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Title 
Are Graduates fit for Practice and is it  the role of the  HEI to get them ‘work ready’
An evaluation of the student perspectives on the employability skills acquired from volunteer placements undertaken alongside their university studies, and the role the University plays in facilitating the development of those employability skills.
Introduction and rationale
There has been much written about the role of universities and its obligations to students, whilst maintaining the credibility of higher education status which includes a commitment to innovation in teaching and learning alongside research excellence.  The Robbins report (1963 p150) stated that one purpose of higher education was to: 
“provide varied education of high quality, both to satisfy national needs, so far as these can be estimated, and to fit young people to take their place in an increasingly complex social and economic structure” 
However it countered that statement with a view that vocational focused education should remain at a training college level rather than at university level. In the intervening years there has been change in how the role of universities is viewed and by the 1990s as outlined in the Dearing report (1997), higher education institutions should make sure that learning should be responsive to employment needs and include the development of general skills that were widely valued in employment. This was further endorsed by the Department of Business and Innovation and Skills (BIS) who stated  that Universities were  the most important mechanism for “generating and preserving, disseminating, and transforming knowledge into wider social and economic benefits.” (Higher Ambitions 2009 p7).The report identified a critical need for strong relationships between universities and employers.
The subject of graduate employability has been debated for over 25 years from the Dearing Report (1997), to the Wilson Review (2012), to the Higher Education Academy’s Pedagogy for Employability (2012). Whilst student and graduate employability is a key area of development for universities and despite an increase in studies there has not been a ‘one size fits all’ model, and indeed there is a tendency for a more localised method of delivery from institution to institution (Pegg et al 2012). One such way of engaging students and developing not only generic employability skills, such as communication, team working and leadership skills, but also specialised skills relevant to certain industries, is to encourage students to volunteer within the industry either through work experience, placements or more structured volunteer work schemes. This has led to many HEI’s developing and integrating learning and assessment tools within the curriculum and either embedding or ‘bolting-on’ work experience/placement opportunities
Key reviews on graduate employability, namely Lee et al (2016) Tomlinson (2012) and Bowers-Brown & Harvey (2004) show a focus on student expectation on future career progression especially in the current economic climate, where the number of graduate jobs is significantly lower than the number of graduates and the cost of the higher education experience is increasing.  Therefore Higher Education Institutions are integrating employability across curricula with a need to  embed across subjects, using work based components, as well as the use of specific employability modules. There is also a focus on strong collaborations with industry to develop employer focused initiatives (Minocha et al 2017). 
This study focusses on  the volunteer schemes that were developed for Public Services and Policing students, namely the Police Student Volunteer scheme set up with UWTSD and South Wales Police, and evaluates the students perspectives of the skills they developed and how this helped prepare them for employment in the Police Force.  
The study aims to investigate how the students perceive  the value of the work experience  in developing core competencies required by employers and evaluate the quality of reflection that a student undergoes in order to be able to synthesis the experience and then articulate it against employability skills. It aims to loom at the lived experience of the students from their initial experience as a student to how they have been able to utilise those skills within the workplace since graduation.   It seeks to evaluate the role of the HEI in facilitating the development of the employability skills  and investigate the quality, length, type of experience that would help develop the skills. 
All students were asked to keep a diary whilst they undertook their volunteer placement and these diaries will be used to evaluate how they thought their skills were developing at the time. This study then will interview the same students now that they are in employment to gain insight to what skills were needed for their roles and if the volunteering helped prepare them for the job or if more needs to be done by Universities to help best prepare them for the work place. Most studies have focussed on student perspectives at the time of their placement, currently there aren’t any studies that have revisited students now they are in the work place to get their reflections on whether such placements really did prepare them for the workplace.
Literature review
The Purpose of Higher Education
As noted there has been much discussion of the role and purpose of higher education and there have been many changes since the Dearing Report  in 1997. However the traditional standpoint was that higher education was there to educate, to develop independent thinking and add to knowledge, has this changed?
Caine (1969) stated that the purpose of universities was for:
‘The acquisition of existing knowledge for its own sake, study as a preparation for particular professions or vocations, additions to knowledge and the cultivation of habits of logical thought, intellectual curiosity and moral leadership’ (p24)
Many describe the role of higher education as contributing to an individual’s continuous never ending learning; the development of autonomy and integrity, the formation of their intellectual abilities, perspectives and crucial reasoning and becoming a ‘good citizen’ (Barnet 1992, Brownsword 1992 p48). Research carried our by Macfarlane et al (1987 p836) into how university lecturers saw their role, claimed that their first priority was to ‘provide students with general intellectual skills associated with liberal education’ . Arblaster (1970 p20) affirmed this sentiment stating that ‘educations is not synonymous with training, least of all training for specific jobs’   
The Arthurs Report (1983) held that the aim of university was to develop the student as a person that can comprehend both ethical and social imperatives, with Reeves (1988) arguing that a university education that primarily made the student a better worker, no matter how successful, would fail as a university education.
Callender et al (2020) contends that higher education:
 ‘provides conditions and resources for the self-formation of students and leaves a lifelong mark on graduates. The knowledges in which students become immersed shape not only skills but also values and sensibilities’ (p5).
Which fits with the long held views of Caine, Barnett and the like, that a university education is about learning, the ability to research and synthesise that information and to create new knowledge rather than create workers. However Callender et al (2020) further states however with changes to the labour and graduate labour market with the development of technology, digitalization and artificial intelligence it is the role of higher education  to change to better prepare students for that world. Indeed the UK  Government in their Build Back Better strategy (2021) stated that it was crucial to support productivity growth through high-quality skills, training and transformation of Education, with universities playing a key role in this. 
It is certain that there is much debate about whether any intrinsic characteristics can be attributed to higher education in general (Glanville (1993), however with changes to industry, the rising cost of higher education and to students expectations, the issue of employability and getting employment straight from university has become prominent. 
Employability Skills
Despite the many studies in this area there is no single definition of employability. Yorke (2006 p8) defines it as “a set of achievements – skills, understandings and personal attributes – that make graduates more likely to gain employment”. Saunders & Zuzel (2010) found that skills such as enthusiasm, dependability and team working were ranked higher than subject knowledge skills by employers as needed on entry to a role. This is supported by the CBI (2018)  where employers stated aptitude and readiness for work with resilience, communication, and problem-solving among their top priorities when recruiting. The CBI (2019)  use the phrase “work ready” which encompasses  character, knowledge and skills that make them fit for the workplace. Human Capital Theory (HCT) (Clarke 2017; Jakubik, 2019) is derived from the work of Becker (1964) and comprises the achievement of specific skills, competences  and graduate attributes (Dalrymple et al 2021).Ritter et al (2018) argues that universities must meet stakeholders’ needs by better preparing students for the demands for soft skills by employers such as interpersonal skills, emotional intelligence, teamwork and communication skills, in order to meet the demands of constant change in industry. In support of this Saunders & Zusel (2010) found in their research that employers put less value on technical competence and a higher value on personal skills.  Brooks (2012) writes that it is not possible to achieve a single definition due to the complex nature of skills and specific requirements and contextualisation needed by industry. The changing nature of UK economy and labour market will have a significant impact on what constitutes employability skills; many parts of the service sector, such as distribution, finance and insurance  will see significant advances in technology and innovation  which will reduce the demand for labour (Department of Education 2020). Therefore the question will be how will universities respond to Industry 4.0 and future labour market needs (Shepard 2019).
It was reported in the CBI (2018) Education and Skills annual report, Educating for the Modern World,  that “44% felt young people leaving school, college or university were not work ready”, placing further pressure on Higher Education to address this issue. Indeed, due to the rising cost of higher education, students are investing in a university education to improve their employment prospects and expect a return for their money (Saunders & Zuzel 2010). 
Over the last 6 years graduate recruitment has taken a significant hit firstly due to Brexit and then latterly due to COVID-19. According to High Fliers (2015) the levels of graduate employment had risen by 8.1% with graduate starting salaries reaching a median of £30,000. However after Britain voted to leave the European Union in the summer of 2016  graduate recruitment fell by 4% and the salary median stayed at £30,000 (High Fliers 2019). This figure was further hit by COVID-19 where employers cut their graduate recruitment by 15.1% in 2020, with some organisations not taking any new graduates on in 2020. These unprecedently low numbers have created a lot of uncertainty about graduate recruitment for 2021 and beyond, although according to High Flier (2021) the Public Sector are predicted  to be the largest recruiters of graduates in 2021, with approximately 5,400 vacancies for university-leavers. Skorková (2016) states the key competencies required for the public sector are motivation, teamwork, leadership and time management. The focus of this study is how the university is helping prepare its students for entry into the Public Sector, coming at a most pertinent time for graduate entry recruitment. 
Employability and Higher Education
In 2011 The Wolf Review of Vocational Education recommended that work experience by an integral part of 16-19 study programmes in order to develop skills that would enable young people to prosper and progress in the world of work ( Sims et al 2013).  Over the last ten years there has been a significant rise in apprenticeship programmes not only at vocational level but at higher degree level, indeed  the Welsh government has prioritised funding for apprenticeship programmes. According to National Training Federation for Wales (NTfW) (2015 p3)  apprenticeships ensure the delivery of other key government  targets and priorities such as “plugging the skills gap and addressing the number of young  people not in education, employment or training”. 
While a number of Universities are now delivering Higher degree apprenticeships, these types of courses are dependent on the partnerships with organisations and  whether the firm is in the 2% of firms that meet the Apprenticeship levy requirements and whether the Government prioritises specific areas of industry for funding (Law Society 2021).  Therefore there is still a need for universities to be embedding and providing opportunities for their students to gain first-hand experience in working in a specific industry. Placements, Sandwich courses and work experience, either as part of the curriculum or extra-curricular activities, are traditionally what universities offer students (Brooks 2012).
Placements
From an employer’s  perspective professional experience is a desirable and important attribute  for graduate employability (European Commission 2014) and from a student perspective placements provide an opportunity for integration of practical and theoretical knowledge. Mason et al (2009) affirms that the  relevant employability skills are best learned in workplaces rather than in classroom settings. Placements also clarify career plans for students enabling them to  familiarise themselves with work practices, skills and cultures, as well as enhancing their CVs (Wilton 2012). 
The impact of COVID has meant that many firms have not been able to take on or have drastically reduced the number of  students work internships or vacation placements, however research undertaken by High Fliers (2021) shows that 34% of the graduates that firms  are recruiting will have completed work experience with their organisations whilst at university. Many of these offers will have been made at the end of the placement to start a year later when the student has completed their final year at university.  Over 50% of students taking part in work placements at top investment banks, leading law firms, banking & finance and oil & energy companies have been offered graduate jobs after completing their work experience. 
At some universities placements are organised by the university and are guaranteed for all students, at other institutions it is up to the student to find their placement and the sandwich year becomes dependent on the student gaining a place with an organisation. The success of such placements according to Brewis & Holdsworth  (2011) is that the students who were supported by the university to find placements had better experiences, however research shows that HEI supported placements were heavily reliant on staff motivation and personal connections and this created inconsistences not just between institutions but also within institutions (Barton et al 2019; Lee at el 2016). 
While there are many benefits associated with placements for students, the main benefit being a successful progression into employment, some research has found that this is not always the case. Atfield et al (2021) noticed that not all types of placements lead to positive labour market outcomes they found that some compulsory/ curricular placements were not as helpful to ‘successful’ labour market outcomes as those undertaken on a  voluntary basis.  The motivation to undertake a placement therefore must be considered, and that students need to see for  themselves the value of the experience, and that the experience is a benefit to them (Divan & McBurney 2016). Successful placements tend to be organised and structured (Wilton et al 2006) and support from HEI’s to help them in reflecting on the experience, so as to be able to articulate the skills developed is essential (Barton et al 2019). 
Much of the research undertaken in this area concentrates on key areas such as banking, finance, law and oil & gas, very little  research exists on the employability of students wanting to go into the uniformed public sector and the benefits of work experience on job prospects. 
Volunteering
Placements tend to be for a set period of time, whether it is a vacation placement or as part of a sandwich placement year. However this is not the only way that students can gain industry insight and experience of the workplace, many students chose to volunteer weekly over a longer period of time. The majority of volunteer work usually takes place in Non-Profit Organizations or charities, is unpaid work and usually linked to providing a service for communities or social projects. 
As with placements, volunteering is seen as a way of improving a person’s chance of securing employment (Kamerade & Ellis-Paine 2014) and over the last 20 years there have been many initiatives to encourage young people to volunteer. Schemes such as the Young Volunteer Challenge; the Millennium Volunteers and the Personal Best schemes in 2007/8 and then the Work Focussed Volunteer Placement scheme  and the Six Month Offer (DWP 2011). The 2010 coalition government added to this plethora of schemes with the Work Together initiative as part of the Get Britain Working plan (DWP 2011).  These schemes were designed to increase the employability but also contribute to the Big Society agenda in the hope of getting people to work for their communities.
The Police Student Volunteer scheme involves UWTSD  students working with officers from South Wales Police on crime reduction and prevention initiatives in the local area.  Since 2014 nearly 80 students have taken part in this scheme (SWP 2021). The aim is to develop community links and to involve students in community initiatives such as crime prevention in the Swansea area. The initiative has given students valuable experience of working with mutli-agency partnerships, the local community and South Wales Police. Their involvement in scheme such as the Swansea Help Point has helped reduce pressure on both the Ambulance service and the strain on A&E at key times in the night time economy. It has also contributed to reducing violent crime in the city centre (PCC 2020).  Volunteers work alongside officers and carry out a range of activities. These can include delivering door to door awareness about crime prevention campaigns, supporting the police as public events such as the Swansea Fireworks and the Air show. 
Transformative Learning 
According to Mezirow (1991)  ‘transformational Learning’ is concerned with how adult learners interpret and reinterpret their experiences which is central to the meaning of that experience and therefore to their learning from that experience. In order to learn we need to understand what we have experienced and be able to articulate what has happened and what the outcome was.
Mezirow (1990 p12) characterises it as the; 
‘challenging of established definitions of a problem being addressed, perhaps by finding a new metaphor that reorients problem solving efforts in a more effective way’.
Mezirow (1991; 1996) supported by Cranton (1994) use frames of reference that allows adult learners to define the structures of assumptions in which to frame their life world. The frames of reference are what shape a learners mind and are developed ‘culturally, socially, educational, economically, politically and psychologically’ (Mezirow 1997 p6).  In order for transformative learning to take place there needs to be critical reflection on those frames of reference or assumptions that are long held by the learner. Williams (2000 p31) caveats that for critical reflection to be effective an ‘individual’s self-concept must be well developed’ for them to be able to challenge their long held  beliefs and values. Transformation is not about simply adding information into our mind, but is about changing the very form of our mind (Kegan 1983).
Kegan (1983) describes this higher level of learning or transformative learning as vertical learning. He defines learning in two ways, horizontal and vertical. Horizontal learning concerns development of skills such as communication and active listening skills, how to respond effectively and constructively to conflict, and increasing technical skills. Horizontal learning focuses on what you know. Whereas vertical learning is about the transformation of how you think, feel, and make sense of the world; it is about increasing the complexity of how you see and relate to the world and to what you know and challenging long held assumptions. This way of learning requires a learner to critically reflect on their experience, then take action from that reflective conclusion and further critically reflect and assess that action.   
Reflecting on the experience
In order for the students to get the best of their experience there is a need for them to have the time and support to reflect on their learning. In order to learn we need to understand what we have experienced and be able to articulate what has happened and what the outcome was.  The concept of Reflection can be seen as key to learning Boud et al (1985 p3) contends that reflection is; 
‘a generic term for those intellectual and affective activities in which individuals engage to explore their experiences in order to lead to new understandings and appreciations’.
Gibb (1998 cited in Potter 2015) sees reflection as a cycle with six steps; Description, Feelings, Evaluation, Analysis, Conclusions and Action plan. As part of the students’ experience at UWTSD they are required to critically reflect on their experience and articulate how they have developed skills such as communication, team-working and leadership. They use a diary as a source of reference to remind themselves of what they have done during their volunteering, the diary itself is not marked or assessed so can used for this research purpose.  In order for them to show real development they need to have first recognised their frames of references or assumptions, and they by critically reflecting on their experience challenge those assumptions. For full transformative learning we then need to put into practice the conclusions drawn from the first reflection and then revisit, reassess and reflect on the learners changed assumptions and development. 
Methodology
A common assumption is that the Interpretivism paradigm is synonymous with qualitative research, Trauth (2001, p. 7) states that 'interpretivism is the lens most frequently influencing the choice of qualitative methods'. Myers (2020) and Crotty (1998 p15) contend that it is not a justified stance and that in the past qualitative research has been carried out in an ‘utterly positivist manner’, i.e. that people collect qualitative data, but then look to “count” incidences of a particular phenomenon – i.e. how often a word of phrase is used, rather than interpreting the data.  
Guba & Lincoln (1994) put forward four paradigms for qualitative research being Positivism, Post-positivism, Critical theory and Constructivism. Orlikowski & Baroudi (1991) suggest three metatheoretical assumptions, of Positivism, Interpretivism and Critical. Goldkuhl,(2012) adds Pragmatism and suggests that
 “that a qualitative researcher must either adopt an interpretive stance aiming towards an understanding that is appreciated for being interesting; or a pragmatist stance aiming for constructive knowledge that is appreciated for being useful in action”(p136) 
From careful review of the literature, it is evident that philosophical distinctions exist between these epistemologies and that it would be assumed that within a study one perspective would be adopted, in practice it is not always so clear cut, and that there is a possibility that more than one philosophical position could be accommodated within a study (Myers 1997) 
Gray (2018) recognises the many different research theoretical perspectives but argues of them all, for qualitative research, positivism and interpretivism are the most influential in establishing the epistemology behind the research and the methodologies that emerge from them. 
Positivism is the paradigm that has dominated research for many years. It is generally assumed that positivist research is concerned with  a reality that is objectively given (Myers 2020), that reality consists of what can be seen, felt, touched (Gray 2020) that an ‘apprehendable reality is assumed to exist’ Guba & Lincoln 1994 p109), this nature of reality can also be described as the ontology (Merriam & Tisdell 2016) and that positivism is linked to empirical science (Crotty 1998). However, Bryman (2008) suggests that it is difficult to define positivism as there are many versions used and there are still disagreements to what it comprises. 
As stated by Crotty (1998) positivism historically is linked to scientific empirical research, where a hypothesis is tested using measurable variables, in controlled environments, and viewed objectively, it was also the dominant epistemological paradigm  in social sciences, for example in the field of business and management (Lee 1994), Orlikowski & Baroudi (1991) Myers (2020). Schwandt (2000 p193) purports the purpose is to ‘offer causal explanations of social, behavioural and physical phenomena’ . For most, Positivism is inquiry that operates within a strict set of laws (Gray 2018) and is the accumulation of data that provides the basis of those laws (Bryman 2008). 
In the early 20th Century the positivist paradigm dominated the field of Psychology in the scientific collection of data (Braun & Clarke 2013), Howitt & Cramer (2010) view this approach as being not a true reflection of psychological research and that in the second half of the 20th Century a more interpretative qualitative technique was used. They contend that positivism really only applies to the physical sciences and that study of psychology is not about collecting data on abstract dimensions but on being able to understand human responses and  how they influence and are influenced by internal and external factors, in order to inform knowledge, which requires a qualitative technique of collection (Braun & Clarke 2013). Although there are challenges for a positivist approach in social sciences it would be unjust to say that there is no place for it, and that a new post-positivist paradigm has emerged that emphasis probable facts or laws rather than accepted facts (Guba & Lincoln 1994, Gray 2018).
At the other end of the epistemology scale is interpretivism, which in contrast to the positivist need to offer explanations in order to establish strict laws, interpretivism “looks for culturally derived and historically situated interpretations of the social life-world” (Crotty 1998 p67). It is concerned with the understanding of the complexity of human action (Bryman 2008; Schwandt 2000), to understand the meanings that people assign to situations (Orlikowski & Baroudi 1991) and allows the researcher to make sense of patterns of meaning (Clarke & Braun 2013).
According to Cresswell (1994 p183):
 "A qualitative study is defined as an inquiry process of understanding a social or human problem, based on building a complex, holistic picture, formed with words, reporting detailed views of informants, and conducted in a natural setting.”
This research is investigating the students perception of  the value of the work experience  in developing core competencies required by employers and evaluate the quality of reflection that a student undergoes in order to be able to synthesis the experience and then articulate it against employability skills. It seeks to evaluate the role of the HEI in facilitating the development of the employability skills and investigate the quality, length, and type of experience that would help develop these skills. Past students who have gained employment will be interviewed to get their feedback as to whether the experience really did prepare them for the workplace. It aims to understand how the students were able to make sense of their experience and their own personal development while undergoing the experience. Therefore the epistemology underpinning the study is that of interpretivism using a phenomenological approach. 
Bryman (2008) defines phenomenology as a;
 ‘philosophy that is concerned with the question of how individuals make sense of the world around them and how in particular the philosopher should bracket out preconceptions in his or her grasp of that world’. (p15)
The essence of the phenomenological approach is to explore how human beings make sense of experience (Patton 2015), it’s aim is to deal with experiences and meanings and “to capture as closely as possible the way in which the phenomenon is experienced within the context in which the experience takes place” (Giorgi & Giorgi 2003 p26). The purpose of this study is to gain insight from students who have undertaken work experience with the police as student volunteers and how that experience has helped develop their skills needed for the workplace, then revisit those learners whilst in work to gain greater insight into how the initial experience helped them undertake their current role. 
In order to understand the meaning of the experience the primary data method is interviewing. Before embarking on these interviews, it is common practice for the interviewer to evaluate and reflect on their own biases, their own experiences to enable them to identify their own prejudices and assumptions. Merriam & Tisdell (2016 p27) define this as epoche from the Greek work meaning to refrain from judgement. Moustakas (1994) also identifies epoche (or bracketing), which allows for a fresh perspective toward the phenomenon under examination. This forms a “transcendental phenomenology” which focuses less on the interpretations of the researcher and more on a description of the experiences of participants. Interviews will be designed as semi-structured  which allows for the respondent to give their lived experience but allows the interviewer to add probing questions to delve deeper into the experience. This phenomenological approach allows for understanding of the experience but also the meaning that the respondents have made of the experience (Seidman 2013). 
The epistemology of interpretivism is closely linked with constructivism ( Guba & Lincoln 1994; Gray 2018) where the aim of the inquiry is to understand human behaviour as opposed to being able to explain it in line with the positivist approach (Bryman 2008; Meyer 2020) This  approach is advocated by Max Weber’s (1864-1920) Verstehen, (translated from German simply  means understanding),that  accepts the subjective point of view (Weber 1947). It is generally acknowledged that researchers of social science do not stand ‘outside’ of the subject matter looking in but that to really understand a particular phenomenon is to look at it from ‘inside’ (Myers 2020 p45). Qualitative research is typically  where the researcher is ‘the primary instrument for data collection and analysis’ (Merriam & Tisdell 2016 p16) as a result this research could be seen as subjectivist. As the research is being done by a member of the institute at the university there will be a vested interest to show successes, however this bias is recognised as a potential bias and is acknowledged. 
Data collection for this study will be from the diaries that all of the students had to keep of their workplace experience when they were volunteering and then these will be used to compare the results of the interviews. 
Sample
This project will be using convenience sampling, as this is the most unproblematic method of deciding on a sample (Edgar & Manz 2017). The students who have been identified as the sample are those who had volunteered while at university, have graduated and are now in employment in the public sector.  There are 20 such students who will be interviewed, this should be a large enough sample to give real in-depth reflections (Flick 2009).  Inductive thematic analysis is the approach that will used to identify themes that emerge from the data collected from the interviews (Braun & Clarke 2006).
Risks/Ethical considerations
The main risk to the project is that past students will not engage with the interview process, however at this stage of planning they have all said that they are willing to participate. 
When conducting an research it is not simply using the most appropriate approach to collect information but making sure that it is done in the most ethical and responsible way (Gray 2018). As most social studies involve trying to understand human behaviour, interaction with people is unavoidable, therefore it is important that  no ‘harm’ come to the participants. This harm could constitute mental distress, or causing participants to feel belittled or demeaned (Sudman 1998).Therefore treating the participants with respect must be paramount. This study will be using interviews so it is important that they are arranged to suit the participant and to avoid disruption to their lives. Ensuring consent is informed and voluntarily given is another important aspects of any research, in this study all participants will be given sufficient information about the purpose, format and proposed outcomes of the research to allow them to give informed consent (Crow et al 2006). 
Anonymity is also an important consideration, there is no need to use the names of the respondents  in this study. However we will be reviewing the value of their volunteering experiences with South Wales Police and how the University of Wales Trinity St David has supported them through this process. Therefore permission from both organisations will have to be sought as although the focus of the study is not to ascertain sensitive material there is still a potential risk to reputation of both organisations from the feedback of the participants. This is a very low risk but it is still one that needs to be recognised and addressed. 
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