be educationally valuable.

We do not think that employability depends on having work experience although we are convinced that good work experience enhances learning and employability. 

We do suggest that when students are developing claims to being highly employable they draw on their experience of part-time work alongside their academic work and other experiences.

5. Shouldn’t the careers service be integral to an employability curriculum? 

Yes. Careers services have views about what is valued in the labour market and those views will very probably coincide with the Skills plus model and may enrich it or modify it as well. These, then, are views that can inform stocktaking and tuning.

They also do an enormous amount to help graduates into employment and it is highly desirable that any programme makes strong links with careers service employment preparation programmes. In some cases careers services offer modules which are accredited and which can be taken as optional modules within a programme. In other cases there are on-line, on-demand programmes, with or without face-to-face support. Other career planning and job application services are always available and good programmes keep making students aware of them.

6. This is all well and good but what about the practicalities?

Reports from participating departments are being collated and, when we have finished, we will be able to produce a paper on the experience of using Skills plus to tune undergraduate curricula to enhance student claims to employability. It should appear on the website in September 2002, shortly followed by the project’s final report: http://www.open.ac.uk/vqportal/Skills-Plus/home.htm
� Research proceeded alongside the development work and involved interviewing 97 recent graduates, 117 people who worked alongside them; constructing, piloting and then using a self-efficacy instrument with 2269 first and final year undergraduates; and a small study of unemployed graduates’ thinking about employability. 


� From the higher education institutions, Dr. Peter Knight (Lancaster University and then the Open University), Mr. David McCormick (Manchester Metropolitan University), Professor Leni Oglesby (Manchester Metropolitan University), Dr. Ray Wolfenden (Manchester University and UMIST) and Professor Mantz Yorke (Liverpool John Moores University). Mrs. Fran Hulbert from the North-west Development Agency helped the group to refine its thinking, as did Steering Committee members.


� The project has been concerned with what are sometimes called courses and sometimes called programmes. It focused upon the complete three or four year package that is controlled by a department or course team and which leads to a named award such as a BSc in Critical Social Psychology. An aim was to work with departments to make explicit, in their presentation of their programmes, all the contributions to employability that are usually present but tacit. The project was funded to help with this thinking, planning and design work on complete courses/programmes but is not funded for subsequent implementation stages. Nor were we in the business of asking people to revalidate what they do. 





� Examples of some skills lists include:


The Open University has sponsored work on six ‘key’ skills: Communication, Information Technology, Application of number; Working with others; Improving own learning and performance; Problem solving. 


Neville Bennett and colleagues organised generic skills into four sets: management of self; management of information; management of others; management of task.


Lee Harvey and colleagues found that employers want graduates with Knowledge; Intellect; Willingness to Learn; Self-management skills; Communication skills; Team-working; Interpersonal skills.


Alverno College, Milwaukee values seven ‘general outcomes’: Communication; Analysis; Problem solving; Valuing in decision-making; Social interaction; Global perspectives; Effective citizenship; Aesthetic responsiveness.


The Association of Graduate Recruiters identifies the following ‘Career management skills and effective learning skills’: Self-awareness; Self-promotion; Exploring and creating opportunities; Action planning; Networking; Matching and decision-making; Negotiation; Political awareness; Coping with uncertainty; Development focus; Transfer skills; Self-confidence.


Research reported by Mantz Yorke found that small enterprises especially valued skill at oral communication, handling one's own work load, team-working, managing others, getting to the heart of problems, critical analysis, summarising, and group problem-solving. Valued attributes [part of the plus in our 'skills plus model] included being able to work under pressure, commitment, working varied hours, dependability, imagination/creativity, getting on with people, and willingness to learn.


� There is, though, a great deal of academic argument about the nature of competence and the extent to which achievements come from generic sources, such as intelligence. There is a strong view that achievements owe more to the contextual and social factors than to general ones. But since the world uses the language of skills it is generally accepted that students need to learn to talk about the general factors, such as their skill mastery, behind their achievements. It is left to the designers of work and learning environments to take up the insights of scientists who emphasise the role of context-dependent communities of practice in achievement.


� This is partly because performances are necessarily context-dependent but outcomes statements are typically intended to be context-free. Some say that it is essentially impossible to separate performance from context and that statements of skills learning outcomes can only be artificial abstractions that are unwieldy in use.
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