B11.2
Tuesday 9th December


Session B
 14.15-14.45

Programme number:  B11.2 
Research Domain: Higher Education Policy
Leonard Holmes, Annika Coughlin
University of Bedfordshire, United Kingdom

Between policy and practice on graduate employability: lost in translation? (0298) 
Graduate employability continues to be a key theme espoused in public policy on higher education, a theme that higher education institutions are required to translate into their own policies and ‘embed’ in their curricula. The dominant public policy discourse is primarily framed in terms of the ‘imperative’ of the wider ‘the skills agenda’ (Leitch, 2006), ie human capital development in a globalised and competitive economic environment. At the level of institutional policy and of curricula, the emphasis is on notions of skills, capabilities, and attributes deemed to be important for success in the graduate labour market. A simple process of ‘translation’ is assumed, between national and regional economic desiderata, the employment practices of the myriad organisations making graduate recruitment decisions, and the educational processes by and through which individuals become graduates entering the labour market.

This paper will contest the assumptions made regarding such a process of ‘translation’ (Law, 1994), arguing that different ‘levels’ and different ‘types’ of discourse have been conflated. A distinction will be drawn between descriptive-explanatory discourse and evaluative-normative discourse, these different types operating at different ‘levels’ (‘macro’, ‘meso’, and ‘micro’). The paper will examine these different discursive levels and types in terms of the forms of identities or positionings they interpellate, and the practices they implicate. It will argue that, rather than viewing the discourse of employability (Moreau and Leathwood, 2006) as unitary, we should speak of different ‘discourses’ and thereby challenge attempts to impose a simple assumption of translation between these.
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