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Foreword

The rapidly increasing numbers of students enrolling in the higher education
system in the UK has necessarily prompted an institutional change towards
a more specified and focused student experience, leading ultimately to
the production of highly competitive graduates. Such competitive output is
necessarily underpinned by an increased emphasis on employability at all
levels of service delivery, from government policy on one hand through to HE
staff development on the other hand. The shift towards employability focus
coincides with a similar shift towards greater internationalisation in the sector,
with both the UK and China rightly prioritising the enhancement of the overall
student experience.

This book represents the culmination of a particularly successful collaboration
between China Agricultural University in Beijing, and Plymouth University, UK.
A strong partnership between two key institutions is fundamentally important
for understanding the complex international issues present in the global
education market, and for developing strategies to increase overall student
competitiveness in a modern economy.

From my own perspective, this book forms an integral part of the growing
literature examining the complexities involved in creating a holistic student
package which continues long after graduation. The authors and contributors
come from a wide range of backgrounds and bring extensive experience of
the concept of employability in both China and the UK. Their experience is
reflected in the friendly approach taken in the text, yet also in the detailed
strategic practices that are reported.

It would be hard to understate the importance that enhancing employability
has, and will continue to have, in the sector and texts such as this will be at
the forefront of high impact academic and pedagogic dissemination.

Bill Rammell, 2012

Minister for Higher Education, 2005-2008

Deputy Vice-Chancellor for Internationalisation and the
Student Experience,

Plymouth University, 2011-2012
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Introduction

Issues of employability have faced every generation of graduates, and
the questions facing graduates today reflect the rapid expansion in scale
experienced in recent years. In the 1980’s, graduates who aspired to work
in ‘glamorous’ industries faced the same challenges: how to stand out? Why
should they get the job? In 2011, with increasing numbers of graduates
entering the employment market each year, these questions have spread
across all disciplines and the concept of employability has rightly become a
focus at local, national and international levels.

In China, the escalation in
higher education admissions
for university programmes
has led, unsurprisingly, to a
situation where competition
for jobs is fierce. At the same
time evidence suggests that
Chinese employers want more
from graduates, particularly in
terms of employability (Zhang,
2006; Venter, 2003). A key
objective of reports such as
the 2003-2007 Action Plan
in China (State Council, 2004) was to increase the numbers of graduates
entering the workplace with adequate skills for employability. More recently,
in the Outline of National Middle and Long Term Education Development and
Reform Plan (China Central Government, 2010), it was realised that “many
students have limited capability in employability...Employment led education
and teaching reforms are to be further initiated”.

The same is true in the UK, where current research has indicated that
employers have highlighted a lack of quality in graduates. There has been
a rapid change in many fields meaning that discipline specific knowledge

\" 4

HONINPOLL|



is not sufficient to produce highly employable individuals; such knowledge
quickly becomes outdated. Skills development is therefore a central concern
(Rundle-Thiele, Bennett and Dann, 2005).

Across the globe, the market for higher education is growing; as new global
markets emerge and economic power relationships shift, governments around
the world are recognising the importance of training a larger proportion of
their workforces to university level and beyond. This is especially true of
countries such as the UK and China, who are actively growing a workforce
to operate in an emerging knowledge economy. In the UK there were
upwards of 2.4 million students at higher education institutions during the
academic year 2009/10, including more than 500,000 postgraduate students
(Universities UK, 2011). Similarly, enrolments at Chinese universities grew
from 3.2 million in 1997 to almost 15 million in 2005 (6Xue Info, 2008).
These levels of university numbers make graduate competitiveness both an
important and increasingly sizeable problem in both countries.

Table 1.1 UK graduate unemployment

In the UK, the Higher Education
Academic year Employed(%) Unemployed(%) Policy Unit has seen graduate

2009/2010 74.4 7.4 unemployment rise to 14%
2008/2009 72 4 76 (December 2009); the highest
recorded level. With 69 gradua-

2007/2008 74.9 6.5 . .
tes now competing for each job,
2006/2007 77.0 4.7 universities must focus on the
2005/2006 76.7 5.1 exit velocity of their students to
2004/2005 76.3 5.3 ensure that they are best equip-
(HESA.2001) ped to face the competitive wo-

rld into which they emerge.

1.1 Employability

These increases in student enrolment numbers, alongside fierce employment
competition, mean that employability has become a central concern for both
universities and policy makers alike. A country’s economic performance is
directly linked to the construction and maintenance of a highly qualified and
flexible workforce (Knight, 2001). The responsibility of training employees
to fit into this global economy falls to higher education institutions. This
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importance is reflected in documents such as the Dearing Report in the UK;
and the 2003-2007 Action Plans in China.

“The job market remains challenging for new graduates as it
does for others. But a degree is still a good investment in the
long term and graduates have a key role to play in helping Britain
out of the recession.” (Rt Hon David Willetts MP, The Higher Education
Minister)

The key features of these plans are to increase the numbers of skilled and
employable graduates entering the job market. Agencies such as ESECT
(the Enhancing Student Employability Coordination Team) in the UK, and
the Ministry of Education for the People’s Republic of China, are overseeing
this aim. Employers in both the UK and China are increasingly dissatisfied
by the quality of graduates entering work. The ESECT report Learning
and Employability stated reasons for declines in national productivity and
concluded that the failure of UK universities to develop graduates was central
(Yorke, 2004). Similarly, in China it has been reported that employers are
satisfied by the academic credentials of their graduates but are less pleased
by the ability of recruits to demonstrate the key skills required to successfully
move through the business (Zhang, 2006; Venter, 2003). Indeed, the term
‘key skills’ has itself proven problematic because of a mismatch between
how education providers and employers define and understand the concept
(Holmes, 2001).

“Graduates face an extremely competitive employment market.
However, a degree remains a valuable investment. [Russell
Group] Universities are constantly striving to ensure that their
students develop skills-sets that make them employable,

entrepreneurial and experienced.” (Dr Wendy Platt, Director General,
The Russell Group)

Consequently there is a need to enhance the employability of graduates at
universities around the world; and it is within this context that the current
volume has been written. The overarching aim of the book is to present the
reader with a comprehensive understanding of the concept of employability,
the components that make up employability and different ways and means
of enhancement through the university experience. To achieve this, the book
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uonanpoajuy v




is divided into three sections; theory and practice, empirical evidence and,
lastly, case studies.

The book is organised to logically and comprehensively explore all of these
issues; firstly through a brief examination of education and the fundamental
principles of employability, then a discussion of how employability should be
implemented in H.E institutions. This implementation can take many forms,
and student-centred as well as lecturer led fields are considered prior to an
examination of how culture impacts on the learned experience. The methods,
approaches and results of a primary research phase are detailed along with
illustrative case studies exploring employability in differing settings.

More specifically, the first section, Section A, explores the emergence of the
concept of employability; the components of employability, issues around
embedding employability and student responsibilities surrounding their own
employability. This section comprises four chapters:

2. Education and employability;

3. Implementing employability;

4. Student centred approaches to employability;

5. Culture, learning and employability.

The second section, Section B, identifies findings from a large empirical
research project examining the employability attributes graduates require to
succeed in industry; as deemed by employers in three different disciplines;
marketing, accounting/finance and human resource management. Lecturers
and other experts in the field of employability were consulted in order
to determine strategies which enhance these attributes. The study was
conducted in both the UK and China; allowing for different culturally based
concepts of employability to emerge. Section B is divided into four chapters:
6. Methodology;

7. Results A: The marketing discipline and employability;

8. Results B: The accounting/finance discipline and employability;

9. Results C: The human resource discipline and employability.
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The final section of this book, Section C, presents case studies exploring the

different topics and strategies surrounding employability enhancement. The

section presents an accurate account of the state of employability strategies

entrenched in current university policies. Further, a number of these

cases illustrate programmes that have been structured alongside Chinese

universities; again allowing for elements of cultural difference to emerge.

There are six chapters in Section C, each based on a single case study:

10. Employability led course design: The development of the MSc
Marketing Management & Strategy at Plymouth Business School;

11. Knowledge transfer in Higher Education; London College of
Fashion;

12. Collaborative development of online modules concerning
employability and entrepreneurship; University of Northampton;

13. Using summer school to develop the employability of PhD students;
Imperial College London;

14. Entrepreneurship for the creative and media arts; Nottingham Trent
University and Shanghai Institute of Visual Arts.

15. Enhancing employability through life-wide learning; Plymouth

University

Lastly, the sections are summarised and some tentative conclusions are
posited in Chapter sixteen which outlines the similarities and differences
between the employability situation in the UK and China. Additionally, the
applicability to the wider literature is considered alongside the implications
for both policy and individuals. These final sections conclude, unsurprisingly,
that employability should be more fundamentally entrenched into all levels of
higher education and that the strategies used to integrate these skills should
be developed in conjunction with key graduate employers.
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Enhancing students’ employability is a critical concept for universities around
the world to grapple with,as it is how universities change and adapt to this
challenge that will be one of the key drivers for the sector in the future.
The universities that enhance the student experience and deliver career-
ready,employable graduates with a broad range of skills and competencies
will be those that succeed in the new environment.




Section A: Employability — Theory
and Practice

In recent years it has been well documented that modern higher
education systems play an integral role in the development of
national economies. A vital cog in the sustained growth of any
economy is human capital,though in conjunction with scientific
advancements, engineering, manufacturing and information
technology related inventions and innovations. In the UK this position
has been entrenched by the Labour Government of the late 1990s
and their aspiration for fifty per cent of the population to attain a
higher level qualification. This demonstrated a substantial change in
the way in which university level education was delivered in the post-
war era of the twentieth century. The UK was, at the time, similar to
most other countries (e.g. USA, China etc.) in that far fewer people
studied at degree level; vocational training was the predominant
way into the national workforce. The vocational training route has
been superseded by a modern higher education system and,as
such, it has gradually become the role of the university providers to
bridge the gap between further education and successful graduate
employment. However in the UK at least, there has been a shift back
towards vocational training with the reintroduction of apprenticeships.




