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The 2016 introduction of the Teaching Excellence and Student Outcomes Framework
(TEF) is shining an increasingly intense spotlight on institutional and subject level
performance across a number of strategically important areas of work, including
employment and employability, retention and attainment and the wider student
experience. Given our finite resources, we can no longer afford to miss the symmetries
that exist, at both a conceptual and practical level, across these high profile and
connected agendas.

Over the last twelve months, we have heard the statement “We are focused on retention
not employability” expressed by a number of people from several different institutions.
This type of assertion results in missed opportunities; by advocating and adopting a
more integrated approach, we can start to challenge this kind of thinking, identify
efficiencies and maximise impact, thereby developing smarter ways of working.

This thought piece is intended to stimulate thinking and further reflection, to encourage
new ways of interpreting and demonstrating student success. In developing the
principles advocated in this paper, | have drawn on and highlighted some key pieces of
influential research (e.g. Thomas et. al, 2017 and Dacre Pool & Sewell, 2007).

This paper starts with an overview of the area, before introducing the Student Success
Framework Series, which was developed by the Higher Education Academy (now
Advance HE) over a number of years, working closely with the sector. The rationale for
the development of the series is provided, as well as an explanation of how elements
from across the series can be used as cross thematic focus areas that in turn may
support a more integrated, institution-wide approach to student success. Here, a
number of key considerations are also highlighted in relation to translating policy into
practice.

Finally, we might consider the opportunities for further research that these principles
present, including the potential of testing out the ideas and principles in practice, in
order to establish what really works on a longitudinal basis in terms of student
outcomes.

The case is made here for us to be looking at measures of success that go beyond
employment rates, job title and salary. Instead how we should continue to build on some
of the new features of the Graduate Outcomes Survey (previously DLHE), such as
graduate ambitions and overall satisfaction with progress to date. Ultimately, the
individual graduate is best placed to judge their level of success by their own definition;
which may or may not be captured by quantitative metrics.



An overview

Student success is a term that, unlike many others, potentially unites rather than divides
opinion amongst stakeholders. The term is not new, as highlighted by Thomas et al.
(2017, p2):

Maximising student success is not simply a ‘nice thing to do’. It is a key element
of institutional competitiveness in a higher education world that is increasingly
characterised by business principles, in which teaching quality, student
satisfaction and the achievement of graduates are core to institutional success.

How we define student success is therefore important, due to the power of language to
influence the thinking of those around us. This thinking may then inform a particular
policy direction, where funding is allocated, influence practice in the classroom with our
students and impact on overall student engagement.

For example, in the case of employability, the dominant narrative results in an overt
focus on ‘skills’ and ‘employment’, more specifically on gaining that first job. In contrast,
in respect to student success, the dominant narrative is often focused more on
retention, attainment and progression.

However, when we look more deeply at student success, utilising relevant literature and
thinking from across a number of areas, the existing relationship to and clear links with
employability become apparent.

Similarly to the focus on student success, many in higher education would recognise
that employability is also a priority area of work for most institutions. Yet despite
employability becoming ingrained in government, industry and higher education
discourse, it remains a contested term in each context (Hillage & Pollard, 1998). Philpott
(1999) describes employability as a slippery “buzzword” often used, rarely defined in
detail and interpreted in a number of ways. Gazier (1998), cited in McQuaid & Lindsay
(2005, p197), goes further to suggest that employability is “a fuzzy notion, often ill-
defined and sometimes not defined at all”. More recently Williams et al. (2015) point out
that there is still little consensus over the meaning of the term. Whilst some of these
quotes date back 20 years, they still hold relevance to this day, with clear evidence
provided by the diverse narratives of employability heard across the sector on a daily
basis.

With this in mind, what are we all working towards? What is the rationale for what we do?
If there is a lack of clarity in employability, are we confident that we are also interpreting
student success in the right way, with some shared understanding of what it means and
how we might best support it in practice?

There are four main positions for us to consider within the lexical dilemma of how terms
that we use regularly within higher education discourse (i.e. student success,
employability, teaching excellence, skills and careers) are defined and interpreted:

1 Those whose interpretations primarily have a deep-rooted, specialist, research
and practice informed view;

1 Those whose interpretations may be partially research-informed, having read
some select pieces and with some experience in practice;

1 Those whose views are based purely on their own experiences; and finally



1 Those whose interpretations are socially constructed, i.e. are primarily influenced
by the views of others, including, for example, the media, government,
colleagues, line managers or senior leaders, rather than informed by relevant
research or personal experience.

There are hybrids of these positions, of course, but what we are commonly observing,
for example in the area of employability, are views of this concept that are based on the
dominant public discourse, in this case one that is economically driven and propagated
by the media, government and a number of other representative bodies. This particular
narrative of employability draws our attention to firstly the importance of gaining a job
and secondly to the government led skills agenda. This is further amplified by the
pressure of the associated metrics and league tables that pitch institutions against each
other in an uneven playing field where reputations are at stake, but where a particularly
narrow view of employability and what student success looks like is being applied.

What we are also observing here is a seamless interchange of the words employment
and employability in the daily discourse. Moreover, what does employability actually
mean when stable / long-term jobs are the rarity not the norm? We actually need to be
considering how we prepare students for an uncertain, turbulent and ever changing
future, given that opportunities in both employment and self-employment are constantly
in a state of flux. Focusing on that first destination and being aware of graduates’ long
term salaries does not really go far enough in this regard, and perhaps a broader
approach to student success may be an alternative and more helpful frame of
reference?

If we accept that employability is both an institutional and a sector priority, why are we
as an academic community not ensuring that collectively we use research to inform our
interpretation and practice, as opposed to rhetoric that is heavily influenced by those
with a politically and economically motivated viewpoint?

In undertaking a PhD in employability, | have a particular view that is informed by the key
research, direct experience in institutions and also from my current cross institutional
role. My view of employability is one which is addressed in practice primarily through
learning and teaching, but learning that occurs across a wide range of contexts. This
includes not only academic and curriculum related learning through formal student
programmes, but also that which takes place when students engage with the careers
service, through volunteering, taking part in sport or societies, working part-time or full-
time and even through their relationships with family and friends. In other words, learning
that is concerned with supporting them to be successful in any given context and
across all aspects of life. This very much aligns with the thinking of Jackson (2011) and
his concept of lifewide learning, which also has student success at its core.

From this perspective the terms student success and employability are used almost
interchangeably, which explains the references to employability made throughout this
paper. Linked to this, rather than viewing employability as an imposition on the
curriculum, with this broader position we might recognise and embrace the learning that
is already occurring simultaneously across different spaces in a student’s life at any
point in time. There is therefore an opportunity through transformative reflective practice
(Biggs and Tang, 2011) to bring the learning that is occurring ‘outside’, ‘inside’ to the
formal learning space, where we can potentially support the uniting of these rich



learning experiences and ultimately reach and impact on all students. It is also
important to recognise the unintended learning that can occur, not only the learning that
is articulated through our current learning outcomes, in order to ensure that we are not
being overly restrictive in our approaches.

Another fundamental question we need to address is why are we talking about this at
all? Higher education is not just about getting a job, is it? Are we developing critical
thinkers, independent learners who can carry out research and communicate effectively
etc. purely for the purposes of employment? Of course not. We are preparing students
for what Jackson (2011) describes as a future in a complex world, where employment
and self-employment are only two particular dimensions, where the knowledge, qualities
and dispositions (Barnett, 2010) we are supporting the development of in our students
are preparing them more broadly for life in general. Therefore should this not be the
point of reference we need to consider from a student success perspective, in its
broadest sense too?

Whilst recognising the complexity of what Jackson (2011) is proposing with lifewide
learning, at the same time, if we do not at least attempt to acknowledge and account for
how the learning episodes across an individual student’s life manifest themselves, are
we not missing a large and important piece in the jigsaw? Accepting the complex nature
of learning in its most holistic sense, it becomes an imperative to try to better
understand the different factors that can impact on our learning and the type of learning
we experience.

This position is underpinned by research and a number of reports, including work in
retention and attainment (e.g. Thomas et al., 2017), learning and teaching (e.g. Jackson,
2011, Barnett, 2010) and employability (e.g. Dacre Pool and Sewell, 2007; Yorke, 2006;
Kumar, 2007; Cole and Tibby, 2013; and Holmes 2013), which have clear commonalities.
This body of evidence suggests that we can identify smarter, more effective ways of
integrated working in practice by engaging with a number of principles to develop a
combined approach to student success, as opposed to tackling each strategic priority
individually, through more discrete and independent approaches.



