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• Not Exclusively

-a graduate pipeline for employers (‘compliant knowledge workers’ McEwen & Trede, 2014)

-an exam factory for rote learning

-a research community for career academics

Places of useful learning for

Enlightenment      Joy      Knowledge Creation 

Self-actualization    Curiosity     Reading for a Degree!
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Caveat No 1! What are Universities for?



• Plethora of employability initiatives abound

• Unless we have some clear and defensible idea about how they work, and 
what are the elements that play the key part in their effectiveness (and 
what are not), the field will remain strewn with abandoned initiatives 
and pilot projects that did not outlast the individual and institutional 
enthusiasm and resource-investment provided at their outset. 

• We remain optimistic that we can do better.

Holmes, L (2017) Graduate Employability: Future Directions and Debate. In, Michael Tomlinson & Leonard Holmes 
(Edits) Employability in Context Theory, Research and Debate. London: Palgrave Macmillan, pp 359-370.
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Caveat No 2! Employability- read all about 

it, dog bites man.



What “Should” Students do during Summer  “Time”?
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Disciplinary 

Placement

Work-for-pay Volunteer

What “DO” Students do during Summer  “Time”?

Chilling Out
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Carer



“Who” is (and who is Not) Interested in what Students do 

during the Summer Vacation?
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Bell, D.R. (1963). Long Holiday or ‘Long Vacation’? Higher 

Education Quarterly, 18(1), 17-39.

• One cannot help but get the impression 
that the long vacation is a period during 
which the academic staff put the students 
out to grass for three months or so in order 
to get on with the cultivation of their own 
gardens (p.36).  

• For myself I cannot help but think that 
there is an element of fraud involved in the 
present arrangements. 

• A student undertakes a three year course 
for a degree but it really turns out that he is 
taught for only about two of these years, 
while no one seems to care very much 
what he does with the other year.

• Apart from anything else, it seems to me 
not too strong to describe this as a 
culpable waste of resources and largely 
public resources at that (p. 39 endnote).
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Data Collected September 2015

Undergraduate 
sandwich 
student 

enrolments 
2017-18 (H2) 

Civil Engineering 
(N=3690)

This is NOT a League Table!
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The Sample: Student Activity Summer 2015
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Students Self-reported Improvements in Transferable Skills 



Murray, M., Tennant, S Gilmour, B and Brown, L. (????) A Study of 

Undergraduate Civil Engineers Work-for-Pay Employment Experience

(Submitted to Higher Education Pedagogies) 

• Hey! What about us?
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Where is Our 
Pedagogy for 

Employability?
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Non-disciplinary Jobs Summer 2015 (n=236)

Murray, M., Tennant, S Gilmour, B and Brown, L. (????) A Study of 
Undergraduate Civil Engineers Work-for-Pay Employment Experience

(Submitted to Higher Education Pedagogies) 
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Perceived use of Transferable Skills /Knowledge at work
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Responses to Likert Questionnaire



• “A civil related placement would have been beneficial when 
returning to university as it feels like I have not used my ‘civil 
brain’ in quite some time”.

• “My placement was a long, hard working and tiring job with no 
enjoyment or educational benefit”.

• “I was DJ’ing all the summer in Cyprus. It was great. 
Unforgettable memories, special moments”.

• “Working in a bar has hugely improved my confidence and 
helped my organisational and teamwork skills”.
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Some Interesting Verbatim
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Students stymied in ‘work-for-pay’ employment and denied an 

opportunity to engage in experiential learning within a civil 

engineering community of practice.

(72% / n=171) of  students in work-for-pay indicated that they 
did not have any barriers to accepting a civil engineering 
placement had this been available.

81% (n=64) of students not in employment would have 
accepted a civil engineering placement if available. 

This would denote an undersupply of circa 235 civil 

engineering student placements between the 4 

Universities Summer 2015!!



• Work-based learning challenges many everyday assumptions about 
courses and about teaching, learning and assessment. It raises 
questions about the nature and content of courses and about what 
we can take for granted in a university education. 

• Questions it requires us to consider include: What is it legitimate to 
study for a qualification? What can be regarded as a course of 
study? Who decides what should be included in a program and 
how it should be assessed?
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Boud, D., & Solomon, N .(2006). Work-based learning, Graduate Attributes 

and Lifelong Learning, In, Paul Hager & Susan Holland (Edits) Graduate 

Attributes, Learning and Employability. Dordrecht: Springer. pp 207-220. 



• Our proposals have been carefully 
constructed to build upon existing 
developments and, in practice, largely 
involve accelerating existing trends. 
We have identified a clear destination 
point of academic year 2010/11, by 
which time the HEAR should be in 
place most likely alongside the 
existing honours degree 
classification system.

19



Murray, M., Tennant, S., Forster, A., Craig, N., Copping, A., & Pilcher, N. 

(201.7) Talk the talk and walk the walk: Are career academics gatekeepers to 

my tacit knowledge? Journal of Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice -

Special issue on Student Transitions, 5(2):112-114.

• Gatekeeper to students:

-Agency

-Metacognition

-Professional identity transformation

-Lifelong learning 

-Cultural & social capital

-Self-esteem; self-confidence; self-efficacy
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Other Employability Initiatives: Industrial Mentoring of 3rd

Year Students 2010-2019

• 728 student mentees 

• 58 employers

• 166 graduate mentors 

• Circa 5800 hrs. of student CPD.

Murray, M., Ross, A., Blaney, N., & Adamson, 
L .(2015) Mentoring Undergraduate Civil 
Engineering Students. Proceedings of the 
ICE-Management, Procurement & Law, 
168(4): 189–198.
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Other Employability Initiatives: Co-Curricular 

Evening Workshops 2012-2019

• The Civil Engineering 4 Real (CE4R) workshops

• Voluntary attendance, (n=434) learning across all 
five years of the UG course.

• 80 workshops 

• 132 engineers 

• 54 employers. 

• 1917 student attendances has resulted in 3834 
hrs. of student CPD. 

Murray, M., Hendry, G., & McQuade, R. (2019) Civil 
Engineering 4 Real (CE4R): Co-curricular Learning 
for Undergraduates. European Journal of 
Engineering Education. (Published Online @ 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03043797.2019.1585762 )
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https://doi.org/10.1080/03043797.2019.1585762


• What are Universities for?

• What place for Employability?

• What place for Work Based Learning?

• What place for Employers in the curriculum?

• Universities, no place for Rhetoric and Platitudes?
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So!


