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This report and the work it presents were funded by the English Subject Centre under a scheme which funds projects run by departments in Higher Education institutions (HEIs) in the UK. Some projects are run in collaboration between departments in different HEIs.  Projects run under the scheme are concerned with developments in the teaching and learning of English Language, Literature and Creative Writing.  They may involve the production of teaching materials, the piloting and evaluation of new methods or materials or the production of research into teaching and learning.  Project outcomes are expected to be of benefit to the subject community as well as having a positive influence on teaching and learning in the host department(s).   For this reason, project results are disseminated widely in print, electronic form and via events, or a combination of these.
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Context

It is evident from first destination statistics (Destination of Leavers from Higher Education, DLHE HESA*) that, in general, graduates of Humanities struggle to get a good graduate level job or indeed employment within 6 months of graduation.

This project focussed on students studying English and Creative Writing in their second year of a degree program.  Previous destination statistics reflected typical outcomes for example 87% of 2007 graduates from this course were either unemployed or underemployed 6 months after graduation and this hadn’t changed from previous years.

Student background characteristics tended to be mature returners to education, lone parents, low income typically Widening Access and Participation indicators.  Careers education development and activity was limited to PDP development and personal tutor sessions focussing on course progress that had to happen because they are an assessed module of the degree program.  Careers Service input was one intervention as a final year two hour session covering job search, cv writing, application form completion and the option of attending a general PGCE workshop open to all finalists.   Employability and career management skills development didn’t happen to any extent.

Attitudes and assumptions towards reasons why graduates from Humanities subjects struggle to access good quality opportunities remained firmly in place and were/are typically:

· Traditionally Humanities graduates take longer to get a good job, they get there in the end.

· They are not vocational courses directly linked to a particular industry.

· Mostly mature returners to education therefore tend to concentrate on the course and don’t have time to do anything else

· Quote from a tutor “how can you put employability into an English degree?”

· Students do the course for the love of the subject.

· Finding a job is something done at the end of year 3

*Higher Education Statistics Agency

The project was developed to test those attitudes and assumptions, to examine if it really was the case that Humanities students didn’t have the time to develop employability skills for example and to establish if it does have an impact on 1st destination statistics in some way but more importantly by working with 2nd year students would it develop a sense of recognition that planning next step choices at this stage might actually have benefits in accessing good quality employment.

The Project

The pilot project was a three way partnership with the course tutor, the careers service and the Centre for Entrepreneurial Learning at Glyndwr University.  The PDP self directed study module was identified as the best option for delivery, it is a 20 credit module.

Over the second semester there were 11 weeks of once a week 2hour taught workshops, one to one mentoring, coaching and careers guidance sessions and assessments were planned.  A total of 15 students undertook the module and they were given the following module brief:

This module will deliver a program of employability development activity encompassing themes of Self Reflection, Creative Problem Solving, Researching ‘Markets’ , Pitching and Selling, Team Work and Management.  A reflective log of all activity will be kept to record all aspects of skill development which will lead to developing a product or service using academic skills learnt from the course – Theory into practice.

A Dragons Den competition at the end of the module will present students with the opportunity to showcase their work a panel of local Business Leaders.

The objective of the project was to help students beginning to identify and develop skills required by employers in the graduate labour market including:

· Commercial Awareness

· Customer service/focus

· Project Management

· Creative Problem Solving

· Networking

· Communication and Presentation skills

· Marketing and product promotion

This list was not exclusive

External speakers, experts in their fields, were invited to deliver lectures including Pitching and Networking, Creative Business Skills for Creative Writers, The Marketing Mix and Project Management skills.

Student ideas for their product or service included:

· A design for a pair of shoes that convert from flats to high heels at the switch of a button. 

· An online, interactive press office for local government.

· A gardening scheme for primary schools.

· A series of moral stories for pre-teens delivered with the aim of delivering messages about bullying or criminal behaviour in a non-patronising way that is interesting to its audience. 

· A design for a school blouse for developing teenage girls – accommodating shape in a way that makes teenage girls feel more comfortable about their changing bodies.  

· Consultancy services for targeted web content and copywriting.

Outcomes and feedback from students 

Some of the students are taking their ideas further to explore the next stage – i.e. looking at patenting and manufacturing their ideas.   Another student has started her own business in PR Consultancy

The feedback from the group was excellent, most students felt that they had been given the space to consider their creative skills within a commercial environment and learnt something about their own flexibility in terms of different style of creative development, marketing, written presentation and business acumen. A further sign of their engagement was that they voluntarily came and presented their ideas in a Dragon’s Den style scenario – this was not part of their assessment but several of the students welcomed the opportunity for verbal presentation of their ideas in addition to the creative writing aspect.  

Students found the one to one mentoring sessions particularly valuable as it gave them the opportunity to discuss their own situation, plans and career ideas on an ongoing basis- a number of them set goals to be achieved at the end of the module.

Retention and attendance at lectures was way above average compared to the same module delivered in the previous year and in comparable modules in similar academic subjects. 

All students completed a log of their experiences in developing their ideas, their research, meetings, group work and final presentation which was assessed.  It was decided that students did not have to pitch their ideas to the Dragons Den panel as part of their assessment therefore out of the 15 students who undertook the module 8 did present their ideas to the panel.   

Feedback from the module tutor: 

I thoroughly enjoyed the project. It allowed me to bring some more of my own commercial experience into the module and the variety of guest speakers and associated activities offered a refreshing range of approaches to the students’ learning. I felt that I was offering the students a most useful opportunity to gain some entrepreneurial skills and some real-life experience. Two of the students have already gained work in their fields of interest and I’m sure that part of the reason for this is their taking part in the HEA project from which point they began to take a realistic approach to their creative, commercial potential.

Careers service feedback

This project gave the careers service the opportunity to work with a Humanities subject in a very innovative way and demonstrated that employability skills development can be embedded into academic subject areas.

It also enabled closer working a sharing best practice with the Centre for Entrepreneurial Learning in developing and delivering employability activity.

Students now have an understanding of the importance for planning their next steps and are more knowledgeable about the opportunities available to them at the end of their course and more importantly how to apply themselves to their full potential.  

Karen Lennox

Head of Careers

k.lennox@glyndwr.ac.uk
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