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1
Context

This report presents key findings from primary research conducted by the  Employability CETL at Sheffield Hallam University in 2009.  The CETL undertook this project as part of its broader research and development activities regarding enhancing graduate employability. The Employability CETL's work focuses on enhancing the opportunities offered to graduates within the university environment to develop their employability. This includes a variety of activities such as developing the Employability Framework (a definition of the constituent elements of employability), working with students to develop an approach which engages them in activities which enhance their employability, supporting staff in undertaking research and development projects aimed at enhancing employability in students within the four faculties of the university. 

All of these activities constitute work which aims to offer enhanced opportunities to students to engage in gaining the necessary skills and attributes for employment. In order to inform the direction of this work on providing opportunities for employability learning, the CETL consulted alumni of the university on their own experiences of gaining employment and preparedness for the demands of the workplace.  In doing so, the research has sought to establish how effective alumni feel their preparation for employability at university has been, and how this preparation has influenced both their ability to gain graduate level employment, as well as their capacity to cope with the demands of the world of work. 

The work of the Destination of Leavers survey gives an indication of the success rates of graduates finding employment and is also a way of informing students of possible career paths. The findings of the 2006 survey show a significant drop in employment rates for graduates aged twenty-four and under. This worrying trend indicates the need for further research into the effectiveness of the employability preparation which the university environment offers to students. It needs to be taken into consideration however that the Destination of Leavers survey is primarily an indication of employment rates. Harvey (2001) presents a considerable argument against the use of employment rates as a measure of the effectiveness of employability provision of an institution, arguing that a preoccupation with employment rates applies 'a 'magic bullet' model of the impact of higher education on employment' (2001: 101). Such critique informs the focus and the approach undertaken within this study.  The focus of this research shifts away from employment rates and instead prioritises  an exploration of graduates' perceptions of the quality of their employability preparation and its effectiveness when applied to the workplace.  
1.1 Research Questions

The research is concerned with recent alumni's experiences and perspectives on how well they felt their university experience has prepared them for the challenges of securing employment and performing to the required standard within this employment. Bearing in mind further the concern of the employability agenda with the ability of graduates to put lifelong learning into practice, and to view employment as a progression and as a series of learning and development opportunities, the research is further concerned with exploring learners' propensity for career development learning (Dacre Pool and Sewell, 2007), lifelong learning (Yorke and Knight, 2006), and career management skills (Employability Framework, http://extra.shu.ac.uk/cetl/e3ihome.html). The following overarching research questions can be identified as guiding the study:

· To what extent do alumni perceive that their university experience has prepared them to gain employment; how has it enhanced their employability?
· To what extent did their university experience prepare graduates for performing in the world of work?

2
 Methodology

The research instruments utilsed were designed drawing on the relevant research literature in employability. This informed the understanding of the relevant employability skills and attributes which a graduate needs to have in order to be employable (Dacre Pool and Sewell, 2007; Kumar, 2007; Yorke and Knight, 2006; Moreland, 2006; Hind and Moss, 2005; Watts, 1996). This understanding was further informed by the university's Employability Framework which is currently being developed by the Employability CETL team. 

The methodology of data gathering and analysis used a mixed approach, including both quantitative and qualitative methods. As some of the knowledge sought through the research pertained to measurable data - such as which employability skills and attributes students felt prepared to use in employment - a quantitative questionnaire was used. The findings from the survey were used to inform a number of case study interviews which were conducted at a later date.  These interviews took place as the research was further interested in gaining insights into the extent to which alumni felt their university experience had prepared them for employment (this poses a series of open ended questions welcoming the participant's experiences and perspectives).  A qualitative approach to data gathering and analysis was also necessary in order to explore this aspect of the research.

2.1 Sample

It was essential for the study that the participants should have graduated recently, and should have fresh experiences of learning employability at university which they could comment on. It was also important that they should be in employment, as the research study asked graduates to reflect on how successfully they had been able to apply their employability skills and attributes within the workplace. The sample of participants therefore comprised of recent graduates enrolled on the university's alumni sites. It is likely that the graduates enrolled on these sites will have secured graduate level employment, and in these terms the study recognises its limits in targeting a narrow scope of graduates, without taking into account those who have not opted to enrol on the alumni sites. It was considered however, that these students' experiences would be of particular value as they would generate insights into how well the university prepares its graduates for graduate level employment, where the subject knowledge and understanding are tested just as much as the transferable skills and employability attributes of the graduate. 

For the purposes of the survey questionnaire, all graduates enrolled on the alumni site who graduated in 2006 and 2007 constituted the sample. Graduates were contacted by email in the first instance, asking for their participation and explaining the nature and purpose of the study. The introductory email included a link to the questionnaire, which was held online, on the Sheffield Hallam University alumni website. Once they completed the questionnaire, graduates were asked to tick a box indicating whether they would be interested in participating in a further telephone interview as part of the same research study. 

Once responses to the survey questionnaire had been collected, the researchers contacted each participant who had indicated they would be interested in participating in a telephone interview. The telephone interview approach was adopted by necessity, as it was likely that graduates would have moved away from the area, which would make face to face interviews geographically unfeasible.

2.2
Ethics

Issues of informed consent were addressed by briefing participants thoroughly regarding the purposes of the research and the possible uses of its outcomes, as well as discussing the rights of the participants.  Participants in both the survey questionnaire and the interviews were briefed regarding the implications of participating in the research. Prior to completing the survey, participants were provided with an email outlining the purpose of the research and the expected use of the research findings. Their rights to refuse to participate were made clear. Similarly, prior to each telephone interview, participants were asked to consent to having the interview recorded.  They were informed of the purpose of the study and reminded of their rights within the interview process - their right to withdraw from the study, to withhold information and to remain anonymous in the dissemination of the process. In addition, at the end of the interview each participant was asked to comment on the process and express any concerns they might have either regarding the questions, their own responses, or the way the interview was conducted

3.
 Data Collection and Interview Questions
3.1 Survey


As previously mentioned, a survey questionnaire was distributed to alumni recently graduated from the university. This was distributed via the alumni site.  The survey questions were mainly closed, using a Likert scale (de Vaus, 2002). The researchers ensured that all questions were relevant, clear and took into account the respondents' competency to answer (Babbie, 1990). 

The survey questions aimed to determine the following:

1.
Whether students felt they had the relevant skills and attributes to:

· gain employment

· perform well in this employment

2.
Whether graduates felt the university experience helped them prepare with 
the skills and attributes to:

· look for a job

· perform in the job

· continuously progress in their area once in employment

A total of 168 alumni responded to the questionnaire.    As can be seen in Figure 1, the largest proportion of respondents had studied within the Faculty of ACES (62 respondents).  46 respondents had studied within the Faculty of Development and Society, whilst 31 had been in Organisation and Management, and 27 had studied in Health and Wellbeing.  2 responses were coded as unclear as the respondents had selected two faculties.  Of the 168 survey respondents, 82 were male and 86 were female.  Figure 2 shows response rates (in numbers) by age bands.  One response was unclear and was not coded into age bands.  It can be seen that the greatest proportion of respondents were in the age band 21-24, followed by the age band 25-29.  Mature students accounted for 45 of the respondents (27%).  

Figure 1 - Survey Response Rates by Faculty
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Figure 2 - Survey Response Rates by Age Bands
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3.2
Telephone Interviews

On the basis of this initial survey data, further individual (telephone) interviews were carried out with 14 respondents, self selecting (on the basis of willingness to participate).  All interviews were recorded, however, in one case the recording did not work, so analysis is based on 13 interview transcripts.  The interviews generated qualitative data which leant itself to interpretative approaches to data analysis. The purpose of these follow-up interviews was to gain further insights experienced in the two specific learning/working environments which the study focuses on - the university and the workplace, further exploring how students felt about the transferability of their skills, attributes and understanding from one environment to another. 

The interview schedule was guided by the same general research questions posed in the survey, yet sought to elicit detail regarding the specific situations in which students felt their employability was put to the test. The students' accounts of these situations produced valuable evidence regarding the challenges which students face in the world of work as well as the role which they perceive the university experience has played in preparing them for these challenges. 

A phenomenological approach was implemented to data gathering and analysis in the qualitative stage. There are clear phenomena being studied - gaining employment, performing in the world of work - and the study's key aim is to understand graduates' 'lived experiences' of these phenomena (Cresswell, 2007). The study aims to provide a composite description of the participants' experiences of employability both at university and in the workplace, based on their accounts. These insights into how graduates experienced employability will strengthen our understanding of the effectiveness of employability provision which the university makes in practice, from the point of view of students and as put to the test in the workplace.  
The research presents key findings from both the survey questionnaire and the thirteen telephone interviews.  Given the size of both the survey sample and telephone interview sample, it does not seek to make generalisations, nor does it suggest that its findings are representative of a wider alumni body.  Rather, it presents case study insights which will be useful in informing any subsequent research, and will enhance existing understanding of Sheffield Hallam University employability provision from a graduate perspective.

4.
Where do graduates think they learn skills best?
In the survey graduates were given a list of nineteen employability skills and attributes and asked to identify which environment they felt was best to learn these skills in: in an academic environment, in a work environment, or if they could be learnt equally well in either environment.  This question was asked as it was reasoned that the findings could provide evidence to support work based learning approaches (WBL) to pedagogy.  Thus, it was felt that if the majority of alumni indicated that specific skills were better learnt in a work environment, such a response could be seen firstly as an indication of the value of WBL approaches to pedagogy, and secondly, an indication of which aspects of learning WBL approaches need to cater for.  

Table 1 overleaf provides a breakdown of response rates to this question.  Percentage response rates have been rounded to nearest number, and cases which were missing or responded with not applicable or don't know have been excluded from this table.  As can be seen, participants felt that eleven of the nineteen skills and attributes could be learnt equally well in either environment.   Only two skills were identified as being best learnt in a work environment: these were adaptability/flexibility and managing others.  

The following skills were perceived to be best learnt in an academic environment: lifelong learning; written communication skills; numeracy; taking responsibility for your learning; presentation skills; and information gathering skills.  Arguably these can be termed traditional academic skills, and therefore it could be anticipated that graduates would perceive an academic institution as the best environment to learn these scholarly skills. Further, given the institution wide active encouragement of lifelong learning, it is unsurprising that this is perceived to be best learnt in an academic environment. 

But what do these findings tell us?  One interpretation could be that alumni perceive academic institutions as places where more traditional skills are learnt best, and that the university is performing well in terms of provision for these skills.  Secondly, graduates feel that the majority of employability skills and attributes can be learnt equally well in either environment.  However, as findings from the telephone interviews showed, many participants felt that the two environments (academic and non-academic) offered different experiences and therefore allowed them to develop skills in distinct ways.  

Skills in people management and adaptability and flexibility are perceived as best learnt in a work environment.  These findings highlight the need to consider what provision is made in courses for the development of these particular skills.  Is provision within course modules insufficient compared with the practical experience WBL affords?  Such an interpretation can be seen to support the value of WBL approaches to pedagogy hypothesised previously; indeed, the findings from the telephone interviews support this position further, particularly in relation to the development of skills in adaptability and flexibility.  
Table 1 - Where do graduates perceive skills to be learnt best?

	 
	Academic environment
	Work environment
	Could be learnt equally well in either

	Adaptability / flexibility
	5 (3%)
	80 (48%)
	78 (46%) 

	An interest in life-long learning
	80 (48%)
	10 (6%)
	75 (45%)

	Imagination / creativity
	44 (26%)
	14 (8/%)
	107 (64%)

	Independent working / autonomy
	33 (20%)
	37 (22%)
	97 (58%)

	Working in a team
	7 (4%)
	61 (36%)
	100 (60%) 

	Managing others
	5 (3%) 
	124 (74%)
	36 (21%)

	Working under pressure
	16 (10%)
	38 (23%)
	114 (68%)

	Oral communication skills
	27 (16%)
	36 (21%)
	105 (63%)

	Written communication skills
	96 (57%)
	7 (4%)
	6 (39%)

	Numeracy skills
	92 (55%)
	14 (8%)
	62 (37%)

	Attention to detail
	41 (24%) 
	21 (13%) 
	106 (63%)

	Time management
	18 (11%)
	44 (26%) 
	105 (63%)

	Decision-making
	9 (5%)
	77 (46%)
	82 (49%)

	Taking responsibility for your learning
	81 (48%)
	12 (7%)
	72 (43%)

	Planning
	32 (19%)
	19 (11%)
	116 (69%)

	Problem solving
	10 (6%)
	31 (19%)
	126 (75%)

	Using new technologies
	36 (21%)
	24 (14%) 
	108 (64%)

	Presentation skills
	88 (52%) 
	9 (5%) 
	70 (42%)

	Information gathering skills
	93 (55%)  
	6 (4%) 
	69 (41%) 


4.1
Adaptability/flexibility

The telephone interviews generated a rich source of data on the employability attribute or skills of adaptability/flexibility.  Given that this was one of only two skills identified as being learnt best in a work environment in the survey, the interview data provided insights into how graduates felt they learnt this attribute in work, and how this can be catered for in an academic environment. From the interview data, evidence of what graduates understand by the term "adaptability/flexibility" can be gleaned.  Similarly, insights into where in their professional experience they have had to apply this employability attribute are also evident.  

The meaning of this term can cover a range of different possibilities, including being flexible towards the kind of employment graduates take, and making decisions in this regard which would keep graduates employable rather than looking narrowly into the discipline for opportunities. It could also refer to the ability to adapt to new ways of working, or to a new routine, or specific working hours. Adaptability and flexibility could also concern employment relationship - this with an employer, in terms of adapting to the demands of the employer or the employment itself. It could further concern the broader employment relationship - i.e. with colleagues, where graduates may have found they needed to adapt to working in a team, or in a highly individual manner. 

In the telephone interviews, all thirteen participants recognised the importance of being able to be adaptable and flexible.  Indeed, it was considered vital to have these skills in the workplace in order not only to progress and cope with business demands, but also to form and maintain good working relationships.  For example one participant commented:

"I would see it also as an important skill because if you can't adapt to your surroundings - because business life changes daily, you can't adapt if you have a standard - if you have your mind set where you come to work and you know what you are doing from 9 to 5,that's not how this industry works. So if you can't adapt to each change you are not going to go very far."  
The participant places particular importance on adaptability and flexibility, considering a lack of such skills to have a negative impact on career progression.  
4.1.2 Meaning

In the telephone interviews, participants were asked what they understood by the term adaptable/flexible.  Nine of the thirteen participants provided interpretations of adaptability and flexibility, and seven of these used the terms interchangeably.  The participants provided a wide range of examples to illustrate where they had  applied this particular employability attribute in their professional experience, and thereby demonstrated a relatively broad understanding of the term.  For a number of respondents it is concerned with being adaptable to the demands of an employer or employment, for example: 

"Obviously you've got to be adaptable to changing situations and move with it, and flexible is more of the same thing really, you got to change when people change the goalpost ".
Being adaptable and flexible is perceived to be important to effectively performing in employment.  This was emphasised by one participant who noted:

"I would say that it's very crucial in my environment, being able to tailor your skills to the situation that you're dealing with"  

The work environment is perceived as particularly mobile, and for this participant, the ability to adapt to changing circumstances is vital.  Several participants perceived adaptability and flexibility to concern the broader employment relationship in terms of the ability to adapt to working with colleagues and being able to adapt to new and different situations.  For example one interviewee felt that adaptability and flexibility concerned

"The ability to go into different situations and work with different people, from different walks of life being able to get on with them and team work with them just being flexible really." 
The participant expresses the skills of adaptability and flexibility in the context of working relationships and the ability to integrate effectively into a team.
Adaptability and flexibility can be defined as two distinct terms, for example, 
"Adaptability is about being able to change to a situation or a manger or a person or a company. Flexibility could be more about your time or the way that you respond to a person or a situation."  

Whilst the two terms are presented individually, the understanding and meaning attached to them in terms of employment relationships and new ways of working resonates with the views of other participants.  There was evidence in the interview data of the term encompassing flexibility towards employment. One participant considered adaptability and flexibility to mean:

 "In terms of employment, being able to work with different people, being able to adapt to work practices, being able to change employment if you have to; just to be able to be flexible and to fit in with your employer."  

Essentially, graduates emphasised adaptability and flexibility to be an employability skill or attribute which is of great importance.  They articulated a variety of ways in which they apply adaptability and flexibility in their work environments.  This includes the way they approach working relationships, and how to deal with changing work environments.  
4.1.3 Better learnt at university or work?

Whilst the survey responses showed that this is a skill which is perceived to be best learnt at work, responses in the telephone interviews were very mixed. Several  participants expressed the view that adaptability/flexibility was a skill which was inherent in their characters, rather than something which they had been taught.  Another participant felt that it was not something which the university should or could teach.  Whilst adaptability and flexibility may be perceived as a characteristic, academic experience can enhance and develop these skills further as the following comment illustrates:
"I think I’m a fairly flexible person, you know – it’s one of my traits.  I think I’m a very flexible person.  But I think I did learn it, because there’s lots of different things I did on my course.  I did the accountancy side of things; I did the IT side of things as well.  So I did pick it up on part of my course."  

For this participant, university has enhanced their skills.  Participants articulate a variety of ways in which adaptability/flexibility has been developed at university:
· Working with a wide range of people
· Dealing with new situations
· Undertaking different modules

· Managing demands of coursework

Similarly, participants also expressed key areas in which adaptability and flexibility were applied in the workplace.  These were:

· Flexibility in terms of constant changes in order to remain the forefront of developments.
· Acting outside of job specification.

· Working with different colleagues, departments, teams, offices, situations, deadlines.

· Being flexible in terms of working hours
The work-place was perceived by some participants to be a better environment to learn adaptability and flexibility because it provided a "hands-on experience" and is real-life:

"Basically we've got ever changing situations here at work so I've got to be adaptable and flexible for things changing at all times  coz like we could be on a project one minute and then the next minute …it's significantly changed or we've got a new angle to look at that's come in that we didn't know about that the business has just thought of and it's much more of a on the fly, real life environment you've got to react to rather than being given scenario based at university for example."  
Work environments and academic environments are therefore perceived to provide different experiences for developing adaptability and flexibility.  Findings indicate that for a number of participants, work is seen to expose graduates to different ways of developing and applying adaptability and flexibility.   Two of the thirteen participants indicated that they would have liked more support in developing these skills whilst at university.  One way in which this could have been achieved was through the inclusion of interactive sessions:

 "You could give like interactive sessions where you, like scenario based, provide a scenario and they actually have to build it, not just talk about it … and then given a goalpost change or something like that and they have to adapt to it." 
As previously mentioned, work is often a mobile environment, and this participant clearly would have valued the opportunity to encounter a similar changeable scenario whilst at university.  Such findings lend support for the inclusion of WBL approaches to skills development.  The ways in which graduates learn adaptability and flexibility in the workplace, and how this could be replicated in an academic setting, could be explored further, and on a larger scale, in order to inform how the university could cater for this in its WBL provision.  Further the perception that work and university provide different, but equally valuable experiences in which students can develop their skills in flexibility and adaptability, lend support to either the inclusion of placement type experience, or active promotion and encouragement for others forms of work experience within course provision, as a way in which the university could offer students a broader opportunity to develop in this area. 

5
Skills/ attributes which graduates would have benefited from more guidance in at university

In the survey, graduates were given a list of nineteen employability skills/attributes and asked whether they felt the university could have provided more opportunities for them to gain any of these skills and attributes whilst they were a student.  By asking this question it was anticipated that insights into perceptions on provision of employability skills would be gained.  Respondents were able to select as many skills and attributes as they felt applicable. Table 2 provides a breakdown of response rates to this question.  

As can be seen, the skill which was identified by the most graduates as a skill that they would have liked more opportunities to develop was "managing others" - 50% of respondents selected this option.  This suggests that provision could be improved in this area; certainly, it appears that guidance was perceived to be insufficient for half of the alumni who participated in this research survey. It would be interesting to explore whether current undergraduates feel the same way, as this would provide insights into whether this perception is simply a phenomenon of the sample studied, or whether it is applicable to a wider population.  The perception that this is a skill which alumni would have liked greater guidance in, combined with the fact that this skill was identified as one best learnt in a work environment, does provide evidence to support an argument for increased WBL learning opportunities in the form of formal placements, or part-time voluntary work or part-time paid employment. However further research into this would be needed.

The second most frequently selected skill was "using new technologies" (36%); again, this suggests that skills in new technologies are an important employability attribute for graduates and indicates that for the sample surveyed, provision in this area could have been increased, but it is not possible to say whether such a view 

Table 2 - Skills and attributes which alumni would have liked more opportunities to develop

	
	Number of respondents 
	%

	Managing others
	84
	50.0%

	Using new technologies
	60
	35.7%

	Presentation skills
	55
	32.7%

	Oral communication skills
	46
	27.4%

	Decision making
	43
	25.6%

	Time management
	40
	23.8%

	Information gathering skills
	38
	22.6%

	An interest in life-long learning
	37
	22.0%

	Working under pressure
	37
	22.0%

	Planning
	35
	20.8%

	Imagination / creativity
	34
	20.2%

	Written communication skills
	31
	18.5%

	Taking responsibility for your learning
	31
	18.5%

	Problem-solving
	30
	17.9%

	Adaptability / flexibility
	29
	17.3%

	Numeracy skills
	29
	17.3%

	Attention to detail
	29
	17.3%

	Working in a team
	28
	16.7%

	Independent working / autonomy
	18
	10.7%

	No reply
	18
	10.7%


would be held by a wider sample.  The interview data revealed that a number of the participants felt that the process of learning skills in new technologies had begun at university, and subsequently developed in the workplace.  Further, the data indicates that graduates have experienced varying levels of exposure to new technologies whilst studying.   The sample size does restrict generalisations, so again, it could be of benefit to conduct further research into student perceptions of provision in this area.

Interestingly "presentation skills" was the third most frequently selected skill with one-third of respondents (33%) selecting this.  This is interesting because opportunities to develop presentation skills are often present in course provision, but this suggests that for the sample surveyed, greater opportunities to develop these skills would have been welcomed.  The interview data identified one possible reason for this apparent contradiction.  While opportunities were available for students to develop their presentation skills, they did not always take advantage of them.  This point was illustrated by two students.  One commented that:

"The opportunities were there and I put the effort in, but I don't know, it's something that I find really difficult and I do wish that in hindsight I'd got a bit more support on that sort of thing, really".

The other noted:

"I absolutely hated doing them but I do think it is a good thing and perhaps could have done with a bit more practice on that".

Furthermore, another student felt that, in their experience, provision was centred on group-work, again making presentations easy to avoid:

"So I think university does provide a lot of that but obviously its mainly group work so normally you can try and shy out a bit whereas I think if you individually present stuff that would be a lot better".

These comments suggest that more opportunities to practice, together with more individual tasks may be of benefit to students to improve their skills in this area.  

The survey results suggested that Sheffield Hallam is perceived by alumni to be performing better in providing opportunities for graduates to develop autonomous learning practices; to develop team-working skills; and to enable the development of skills in numeracy and attention to detail.  These are perhaps unsurprising; for example, autonomous learning has long been a key tenet of pedagogical policy and group-working has considerable longevity in course provision.  However, such findings do provide an indication of which employability skills and attributes are perceived to be sufficiently provided at Sheffield Hallam, and those which graduates feel better prepared in.  If further research was conducted to establish whether these perceptions are applicable to a wider sample, the findings could provide useful insights which could be used to shape employability provision at Sheffield Hallam.

6
Work Experience

In the survey participants were asked about their opportunities to gain work experience whilst at university.  Overall, 64 graduates (38%) out of the 168 who responded to the survey indicated that they had not had opportunities for work experience whilst at university.  An equal number of respondents (64 out of the 168 or 38%) indicated that they had WBL experiences whilst at university.  Such findings could be interpreted as illustrating the variation in course provision for work experience opportunities.  They could also indicate differences in levels of engagement with voluntary or part-time work experience opportunities.  Further, they could indicate that graduates define WBL simply in terms of placement experience.  Interestingly 40 respondents selected either "neither/nor" or "don’t know/not applicable".  Such results could indicate that these graduates did not engage in any part-time or voluntary work experience, or that they were not offered any opportunities for placement opportunities, or that they felt that WBL was not applicable given the nature of their course.  Overall, experience of work based learning opportunities are inconsistent and varied amongst the alumni surveyed.  

6.1
Work Experience Opportunities

The follow up telephone interviews were used to explore in more detail what graduates understood by 'opportunities for work based learning'.  Evidence was sought of what they considered to be work based learning -  did they have a narrow understanding of  work based learning in terms of 'placements' organised by the university, or did they also consider any part-time employment as a form of WBL. Further, the interviews aimed to explore what these graduates' expectations were regarding the university's involvement in their WBL experience; what kind of support and guidance had they received from the university whilst engaging in WBL, and what would they have liked. 

All of the telephone interviewees discussed work experience in varying degrees of detail.  Ten of the thirteen participants had engaged with work experience whilst at university; this has been either through student placements, part-time employment, unpaid voluntary work or a combination of these.  The three remaining participants had been studying alongside their existing employment; these participants were therefore engaged in work experience, although this was perhaps not directly related to their degree subject.  This is illustrated in the following comment:

 ". . . I carried on working part-time.  It wasn’t related to the subject of the course, so obviously I wasn’t able to sort of like put into practice things that I learnt on the course.  But in terms of continuing employment experience, I was able to do that."  

This participant did not do a work placement, but was employed part-time.  Whilst the work experience was therefore not subject specific work, the participant still recognises the value of part-time employment.

6.1.1 Modes of work experience - Placements

Eleven participants discussed the issue of work placements.  Of those, seven had been on a work placement.  The general consensus was that it had been a valuable experience.  One participant identified the placement opportunity as one of the main motivators for his choice of course:
"I think getting that exposure through university backing definately helped me, and it was something I was looking for when I picked my course."  

This comment clearly highlights the importance attached by some students to the inclusion of placement opportunities.  Further, it emphasises the pull that placement opportunities provide for some students.  Participants found the placement experience valuable for a number of reasons, including the acquisition of job search skills (including search for jobs, the job application process and the interview process); the opportunity to put theory into practice; the work experience itself; the opportunity to "test-drive" a career; and the development of transferable skills.  One participant noted that:  

"I think that is the perfect introduction doing a placement year and then going through the process of trying to find a job because that really prepared me for when I finished."  

A number of participants expressed the view that one of the most important aspects of a placement was the practical experience and job preparation that it could provide.  For example, placement is seen to present the opportunity to put theory into practice:

"The years work placement on my course provided me with a lot more hands on experience (unclear) more than the theoretical side of the course . . . I learnt a lot more on my placement year in that I could see how it all fitted into the bigger equation.  Actually seeing it in practice and doing it."  
Therefore the placement is perceived as a tool for gaining a wider understanding of how subject knowledge is applied in the workplace.  Similarly, the placement is viewed as opportunity to gain hands-on experience which serves to prepare alumni for the real world of employment:

"I had a year with a pharmaceutical company, and that prepared me very well for the job that I'm doing now."  
One participant described placement as the 
". . . perfect experience of a professional working environment that prepared me for my employment that I’ve got now.  It prepared me to experience people…just to find out how it is in working environment."  
This opportunity to get a taste of employment, or the chance to "road test" a career is reiterated by another participant who commented:

"I think getting my first taste of what my job might be from the course that I was doing at an early stage was very beneficial, having to do tasks at the company that I worked for, that reassured me on the career path that I wanted to take."  

For this participant, placement provided the reassurance that they were entering the right career by allowing them to experience the sector.  Another participant identified this as a benefit to the experience of placement by stating: 

"Yes I did a placement year, that was my main one, and within my course I didn't know where I wanted to sit in finance, financial advice was always in my mind but I didn't know about all the other things and my placement year allowed me to explore admin or accountancy so it allowed me to look at one career path that I thought of and just decided whether it was good for me or not. I found out it wasn't which was good. I am glad I didn't go into it a year after I had been at university, thinking 'this was not right'. So it was good, I think that's perfect that it allowed me to do that while at university.  Apart from placement year I don’t think there was much else really.  We had different companies come in and explain about what they did but I don't think that you can actually learn about a career until you are sat in a chair, actually performing a role."  

In this instance, placement experience has averted the participant from pursuing a path in the wrong area of their chosen industry, by enabling them to actually experience what a specific role would involve.  As well as being important in providing initial job search skills, participants identified a number of employability skills which they felt the placement experience had equipped them with, such as time management; presentation skills; adaptability; team work; and I.T. skills.  One participant commented:
"Presentation skills, I still have to do presentations. My time management improved a lot. I think being able to interact with more senior members of staff and how to be adaptable, being able to work in a team or on your own or under pressure, you only really get that when you’re having to respond to people all the time."  
This participant articulates a range of skills which the placement experience has facilitated the practical development of.  Included in this list is adaptability which, as this research has shown, is perceived to be best learnt in the workplace.  Another participant noted that:
" ...overall it was a very good experience, probably better that you get your first experience while you are at university instead of when you come out of university."  

The ability to have a "trial" run whilst still at university is yet another example of the benefits graduates feel the opportunity presents.  

The majority of graduates who had been on placement felt they had been supported by the university throughout the whole process.  This included  the initial placement search and application process, right through to the actual end of the placement.  Support was provided through work placement units, and/or tutors, and included telephone or email contact, and for several of the participants at least one visit from an assigned tutor.  There was the general opinion that help was available if required but the onus was on the individual student to take this up:

"Yeah from university we had a contact, they came out to visit us once I think, and we had to give monthly status reports back to the department which was managing placements . . . Yeah I felt we were supported, and if I needed anything I knew I could call someone, but I didn't need to, but I knew support was always there. And the people, the mentor I had had several undergraduates with the company before us."  
One participant felt that they had support in the initial process and knew that people were there throughout the placement if they needed it.  However, they would have liked more opportunity to reflect on the process afterwards.  Although they were encouraged to write about their experience, they would have preferred to discuss it verbally.  Not all participants viewed the placement experience positively.  Several felt that they had received inadequate support through the process.  For example, one commented:
"I felt supported when I applied.  I didn't feel very supported during my placement year. I thought that the University were very distant. I think that’s the one issue that I have. You pay your tuition fees to remain a part of the University but I only saw one lecturer once and I only had a couple of contact emails despite requesting help and stuff."  

This reinforces the need stated earlier for a consistent and well-supported approach across the university.  This support needs to be present not only during the placement itself, but also in the early stages when students are attempting to identify placements.  This is precisely the kind of support that one participant in particular felt was lacking::
"I didn't really get any support in terms of finding a placement.  I had to find my own and I didn't get the ideal one, so wasn't really using the skills that I'd learned in university in my first and second year in my work placement."  
For this participant, a lack of support is perceived as resulting in a less than ideal placement, which did not afford the graduate the opportunity to use subject specific skills.  This lack of guidance was articulated by another participant who was unable to find a placement and who commented that:

"…you can’t actually totally replace the experience of being employed for a year in the environment that is appropriate to your course, by actual theory itself.   You’ve got to… ideally you want to experience what it is like hands on, really."  

This participant felt that the university could have provided far more guidance, and in doing so, he felt he may have secured a placement. 

A number of participants indicated that they did not have the option of a placement as part of their course, and yet it is an aspect that would have been welcomed. One participant suggested that even a short-term placement (i.e. one of two weeks) would have given her more experience, 

"I think one of the things that probably would have helped is if there was any sort of like short-term sort of like working placements that might have been helped to have been set up, you know.  I do believe that having spoken to like one employer, that it’s a thing that used to happen at Hallam, you know - as part of the course that I was on that they actually had, sort of maybe like placements within the holiday breaks, and things like that, you know."  

This comment provides evidence of the importance students place on work experience opportunities, and, that these do not necessarily need to be long term to be seen as valuable.  One suggestion given for short term placement provision is through modules:

"One idea would be to have a module or a section of a module which was more focussed on work place learning so that you actually go out and do a placement or some voluntary work or at least some kind of discussion about the opportunities that are available for graduates to prepare you for when you do graduate, because you feel like when you graduate it’s a bit like the net has gone then.  There is nothing there; the whole structure seems to fall away.  I think there should have been some more guidance, if not work based learning opportunities."  

Again this provides evidence in support of the value students attach to WBL opportunities.  Indeed one participant felt that she was disadvantaged by not having a placement: 

"I do feel that a lot of my friends who are graduates who had a placement year are a lot further progressed in their current job and got jobs quicker after university than I did and I didn't have a placement year so I think more of a provision for that in…. would have helped."   

For this participant, a placement experience can facilitate skills and experiences which influence future career progression.  Whilst these findings only indicate the perceptions of the sample of graduate surveyed, and cannot be applied to a wider population, they do raise interesting questions concerning the future direction of further research in the area of placements.  This could focus on identifying ways in which to ensure the consistent delivery of work placement programmes, or suggesting innovative ways of introducing an element of work based learning into all courses.

6.2 Modes of work experience - Part-time employment

Nine of the participants stated that they were employed during their time at university.  Out of these, one was employed part-time in the same role that they had held prior to university, and two continued full-time in their same roles.  One interviewee did not directly state that she was involved in part-time work but mentioned that she had always worked since she was sixteen. Whilst we can infer that she included her time at university in this comment, it is impossible to state it for certain.  

6.3 Modes of work experience - Voluntary work

Three of the interviewees engaged in voluntary work alongside their studies.  One respondent did some voluntary work alongside a module in her third year.  Another was engaged in voluntary work throughout her course through Hallam Volunteering.

The third respondent was involved in voluntary work at the Student Union 
6.4 The value of work experience

Most participants recognised the value of work experience.  One participant felt that any type of work experience was valuable as it gave access to learning that was not possible in the classroom:

"I think any form of work experience or any form of volunteering gets you different skills that you can’t get within a university setting.  The university is great, but you are surrounded by your peers; people your own age and who have similar interests, and actually going out into the community, or doing things with another group of people, whether that be, you know, students from a different school, or a different university, you know…children – I ran a guide unit whilst I was at uni as well.  Dealing with all these kind of different people gives you experiences that you can’t get in a classroom."  
This reasonates with comments included in earlier sections of this report on the workplace as  a learning environment.  Time management skills were identified as something developed through engagement with part time working whilst at university, for example one particpant noted: 

"I had a weekend job where I worked for Argos the retailer, and that allowed me to develop a lot of skills like your time management skills and things like that. Comparing myself to one of my student friends that they didn’t have a job and I had a job I could manage my time more effectively than they could because they had a lot more free time to pass, so I had to be more structured. I think it is good to have a part time job. Because it develops you a lot more, it just shows you that you have to have a lot of different objectives, so it allows you to deal with that." 

Whilst this participant identifies the transferable skills which part-time employment enables, there was a tendency for some graduates to consider work experience to be valuable only if it was directly relevant to their degree.  For example, one participant stated that she did not do any work experience while at university and when asked if she counted her part-time job as work experience responded: "not really because it wasn't within the field that I was studying." . This view was echoed by another participant who noted: 
Participant: "Well, I did used to go to work in the summer holidays.  Part-time work in the summer holidays".  

Interviewer: "Was that useful?"
Participant: "It’s a different environment, because that work was like working in . . .Not a professional environment – supermarket jobs etcetera".

Interviewer: "So would you say that it had no kind of relevance?"
Participant: "No. Not really."  

This extract highlights a need to encourage students to recognise the valuable skills which part-time work (whether related to subject field or not) develops.  Encouraging recognition of the transferable employability skills and attributes that part-time work can facilitate needs to be central in any employability strategy and should be actively promoted.
7
Career Management Skills
7.1
How prepared did alumni feel?

In the survey, alumni were asked to indicate the extent to which they felt their experience at Sheffield Hallam had prepared them in a number of career management skills, namely the skills for CV writing, the skills needed in a job interview, and how prepared they had felt to face the challenges of finding a job.  Table 3 below shows the results.

Table  3 – How prepared did graduates feel?

	 
	Not at all prepared   
	Not very prepared   
	Neither / nor      
	Quite prepared  
	Fully prepared 
	Don't know / not applicable

	The skills for CV writing
	27 (16%)
	30 (18%)
	27 (16%)
	52 (31%)
	23 (14%)
	9 (5%)

	The challenges of finding a job
	25 (15%)
	41 (24%)
	25( 15%)
	42 (25%)
	21 (13%)
	13 (8%)

	The skills needed in a job interview
	26 (16%)
	33 (20%)
	34 (20%)
	57 (34%)
	10 (6%)
	8 (5%)

	The skills required to do your job
	7 (4%)
	18 (11%)
	23 (14%)
	84 (50%)
	32 (19%)
	4 (2%)


As the survey results show, more respondents felt prepared than unprepared in their skills for CV writing with a total of 75 respondents indicating they felt quite or fully prepared, compared with 57 who felt unprepared.  A further 27 respondents answered "neither/nor" to this question.  The numbers of graduates who felt unprepared or who felt unable to answer this question account for more than half of the sample (93 respondents including those who answered "don't know/not applicable").  Such a high proportion indicates a lack of confidence in these skills, and may suggest that provision has been insufficient or inconsistent in preparing graduates with these skills. 

Similarly, 67 respondents felt quite or fully prepared in terms of the skills needed for a job interview, compared with 59 who were not at all prepared or not very prepared.  However, one-fifth of respondents (34 responses) replied "neither/nor".  Again this may indicate provision was insufficient in this area.  In terms of the challenges of finding a job there is a very small difference between the proportion who felt prepared (63 respondents) and those who felt unprepared (61 respondents), however, 25 respondents answered "neither/nor".  I 

Graduates responded positively regarding the skills required for a job, with 116 respondents (69%) stating they felt quite or fully prepared.  A considerably larger proportion of alumni felt prepared in the skills required for a job than felt unprepared. This could indicate that this aspect of CMS is well supported in the university.  In addition it is perhaps an indicator that the alumni who responded to this survey find the process of applying for and searching for a job more difficult; once they have secured a role they perhaps feel more confident in carrying out their role successfully.  This is particularly important given the current economic climate. In the qualitative interviews, questions were asked regarding what kind of guidance graduates would have wanted in these aspects of CMS.  

7.2
Which aspects of CMS would alumni have liked more assistance in?

In the survey, alumni were asked to indicate which aspects of CMS they would have liked the university to provide more assistance in.  Respondents could select as many aspects as they felt appropriate.  Table 4 below shows the response rates to this question.  CMS provision was then explored in further detail in the telephone interviews.  As Table 4 shows, the aspect of CMS which most respondents would have liked more assistance in was "identifying opportunities in the graduate job market"; 100 respondents (or 60%) selected this.  The second most frequently selected option was "researching careers and employers" with 95 respondents (or 57%) identifying this, whilst 93 respondents selected "understanding what employers want from interviews" and 92 identified "understanding different routes into employment".  These findings can be interpreted as suggesting a lack of confidence in job search skills, specifically opportunity awareness, and in understanding what is required in the interview process.  The findings support the premise suggested previously that the alumni surveyed have found the process of applying for a job difficult, and that they have felt provision was not always sufficient. 
Table 4 – Which aspects of CMS would alumni have liked more assistance in?

	
	Number of respondents 

	Identifying opportunities in the graduate job market
	100 (60%)

	Researching careers and employers
	95 (57%)

	Understanding what employers want from interviews
	93 (55%)

	Understanding different routes into employment
	92 (55%)

	Tailoring your CV to different roles
	91 (54%)

	Preparing for an interview
	83 (49%)

	Deciding what to include in a covering letter
	79 (47%)

	Deciding what to include in a CV
	77 (46%)

	No reply
	12 (7%)


7.2.1 Employment Opportunities: Routes into Employment

In the telephone interviews, all participants discussed routes into employment.  Of the thirteen respondents, only two had felt prepared in terms of exploring different routes into employment upon leaving university.  One participant felt that his skills in information gathering which he had developed at university had aided this:

"One of the things is to sort of like, to be quite - have a quite wide search on what you’re actually looking for really, but not necessarily go down the usual routes of agencies like the education service, employment services.  And sometimes you have to look outside of that and look at other routes into employment really.  But I think it does provide you with a good basis for that in terms that when you’re doing research anyway, you tend to look at different media; different forms of information and how to access that."

This participant indicates taking a broad view when looking at routes into employment, and his comment suggests a level of confidence in job searching skills.  However, five of the participants indicated that they had felt unprepared for identifying different routes into employment.  One participant stated that she had not known where to start looking when entering the job market:
"The first challenge is where to look.  I really didn’t have any idea about where to look for a job.  I know there are internet searches and you can search for a job in Sheffield, jobs to do with research or the Criminal Justice sector in Sheffield but... it’s difficult... oh I don’t know it’s difficult to then... to approach those organisations.  There is no guidance on that.  That’s the first challenge . . . And also, which Companies.  There is a whole range of voluntary organisations or charitable organisations that I could have applied for that I didn’t know about or that I didn’t know how to apply for those jobs, like Amnesty International or jobs like that would have been something I would have loved to have gone for, but felt that I couldn’t."  

This extract shows the participant is unsure of how to search for employment opportunities, and lacks understanding on potential sectors or employers.  The comment illustrates a lack of knowledge or confidence.  This uncertainty is articulated by other participants.  One participant felt that understanding routes into employment was not important as he was unsure  as to whether different avenues in his field (information technology) existed.  Another participant noted that:

". . . I have to be honest I didn't really look into different avenues . . . I am not saying SHU didn't provide it but I really didn't look at different routes to be honest I had never considered it."  

This comment indicates that whilst routes into employment were addressed by Sheffield Hallam, the participant did not consider exploring any.  Indeed, four of the participants interviewed thought that this question was not applicable to them and stated that it was an aspect they had not considered. It is important for graduates to understand the value in exploring all possible routes into employment, particularly when economic difficulties are prevalent.  The interviews provide evidence to show that some graduates have received guidance on routes into employment whilst at university, however two participants indicated that they had learnt more about this after leaving university.   Overall, the data from the telephone interview suggests that the importance of exploring different routes into employment needs to be emphasised to students.  Promoting awareness of the value of understanding routes into employment is perhaps an aspect which may need to be highlighted further in employability provision.
7.2.2 Employment Opportunities: Identifying opportunities in the graduate market

In total ten participants discussed the subject of identifying opportunities in the graduate job market; of these six indicated that they had felt prepared in this area.  Three participants noted that the university had helped prepare them for the graduate job market; this preparation included employer contact (as part of the placement process), attendance at career fairs, and provision addressing  job search skills.  However, not all participants had positive experiences and this supports the findings in the survey where 100 respondents identified this as an area which they felt the university could have provided more assistance with.  One participant noted that whilst he felt that overall university provision had been good, he would have liked more information on the best way to start the initial search for jobs.  This is a concern which is reiterated by another participant who felt unprepared in this area and would have liked more guidance on how to identify different companies and opportunities.

Participants expressed difficulties in the process of finding a job, and articulated a lack of preparation for how hard the process would be:

"It kind of hit me as a shock how hard it was to find a job. I always thought it would be quite easy and then it hit me as a shock when I was looking for a placement. So that was the only bit really - just the shock of how hard it was.  I just thought it would be going to a couple of interviews and you chose which job you wanted - it's just totally not like that anymore." 
This extract highlights the value of the placement experience in giving students an opportunity to go through the job application process.  One participant expressed regret at not taking sufficient guidance whilst at university, as they had found identifying opportunities in the graduate job market to be one of the most difficult aspects of job search they had faced.  This participant felt that the university could have assisted more by helping students to identify what they were good at.  Whilst some participants felt that more guidance would have been provided, others felt they received more than adequate amounts.  For example, one participant, noted that the level of support provided by the university when applying for a work placement had been such that they had felt "spoon-fed".  Nevertheless, this participant still felt unprepared to identify opportunities in the job market.  Further they believed that it should not be the responsibility of the university to prepare students in this area.

Once again the comments suggest a variation in the provision experienced.  The findings highlight this as an area of provision which could be explored in any further studies to ascertain if these findings are replicated in a wider sample.  Such research and subsequent actions would be timely in light of the current economic situation and the implications for new graduates seeking employment.

7.2.3 Employment Opportunities: Job Application Skills

As previously indicated, the survey findings revealed that skills in CV writing and interview skills were areas which respondents did feel quite prepared in yet would have liked more assistance in.  In the telephone interviews all participants discussed job application skills in terms of CVs and the interview process.  

7.3 CV Skills 

Seven participants felt they were prepared in the skills needed for writing a CV when they left university.  Some respondents indicated that they had received provision as part of their course, through placement preparation, or through professional modules.  For example, two participants felt prepared having received in-depth support whilst searching for a placement.  Both of these participants felt that this support had proved to be hugely beneficial to them when seeking employment after graduation.  One participant commented that:

"They had an employability area for second years to use, that you could then…so they prepared you in the second year to write your CV, to give you extra practice.  And there was a whole module on it.  And that went…they supported you through to get your placement.  So by the time I actually came round to applying for real jobs, as it were, I’d already done it before, with support.   And they were there to support you doing that."  
This comment again provides support for WBL as part of the student experience.  The practical experience of applying for a placement provided the participant with confidence when applying for "real jobs".  Further, the comment provides evidence of a good level of support both from the university.  Whilst there were a number of positive statements, several respondents articulated less than positive feelings.  Four respondents were undecided as to whether they had felt prepared for the task of CV writing; they expressed uncertainty about tailoring their CVs for different roles.  This uncertainty about skills in CV writing fits with the survey findings where a considerable number of respondents responded "neither/nor" when asked about their preparedness in this aspect.  Two participants felt unprepared: one had no experience of using CVs as it had not been a requirement of her job applications to date.  Interestingly, one participant who also felt unprepared, did not feel that CV writing was something which should necessarily be taught at university.  Overall, the findings suggest that provision is experienced inconsistently.  
7.4 Employment Opportunities: Prepared for the Workplace

All participants discussed whether or not university had prepared them adequately for the workplace.  As previously indicated, the survey results showed that almost 70% of respondents felt that their experience at Sheffield Hallam had prepared them with the skills required to do their job.  The telephone interviews therefore sought to illicit which aspects of university provision had facilitated preparedness.  In the telephone interviews, nine of the thirteen participants stated that they had felt prepared.  Work experience gained through placement was cited as a facilitator by a number of participants.  The nature and content of courses was also a key factor in preparing students for the workplace.  For example, two participants stated that their courses were vocational or had a large practical element, and one of these respondents articulated that this had been a deciding factor in his choice of course:
". . . because the course I’d chosen was quite – it wasn’t all theory, it was quite practical, which is why I chose Hallam.  Because I wanted that mixture of practical and theory….all the other courses were far too theoretical, and I didn’t want anything that was going to teach me ‘it might work like that’, I wanted someone that would say ‘it should work like that, here’s how you do it; have a go and then go and do it for real, and then come back.’"  

"
The value of experience gained through a vocationally focused course and its role in preparing for the workplace was reiterated by another participant who commented:

"…my course in particular was quite vocational in that it was targeted for, you know to go into business analysis and pretty much systems analysis, pretty much straight away, so I feel that the module and the way the coursework and the way the modules were structured they did give a realistic view of what it would be like in business . . . and all the coursework was fairly similar to the type of tasks you have in day to day business, which is always very useful."  

Once again, this extract illustrates the positive ways in which practical, vocationally orientated tasks are perceived.  Practical work focused tasks are one way in which graduates felt prepared for the workplace.  A number of other examples were given to illustrate the ways in which Hallam had prepared alumni for the workplace.  One participant spoke of a specific professional module which had been part of his course:

"I think the career and professional development team for our faculty was really good, I was very prepared. The test situations we did with them in our professionalism module was very good."  

This participant felt particularly enabled through the inclusion of a specific module in his university experience.  Once again, the concept of "test situations" allowing students to experience rather than a simply theoretical approach is viewed positively.    There was evidence that graduates also felt prepared for the workplace as a result of more general skills learned at university such as skills in information technology.  
Unprepared

Two participants directly stated that they were not prepared for the workplace.  Both felt that there was a big gap between the requirements of university and the workplace.  For example one participant noted that:

"I don't think that my course itself prepared me for the job that I do. It was the learning and the knowledge that I have, but I think there is a big gap between the knowledge that I learned on my course and the actual practicalities of being full time employed. I think there is a big gap to be honest."  
In particular, this participant struggled with the commercial awareness that was required of her in her job, as well as the business jargon that was used:

"I don't think I was particularly commercially aware when I came out of university, I didn't really know much about the job market, I had to do all that myself. When I started the company that I am with - a lot of the practical business phrases I didn't understand things like SMEs and things like HEIs and things and all that which is kind of business related - it just wasn't something that we learned, it was just something that I have had to pick up on the way."    

These sorts of challenges which participants face when entering the workplace perhaps highlight an area of provision which could be explored further in any subsequent research.  Whilst the majority of alumni surveyed did feel equipped with the skills required to do their job, 31% did feel unprepared, or felt unable to answer the question, which could indicate an inconsistent level of provision across courses.  Future research could explore, on a larger scale, provision in this area.  Another difficulty which concerned bridging the gap between university and the workplace, particularly in terms of putting the theory learned at university into practice in the workplace:

"I think in terms of skills to do the job that I'm doing now, I can clearly see a link between what I learned at university and what I'm doing now.   But I think it was difficult at the time - it was very much theory back in those days.  It was theory, and not really in terms of the course content and whatnot, it wasn't linked to everyday practical … how would you use this in a project environment?  It was kind of, this is your project methodology, and that's it.  It wasn't really linked to any how you use it" 

Arguably, this participant would have welcomed more practical elements within their course, enabling them to understand how theory is applied in practice.  A similar view was expressed by another participant who commented:
 "I think there’s a great deal of difference between the theoretical side of things what you learn and the actual reality in the outside world.  Certainly in terms of how you apply the knowledge what you’ve learnt into outside opportunities, I think, yes."  
Finally, one participant thought that she would have been able to face the challenges better had she been on a work placement:

"I think one way maybe that I could have been more prepared was if my university course had had a placement year."
This participant clearly felt that the practical experience gained in placement would have enabled her to be more prepared for the workplace.  Once again the emphasis lies in the idea of practical experience, rather than simply theoretical. 

8
Career development and progression

8.1 Ability to identify opportunities for future career progression

When asked about their ability to identify opportunities for future career planning, graduates' responses were marginally more positive than negative: 42% of graduates agreed they had the ability to identify opportunities for future career progression compared with 32% who did not.  A further one fifth of respondents did not feel they could answer the question and responded with "neither/nor".  These findings may indicate that graduates are not confident with regards to opportunity awareness skills in the job market.  This is an important skill, which has even more relevance in the current economic situation.  In the survey, graduates were also asked whether they felt the university could have provided them with more guidance in the area of 'identifying opportunities in the graduate job market'. 60% indicated yes, this was an area which they would have liked more guidance in.  This raises interesting questions; do the findings suggest that provision is insufficient and that more needs to be done to improve graduates’ confidence and understanding of how to identify opportunities.  Of course, these findings relate to a small sample, this research does not seek to generalise to a wider population, and it recognises that these findings may be unique to the sample surveyed, and not representative of a larger body of alumni.
8.2
Having a clear plan of how to achieve career development and progression

The survey questioned alumni on their career plans.  38% of respondents indicated that they did not have a clear plan for career development and progression.  Just over one-fifth (22%) were uncertain of whether or not they had a plan, and approximately one-third of respondents (34%) who felt they did have a clear plan of how to achieve career development and progression.  Overall, findings from the survey showed almost two-thirds (60%) of alumni surveyed either did not have a clear plan for their development and progression, or expressed uncertainty over their career development plans.  Expressions of uncertainty could indicate that whilst these respondents have some idea of how to approach career development, they are not entirely certain of whether this is clear or robust enough to be called a 'plan'.  Conversely, that they have not explicitly stated that they do not have a plan, could be seen as a positive, suggesting that they have some idea or some kind of plan. As the respondents were graduates who had graduated either one or two years prior to the survey date, it is expected that many of these respondents would still be in the process of identifying a career, changing career direction, considering retraining or engaging in further study.  Such factors may have affected the responses given. 

It may also be the case that respondents have a good idea of what kind of career development they want, yet that they are unable to identify possibilities to achieve these goals. Further, it may be that they lack planning skills and are content to 'experience', 'wait and see' rather than plan. Finally, it may be that they do not see the point in planning. 

8.3 Career Plans - Findings from the telephone interviews

The telephone interviews tried to explore what respondents understood by having a career plan.  If participants indicated that they had a plan, the research sought to gain insights into what the plan consists of.  If participants indicated that they did not have any plan, the research questioned how participants saw their career development in the future.  All participants discussed their career plans: twelve indicated that they had career plans in place, although there were varying levels of how long-term these plans were and how specific they were.  Some had very clearly defined objectives of their career goals which involved them staying in their current roles or profession.  One participant commented:

"I couldn't be happier, I've got a really nice job with a good company on a decent wage and the career path is clear to see in my company, I do think Sheffield Hallam helped with that, especially the focus on where you want to be in the short term and in the long term and fortunately that’s the same provisions that (company name) has as well, so I have my personal development plan with (company name) and set out my goals as required in a similar way which we had done at university."  

This participant makes a link between career plans and personal development plans at university. This concept of a personal plan developed in conjunction with employers is articulated by a number of participants.  In such instances, individual development goals and career aspirations are agreed with line managers:

"Personally, I've got like a personal development plan and whatnot.  So I've got a clear…I've got clear steps where I need to be and qualifications that I'm looking to do, and it's kind of having a review of this every so often, and kind of, brings general - where do I want to go in my career and that kind of thing.  Trying to match those aspirations with training and development."  

Other participants identified broader plans that involved learning about their industry more generally, for example:

"It might involve just learning more of the actual area  that I'm in, obviously the industry is ever changing technology is, so I just aspire to know more about the technology in greater depth in order to give myself a bigger picture of the area and  up to ladder eventually you never know."  

This participant has an initial plan to learn more about the technology used in his industry.  This knowledge could then inform future career plans.  This idea of gaining broader knowledge and identifying a niche is evident in several of the responses.  This fits with the proposition that participants are still in the process of identifying the career path they wish to take.  

One participant felt confident in her ability to identify opportunities noting: 

". . . I'll stay in my job as long as I am gaining some thing out of it in terms of training and development as long as there is somewhere for me to go and learn within the company then I'll stay but when there is no more point… If there is not something I can learn in a particular job then I'll move on and fairly sure that I can identify the jobs which will offer me that."  

This respondent also indicated that she had a five year plan of where she saw her career progressing, but this was an informal plan in her head. Two participants stated that they had no firm career plans as such, yet both indicated that they planned to work towards professional qualifications and accreditations.  Such comments suggest that some level of career planning has taken place. Therefore, perhaps participants are simply not recognising this as career planning as they feel that career plans need to be in a particular structure or format.  For example, one participant commented:

"There’s no sort of master plan, no.  There’s always some ambition – I tend to do it just on a sort of job to job basis and try and take on a little bit more responsibility in each role and look for something new.  But as far as mapping out a sort of ten year plan, or something like that, no – it’s not something that I’ve ever done or ever talked to anybody about."  

In this instance, the participant relates career planning to a long-term objective, and does recognise his shorter term goals of opportunity spotting, increasing responsibility, and working towards professional qualifications as examples of how he is thinking about his career and how to progress it.  
"And I just feel at the moment, the way it will work is we do a different kind of set of skills every six months, and I’ve only done like three different sets so far.  So I’m still identifying what my niche is."  

There is evidence of changes in career direction, with three participants indicating a change to their career plans as a result of not being able to secure their ideal jobs.  One participant has a short-term plan which involves studying for a post-graduate qualification, which she hoped would lead to a managerial position, or a position within a chosen department, however, this participant also had a longer-term career goal but was unsure as to how to achieve this:

"I mean my long term goal would be either a Lecturer, something to do with policy making, someone involved in research, but it feels so far removed from what I am doing now that it seems like a pipe dream and I don’t know how to go about it, so I had planned to kind of follow this more set out road for me."

The realities of needing employment have resulted in this participant feeling pessimistic  about achieving this goal, which she feels it is a “pipe dream”. These sentiments are echoed by another participant who having identified an ideal career goal failed to gain employment in his chosen field:

"In terms of…the ideal progression opportunity really in terms of like the surveying would have been to have gained employment, where it would have either been a trainee surveyor, or you know, quite a low level, but had the opportunity to take up the professional qualification which is attached to the profession, which is like a further two years, but which you actually do whilst you’re on the job, you know.  It’s attached to the actual job experience, you know, it’s sort of like a diary type qualification where you have to prove that you’ve done certain things.  So that would be the ideal really, but I must admit that there didn’t seem to be many opportunities coming up . . ." 
As a result of this he has made alternative career plans which involve postgraduate study:

". . . it’s more likely to have sort of like side-stepped into a related or unrelated career move, you know, which was something I didn’t really want to do at my stage really, after doing four years, you know . . . The thing is the choices really were to either carry on doing the part-time work that I was doing or to look to do more education at an academic level.  Obviously, you know, in terms of like looking for future career prospects, the best thing is to keep learning, so to speak, yes? . . . It will lead to a PhD and I hope to carry on in either research, professional research, or going into the lecturing arena, so to speak."  

Evidence from the telephone interviews therefore shows that graduates may have career plans, but they need the skills to adapt these if they are unsuccessful in gaining suitable employment.  Findings also suggest that graduates are not necessarily recognising that they have career plans.
9
Continuing Professional Development 
9.1 Do graduates have an interest in their continuing professional development?

As Table 5 overleaf shows, 70% of graduates have an active interest in their continuing professional development (CPD). This is very encouraging, particularly because 44% of this total expressed a strong commitment to CPD. Conversely, 20% felt they had no interest in their CPD and 10% responded neither/nor.  This means that almost a third (30%) of the graduates responding to the question had either no interest in their CPD or had not thought about the issue enough to decide if they should take action in this respect. In the telephone interviews, participants were questioned in order to gain insights into how graduates' understand CPD.  Where participants indicated that they were interested in CPD, questions were asked to attempt to understand what this interest constitutes; whether these graduates had taken action in this respect; and whether they had sought out information or made an actual plan for development. Where participants indicated they did not take an active interest in their professional development, the interviews aimed to explore the reasons behind this. 

Table 5 -  Do graduates have an interest in continuing their professional development?
	 
	Strongly disagree
	Disagree
	Neither / nor 
	Agree
	Strongly agree
	Don't know  / not applicable

	I want to continue learning new skills and increasing my knowledge as part of my personal development
	12 (7%)
	23 (14%)
	10 (6%)
	40 (24%)
	80 (48%)
	3 (2%) 

	I take an active interest in my continuing professional development 
	11 (7%)
	21 (13%)
	17 (10%)
	43 (26%)
	73 (44%)
	3 (2%) 

	I feel able to identify opportunities for my future career progression
	10 (6%) 
	43 (26%) 
	33 (20%) 
	53 (32%) 
	18 (11%) 
	9 (5%) 

	While at university, I had plenty of opportunities to gain work experience (e.g. placement, paid / unpaid work)
	21 (13%) 
	43 (26%) 
	20 (12%) 
	39 (23%) 
	25 (15%) 
	20 (12%) 

	I have a clear plan of how I am going to achieve career development and progression
	18 (11%) 
	46 (27%) 
	37 (22%) 
	39 (23%) 
	19 (11%) 
	7 (4%) 


9.1.1
Understanding of the term "continuous and professional development"
All participants in the telephone interviews discussed professional development, although their discussions varied in detail.  Discourse centred around several themes, namely: the meaning of the term continuous and professional development; provision of the university in this area; provision and/or support in the workplace; career plans; and further study plans.

Two participants provided definitions of what they thought the term "continuous and professional development" meant.  One participant defined CPD as:

"Pretty much a case of the course that I’ve done is just the starting point, really.  Because the working environment which has changed – it actually keeps changing – you have to look at continuing to acquire new skills and new knowledge, really.  No matter if you’ve been in the job for say like, two months or twenty years.  I was speaking to people that’s been in surveying for say twenty, twenty or so years, you know.  They still have to keep up-to-date with the new regulations and if they want to advance their career, they’ve got to keep learning."  
The other participant stated that  CPD was concerned with:

"New challenges to your job and keeping up with the legislation around your work.   We are constantly going on courses and things like that through work."  
In both statements there is the assumption that professional development involves the continued updating and maintenance of skills in order to enable career advancement. 
9.1.2 Provision on professional development at university

Five participants discussed how helpful they felt the university had been in terms of providing advice regarding their professional development.  Two of these participants articulated that they had received provision in this area, but clearly their experiences were different.  One commented that:  
"They've always kept us informed that obviously we need to keep on the forefront of things and making sure we're aware of new technologies and obviously with that in mind its always kept it in the forefront of my mind that you need to be looking at new things and then if it means going on a course it means going on a course as a result."  

Whilst the second participant noted:
"I think that the way that the university approached it, they sort of offered the help.  Anybody in the situation where they wanted to take that help, it would have been really useful, and in some respects I regret not sort of…every little helps, sort of, I should have sort of pursued it, yeah.  But I felt that the support was there."  
These comments indicate a variation in provision experienced, with one participant feeling that university always kept students informed of the need to keep up to date, whilst the second felt the university "sort of offered the help".  The second comment also highlights the need for self motivation in engaging with the guidance on offer within the university.  It could perhaps also been seen to highlight a need for guidance in this area to be both consistent across all courses, and to be of a level which would encourage student engagement with the concept.  

Clearly, the second quote also illustrates a feeling of regret for not pursuing the help on offer more.  This participant also suggested that one way in which the university could have provided more advice was through the engagement of people employed in the relevant industry.  By involving people employed in the field, students could perhaps see the relevance of CPD to their field, by hearing from people who are practically applying this approach, rather than being "theoretically" informed by university staff.

A further three participants indicated that they felt that the university could have provided more support in certain areas of professional development.  One participant felt the university had not helped her to plan for her future career development at all.

9.1.3 Provision on professional development in the workplace

Eight participants discussed the professional development opportunities offered by their employers; of these, five directly stated that they were happy with the level of provision.  Support is offered in a number of ways: through training provision (both internal and external); by regular reviews (i.e. every six months) with line management regarding work targets, and strengths and weaknesses in skills set; through professional exams; and by personal development plans for career routes.  However, not all participants have experienced structured provision for professional development in their employment.  For example, one participant noted: 
"I have had a bit of a promotion and I have been promised some development . . ."  

Two participants expressed the view that whilst it was the responsibility of the individual to decide on their own professional development, they were supported and encouraged by their employers in this.  One participant commented that:

". . . if I want to do something she will facilitate that, that's exactly right. As a team we are all pretty self motivated and we wouldn’t be in the role if we didn’t know where we wanted to be. So our development is personally led." 

The second stated that 

"Yeah, at (company name) there is an onus on you owning your own personal development without your manager."  

These statements provide evidence that employers want employees who are motivated in their CPD.  The encouragement and development of interest in CPD whilst at university is therefore an employability attribute which the university should continue to encourage.

9.1.4 External Factors Affecting Professional Development

Participants in the telephone interview were questioned about factors which might inhibit their engagement with CPD.  Two participants identified the economic climate as a factor which could have a negative impact on professional development. One participant felt that no-one had money to spend on CPD given the current economic situation.  Another participant commented:
"I think partly because we were just sort of like heading into the economic situation that is happening now, and a lot of the large firms were looking to actually reduce the number of graduates coming into the organisations, really.  So that is a problem within itself really, I suppose."  

This participant also believed that the economy had had an adverse effect on their own career plans, with fewer graduate opportunities resulting in them being unable to find a job.

While the financial cost to an employer is seen as a limiting factor on professional development, personal expense to the individual is identified as another influence, with one participant stating that she had considered further study but that cost was a concern.  The issue of time and motivation was a concern for another respondent who noted that:

"I think it’s just awareness sometimes, and you know, you’re sort of busy in everyday life, and to actually go out and start looking for ‘how can I develop myself professionally’; it’s finding that motivation.  I mean obviously the kudos and money is always a factor as well . . . But it’s just sort of finding the time to pursue it really, and the motivation."  

This links back to earlier comments regarding self-motivation in relation to CPD.  How do the university encourage an interest in this?  Perhaps this is an area for further future research.
10.
Conclusion

This study sought to build an understanding of graduates’ perspectives on their experience at Sheffield Hallam University and how well they felt it had prepared them for the workplace.  Graduates were therefore encouraged to express their opinions on what provision they felt Sheffield Hallam provided them with, and how this had prepared them for the challenges of securing employment and performing to the required standard within this employment.  By questioning alumni, the research also sought to gain insights into whether graduates felt the university experience had helped them prepared with the skills and attributes to continuously progress in their area once in employment.  
It is important to emphasise that this was a small scale study.  It did not seek to make generalisations about graduate views on employability provision at Sheffield Hallam; rather, it sought to provide an indication of how prepared this particular group of graduates felt when seeking employment, and  hoped to gain insights into how satisfied they had felt with provision at Sheffield Hallam.  The views of the graduates who participated in this research increase understanding of employability provision at Sheffield Hallam; whilst the findings cannot be generalised, they do provide insights which can be used to inform an effective university employability strategy and serve to highlight areas of possible further research.

In the research, graduates were asked to identify whether they felt they learnt skills better in an academic or work environment.  This question was asked to ascertain if findings provided evidence to support WBL approaches to pedagogy.  Predominantly graduates felt skills could be learnt equally well in a work or an academic environment.  However, exposure is seen to differ in academic and work experiences, with  a number of graduates indicating that they learnt skills at university and developed them in different ways in work. Two skills were identified as being best learnt in work, namely adaptability/flexibility and managing others.  The findings suggest that graduates are not exposed to these skills sufficiently whilst at university, and indicate that a work environment provides exposure to these skills in a different  way to that which an academic environment can provide. Findings from the survey and telephone interview provided support for WBL approaches to pedagogy in developing these skills. 

The research also questioned alumni on how prepared they felt when looking for employment.  As part of this, graduates were asked to identify which skills and attributes they would have liked more opportunities to develop whilst at university.  Managing others and using new technologies were the skill areas identified by most graduates as those that they would have liked more opportunities in.  The findings indicate that there may be a need to consider what provision is offered in these areas, in order to address graduate confidence in these skills.  However, further study is necessary to understand whether the findings could be generalised to a wider population, or if they are applicable only to the sample involved in this study.

Graduates were questioned about their opportunities to engage in work experience whilst at university.  The findings clearly emphasised the value placed by graduates on WBL opportunities.  Whilst many participants articulated support for placement experiences, value was also seen in engagement with part-time work or volunteering programmes.  References to short-term placement opportunities and potential benefits were also evident.   The findings support the active promotion of WBL experience across the university.  Some graduates who had engaged with part-time work, did not necessarily see the value in the experience if a direct link or association with their subject area was lacking.  There was evidence to suggest alumni did not always recognise the employability skills that they had developed through the work experience unless it related to their chosen profession or sector.  Such findings highlight a need to actively encourage students to recognise the transferable skills they have gained in a non-academic environment.

Graduate accounts pointed to varied levels of information and guidance offered through work placement experiences.  Evidence indicates that as the level of support received appears to have had an impact on how graduates have perceived the placement experience, there is a need for a consistent approach both in terms of information and guidance available about work placements, and with regards to supporting the needs of students whilst they are on placement.  
Finally, the survey questioned graduates on their career and professional development plans.  Findings from the survey revealed high levels of uncertainty regarding career development and progression with almost two-thirds of respondents either lacking a career plan or expressing uncertainty over their plans .  The data from the telephone interviews suggested that graduates may need guidance in the skills needed to adapt their career plans if they are unsuccessful in securing employment in their chosen sector or role.  Further evidence suggests that the lack of a career plan may reflect the early stage of career which many of the alumni surveyed  are in.  Recent graduates may be still fact-finding, trying to identify which career path or specialism they wish to pursue.  In terms of interest in CPD, results are very encouraging with 70% of respondents surveyed expressing an interest in their CPD.  Evidence suggests provision at Sheffield Hallam in CPD has been experienced in varying levels by alumni.  Further, findings indicate that for the alumni interviewed, a motivation in CPD is an employability attribute which employers want in their employees. 

This research has highlighted how prepared alumni have felt in terms of the skills needed to secure and perform in a job.  It has indicated those employability skills for which provision is perceived to be good.  It has also raised awareness of the variation experienced in levels of support and guidance, and the need to ensure consistency in provision.  Evidence has emerged to support the active promotion of WBL approaches in a variety of formats, and in particular to highlight the value graduates place on the opportunity to develop skills in a practical way.  These findings provide insights into how graduates perceive provision at Sheffield Hallam, and what impact this has had on their levels of preparedness.  The research recognises its limitations in terms of its size and scope of the study, but provides useful insights which could be built upon in any future research.  
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