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Students, Knowledge and Employability
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Abstract—Citizens are increasingly are provided with chaiod
customization in public services and this has ntse hecome a key
feature of higher education in terms of policy Hmlits on personal
development planning (PDP) and more generally at gfathe
employability agenda. The goal here is to transfpeople, in this
case graduates, into active, responsible citizerkeve. A key part of
this rhetoric and logic is the inculcation of gratiattributes within
students. However, there has also been a conceémtheé issue of
student lack of engagement and perseverance wathstudies. This
paper sets out to explore some of these conceptiandink graduate
attributes with citizenship as well as the notidnhow identity is
forged through the higher education process. Exesnpke drawn
from a quality enhancement project that is beingrafed within the
context of the Scottish higher education systemis Tig further
framed within the wider context of competing andnftioting
demands on higher education, exacerbated by thientuwvorldwide
economic climate. There are now pressures on stsidendevelop
their employability skills as well as their capgcib engage with
global issues such as behavioural change in thét ligf
environmental concerns. It is argued that thessspres, in effect,
lead to a form of personalization that is concerneith how
graduates develop their sense of identity as sangetthat is
engineered and re-engineered to meet these demands.
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|. INTRODUCTION

HE policy discourse surrounding higher educatiofulks

of terms that invoke the agency of students — tesuth
as 'consumers', 'active learners', 'co-producpestners’, and
the like all allude this connotation. However thdseone
discourse that has tended to dominate much of tgeeh
education policy agenda in recent years and that
personalisation.

Personalization and the personal have rapidly rigernhe
agenda within the pedagogical discourse of higlaeication.
This is perhaps unsurprising a mass higher educatystem
in which questions of questions of diversity, diéiece, and
widening participation have taken centre stageisltalso
arguable that this focus on the personal is arceffe counter
to the notion that mass higher education has browgh it
mass teaching. However, it is also acknowledged tha
notion of personalisation has been imported from thited
States and has also associated with changes imietyvaf
sectors and services to include the notion of costation. In
this regard the users or customers are considared @most
importance in the way that products and services loa
tailored to their requirements.
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This is encapsulated in the notion of “mass custation”
in terms of the same large number of customersgtreiached
in the mass markets of the industrial economy, get
simultaneously being treated individually [1]. Howee, whilst
the rhetoric of customisation is couched in terrhsneeting
individual customer needs there is also an undegliusiness
drive to ensure that this serves to build up dngsndividual
relationship with each customer and, thus, to nsee
customer loyalty and their purchasing power. Thelieption
of this commercial model to the new world of marliet
public services has of meant a similar tailoringsefvices to
meet individual users’ needs.

However, in the world of education there has alserbthe
application of a psychological perspective on peasisation
that equates this with improved learning and mditve The
major pedagogical implication of such an approashthie
adoption of measures designed to encourage stutkeriie
self-learning, self-actualising, and self-initiagin As with
customisation, there is an assumption that a homemes
offering is not sufficient in meeting students’ deeThe goal
is therefore to employ pedagogies that meet theile an

employability,efficiency that is deliverable for a mass higheueation

system. Yet, despite the emphasis on meeting nibeds is
also a major driver behind the move towards pefatin:

the explicit recognition that mass higher educatias led to
increased drop-out rates through some studentsigatio

engage sufficiently with their programmes of studyhe

reasons for this are complex but it is clear tinat drive to
widen participation has been accompanied by cooredipg

retention rates. This in turn has led to a focushenextent to
which students can maintain a sustained effort dwercourse
of their studies; their ability to preserve.

Student persistence in ‘staying the course’ through
graduation cannot easily be pinned down to a nametvof
explanatory factors. There is also the problem efinihg
what we mean by ‘engagement’ and ‘persistenceoday’s
mass higher education context. Influential writetsch as
Ronald Barnett, suggest that the ‘will to learnaikey aspect
of the student experience that needs to be encedragd
nurtured [2]. According to this view higher educatineed to
focus on personal aspects such as authenticitpositsons,
inspiration, passion and spirit. Although, this\@ a new idea
perhaps what Barnett has drawn attention to mae tihers
is how this process is related to an increasingbeutain age.

In this regard his work chimes to some extent wiih
zeitgeist of the times; an age of insecurity ansk,riof
individualism set in relation to appeals to the kesfike
structures and globalisation where these are valueohd of
themselves as an ethic for guiding human actiorgoofstant
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self-reinvention capable of producing greater foedut also
anxiety and depression [3]. This has been exacmthay the
current worldwide economic downturn and the requast
for higher education to be seen to ‘deliver’ innter of
employability in an increasingly insecure econondad
organisational environment. The requirement fodgedes to
be adaptable and entrepreneurial has thereforer rizsen
greater.

However, whilst this age may well be one of undetya
Barnett call upon educators in higher educatiorcdasider
how they can develop curricula and pedagogies ghatide
students with the qualities to persist, adapt dmive in this
environment. Much of his focus is therefore diegctowards
how such qualities or attributes can be developetiia doing
so this connects with related concepts such asompars
development planning (PDP) and graduate attrib(B5%s).
One of the most influential researchers on GAs imo8
Barrie and his work has had a significant impactttanking
about the nature of generic GAs in higher educatiéor,
example, in developing a conceptual framework fbe t
development of GAs he notes a series of factorhidiryg,
under the heading of participatiofigeneric attributes are
learnt by the way students participate and engaiyle ail the
experiences of university lifgf4]. It is clear from this work
that participation and persistence go hand-in-hand, of
course, are in turn
employability. However, the focus on the persorisb aaises
questions for the relationship between students #rel
curriculum and how in particular they relate to Whedge as a
vehicle for developing themselves and their empdifs. It
is to this aspect that | now wish to turn.

Il. GRADUATE ATTRIBUTES

growing focus of the learner and the transformatiomature of
the experience has been a feature of the Scotsthm over
the last decade. This reform know as the ‘Enhanoeme
Themes' approach has led to a range of policy and
institutional initiatives that have attempted to demise the
higher education system in light of the increasadigipation
and widening of access. As the name of this approac
suggests, the focus is on enhancement as a meahargjing
and improving the higher education experience. Thisased
on the view that the student is at the centre efptocess and
that the focus needs to be on learning experieatter than
the traditional focus on pedagoger se This has lead to
series of projects that have shaped the higheratidncagenda
in Scotland in recent years. These include a censibn of
the nature and purpose of the First Year; devetppin
employability, changes to assessment practiceponeling to
students needs, research-teaching linkages, andvan
arching theme ‘Graduates for the *2Tentury’. Taken
together these various themes have gone a conildavay to
shaping institutional practices through for examfdaching
and learning strategies that have impacted uporiedmming
experience for students.

At present, all twenty one Scottish higher educatio
institutions are currently working on the ‘Develogi and
Supporting the Curriculum’ Enhancement Theme which

related to course completiord arattempts to move the agenda from ‘What kind of geaes do

we need?’ to ‘What kind of curricula do we requioeenable
this?” A major focus of this work is the developrer the
curriculum in terms of graduate attributes. Then ais
therefore to address the development of thosetipsathat are
regarded as key to being able to contribute toeabaving
knowledge economy and society that we now live Tihe
ability to adapt to changing circumstances, to wadtoss

The 2009 synthesis report from the Global Univgrsitknowledge boundaries and to become active and edgag
Network for Innovation (GUNI) entitletHigher Education at Ccitizens are therefore crucial outcomes for thiprapch.
a time of Transformation: New Dynamics for SociaF*amples of such work include: inquiry-based leagnas a
Responsibilitydraws attention in its introduction to the many°ute to the development of graduate attributesticak

challenges confronting the higher education setttat stem
from those of wider society: beyond the ‘ivory tower
'market-oriented university' towards one that irtely adds
value to the process of social transformation [Bje report
argues that this creation and distribution of dbcigelevant
knowledge is something that needs to be core ta@dhigities
of universities, thereby strengthening their
responsibility. The report goes on to outline thaegging
tensions that bear upon this question and coakersead a set
of interlinked oppositional themes: reactive vergusactive

thinking skills modules, changes in assessmenttipescthat
involve self and peer assessment, and work-bassdite).
The eventual aim is to consider a more holistic aniied
approach to the development of GAs as a definipgetsof
student identity.

However, this approach to higher education refosnmat

socialvithout a number of challenges and tensions witipeet to

how students consider their identities as beingstiigect of a
process of engineering and re-engineering with eetspo
graduate attributes. This is, of course, not unigu8cotland,

institutions with respect to knowledge paradigmse t but the strong focus on graduate attributes arguabbws the
knowledge economy versus the knowledge societiﬁsue into greater relief. Take the increased ditieof student
universities for the public good or private goodnda population resulting from thg widening of partidiipa. How
knowledge relevance versus competitively-drivenvidedge. Can we ensure that this diverse population acquinese
However, the stress on social transformation is alse that 9raduate attributes that we say are crucial topiimpose of
equates to personal transformation in terms of tH¥gher education? And how do the varying persocaltural
development of GAs. In effect, higher educatiowiaved as @nd economic circumstances of students impact upen
a means towards creating a particular kind of itent development of these attributes? How do studergstiity
This move away from the almost exclusive focus ihér with their place in higher education steidentsrather than as,
education as involving the transmission of knowkedg a for €xample, consumers who expect a customisedcserv
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What these question raise is the attribution ofdgede
attributes themselves. Are these attributes somgtttiat is
part of a justificatory rhetoric within higher ediion or are
they a genuine means to shaping particular kindgeo$onal
identity? And if the latter is the case a furthelestion arises
as to how students themselves regard this ovenisfam
‘engineering the personal’ and the notion that tekguld be
engaged in a continual process of re-engineerintight of
current economic and even perhaps ideological tiondr? In
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vocationally driven. These are issues which canoimec
dissolved in the instantiation of PDP in terms lo¢ overall
focus on the need to get such a policy translatésl action,
and especially via the increasing reliance on airfearning
environments. Learning in this context can beconpeozess
of managing information (including personal infotioa)

rather than discovery, insight and growth. Thus@se have
suggested this has enabled a managerial modebwofitg to
be surreptitiously substituted for the dialogic aodtical

other words, the view that students themselves |dhoumodel which characterises the ideal of learninghigher

internalize a view of personal and individual rassbility
with regards to issues of employability and citizieip is one
that is profoundly ideological in terms of attritart for
actions and accountability. This is all the mooaita when
considering the discourses that surround
consequences and solutions of the current econ@oéssion.

I1l.  THE PROBLEM OFPERSONALISATION

Whilst the discourse of personalisation aims tooenage
participation and empowerment, it also normalizes view
that individual agency is paramount in terms ofspaal
reflection, planning and decision-making. This ttéms not
been without its critics who highlighted this treasl an aspect
a neoliberal focus on adaptability to ‘the market’a means of
social control [6].

The increasing bureaucratisation of the learning@ss as a
codified product is paradoxical when set aside wags in
which students are encouraged to engage with teiicula
in a constructivist and personalised manner. Rtii§ further
paradoxical that despite the shift towards mordi@patory
co-constructed curricula, students are nonethelessuraged
to engage in a ‘guided’ customisation of their héag through
an assumed reflexive development of GAs. Thisggiteated
in terms of the notion of flexibility associated tiwi a
globalised knowledge economy. Documenting the @E®de
acquiring these attributes has therefore beconkedirio that
of personal development planning (PDP).

The ideological effects of this person-centeredcalisse
concerning PDP is therefore of interest in its onght. As
previously noted, whilst on the face of it this atiarse may
seem personally liberating there are a number ablpmatic
issues that follow on from this inward focus on suoeral
reflection. Such reflection is often touted as add thing’ in
terms of being reflexively related to the learnprgpcess and
thereby strengthening engagement and retentios. i$haken
as developing independence in students so that taey

the causesiversally accepted

education [7].

These problematic issues were drawn out an artexlla
interviews conducted with staff and students in Huzial
sciences [8]. It became clear that whilst PDP isost
inprinciple, the perceptions of
implementation raise some problemataractical issues.
Perhaps this is not to be entirely unexpected gihemn PDP
has to function as a public institutional qualityhencement
measure related to such themes as employabiliigenship
and the development of GAs, and yet also as sontgthat is
private and personal to the student and withincloatrol. It is
precisely this tension between the public and peiespects of
PDP that is problematic. A discourse focused orsqsl
development is something that is almost universatiyeed
upon as beneficial in principle, particularly inres of
enhancing employability. However, it is when peopteme
specify what this means in practical -curricular and
pedagogical terms that problems arise. In othedsahere is
an abstract notion that PD&an lead to improved student
engagement, and participation but this is offsehbw it is to
be managed in actual practice. There seems to teesion
between personal development leading to commitment,
engagement and personal growth, and the natiorgretive
that requires knowledge linked to economic weattaton. It
is easy to overplay this apparent divide and they mot
independent of each other. Educators and studeatbath
well aware of the inter-twined nature of these atpeof
higher education but it is the configuration of P@PB an
instrumental process that seems to be most problema

It is also the case that with the concept of GAs,gurpose
and meaning of higher education qualifications mo#ends to
that of individual behaviour. An individual's persd and
social patterns of behaviour have become normalaegart
of his or her portfolio of GAs related to ‘employity skills’.
As noted earlier, this new vocationalist emphasis been
conceptualized as part of a neoliberal discoursghiith ‘the

become more autonomous learers and career plann&iérket’ has come to dictate how we view the ‘ousputf

However, there is an inherent voluntarism in thipraach
such that wider politico-economic matters that ioipapon
the individual's experience of the learning processe
dissolved into a personalised world that is morantmot
instrumental in focus.

This tension between the “top-down versus bottorhalgo
leads to a range of problematic issues for edusatord
students alike. These are often political issuexemed with
matters such as (i) national, institutional or d&apantal PDP
policies; (ii) access to PDP records; and (iii) deraic or

higher education. This new rhetoric representsraldmental
change in how higher education is legitimated; ionehich it
is less in terms of subject specific qualificasoand more
towards the possession of attributes that equipluzt@s to
respond to the changing nature of the labour matkethis
sense the personal is made public and in effedfiesdlesired
individual behaviour resulting from the educatiopadcess.
Thus, at one and the same time it can appear ticit &
focus on the individual represents ‘empowermentilstialso
normalizing the notion that it is student that riegs to
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measure up to GAs in order to acquire the humaritatap

necessary to meet the demands of a rapidly changarty,
and with particular reference to ‘the market'. Givbat this is
now a world of rapid change and uncertainly theaséh
attributes are related to self-competencies thablenstrategic
‘coping mechanisms’ for gaining employment, keepihg
constant re-skilling, and the use of entreprenéwidls to
create new employment. Success is consideredrirstef the
graduate who is autonomous, self-organizing, selfirated,
self-controlled and able to generate their own ofyities.

It is against this backdrop that PDP has becommadbzed

In this regard it is worth pointing out that thearfring of
teacher-learner relationships and associated rigats
responsibilities is a key aspect in relation torhéey activity
[11]. This, in effect, means the creation of ‘deliate
relationships’ with students where the nature ghts and
responsibilities change over time and through whigy can
claim greater power. Key features of this are drpig to
students how and why their learning activities hdeen
designed, and indeed including them within the trosion
of the curriculum.

This approach chimes with that of John Mezirow who

and bound up with GAs through their assessment amadgues that transformational learning can occuoutin a

codification. This arguably rationalist procesp&haps more
than not about the legitimation of PDP and GAs aseans of
showing their direct linkage
personalisation and customisation, although drivsn the
notion of market forces within higher educatiomsuhe risk
of objectifying students in a particular way rathdran
engaging with them.

Is it possible to view personalisation another wane that
has the potential to deliver students who find rtretudies
challenging, even difficult, but who nonethelessspeere and
develop themselves?

IV. THE PROMISE OFPERSONALISATION

Universities are part-and-parcel of the very faloicthe
social and political and economic dimensions thetps our
world. They do not stand outside of that world, dnerefore
the idea that higher education should be concewitd the
development of values is in accordance with suchew. If
the case for a focus on employability relies on nlodon of
adaptation to a global knowledge economy and todo@
light of current economic conditions, then it calsoabe

argued that an equal case can be made for deferntag

process involving a "disorientating dilemma" folledv by
critical reflection and new interpretations of esipace [12].

to employability. Thus In applying this to personalisation in higher edigrathe aim

should be to encourage students to engage in csfraating
the curriculum in such a way that learners becama,sense,
educational developers and in so doing challengenselves
and explore new possibilities. It is apparent thaiversities
are changing the way learning takes place suchuriestare
giving way, to some extent, to methods of discowshjch
yield transformational learning but it is still yemuch the
case that the curriculum is considered as an dtgeptoduct.

This alternate view of personalisation offers thenpise of
avoiding the sometimes contrived approaches takénRDP
that attempts to codify the development of GAstdad, it is
based on a more genuinely reflective means of helpi
students to engage with their studies and ultingait@ipact
upon their engagement and sense of transformaliothis
regard it is clear that this does not equate pedsation with
to customisation or with a sense of an engineeatentity that
lacks engagement and authenticity.

V.CONCLUSION

inclusion of the values that encourage a more ¢loba The emergence of a discourse of personalizatiooutir

perspective in the curriculum.

It is also the case that GAs are often associatéul thve
notion of creativity and transformation. In thisspect it is
worth noting Friere's?edagogy of the Oppresseéd,which he
draws attention to two diametrically opposed posti on
education: (i) as an instrument that is used tdlifaie the
integration into the logic of the present system(jiip a means
by people can critically and creatively deal widality, and to
participate in the transformation of their worl@] [

It can be argued that a vision of universitiesnat only
contributing to the sharing of values but also bé&gng of
them is a desirable goal related to the notion A§ @GLO]. It is
also the case that there are challenges withinehigbucation
in terms of the contradictions inherent in incragsi
specialisation but also at the same time crosggiiisary
learning and research. This raises the issue dbta-global
dimension to graduate attributes and how we baguhetelop
this so as to encourage students form the outsebnsider
themselves and their relationship to their studieghin a
much broader context that lifts the relationshipiween
knowledge and employability to a higher and brodeteel.

PDP related GAs has intensified in the world of hieig
education in recent years. On the face of it, thasy at first
appear as a welcome development in terms of student
engagement and the focus on employability. This has
particular resonance in light of the effects of tberrent
economic recession and the legitimation of highdwcation
as being able to able to deliver the sorts of peagho are
‘adaptable’, ‘motivated’ and ‘entrepreneurial’ irerins of
being able to persevere and thrive in these diffitmes. |If,
after all, the focus of the educational processstadent-
centred’ or ‘personalized’ then, it is argued, thifl lead to a
greater level of motivation, commitment and selfaagness.
This, in turn, is related to a wider curricular goeldagogical
framework such as the development of the studemttiiies in
terms of GAs.

However, this has created something of a confliciet of
demands on the role of personalisation in highecation and
its status as a means to an end in engineeringerstud
identities. The focus of higher education has sHifaway
from knowledge acquisition towards one of personal
transformation as a means to wider economic andalsoc
transformation. The extent to which students engeitfe this
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process is open to question given that a focus emsopal
attributes as a publicly accountable matter throBP and
GAs is one that arguably robs the individual ofemse of
these attributes as an aspect of subjectivity aribeaticity.
This is something of a paradoxical aspect to pexisation as
developing feature of higher education in whichniity has
become something of an engineered commodity.

This is set within a rhetoric of theeed for such an
engineered identity so that graduates can change ran
engineer themselves to meet the demands of a yapidl
changing knowledge economy and society. There tike li
doubt that this rhetoric has gained considerablehase in
light of the current economic situation. Howevéisiarguable
that the rhetoric of personalisation has also coratewith the
notion of an industrialised mode of higher educatichich is
expected to deliver mass customisation in termsneéting
individual students’ needs. The current economimate has
called into question the extent to which this idiaeable
within an ever-tightening envelope of resourcese $hlution
for some has been to adopt an ever greater reliameeself-
service mentality through the adoption of GAs arndPP
However, as this paper has attempted to argue tisere
potential educational benefit in focusing on GAsténms of
engaging students with knowledge and the curriculand
ultimately in improving their employability.
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