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What will I cover?
1. Why do we do what we do?
2. What is a university for (now)? - a case study 

of the UK
3. Educating for the world of work?
4. Educating for the work of the world?
5. Educating students for the world of work or 

the work of the world? Or both?
6. Are Universities fit for purpose?



1) Why do we do what we do?
• How many of us stop to think about the 

purpose of the institutions we work for?
• How many of us think about the purpose of 

what we teach?
• How many of our students will use the ‘stuff’ 

we teach in later lives?
• How many of us think about the purpose of our 

research?



Why do you do what you do?



Why do I do what I do?
• To pay the bills?
• For ‘recognition’? 
• For promotion? 
• For interest?
• Because I’m told to?
• Because it is expected of me?
• To make a difference?

To be honest – all of 
them, but different 
weighting at 
different times

To maximise student earning potential? To contribute 
to economic growth?



2) What is a university for (now) – a case 
study of the UK?

“... the British university system may be characterised as 
changing from a small collegium of medium-sized, research- and 
education focused organisations to a knowledge-based service 

industry of medium and large enterprises with diverse missions, 
profiles and character.” Foskett (2011)



Economic role…
• 1970s universities blamed for ‘economic malaise’ 

– failure to generate, sufficiently skilful, 
knowledgeable and economically competent 
young people

Therefore: Essential for national economic competiveness

• Knowledge economy
– Knowledge-generating institutions
– Graduates - knowledge-bearing individuals



Change in the positioning of universities and 
students in the UK

• 1998: Introduction of tuition fees (£1,125)
• 2005: National Student Satisfaction Survey started
• 2006: Fees increased to (max) £3,000
• 2007: Formation of Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS)
• 2009: White Paper ‘Higher Ambitions: The Future of Universities in a Knowledge 

Economy’  - proposes closer links between HEIs and skills needs in the economy , as 
well as an increase of information for students.

• 2009: DIUS replaced by Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS)
• 2010: Browne review ‘Securing a sustainable future for higher education’ proposes 

major change in university funding
• 2011: White Paper ‘Higher Education Students at the Heart of the System’ 
• 2012: Fees increased to (max.) £9,000 (major cut in government funding to 

universities)
• 2015: Green Paper ‘Higher education: teaching excellence, social mobility and 

student choice’ proposes linking teaching quality to higher tuition fees, + opening 
the way for new HE providers



“Our proposals are designed to create genuine competition for 
students between HEIs, of a kind which cannot take place under the 
current system. There will be more investment available for the HEIs 
that are able to convince students that it is worthwhile. This is in our 
view a surer way to drive up quality than any attempt at central 
planning (Browne, 2010, pg. 8)”

“The changes we are making to higher education funding will in turn 
drive a more responsive system. To be successful, institutions will 
have to appeal to prospective students and be respected by 
employers. Putting financial power into the hands of learners makes 
student choice meaningful (BIS, 2011).”

“Our decisions include[e]…publishing employment and graduate 
earnings data to provide prospective students with the best possible 
information to help them make the right choice of course and 
institution.” (BIS, 2016)



Contribute to personal 
economic growth

Contribute to country’s 
economic growth

• “With an increasing tendency to see higher education 
as a product with a price tag, there is understandably 
growing interest in the extent to which academic 
programmes of study promote students' employability 
and earning power. The key information sets (KIS) that 
higher education providers are required to publish will 
help students anticipate their employment prospects 
after particular courses of study.” 

Quality Assurance Agency



Major assumptions about students
• They want to be consumers of their education
• They are able to make informed choices
• They are primarily driven by their future 

earnings

Students at the heart of 
the system or pawns in 
a marketisation political 
ideologies?

Our rhetoric – not students’?



So what does all this really mean?
• Vice-Chancellors = Business  CEOs 
• Pressure to generate additional revenue streams
• Less genuine collegiality within universities
• Increased competition between universities
• Positioning of students as ‘consumers’
• Increasing emphasis on ‘satisfying’ students
• Threats to subjects with ‘lower earning 

potential’?
• Increasing homogenisation of HE – less student 

choice?



3) Preparing students for the world of 
work

QAA Code of Practice “to ensure that [HEIs] are 
meeting students’ expectations in respect of their 

preparedness for their future career, and that 
they are producing graduates equipped to meet 

the demands of the employment market of today 
and tomorrow”

What are the demands?
What will these demands be?

“an instrument which is used to facilitate the integration of 
generations into the logic of the present system and bring about 

conformity to it” (Shaull, 2000, pg. 34).



• In 2008 and 2009, 
predicted shortfall in 
graduate jobs.

• Driven by:
– Increasing student 

numbers
– Decline in public sector 

jobs

Increasing 
emphasis on 

enterprise 
education



Employer concerns….

• Students/graduates often lack skills in “drawing 
together disparate sets of information to form coherent 
evidence-based arguments”

• Loss of critical intellectual skills as a result of 
modularised system

• Lack of work-environment awareness – difficulties with 
transition from university to workplace

Robinson and Digges la Touche, 2007, Planet, 18, 36-39.



4) Preparing students for the work of the 
world

“Our vision is for universities to be widely recognised 
as leaders in society’s efforts to achieve sustainability 
– through the skills and attitudes that students gain 

and put into practice, through research and 
knowledge exchange, and through their own 

business management” (2005; 2009)

“We believe sustainable development should 
be central to higher education ” 

Higher Education Funding 
Council for England



But….
“It is one of the most pernicious and dangerous 

circulars ever to be issued. ...Among other things it 
says that HEFCE will ‘explore with the Quality 

Assurance Agency ... how a contribution to sustainable 
development could be used as an indicator of high-

quality taught provision’. This is the most disgraceful, 
shameful and outrageous statement ever to appear in 
a publication from a funding council. It is saying that 

unless your university conforms to this particular 
political orthodoxy, your course may be regarded as of 

poor quality” (Knight, 2005, pg. 1).



2008/9
(Labour)

I am pleased the Council is providing leadership in this area …performance 
against these [carbon reduction] plans should be a factor in future capital 
allocations

2009/10 
(Labour)

I hope that some of the capital expenditure…will support strategic, long-
term action to tackle climate change. 

2010/11 
(Labour)

I hope universities and colleges will show leadership in this area, both in 
reducing their own emissions, and in seeking to include sustainability in 
their teaching and research

2012/13 
(Con-Lib 
Dem)

You should continue to support institutions in their efforts to improve their 
sustainability

2013/14
(Con-Lib 
Dem)

We look forward to the development of a new sustainable development 
framework that should seek to build on the achievements of universities 
and colleges and the enthusiasm of students and continue to support 
institutions in their efforts to improve their sustainability. 

2014/15 None

2015/16 
(Con-Lib 
Dem)

We welcome … HEFCE’s continuing role in facilitating the sharing of good 
practice on sustainable development. We … look to the sector to continue 
improvements in this area.

2016/17 -Con None Courtesy of Sophie Bessant



5) Preparing students for both the world 
of work and the work of the world

Employer demand
93% of CEOs saw Sustainability as 
important to their company’s future 
business 

Research 
study of 
766 CEOs

“Over the next decade, 
organisations and their 
employees who are 
environmentally sensitive 
are likely to develop an 
edge over organisations 
whose workers are less 
inclined to think or act 
green”
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One-off National Policy 
‘Think Tank’

UK government’s vision for a 
new ‘green economy’

• Technological  
development, different 
ways of living and 
working

• New business 
opportunities and green 
jobs

• New demands from the 
workforce

Lack of clarity on what a 
‘green economy’ will 
demand



The student demand

To what extent, do you agree that 
universities should be obliged to 

develop students’ social and 
environmental skills as part of 

their course?
Drayson et al., (2013)

‘Students at the 
heart of the system’

Students see skills for SD as 
significant for employability and 
their future employers



The student demand (cont.)

Drayson et al., (2013)

65% of respondents 
believe that 
sustainability skills 
should be delivered
throughout the 
curriculum rather 
than through a 
separate module



Education for Sustainable 
Development (ESD):

the process of equipping 
students with the knowledge 
and understanding, skills and 

attributes needed to work 
and live in a way that 

safeguards environmental, 
social and economic 

wellbeing, both in the present 
and for future generations. 

QAA, 2014



6) So. Are universities fit for purpose?
• Is our sense of HE’s purpose at odds with those 

that fund us
• Many purposes and many tensions
• Releasing capacity of others not just publication

• Fit for the world of work?
• Fit for the work of the world?

Are students likely to have more impact in their 
professional or personal lives?





Careers advice?
Socially responsible careers?





Collaboration.  Interdisciplinarity







Critical thinking Creativity

Sustainability? Enterprise?



Helping create new cultural norms
The ‘hidden’ curriculum





Tankers can be turned round…



Questions
1. What are the implications of the ‘student as consumer’ 

trend to HE?  How appropriate is this view for HE?  How 
valid are the assumptions about students?

2. Should the employability and sustainability agendas be 
joined? What are the synergies between the 
enterprise/entrepreneurship agenda and sustainability?

3. Will students have more impact in their professional or 
personal lives?  What are the implications for our focus in 
ESD?

4. What are the demands of the employment market of 
today and tomorrow?  How should students be prepared?

5. Does time in HE make students better ‘change agents’?
6. What would a ‘fit for purpose’ university look like?



Thank you!


	Fit for what purpose?�The role of the university: Educating students for the world of work or the work of the world?�
	Bildnummer 2
	Bildnummer 3
	What will I cover?
	1) Why do we do what we do?
	Why do you do what you do?
	Why do I do what I do?
	2) What is a university for (now) – a case study of the UK?
	Economic role…
	Change in the positioning of universities and students in the UK
	Bildnummer 11
	Bildnummer 12
	Major assumptions about students
	So what does all this really mean?
	3) Preparing students for the world of work
	Bildnummer 16
	Employer concerns….
	4) Preparing students for the work of the world
	But….
	Bildnummer 20
	5) Preparing students for both the world of work and the work of the world
	Bildnummer 22
	The student demand
	The student demand (cont.)
	Bildnummer 25
	6) So.  Are universities fit for purpose?
	Bildnummer 27
	Bildnummer 28
	Bildnummer 29
	Bildnummer 30
	Bildnummer 31
	Bildnummer 32
	Bildnummer 33
	Bildnummer 34
	Bildnummer 35
	Bildnummer 36
	Questions
	Thank you!

