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relatively open minds and making adjustments to meet changing circumstances; also we
found that one kind of link between a company and a university (or universities or colleges)
led to another as employer needs in other areas got articulated better to HE providers. The
overall partnership with HE and the potential of employer demand to influence provision in
wider ways thus became stronger.

Intermediary bodies (such as SSCs, employer associations, regional bodies) can help to broker
contacts within institutions and support the development of engagement in a sustained
way. However, they need funding to do this.

4.2 Successful practices - getting to a win-win-win

Our case studies provide a number of examples on what can be achieved in different
circumstances by collaborating in this way. Some are more successful than others, some
have yet to develop into fruition as engagement can take time to develop fully. They are
valuable because they illustrate what works and why in different circumstances. They show
how factors highlighted in the previous chapters come together to make the interaction
work and benefit all three stakeholders - the business, HE provider and learner - what we call
a Win-Win-Win. Figure 4.2 provides a few illustrations of this. There is a bigger Win of course
to UK plc, when the benefits of increasing the skills of the workforce overall become evident
in our economic performance.

Figure 4.3 Getting to a Win-Win-Win for employers and HE

Case D employer wanted tailored undergraduate provision developed at a
good university to provide an enhanced pool of graduate talent and also better
quality of students on placements, which has been achieved. It found a partner
by using their good existing contacts with HE (mainly in graduate recruitment
and corporate senior management development) but this was not sufficient
and they had to also use one of their own learning and development staff who
had a HE background to steer them through the process. The university chosen
worked with challenges posed by the company’s requirements of exclusivity,
of higher standards required at entry and in professional exams than in their
normal degree study, and addition of specific technical competencies in the
curriculum. Working with a professional body also helped the company to get
changes in curriculum design through the university. Regular dialogue is seen
as an essential element of the interaction that takes place, and each party
recognises that it has to be tolerant of one another’s constraints and views.
No one partner says ‘this is how it is to be’. The university benefits in having a
higher quality of intake, a better throughput, close contact with a prestigious
firm and a general improved attractiveness to students. Students gain in
improved employability skills and faster career progress (as part-qualified
when graduated)

Case K employer wanted to build more flexibility and responsiveness to
changing market conditions in to its recruitment, and also improve graduate
retention and the supply of people with a mix of business and IT skills. Its
solution was to launch a new sponsored foundation degree at a university, for
employees to take part-time, to add to its on-going large scale undergraduate
placement and graduate recruitment operations. The university chosen to
partner was a new university developing a strongly vocational curriculum; it
had the appropriate experience and skills but equally had a positive desire to
work with the company and have their input into the design of the course.
In particular, an open-minded attitude from staff, from V-C level downwards,
about how the nature of the relationship with the company might develop
through the various stages of planning and implementation, marketing the
opportunity to students (young employees), assessment in the workplace
and helping to support their study and career development is a distinctive
characteristic of this partnership.
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Case O employer wants to ensure that graduates are industry-ready. Its a small
company (8 employees) in the creative and media sector, which provides
input to foundation degree courses at a regional college; this ensures that
the curriculum is up to date and industrially relevant in a rapidly changing
environment. In exchange, it can get access to a supply of potential future
employees from the college who can ‘hit the ground running’ and have the
right skill/personality mix to fit with the company’s needs. The initial contact
came from the college who were seeking to work more closely with small
firms in the sector and the company director” agreed to become involved in
validation of a new foundation degree and as a course adviser. This has since
evolved to include offering work placements and supporting the college in a
Knowledge Transfer Partnership bid to help with the company’s marketing.
The relationship works because of the high degree of openness and respect
among the partners. The company has developed trust in the quality of the
college provision and has easy access to good recruits. The college has gained
from the industry expertise in course design and general advice on business
matters and a good employability record which pulls in other employers. The
students have benefited from exposure to ‘live’ briefs.

Case B employer, in the IT sector, takes a more strategic approach than many
others to their interaction with HE, working at both the wider sectoral level
and the level of individual departments and courses. The strategy is based
on a clear idea about which kinds of jobs need which kinds of skills, and
therefore what kind of education. In practice, it recognises the diversity in the
HE sector and focuses on those universities which are more willing and able
to work with them, what ever the level/skill needs that might be ( for example,
foundation degree, undergraduate, PhDs). It also recognises the different
worlds of industry and HE and uses people with HE background in managing
their HE links. Universities benefit from being associated with the company
for employability purposes and to attract students.

Case C focused on a practical skills element of an undergraduate civil
engineering programme where the university, with support from the SSC, a
contractor and design consultant, designed a model between them to give
students real hands-on experience. The idea has been so popular that it has
now spread to 19 companies and 11 universities. It comprises a 6 day field
trip on a green-field site where student have to design and build scaled down
versions of building projects from scratch. They cannot get this practical
experience from academics on their course. Student feedback shows that it
positively influences decisions to go into engineering. The companies value it
to the extent that they are willing to give direct financial support to it and also
release young engineers to work on the programme as teaching assistants,
to supervise students, assess them and give practical help with the project
work.

The research has identified a number of key factors which these and other successful
engagement activities have in common:

= Identifying clearly that the need exists - what kinds of learning, for what kinds of
people, what kinds of work? This may not need to be worked out in detail right at the
start by an employer approaching institutions to work with, it can be a vague idea that
gets fleshed out in discussion with provider(s) and in some cases also intermediaries to
arrive at a clear articulation of need. Too broad a view of required skills or qualifications
based on an identified sectoral need can be too general for a university or college
to work with. We have seen the corollary too, that is offering employers or learners
something they don’t want, leading to poor take up of a new course, or designing
qualifications for a sector which are not needed.
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= Choosing the right partners. In some, this is about helping to set an employer or HEI
‘brand’in the market: both HE providers and employers can affect each others‘brand’in
the education and labour markets through their interventions. An awareness of what
different universities can offer in particular fields helped employers to set up the right
initial contacts.

= Having clear points of contact. This could mean having an appropriate set of HE
contacts within the employing organisation, and also business contacts within
the HEI, to ensure that the opportunity for engagement can be brought into
fruition at department faculty or multi-faculty level, and that the needs of all those
involved are met. We found this was particularly important at the early stages of a
relationship to secure a fast initial and relevant response. Several HEls and colleges
have mechanisms in place for this, some with specialist staff at the centre and at
departmental level. Employers tend to have gatekeeper roles for HE interactions on
R&D and knowledge exchange rather than for learning and development®2.

= Taking account of learner needs in designing learning as they are often the main
customers. What is going to make a learning product an attractive and practical
proposition for employees may be different from what an employer thinks. It needs to
fit into their varied work-life patterns and their prior learning experiences.

= Providers having the capacity (resources) and capability to deliver what is required
and doing it within an overall employer strategy with clear reasons for collaboration.
This can mean bringing in business consultants or industrialists if teaching staff don't
have the right skills or experience but it has to be at the right level of education, or
using off-site resources. Funding needs to be there to cover development costs as well
as delivery costs.

= Having people involved who can make and sustain relationships and their
commitment especially at the start of collaboration (also commitment at the top of
organisations). Mutual respect, trust and networks are important. Keeping the same
individuals involved over time makes it more likely that good relationships will be
sustained.

= Real influence does not come quickly, so keeping up commitment over time is
important. Short timeframes only workin some areas of HE, mainly in short unaccredited
courses where existing staff already have some expertise and it is readily available.

= Building in review and adjustments to accommodate possible changes from
business and HE. Once an intervention is up and running, processes need to be in place
to review how well it is working, including getting student feedback, and to adjust the
scale, content, and delivery of learning or recruitment activities. These need to work
within the structures of HE.

= At the outset, each partner needs to be clear who is responsible for what and how
decisions about making changes will be made. Governance and management
arrangements need to be aligned appropriately with business and academic
structures.

= A recognition that employers bring something complimentary and are not just an
additional funding source.This can be in ideas and enthusiasm for engagement butalso
in physical things — buildings, practical facilities, case studies, teaching or assessment
time. Some of the best case study examples were those in which employers brought
to HE a complimentary resource to enrich the learning offering, such as improved
technology or facilities or work experience or teaching input from people working in
industry.

= And having the ‘glue’ that makes it all work. With some employers this comes easiest
from keeping a continuing HE commitment in graduate recruitment, which encourages
them to keep in touch with arange of universities, and so helps keep up theirknowledge
of the sector and key contacts; in others without this, such as the smaller businesses
or occasional graduate recruiters, it means keeping up regular informal contact with
individuals in their local college(s) or university.
32 See CIHE/CBR 2008 op cit
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4.3 Main implications of the research findings

From the research, a number of implications can be seen in the findings we have presented
in this report. We have suggested a number of learning points for each of the stakeholder
groups — employers, HE providers, learners, and Government policy and intermediary bodies
— which represent challenges and opportunities

4.3.1 Employers

Employers wishing to influence the provision of HE need to be clear what they want,
whether as recruiters of graduates or in purchasing workforce development. General
statements on what is lacking in HE or about graduate quality are much less useful than
practical suggestions based on a sound analysis of real work roles and skill needs and
how they are changing.

Employers need to choose with care the kind of HE provider(s) that they wish to work
with, and to be more aware of the full range of provision in HEIs and colleges. In addition
to the right kind of expertise, employers need academic partners who are well placed
to attract and teach their desired kinds of students and who will be responsive partners.
The right kind of HE partners can enhance the brand of employers appreciably as well
as effectively meet the demands for higher skills.

Employers get the best out of HE when they appreciate and use its strengths - in-depth
expertise in a field, inculcating an enquiring mode of learning, developing intellectual
stretch and analytical graduates who can innovate and help transform an organisation,
a balanced curriculum leading to an accredited qualification. Private training providers
have very different strengths and are often better placed than HE to provide very
tailored training solutions over short time frames.

Smaller employers can benefit from informal contact with their local HE providers
to get the best from graduate recruitment and perhaps in time from wider mutual
interests. Networks of smaller employers, especially in local labour markets where
particular industries are developing, can work very positively to enhance HE provision.
Internships and workplace learning schemes can be very beneficial to small firms in
elping to ‘cement’ HE contacts and raise awareness on what an HE can offer.

Employers often wish to enrich the work-related aspects of HE. This can involve teaching
new topics, using different learning tools or equipment, creating new opportunities
for industry-related projects or work placements. In many of these activities, HE needs
employers to be actively engaged in development work and delivery. Employers
seeking to influence HE provision will do better if they bring complimentary expertise
and resources to the HE provider.

Once a trusting relationship has been established with an HE provider, it often develops
into a range of collaborative activity. A modest but practical start can grow into other
or larger ventures. Choosing the right staff to be involved at the outset is important,
and those with recent experience of HE can be valuable.

Major employers quite often have research links with HE, either formal or informal.
These can grow into constructive collaboration in postgraduate teaching and in time
into influence on first degrees and other courses. More creative thinking on modes of
interaction and influence are needed.

4.3.2 HE providers

HE providers need to make it easier for employers to find out what they can offer
especially newer elements. Many need to look to improving the information and
marketing materials that they produce for employers as well as students. Marketing
approaches will vary, there is unlikely to be one that works best. More informal
mechanisms for bringing employers and academics together are needed as these can
be good ways in which collaborations will come about. This can be through bringing
employers with shared interests to meet together at HE provider establishements.
Employers wishing to contact an HE provider should be able to find at least two clear
points of access — one at the centre of the institution and one at departmental (or
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subject specific) level. The HE provider needs good communications internally to refer
employer enquiries quickly to the point at which they can best be addressed.

= New development and trends in HE, such as its increasingly modular nature and
breadth in applied subjects, new accreditation practices and access initiatiives, need
to be made more visible to employers to help them become more aware of them. The
range and types of units of learning that can be taken separately within larger courses
should be more widely publicised. HE providers might then be able to contribute more
to workforce development, and generate useful revenue, through offering existing
learning modules to employers. However, there are practical issues for HE to explore
such as to how this fits their overall institutional strategy, and also the funding, quality
and reporting issues of providing a lot of small bites of learning often outside the
institution and ensuring they have the right staff in place (or make use of external staff)
to deliver it.

= HE providers need to be business-like in their dealings with employers: interested
in what employers are saying; responsive in their dealings with employers’ requests;
but also firm and realistic in negotiations about the costs, resource requirements and
sustainability of any venture which employers wish to commission or influence.

= Clear governance mechanisms are needed where an HE provider is supplying a course
in partnership with a private sector provider, an employer, or for its employees, so that
feedback from the employer and students can be swiftly acted upon.

= Where HE providers already have a good relationship with an employer, for example
through recruitment or research, they might benefit from wider discussions about their
provision and whether that employer could be making best use of this, in workforce
development provision or providing students work experience.

= Academics who want to, should be encouraged to remain ‘industry-active’ while
industry should be made more aware of the applied work they do. This could be
encouraged through more opportunities and time being available to develop informal
contacts and through industry-academic exchange programmes.

= Many HE providers are developing educational partnerships with others. Such
partnerships can act as referral mechanisms for employers. There needs to be a greater
willingness to work with private educational and training providers to meet specific
needs, or longer term goals where risks going into new areas can be shared. Each party
can benefit from recognising and building on each other’s strengths in a system-wide
approach.

4.3.3 Learners (including employees)

Although we did not focus specifically on learners, some messages emerged from the
research for learners:

= Learners can bring a host of practical factors to the relationship and there needs to be
a greater recognition of these, whether they are engaging on work-related learning on
employers’ premises or undertaking a part-time study course.

= Learners need to be able to access good quality advice, information and guidance (AIG)
during their studies to be able to find suitable employers that will provide them with
work-related learning and experiences of work that will be of real value in their future
choice of careers.

= And adult employees (potential HE learners) also need to be encouraged through AlG
to look beyond HE's traditional offerings, much of which they may have disregarded in
the past, to find the new offers being made by some institutions. These could fit better
with their work, career plans and family/home lives. For some, HE might be better taken
locally at colleges for the latter reason but may not be the best choice for their career
development. They also need help in developing their confidence to go on to HE and
appropriate financial support packages to enable real choice.
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4.3.4 Policy-makers and intermediary bodies

While universities and colleges can act individually within local contexts to consider some
of the points made above, there are some overarching issues which both help and hinder
the development of successful employer engagement and influence. Some of these concern
national funding and credit systems for the sector, others frameworks and resources of HE,
and yet others the way different bodies can work together and other policy ‘levers:.

= There needs to be a greater recognition in Government policy that HE responds to
employer demands more effectively through collaboration with employers than via
a traditional supplier-customer relationship. Too much emphasis on employer-led HE
provision is not likely to work in the same way it might at lower education and skill
levels. So, for example, sector bodies wishing to encourage new types of courses need
to engage with HE providers at the earliest stages of development. They should not
first get employers to design courses or qualifications and then go out to HE providers
to get them to come on board.

= |tcan bedifficultforemployersand HE providers to find good partnersin such acomplex
market. The number of intermediary or potential brokerage bodies in some local areas
need to be reduced to make it less confusing to employers. Intermediary bodies could
have a more important brokerage role in the future, in helping employers find the
kind of provider who might be able to meet a specific need, or to help a provider in
developing an innovative approach to contact employers who might be interested in
collaboration. But to do this well, they need to have some kind of standing with HE,to
be seen as credible in helping to build relationships and act as brokers or facilitators
(not taking the lead role) and be given more access to development funding.

= |tseems highly unlikely that employers will suddenly choose to up-skill their workforces
to level 4 by supporting large numbers of employees to take foundation or first
degree qualifications (as Leitch assumed). We found demand for this in niche areas, in
relatively small numbers, and in certain types of firms. Future potential growth seems
unlikely to be large scale enough to meet the Leitch targets at Level 4 by 2020, on
current evidence and incentives currently in place. Governments’ policies might more
usefully be focused on encouraging employers and employees to access elements
(often modules) of existing HE courses to ‘upskill’ from NQF levels 4/5/6 and beyond
(to postgraduate) or to broaden their skills at the same level, where current demand
seems to be stronger. There is also scope for encouraging the accreditation of small
amounts of learning in the workplace and encouraging employees to build credits
towards higher level certificates, diplomas and maybe ultimately lead to L4+ awards.
This will only happen if nationwide credit arrangement are in place in all English HE
(which now seems likely to happen by 2010)

= |t can be of benefit to both students and employers for HE courses to lead to industry-
specific or professional qualifications at the same time as the student gains their HE
qualification. Professional and sectoral bodies could bring additional value by pursuing
opportunities for such parallel accreditation, but the processes of doing so should be
made easier. SSCs can bring greater insights on industry demands and trends than
most professional bodies and so help ensure professional qualifications are kept up to
date and relevant to their industry needs. They can also help facilitate the process of
parallel accreditation.

= But it is clear that qualifications are not a priority issue for most employers, though
they are for HE providers. It is the skills that people need for their job roles that are
generally more important to employers and also to many individuals. Qualifications
can act as a proxy for this. So ‘upskilling’ on the scale suggested by Leitch is not going
to come only via courses at HEIs leading to qualifications. It is more likely to come from
a combination of in-house sources, colleges, universities and private training providers,
and by collaborations between all of them in a more joined-up system. This requires a
coherent qualifications framework supported by funding linked to credit to be put in
place in universities and colleges across England, as it is currently in Wales.
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= There are new additional resources being put by Government into the development
of new HE provision as pump-priming. These are often needed to get things started
to help design new courses and qualifications by HE and employers together. Such
development resources should be focussed on where the market is likely to have a
significant, sustained level of demand, funded either by employers or by students
themselves. Both development funding and on-going practical support can also be
usefully targeted on enriching project work and work experience within existing and
successful HE provision, not only in new provision.

= In a few areas — notably HE provision likely to be taken up by small firms - the
Government may need to think more radically about on-going funding and also
different ways of delivering learning to owners and workers in smaller enterprises.
Knowledge Exchanges, Knowledge Transfer Partnerships or other initiatives linked to
research, enterprise, knowledge transfer, student employability may be appropriate.
Often it will be the repositioning of businesses that will pull through a demand for
higher level skills. Upskilling is rarely an aim in itself, and needs to be looked at more
holistically by framing it within a wider business model. The role of public procurement
to encourage organisational repositioning and help businesses adopt more added
value strategies should be considered more.

= Attention to student employability has encouraged many HE providers to look more
carefully at what employers need from graduates and helped improve their graduate
employment rates. In turn, these affect an institution’s position in the eyes of students
and their parents and so be reflected in recruitment and institutional financial health.
But the bigger ‘levers’ for increasing revenue come through the growth of student
numbers on sustainable courses and through increased academic research, citations
and peer review. These, and especially the RAE, do not encourage most universities
and colleges to respond to employer needs, unless those employers will fund large
numbers of students over a period of time.
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