Graduate Careers Ireland is the representative body for higher education Careers Services in Ireland. Based on the outcome of consultation with our members, the three most significant changes we would like to see made to higher education in Ireland relate to three overlapping agendas which need to be to the forefront of policy and practice in higher education at both a national and institutional level –namely employability, career development learning and entrepreneurship.
1. Employability

Graduate Careers Ireland proposes employability as the first significant change to the National Strategy for Higher Education.

The Bologna process defines ‘employability’ as 'the ability to gain initial meaningful employment, or to become self-employed, to maintain employment, and to be able to move around within the labour market'.

Employability is taken as the skills, understandings and personal attributes that make graduates more likely to not only to gain employment but also be successful in their chosen occupation.  We agree with the broad outline of employability skills by Mantz Yorke and Peter T. Knight’s as management of self, management of others, management of information and management of task.  The Irish Higher Level institutions cover a wide range of institution type but we regard this as a key significant change that could be productively introduced into the Irish context. 

Employability benefits the individual, the employer, the workforce, the community and the economy.  To date almost all emphasis has been on the subject discipline.   IHowever in the experience of the Graduate Careers Ireland employers see graduate achievement related to the subject discipline in a number of different ways (this view is supported by studies in other countries).  

· Rarely is the academic achievement the only, or even the most important, attribute of a candidate or an employee.  In many circumstances the qualification is necessary, but not sufficient reason for someone to be recruited.  

· The qualification is regarded as the minimum requirement.  It is often regarded as a box ticking exercise that gets the applicant ‘in the door’ of the interview.  

· The qualification is relatively unimportant (according to one recent study in Britain two thirds of graduate employment opportunities are open to anyone with a degree).

It is being increasingly recognized that what really sells the candidate to the employer are the, so-called, ‘soft skills’.  According to studies employers tend to value generic skills more highly than disciplinary based understanding and skills (there are specific areas where this is not the case).  The role of higher education in this context is to equip students with knowledge, attitudes and behaviors that they need in the workplace and that employers require.  Employability is designed to assist the individual to function in a job, not just in the acquisition of a job - ‘To be employed is to be at risk.  To be employable is to be secure.’ 

It is intended that this would reinforce and support, rather than threaten or displace traditional academic values.  Higher education institutions should assist students to recognise and articulate the employability skills developed within the curriculum and in other activities.  At the end of a course, students should have an in-depth knowledge both of their subject as well as generic employability skills.

Employability skills need to be embedded in the curriculum.  We believe that the career services within the higher education institutions can make a substantial contribution to employability.  Currently 1.5% of GDP in Ireland is spent on higher level education.  Therefore on a fundamental basis the more employable students are, the greater the economic dividend that is likely to be derived from this investment.  Producing a more rounded and capable individual not only increases the social capital of society, but also the human capital.
We consider that the best way to achieve this is to embed employability modules in higher level curricula.  This has implications for how curricula are delivered with careers services having a potential role in terms of delivery but also a key role as consultants with respect to employability learning outcomes can be achieved.  All of this should be designed to clearly support the academic professional qualification.  
We recognize the wide range of disciplines and subjects that are covered by the higher level sector and acknowledge, for instance, the difference between vocational and non-vocational courses.  Therefore certain elements would have to be clearly tailored to the relevant subject.   However, the essential objectives and principles of employability modules would be common to all.  

This will require close relationship between teaching departments and careers services. We do not intend to propose the actual mechanisms at this point as these would need to be worked out with the academic structure as well as close liaison with employers.  But the principle of placing employability as a central aspect of the academic learning path is not only desirable but essential to the future of graduates from higher level education in Ireland.

2. Career Development Learning

Graduate Careers Ireland proposes that ‘Career Development Learning’ should be embedded and integrated into Higher Education policy and practice.  The focus of career development learning is on improving skills in making and implementing the decisions that determine a personally fulfilling career.  Critically it is about implementation of self concept and the factors involved in deploying the employability skills developed through both formal and informal education experiences.
Career management is one of the most important aspects of a graduate’s post-education life.  As careers advisers we frequently see a major gap between the academic qualification and the ability of the graduate to maximise or further exploit the potential offered by their education.  We also see that an individual’s approach to the skills offered by that degree and their personal attributes and tendencies have an important effect on a career path.  Each student and qualification has inherent positive attributes that are there to be managed and exploited.  How this is done can be a major determining factor in the achievement of a successful and fulfilling career path, as defined by the individual
Graduates can miss opportunities, misunderstand situations, follow a career path not suited to their own interests, personality, values and skill set; fail to fulfil their potential, fail to understand the potential they have or to make decisions based on best information, or to ask themselves the fundamental questions – Where am I now?, Where do I want to be?  How do I get there?


Graduate Careers Ireland sees this as a critical knowledge and skill deficit for many students which potentially hinders and impedes their future development.

The core roles of careers services have been individual and group guidance, information services and employer liaison and placement services.

Career development learning is outside these traditional core activities and is concerned with helping students to acquire knowledge, concepts, skills and attributes which will equip them to manage their careers.  Career development learning and personal development training are closely linked.  Career development learning is a personal management tool to maximise the opportunities.  

This can be done through work in a number of areas;

· Self awareness is a critical element of career development learning.  It is essential that students are assisted to identify skills that have been developed by a degree; identify their personal skills that can be deployed in a career environment, identify how interests, personality, values and skills can play a role in life planning; identify their own strengths and weaknesses and have a clear and rounded view of themselves; identify the effect of influences on their sense of self and consequent career decisions

· The ability to identify relevant and potential opportunities in the job market.  Identify opportunities for further personal development through a pro active approach to lifelong learning

· Improving career decision making skills, thinking strategically about one’s career and reacting to changing circumstances.

· Understanding the transition into employment (and further employments) such as understanding recruitment/selection methods, identifying job vacancies, identifying challenges to successfully obtaining suitable opportunities and devising strategies for addressing them, presenting oneself effectively at interviews, etc.

By addressing these and other issues of career development learning students will be better equipped them to manage their careers.  There is no doubt that when people are in careers which suit them, they will be more productive; thus benefiting themselves, the community and the economy. 

Graduate Careers Ireland can make substantial contribution to career development learning through the provision of specific modules, more general cross-curricular integration and activities outside the curriculum.

Note:  We fully support and endorse the submission made by the National Centre for Guidance in Education with respect to the provision and centrality of guidance in the overarching context of lifelong learning.
3. Entrepreneurship 

The third significant change that Graduate Careers Ireland proposes is the development of a policy and programmes to mainstream entrepreneurship into higher level education.

While entrepreneurship is currently present in pockets of higher level education policy and practice, it is relatively fragmented, lacks a clear sense of purpose and direction and is not fully meeting the needs of either students or the economy.  

Embedding entrepreneurship at higher level will give students a head start on creating and sustaining a business or organisation and promote long-term sustainable economic development in Ireland. 

Entrepreneurship is seen as a mindset with broad societal implications.  The key characteristics of entrepreneurship are cited as innovation, creativity, risk-tolerance, leadership, ambition and sustainability.  Entrepreneurship is considered to be the key support towards propagating and developing a spirit of enterprise and innovation in the future workforce of this country.  Serious recognition is currently being given by the EU to the importance of entrepreneurship education in building European economy and society.

Single person enterprises in Ireland are hugely important for future economic development while it is recognised that the future economy will depend more and more on small and medium sized enterprises.  Entrepreneurship at higher level will significantly support the expansion of business opportunities in Ireland.

This policy and programme for entrepreneurship should reflect the broad definition of entrepreneurship.

Entrepreneurship is not just about new venture creation.  Students attending a business school or institution with a business department are more likely to receive entrepreneurship education.  However, entrepreneurship can be as relevant to non-business degrees.  For instance there are people who become sole traders from a wide variety of disciplines including many degrees such as arts, which are not traditionally seen in an entrepreneurial light.  

Entrepreneurship skills and knowledge do not only apply to those setting up or owning their own businesses.  We believe that we should also recognise intrapreneurship. Intrapreneurship is entrepreneurship by employees who work in existing organisations.  Higher level education must develop students who are entrepreneurial in their way of thinking and behaving regardless of whether they intend to start up a business. A paradigm shift needs to occur where higher education institutions not only see employers as clients but also as partners for mutual learning – this is particularly important in relation to the SME sector.
In proposing the development of a policy and programmes to mainstream entrepreneurship into higher level education for this we reaffirm the recommendation of the Goodbody Report (2002), Enterprise Strategy Group (2004), Small Business Forum (2006), Towards Developing an Entrepreneurship Policy in Ireland (2007) and Building Ireland’s Smart Economy (2008).

There is a strong symmetry between Entrepreneurship, Employability and indeed Career Development Learning.  The development of policies and implementation strategies for these agendas will go some way to ensure third level graduates in Ireland will be well placed to manage both themselves and the demands of a rapidly changing society and economy. 

Barriers or obstacles to the achievement of these objectives
1. Some higher education institutions query whether employability, career development learning and entrepreneurship should be part of their mission and purpose. For successful implementation of these objectives it will be necessary to have a National Employability Strategy, in line with EU policy, which will outline relevant objectives for the sector.

2. Decisions and implementation of the national employability strategy will not be implemented quickly, thus losing the opportunity to dovetail with the Bologna process and taking strength from proposed innovative teaching and learning strategies.
3. That higher education institutions do not take ownership locally for employability and adequate resources are not made available from either a ‘top down’ or ‘bottom up’ perspective

4. Unless adequate resources are made available to implement these strategies, stakeholders will not engage with the process.
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