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UNIVERSITY OF ULSTER  Paper No LTC/16/12 
 
LEARNING AND TEACHING COMMITTEE Agenda Item 7 
20 June 2016 
 
REPORT FROM THE SUB-COMMITTEE ON EMPLOYABILITY (18.05.16) 

 
1. CHAIR’S COMMUNICATIONS  
 

(i) AGCAS/Gradireland Employability Award 
 

Ulster University’s Employability and Marketing Department have been 
awarded the AGCAS/Gradireland Employability Award at the tenth 
Gradireland Graduate Recruitment Awards. Conducted in partnership with the 
Association of Higher Education Careers Services (AHECS) and the Higher 
Education Authority (HEA), the awards celebrate achievement and innovation 
in the graduate recruitment arena.  Ulster University’s award submission was 
based on the team’s work on ‘Learning Gain’ and the associated development 
of the ‘student employability journey’ – an online questionnaire and a 
staff/student employability portal, which provide our students with proactive 
and personalised careers support. 

 
(ii) Northern Ireland Graduate Recruitment Fair (NIGRF) 

 
Northern Ireland Graduate Recruitment Fair (NIGRF), hosted by Ulster 
University this year takes place on 7th June 2016, 11am - 3pm in Assembly 
Hall, Jordanstown Campus.  The event is open to Graduates from Ulster 
University, Queen's University Belfast and other institutions throughout the UK 
and the Republic of Ireland; graduates can access a wide range of graduate 
jobs and training opportunities.  The Fair will also include “Boot camps” which 
are designed to assist recent graduates get graduate level employability.  To 
facilitate Coleraine and Magee campuses, transportation has been arranged 
to collect students at 6 pick-up points around the north-west.  Students and 
graduate recruiters can find further information and register online at 
www.nigradfair.org 
 

(iii) A consultation has opened on the strategic review of DLHE. The Director of 
Employability and Marketing will write to each faculty inviting nominations from 
Deans as to faculty representatives.  The task group will respond to the HESA 
survey on behalf of the University by mid-June ahead of consultation deadline 
in July. 

 
(iv) Chair reported membership of the “Working Group on Higher Level Skills and 

Apprenticeships” which will address Higher Level Apprenticeship (HLA) 
provision in England and evaluate proposals for a DfE model.  The Working 
Group will also consider Ulster University’s current and future HLA provision.  
It is anticipated that increased employer engagement and interest in 
collaborative working indicates greater opportunities for Ulster University 
student employability.   
 

  

http://www.nigradfair.org/
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2. SUB-COMMITTEE KEY ACTIVITY WORKING GROUPS 
 

(i) Student Employability Skills  
 

A Paper reviewing and recommending further actions in support of PDP was 
presented.  On 28 April Dr Rob Ward (Centre for Recording Achievement) 
facilitated a workshop which was attended by Faculty Learning and Teaching 
co-ordinators [or their representative], representatives from Employability and 
Marketing and the Students’ Union.  The resulting report outlines 9 
recommendations which include making greater use of studies advice 
sessions as a method of recording and encouraging student development.   
 
Also recommended was using the HEAR as a single end point to record 
student development. However, a review of the processes and systems that 
feed into the HEAR needs to be undertaken and appropriate resource 
allocated to support increased usage.  The Working Group finds that the HEAR 
is under-utilised as seen in 39% student engagement; employer awareness of 
HEAR is low as indicated by uptake of the “ticket” shared by students.  
 
The lack of clarity around PDP as a process and employability as an outcome 
at both institutional and student level was highlighted and it was noted that 
staff and students could benefit from targeted interventions in this.  The 
potential for linking to the Gradintel system as a point for immediate and up to 
date information beneficial to studies advice activity was noted.   
 
It is recommended by the Sub-Committee that the University notes a low 
percentage of resource available to develop and implement the full 
functionality of existing technology which could support studies advice 
incorporating PDP / employability. 
 
The Employability Conference organised by Employability and Marketing and 
held on 4 May at Jordanstown campus was attended by 151 delegates.  The 
keynote addresses were given by Peter Chatterton (author Jisc report 
‘Technology for Employability), Joanne Ives (Deputy Director of the Graduate 
Development Centre, Liverpool John Moores University), and Ivan Hutchins 
(Head of Global Mobility University of Essex).  The conference addressed the 
question of how Higher Education can respond to challenges and 
opportunities, in developing and supporting student employability in the 
present changing and evolving climate.  The Conference showcased 
Connected curriculum and technologies, Outward Mobility, and Learning Gain.  
Papers and presentations from the 2016 Conference will be available on the 
Staff Employability portal.  Attendees have recommended increased employer 
involvement as participants and presenters at the next Employability 
Conference.  
 

(ii) Work Experience 
 
Interim results from the Work-Based Learning (WBL) survey sent to Deans 
and Learning and Teaching Co-ordinators during April 2016 were presented.  
It was reported that compulsory 1-year placement is adopted by 14% of 
respondents.  42% of respondents indicate experiential WBL as meeting the 
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requirement of the Guiding Principles previously recommended; no issues 
have been highlighted by respondents.  It is anticipated however that future 
responses will highlight the impact of delivering pilot initiatives or scheduling 
planned activity.  It is understood that further evaluation of outcomes of WBL 
Assessment from modules introduced would benefit from collaboration with 
the WG on Employability Monitoring.  In addition, the University’s regulatory 
procedures which include CA3 and advice available from Academic Office will 
support quality standards. 
 
The eighth successful Ulster University Placement Employer of the Year 
Awards Ceremony took place at the Jordanstown campus on 5 May.  The 
event management company (CW Events Management) created video 
recordings of each of the18 finalists for use at the ceremony, on the Study at 
Ulster YouTube Channel and/or the Staff Portal for employability, ensuring 
they are available for teaching and learning activity.  These videos document 
Ulster student impact with placement employers; faculties are encouraged to 
make best use of the promotional opportunity arising from pictures and videos 
created as part of the competition. 
 

(iii) Employability Monitoring 
 

As part of the student Employability Journey launched at the beginning of the 
current academic year, all undergraduate and taught postgraduate students 
completed a short self-assessment questionnaire to identify their location on 
their student employability journey.   It is reported that 81% of all full time 
undergraduate students identify themselves at the ‘explore’ or ‘plan’ stage and 
4% of students report that they are pursuing their course out of personal 
interest.  The value of such information to course teams is acknowledged; 
further guidance will be provided to help course teams interpret and act on 
results of the student Employability Journey.   
 
A holistic picture and identification of student employability trends could be 
found only in annual results rather than considering a single year response in 
isolation.  Results from the student Employability Journey questionnaire 
should be discussed alongside Partnership Agreements at the beginning and 
during each academic year.  It is expected that appropriate datasets of results 
could contribute to revalidation exercises also.  Datasets and guidance will be 
made available for reference via the Staff Employability portal, this will be 
included within a range of resources and indicators to assist course teams 
tracking student engagement with employability.   
 
Ulster University has membership of the HEFCE funded project to ‘Investigate 
the potential of Careers Registration to measure Learning Gain’.  Research 
areas that will be taken forward in this include investigation on whether the 
student Employability Journey provides a viable method for obtaining data to 
evidence learning gain related to work readiness.   

 
(iv) Employers and Entrepreneurship  

 
The Working Group has scheduled events that bring together employers in 
engagement events on-campus and which will be facilitated using e-
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participation methodology.  The next event will take place on 22 June in 
Loughview Suite, faculty representatives from the Sub-Committee are 
requested to nominate employers to participate in the activity which will gain 
feedback on how Ulster can support and engage with business. 

 
(v) Outward Mobility 

 
This new Key Activity Working Group has been created; at the first meeting 
the remit and work schedule was agreed.  Through Employability and 
Marketing activities a number of paid placements in USA have been sourced 
for Ulster University students; in collaboration with the Irish International 
Immigrant Center (IIIC) in Boston.  During a visit to Boston representatives 
attended breakfast meetings, met with Ulster Alumni and visited potential 
employer partners.  It is reported that innovative practice at Ulster is attractive 
to employers overseas as a new model for recruitment and support for 
business growth.  Thanks was recorded to Karen Delgado for building 
relationship with Invest NI both in USA and locally. 
 

3. STRATEGIC EMPLOYABILITY INITIATIVE (LIFE AND HEALTH SCIENCES) 

A pilot investigation within the Faculty of Life and Health Sciences (Appendix I) 
addressed DLHE statistics and made recommendations with regard to the use of 
resource to meet and exceed targets for graduate level employability.  It was reported 
that with the support of Employability and Marketing, course teams have a framework 
to deliver employability across a breadth of programmes, both professionally 
accredited and other popular programmes with lower level employability outcomes.  
It has been highlighted that three of the programmes can be compared with QUB 
provision of the same/closely similar title. When the Unistats broad range of 
measures is reviewed, Ulster performs at an equivalent level, or exceeds that of QUB, 
in all except graduate level employment, where in all cases QUB exceeds Ulster.   

Sub-Committee members considered the student experience as a potential key for 
increasing an Ulster student’s “social capital” in some programmes of study, it was 
noted too that this provision should differentiate the student experience at University 
compared to future Higher Level Apprenticeships.   

There is an impression that students don’t seek opportunities outside their subject 
area while employers often seek students from any discipline.  Students in some 
cases haven’t researched and aren’t aware of options post-graduation.  A further 
conclusion is to improve employer engagement via group and employer events 
throughout the year. 

 
4. ULSTER EMPLOYABILITY FRAMEWORK 

A presentation on Employability which had been developed and delivered in 
partnership with Professor Ruth Fee, Head of School of Criminology, Politics and 
Social Policy was circulated to the membership.  The presentation outlined 
frameworks which addressed Pre-entry, Student Experience at Ulster and Post-
graduation support.  This presentation addressed the issue of developing a definition 
of employability for staff and an accessible framework which could be applied to a 
whole School.  The approach also showcases how to incorporate Studies Advice that 
supports employability to each year group. 
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Pilot-Review of DLHE Stats APPENDIX 1 
 
At the October 2015 meeting of the University L&T committee I reported ‘that the Sub 
Committee was taking an increasingly strategic focus and would prioritise support for 
those courses which were not meeting the University’s institutional and subject targets 
for graduate employment’.  
 
This is required in order for us to meet and exceed our targets for graduate level 
employability as recorded in the following minute: ‘The Committee noted that the 
Performance Indicator for employability set for the University was 93.9% with 92.5% 
achieved. The University needed to meet or exceed that benchmark. It was noted that 
71% of all leavers were in graduate-level jobs, which was a rise from 67% previously, 
but that the proportion for full-time graduates was below its benchmark’. 
 
In order to focus support/resource where it is most needed colleagues within E&M now 
generate a 3 year rolling picture of every FT UG programme at Ulster and their 
graduate level employability rates compared with the UK average for that subject area. 
Included is also the numbers of students in graduate level employment per programme 
as per the DLHE survey. This data has been shared amongst all faculties and 
members of the SCE.  
 
Recommendation: It is possible to quickly identify those programmes at Ulster with a 
combination of high student FTE load and low Graduate level employability. By 
focusing Employability and Faculty resources upon these programmes it may be 
possible to improve overall institutional DLHE statistics. This will directly impact upon 
our students and institutional league table performance. 
 
Initial Investigation 
My own Faculty of Life and Health Sciences was selected for the pilot. It has many 
courses, particularly those aligned with professional bodies, which perform strongly in 
DLHE survey. There are however some programmes that whilst popular with students 
have low graduate level employability stats. I selected 4 of these for the pilot: BSc 
Hons Psychology (3834) BSc Hons Social Psychology (1689), BSc Hons Geography 
(3923) and BSc Hons Biology (3842). Subsequently I met with the HoS and course 
director(s) to discuss the DLHE in the context of the Faculty Employability Framework. 
 
General Observations 
All of the programmes reviewed have a full year placement as an option. Given the 
introduction of compulsory work experience we will see if this, as expected, will 
improve the respective DLHE stats. It is noteworthy that 3 of the programmes can be 
directly compared with QUB provision of the same/closely similar title. When the 
Unistats broad range of measures is reviewed, Ulster performs at an equivalent level, 
or exceeds that of QUB, in all except graduate level employability, where in all cases 
QUB exceed Ulster.  
 
Recommendation: Analysis is required to understand the implications of these 
observations and should consider data on student cohort including entrance tariff and 
socioeconomic background and the DLHE job responses given by students on these 
programmes.  
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The issue of social capital of students directly impacting on employability was 
described at the E&M/CHERP lecture delivered by Professor Julia Clarke (Dean 
Manchester Metropolitan Business School).  
 
Recommendation: Analysis of socioeconomic background of student cohorts, 
combined with data from the newly introduced student employability journey questions 
should generate data to allow course teams to address this issue. 
 
Review findings and notes 
 

1. BSc Hons Biology 

 

 Looking at a 3-year period DLHE stats for BSc Hons Biology have dipped 

below the UK average in the past two sample points. Currently it sits at 

22% compared with 55% UK average. 

 Full year placement is optional. 

 The Biology team have developed an innovative second year module in 

Professional Practice that involves employer engagement and 

employability skills. 

 The team have also introduced a ‘reflective employability’ assessment 

to further engage students in considering employability and employment. 

 The need to preserve the 3-year degree option as an increasingly 

popular recruitment tool places particular emphasis on the need to 

embed employability through the course design. 

 Need students to also actively engage in considering employability and 

the above events coupled with the compulsory employability journey 

questions at enrolment need to be assessed as to the impact they are 

having. 

 Again the issue of social capital of students came up and we need to use 

available data to understand our student cohort interests, commitments 

and background in order to improve employability engagement. 

 There are a number of excellent resources identified by the team to 

support employability produced by Royal Society of Biology. Need 

support on how to best provide students with the resource and to ensure 

engagement.  

 
Action: The team would like to engage students at an earlier level and are 
planning to introduce a 1st year employability event – possibly in conjunction 
with Environmental Science students – to highlight different career routes, 
including non-subject specific careers but which utilise the skills developed as 
biologists. This is an area that could benefit from E&M resources and help. 
 

2. BSc Hons Psychology/ Social Psychology 

 

 Psychology popular course – large student cohort – impact on regional 

opportunities 

 Professionally accredited programme – and has a staff student ratio 

requirements 
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 Curriculum is regulated to extent by BPS 

 Social psychology and psychology taught together, so should consider the 

programmes together in this analysis. 

 Only approx. 10-20% will gain job as professional psychologist – needs 

postgrad qualification 

 Psychology at CE has increased DLHE stats for last 3 years- seeing 

increase in placement to about 60% - differentiation from QUB which doesn’t 

offer it yet their DLHE stats are better– how many QUB numbers? Action: 

Further analysis needed 

 Erasmus links being further developed – what about USA?  

 Have 2 PhDs looking at educational aspects of psychology students – 

success etc widening access background etc – what is their social capital in 

comparison to other areas? 

 
Action: The course team agree to set up employer liaison group – wide remit 
to include research and teaching 
Action: Support from E&M on what can be done to show employers, outside 
of existing contacts, of the skills that psychology graduates bring? 
 

3. BSc Hons Geography 

 

 The main area of concern is the low level of graduate level employability for 

students on the straight 3 yr BSc Hons course in Geography compared to the 

national subject average.  

 This is a trend that has been consistent for many years and certainly in the last 

decade.  

 School analyses of primary and secondary student sources would suggest this 

problem is a combination of a number of factors including an unwillingness of 

graduates to travel away from home and outside of Northern Ireland to find a 

job, a lack of knowledge and decision on a specific career path and probably 

most importantly many decide to enter the teaching profession late on in final 

year or even after graduating. Such students then end up taking a year after 

graduation to apply for a d fund a PGCE course. 

 
The course team are very proactive in their engagement with students and 
colleagues in Employability in order to address these issues including  
 

 Additional careers advice sessions (in partnership with CDC) specifically for 

final year Geography students in semester 1. 

 Restructuring of the UG programmes to include an employability and 

professional skills module in first semester of final year as a follow-on from the 

compulsory employability module in second year.  

 The team are strongly promoting the DPP and DIAS 4 year options to the 3 

year straight honours students as the prospects are significantly improved for 

students taking these courses. Since 2012 the percentage of students taking 

the 4 year programmes has increased from 10% to over 40%. 
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 We have introduced a careers and jobs blog for all students advertising new 

job and postgrad opportunities locally and nationally and an SMS service where 

students are texted every time a relevant job is advertised. 

 We have a strong emphasis on providing students with key employable skills 

such as GIS which is now fully embedded into all years of the UG programmes. 

 Consideration is being given to putting on a new masters course in Geography 
however this will only be possible when staff resource is available given recent 
changes in the school. 

 
Conclusions & future direction from review process 
 

i) It is possible to quickly identify those programmes with DLHE statistics 

that are furthest from the set targets and therefore to target resources 

effectively to assist those teams deliver metric improvements. 

ii) Improved employer engagement from both a subject area perspective 

and institutionally is needed to further enhance graduate level 

employability performance. This needs to be at a regional, national and 

international level where possible to improve the scope and scale of 

opportunities for students. 

iii) Student awareness of the ‘portability’ of their subject-related skill set and 

their own mobility needs to be heightened to impact upon graduate level 

employability in all of these programmes. 

iv) The development of graduate-level employability skills and awareness 

needs to be embedded throughout all years of an UG programme. 

Indeed, it needs to be core to our engagement with students BEFORE 

they come to Ulster. 

v) A coordinated-institutional wide approach is required to consider the 

range of data available on student cohort and programme performance 

in order to develop evidence based interventions to improve DLHE stats 

so that we can improve individual programme and institutional 

performance. 

vi) Courses need to map their provision to job specification essential criteria 

for the career pathways that they intend/claim to target for their students. 

This may require having integrated post-graduate study options to 

enable students to apply for graduate level jobs alongside approval from 

accrediting professional bodies.  

vii) Students on courses need to have clearly identifiable career pathways 

from the first year of their undergraduate degree programmes in order 

that they can have insight into how to fully prepare and upskill 

themselves to enter graduate employment in that chosen career 

pathway.  

 
 


