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Introduction

The English Language Studies Initiative for Employability (henceforth ELSIE) is an innovative subject-specific scheme (situated at the University of Central Lancashire, Preston), which seeks to help students (1) get the most out of their study whilst at university, (2) reflect on their subject and generic skills, (3) learn how to transfer these skills to a ‘work’ context, and – importantly – (4) research future career options throughout the three years of their undergraduate degree scheme (and beyond).  This paper will introduce the concept of ELSIE, provide an overview of how we have embedded employability within the ELSIE suite of modules, and then go on to assess students’ opinions as to the benefits of explicitly engaging in subject-based employability activities.  The paper will also touch upon issues such as institutional change and supporting student learning and success, when they are deemed to be pertinent.

A brief overview of the ELSIE structure

ELSIE modules are compulsory for single honours English Language Studies students and, due to their popularity, optional for Combined Honours students taking Language and/or Literature as part of their degree schemes. ELSIE provision within year one entails PDP, subject-specific skills and employability.
 In the second year, students focus on more in-depth subject-specific skills and carry out an employability related project (in which they explore English in a work-/task-related context). In the third year, students are enrolled on to an additional elective module in career development planning. Students can ask to ‘opt out’ of this particular component of the ELSIE scheme, but need to make a case to the head of the subject that they are fully prepared for both academic study and work.

The development of – and impetus for - ELSIE

Developed in 2005-06, ELSIE is a joint collaboration between the English Language and Linguistics subject team and the Centre for Employability through Humanities (ceth), the university’s Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning. The ELSIE suite of modules replaced first- and second-year English Language modules that covered study skills and writing but did not adequately address employability - something which is not only the focus of the individuals involved but of the institutional Employability and Enterprise Strategy. There are a number of reasons for this re-focus. With the dramatic rise in degree holders entering the workforce, and government aims to increase the number in full-time higher education to 50 percent by 2010, it is increasingly important that students market themselves well (for the workplace). The ever-growing competitive graduate labour market means that employers are now seeking degree holders with a broader range of transferable skills and formal work experience (something which is difficult to obtain outside the curriculum). Furthermore, it is important that students are prepared for life after graduation, and it is the role of the university – and more specifically the subject teams who students spend most of their time with - to take students through this transitional stage. 

When developing the ELSIE curriculum, the programme team began by asking (and indeed still asks) questions similar to those posed by Alexander (1992). Specifically: 

· What makes an “educated” graduate (in ELSIE terms) – that is to say, does “education” equate to more than an ability to display subject-specific knowledge?

· Why should we educate ELSIE learners this way?

· What should ELSIE learners learn?

· How should ELSIE be learned, taught and assessed?

What is an “educated” graduate (in ELSIE terms) …?

Our revised version of Alexander’s question has proved far more useful to us than asking the most obvious question: How can we improve students’ employability? Both questions seek to gauge the knowledge, values and skills that students need to succeed, of course, but the former is related to a much wider and richer context, which includes ‘not only the content of subject matters, but how knowledge is organised, how teachers teach, how learners learn and how the whole is evaluated’ (Warren 2006: 2). Moreover, this initial question has helped us to better understand (in a broader sense) Knight and Yorke’s (2004: 2) observation that we, as educators, should devise programmes which encourage students to make explicit their ‘achievements’ within and outside the HE context.

As a recent graduate has explained, “An educated ELSIE graduate is one who can reflect on their abilities, skills and personal attributes, who knows how their subject-specific knowledge can be transferred to a working environment, and who can realise their full potential to the extent that he or she go on to lead a successful, sustainable and satisfying future career”.

Why should we educate ELSIE learners this way?

A primary reason why we want to educate learners the “ELSIE way” is to create a cohort identity around the common experience of English Language and Linguistics. Like many UK programmes, our undergraduate provision is modular in structure. As Phipps (2006) notes, this can imply semester-length relationships between student and university teacher - and, potentially at least, an atmosphere of ‘constant change’. Indeed, Bauman (2003: 5) suggests the undergraduate experience can be a rather ‘brittle’ one, involving a wide range of different subjects and a variety of tutors. Under such conditions, ‘relations between students as coherent year-group or class’ can become ‘tenuous’ and/or be ‘forged out of assessment necessity […] rather than out of a common experience of a subject’ (cited in Phipps 2006: 141). This has implications for retention and for the continuity and enjoyment of the student experience. ELSIE seeks to challenge this model by offering students a programme that extends beyond the degree, forges links between and across modules and creates a strong and very real sense of ‘cohort identity.’ Although the team clearly use assessment, task oriented group work and problem-based learning (indeed these are essential employability skills), the assessments take place only within the ‘common experience of the subject.’ By way of illustration, the first years spend much of the first semester focusing on understanding the culture and norms of university practices whilst thinking about what they hope to achieve from their time within an HE context by answering questions such as the following:

· What do you expect from your university, yourself and your subject?

· What do you hope to gain from obtaining a degree?

The first assessment is then based on their response to the first question above (and they are given an opportunity to rework their work based on feedback from the tutors). In semester two, students design the group projects they will implement in year 2, and present their ideas to the rest of the group (preferably by making use of PowerPoint or similar visual aid), thus creating a bridge between levels and ensuring that they enter the second year with a ready-prepared (and hopefully exciting!) project and a team of peers who share their ideas. Existing second year students act as mentors and pass on their experience of carrying out an employability-related project. The second assessment then involves the students’ critiquing five of their peers’ presentations.

Although many academics would claim that students choose to attend university to study a subject that they enjoy, there is evidence that the majority of students set out to obtain a degree in order to have more fruitful careers (Healy 2003). In ELSIE’s view, these two perspectives are not mutually exclusive, nor do they require a ‘dumbing down’ of the subject curriculum. Indeed, the emphasis on using students’ knowledge of English to improve writing skills and exploring the features of academic English illustrates their continued engagement with language and linguistics. 

Defining employability in a HE context

The definition of employability that ELSIE adheres to (but with some conditions) is that used by the Higher Education Academy: “a set of skills, knowledge and personal attributes that make an individual more likely to secure and be successful in their chosen occupation(s) to the benefit of themselves, the workforce, the community and the economy” (ESECT 2005 based on a definition by Peter Sewell, UCLan). Notice that the emphasis here is not the subject or discipline but, rather, a neat “set of skills, knowledge and personal attributes.”
 The definition also seems to presuppose (1) a unity between the benefits to an individual and the benefits to the workforce, community or economy, and (2) the acquisition of “generic” skills (in the sense that no attention is given to our needing different skills, knowledge and personal attributes at different times and in different contexts). In addition, little (or no) attention is given to how one goes about attaining these skills, knowledge and personal attributes. To address these issues, ELSIE students are offered a programme that continually engages them in questions about the definition and value of ‘English’. They are taught to use reflection to develop self-awareness, as a means of critiquing/evaluating the choices they are required to make as part of their education and also the decisions needed to secure fruitful and satisfying employment. 

The ELSIE perspective: “Employability, for the ELSIE team is distinct from employment: it is a life-long process where an individual’s knowledge, skills, capabilities, needs and desires are continuously being re-evaluated through a process of reflection and self-awareness” 

(Angela Kilpatrick, Research Assistant to ELSIE).
 

The link between awareness and transferability

As Fig. 1 reveals, we regard reflection and self-awareness to be the processes by which students develop the tools of employability that will enable them to find and secure employment. 

Fig. 1: The relationship between employability and self-awareness (within ELSIE)

               



As such, we share the view put forward by the Centre for Developing and Evaluating Lifelong Learning (Nottingham):

One widely accepted pre-requisite of the transferability of a set of skills is the individual's awareness of them […] an awareness of how a report is presented in one field can help in successfully presenting a report in another field. An awareness of the dynamics of small groups, brought about following the review of one small group experience, can help in other group sessions. Embedding the skill in an activity without explicitly recognising it can minimise its transfer. […] The critical feature appears to be the degree to which the students (and tutor) are conscious of the skill, can reflect on it and refer to it explicitly (cited in Hudson 2008; our italics).

What should [ELSIE] learners learn?

The curriculum model put forward by Barnett et al (2001: 438-39) understands the curriculum to be an educational project based around the negotiation of three domains: knowledge, action and self. The “knowledge” domain refers to those components of the curriculum that are based on discipline-specific competences and those aspects of teaching and learning that develop subject specialisms. The “action” domain includes those competencies acquired through “doing,” through practice and application. The “self” domain develops an educational identity in relation to subject areas; for example, Linguistics students learn to perceive themselves as people who not only understand how language works but who can also explain how language can be manipulated and, moreover, can manipulate language themselves. Barnett et al maintain that the weight of these three domains varies across curricula. In professional subject areas (e.g. business, management, nursing), there is a high degree of integration across the three domains. In Humanities, the curriculum is thought to be heavily weighted by the knowledge domain. As Fig. 2 reveals (see p.5), Barnett et al also suggest a lack of overlap between the knowledge and action domains. However, ELSIE’s curriculum functions by integrating these particular domains much more fully with each other and – importantly - with the development of a disciplined identity (cf. Fig. 3): 

	Fig. 2: Humanities Curricula 
(Barnett et al 2001)


	Fig. 3: ELSIE Curriculum


One example of how ELSIE integrates these domains is through the Language and Literature Card Sort (Day 2007). Students are asked to identify how far they agree with a number of statements about Language and Literature. The cards are sorted into three sets: (1) Employability of Language (and Literature) students; (2) Relationship between Subject Skills and Transferable Skills, and; (3) Language and Literature as Academic Subjects. Students can investigate the “knowledge” domain through statements such as: 

· It is unreasonable to expect Literature lecturers to understand and refer to Linguistics and vice versa

· Metaphor is treated differently in Language and in Literature

Statements that enable students to explore their subject identity (“self” domain) include:

· Studying Language (and Literature) will make me more sensitive to issues of race and gender

· I am aware that I have the power to affect people through my use of language

Students get to put into practice their subject knowledge and employability skills (“action”) when making decisions at progression about their level 2 choices. The card sort prepares them for this through statements such as:

· I have chosen modules that look fun rather than those that might have long term benefits for my career

· Work-based learning is more useful than writing traditional essays

How should ELSIE be learned, taught and assessed?

A characteristic of student-centred/learning-orientated teaching is that ‘content and knowledge’ are seen to occur as a result of […] the student constructing it for him or herself’ (Light and Cox 2006: 33). ELSIE takes students through a process of becoming gradually more independent learners who learn how to discover knowledge, how to construct knowledge and, finally, that the very nature of knowledge is itself constructed by individuals, by the university, by business, by society and even by the nation (Kember 1997 in Light and Cox 2004: 32-33). 

Broadly speaking, first year students arrive at university needing guidance and support to learn how Higher Education functions. This means that, although teaching is an ‘interactive process,’ the student is ‘participant’ to the lecturer’s tutor(ing). The content is largely defined by the teacher and knowledge is ‘discovered’ by students within the teacher’s framework. By the end of Level 1, and sometimes before, the teacher’s role has become a ‘facilitator’ engaged in the process of helping students in their ‘constructions of knowledge’. This is particularly evident in the group decisions about the second year employability project. Throughout Level 2, when students are responsible for the delivery of their projects, the teacher’s role is more akin to a ‘change agent’ or ‘developer’. Indeed, the content of the programme is largely ‘constructed by the students.’ Level 3 sees students develop their independence and begin to understand how knowledge itself is ‘constructed’ by many internal and external factors. As agents in the workplace, they will be better able to negotiate and benefit from its challenges if they recognise which factors they can influence and manage (their confidence, professionalism and willingness to learn and take appropriate risks for example) and which are beyond their control (i.e. their working hours, the form of business reports, the drive for businesses to compete on a commercial level) or, within a university, the academic conventions and rules students must abide by (i.e. not plagiarising, handing in work on time, etc.). One of the main aims of ELSIE is to create a dialogue about how these particular learners mediate the messages sent out during their time at university (and looking back to their time at school). Students are thus involved in questions about the value and priorities of their education, how language and linguistics should be learnt, taught and assessed and whether (and, if so, the extent to which) Higher Education and the wider economy value a graduate who is skilled in their specific discipline.

Although this paper focuses on the first year experience, assessment for ELSIE is planned across the entire English Language and Linguistics programme. For example, the level two assessment is partly based on the work-based project that students design at level 1. This ensures that feedback given to first years can be used to directly stimulate learning on subsequent modules. This particular assessment is both formative and summative, for, as Knight and Yorke (2004: 139) make clear:

Only by adopting differential approaches to assessment – not all high stakes, not all direct – and by planning assessment across programmes can we sensibly promote employability through assessment and really help students to represent their achievements to employers.

By creating a supportive cohort identity, ELSIE creates collaborative learning situations where students learn from each other. Students receive more formal feedback from their four tutors (the Director and Head of Language and Linguistics, two lecturers and a project manager/mentor who also teaches on the programme). A Literature lecturer is invited to run a session and to offer informal feedback in class to support student learning. The expertise of other departments is used by bringing in staff from other departments, such as Careers and CETH, to talk to the students. This not only creates active collaboration between departments and services but ensures that students are aware of them from the outset. Indeed, UCLan’s Careers has reported that English language students are now the second most frequent visitors to the service, illustrating the effective partnership between the subject team and other experts.
 

First year ELSIE students are required to keep a career log book and to reflect on all classroom activities, from exploring learning styles to exploring models of employability (especially ‘CareerEDGE – The Key to Employability: developing a practical model of graduate employability’ by Peter Sewell and Lorraine Dacre-Pool, UCLan), and from subject-based essay writing skills to critiquing and writing effective CVs. Feedback is used to correct (as in sessions on plagiarism and using ‘academic’ English) but, perhaps more importantly, to ‘encourage emancipation by alerting the students to possibilities which they may not have hitherto discerned’ (Knight and Yorke 2003: 35). The effects of this - and the programme as a whole - can be evaluated by triangulating responses to module evaluation questionnaires and the impact of allowing students to “improve” their first assignment
 with the results of a small test on academic English and employability at the end of the second semester and with first-year student presentations outlining their proposed (level 2) ELSIE projects (which should also give an indication of the extent to which students have grasped the concept of ELSIE and employability). Of course, the main evaluation of the first year experience will take place when the students go on to carry out their projects in EG2000.  If they are successful and can reflect on and identify what they have gained from the experience, then ELSIE staff will know that they have succeeded.

Conclusion: the value of ELSIE for staff

This paper has concentrated on the value of ELSIE for students. However, the programme has also proved valuable for the staff involved. ELSIE’s research assistant, herself a graduate of linguistics, has become one of the tutors, and, as such, is responsible for defining some of the content as well as co-delivering the Level 1 programme and acting as mentor/developer for Level 2 students. It is through curricula, argue Barnett and Coate (2004, 25) that ideas about higher education are put into action: ‘through curricula too, values, beliefs and principles in relation to learning, understanding, knowledge, disciplines, individuality and society are realised.’ Yet, very often, there is little considered collective reflection on the curriculum, especially reflection which involves those who experience the curricula first hand - the students. As someone who has passed through the Higher Education system, the Research Assistant is best placed to recognise how students can influence and manage their studies and also help them understand when/why they need to follow academic rules and conventions.

Like many lecturers within the HE sector, the ELSIE tutors have substituted the mode of lecturing described by Light and Cox (2006: 102) as ‘transmission’ (i.e. where the lecturer transfers knowledge) with that of dialogic ‘engagement’ (i.e. they have become reflective practitioners). What this means, in practice, is understanding ‘professionalism’ to be a call ‘to acknowledge’ and respond to the challenge of ‘externally imposed frameworks of excellence’. Put simply, the ELSIE team has chosen ‘to take possession of, and transform’ their subject programme to enable their students to realise their full potential, both within and beyond the university (Light and Cox 2006: 11).

Looking to the Conference

As this conference seeks to give students a ‘voice’, we thought it fitting to end this paper with comments from some of our first year students, two of who will be with us at the conference, talking about their ELSIE experience to date:

‘The ELSIE module has been very beneficial. It has made me understand my potential, see what skills I already have and what skills I am able to gain.’ (Lisa Grigg)
‘People say it is useful to know our strengths and weaknesses; for me it's essential. ELSIE gives us an opportunity to realize which areas we need to improve in order to become more attractive to future employers and to make the most of our time at University.’ (Sebastian Kozbial)
‘While attending the ELSIE module I was encouraged to use the Prospects planner and visit the careers service from year one, which helped me find out what career choice would be better for me and what steps I should take in order to achieve my goal quickly and successfully.’ (Elizabeth Prinou)

ELSIE ‘…has inspired me to work harder and shown me that it is possible to achieve what you want […] there are a lot of opportunities out there and ELSIE shows us what we have to look forward to.  It has also made me a lot more confident in myself.’ (Anonymous)

‘ELSIE has helped me to develop skills that are both relevant for success in my academic studies, and transferable to the career I intend to enter once I have completed my degree. The ELSIE class helps to bring focus to future career prospects in a manner that has encouraged me to consider the importance of using my time at university to develop skills necessary to make me a stronger candidate for future prospective employers.’ (Bernadette Kavanagh)
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� For year one English Language Studies students, ELSIE consists of a single year-long module that – within the Language and Linguistics subject - sits alongside two half-modules (‘Text and Discourse’ and ‘Language Over Time and Space’) and a double module (comprising ‘Semantics and Pragmatics’, ‘Phonetics and Phonology’, ‘Sentence Analysis’ and ‘English Language in the Digital Age’). Language students are also required to take a double module ‘Introduction to the Study of Literature’.


� Most of the current UK definitions relating to employability (Knight & Yorke 2003; Hillage and Pollard 1998; Harvey 2001) ignore individual disciplines and/or assume that the acquisition and use of subject skills is self-evident.


� Angela Kilpatrick is an example of a home grown UCLan success story.  She was recruited for the ELSIE position after graduation. This epitomises the very essence of ELSIE, i.e. giving one of our students direct employment experience.


� We strongly believe that incorporating employability and career development into the classroom does not require lecturers to become careers advisors - something that is a common concern for many subject specialists. On the contrary, encouraging students to think about their careers at the onset of their degree course helps them to outline specific learning aims and set goals that can be revisited throughout their degree.


� We take any improvement in marks to be an indication that students have been able to reflect on – and ‘correct’ their previous ‘mistakes’. Overall, the students improved their marks in relation to the first assignment by 5%, taking the class average grade up to a 2:1.  Please note that the students had to show that they had made a substantial improvement on the former assignment in order to improve their grade. In other words, they had to demonstrate critical (self) reflection/engagement – and not just an ability to ‘correct’ things that the tutors themselves had pointed out. 
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