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DAWN BENNETT 

8. MEETING SOCIETY’S EXPECTATIONS  

OF GRADUATES 

Education for the Public Good 

EMPLOYABILITY IN CONTEXT 

Employability is a vital lynchpin in the balancing act between student, community, 

government and industry expectations of higher education and what the sector can 

deliver. The potential for higher education to educate for the public good has never 

been higher because the sector has never been larger or more diverse. In the year 

1970, only 700 million people worldwide had accessed secondary or higher 

education; by the year 2100 this will have increased ten-fold to some seven billion 

people (Roser & Nagdy, 2018). Will there be seven billion graduate-level jobs by 

the end of this century? As I will argue in this chapter, access to jobs does not 

adequately describe the purpose of higher education. If higher education is to 

survive, the definition of employability, higher education’s role in its development 

and governments’ strategies for its measurement, must change. 

 Shown at Figure 8.1, the exponential rise in post-primary education is indicative 

of global growth in higher education over the past four decades. To give a country-

specific example, in 1971 only 2% of the Australian population had participated in 

higher education and this grew to almost 20% in the subsequent 40 years (Parr, 

2015). In 2018, higher education engagement will have reached almost 50% of the 

Australian population (Roser & Nagdy, 2018). 

WHAT CAN GRADUATES EXPECT FROM THE LABOUR MARKET? 

Higher education graduates enter a labour market in which unemployment and 

under-employment are rising, precarious work is at record levels and career 

development learning is increasingly managed by individual workers. The workers 

most affected by under-employment and vulnerable work are women and youth, 

alongside people who belong to one or more equity cohorts – the very people whose 

presence has allowed higher education to become demographically diverse (see 

Pitman et al., 2017; Skattebol et al., 2015). 
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 The International Labour Organization (ILO, 2017) predicted that global 

unemployment would reach 2.4 million people by the year 2018, with similar 

numbers of under-employed workers: people engaged in voluntary or involuntary 

temporary and/or part-time work. Income inequality is rising in most advanced 

countries with the result that more workers live in moderate or near poverty known 

as “working poverty”. Unsurprisingly, dissatisfaction with labour market 

opportunities lessens participation rates: 63% of working-age people globally choose 

not to participate in the labour market and this is predicted to rise in developed 

countries (ILO, 2017). Non-engagement illustrates that not only does slow economic 

growth impact the labour market, a difficult labour market also impacts economic 

growth. Non-engagement and dissatisfaction demonstrate the need for workers to 

know how to create and recreate their work in line with personal needs and values 

and economic possibilities and constraints. 

 

 

Figure 8.1. Higher education growth (OECD 2018 projection, 

% population >15 years). 

(Adapted from Roser & Nagdy, 2018, used under Creative Commons 

Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.)1 

Of particular concern in the labour market is the growth of vulnerable work, which 

accounts for 1.5 billion people or over 46% of total employment (ILO, 2017). 

Vulnerable workers are likely to experience volatile income, limited access to social 

protections, poor working conditions, little career development and greater exposure 

to unethical behaviours including harassment and bullying (see Hajkowicz, Cook, & 

Littleboy, 2012; Hennekam & Bennett, 2017; Hooley, Sultana, & Thomsen, 2017a). 

The conditions which lead to vulnerable work include fierce competition for work 

and networked forms of employment, both of which are common in sought-after 
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graduate occupations as graduate numbers rise and the number of traditional full-

time positions declines. 

 Most higher education students are concerned about the future of work; this 

concern attracts frequent (mostly negative) media coverage and pervades higher 

education commentary. In the context of labour market reforms, students are right to 

be concerned, but their concern is largely underpinned by the impression that they 

will be the first generation to have faced such precarity. This is untrue! In many 

ways, the concept of a “traditional” job – a full-time, permanent position with a 

single employer – is an anomaly in the history of work (see Taylor et al., 2017). Prior 

to the industrial revolution, almost all workers held multiple concurrent roles. What 

we are experiencing now is simply the return of the so-called “gig economy” across 

multiple sectors, including those for whom full-time jobs have been considered the 

norm for the past century or so. The values and motivations so often attributed to 

Generations Y and Z (O’Neill, forthcoming) are a return to previous centuries in 

which success was determined at the individual level and in line with self-worth, 

meaningful work, social status and citizenship. 

 In this not-so-new world of work, graduate employers will include far more small 

to medium enterprises and sole providers. The increasingly distributed nature of 

firms means that work and learning will occur on a global basis using enabling 

technologies and social collaboration tools. Graduates will need to know how to 

create their own work, pitch ideas to clients and manage their time and development. 

They will experience multiple ways of knowing and doing, multiple cultural contexts 

and multiple environments. They will frequently be hired on a by-project or labour 

hire basis. The not-so-new world of work requires them to be knowledge workers 

whose practice is enabled by a capacity and willingness to learn. Graduates will need 

to know how to work autonomously, possibly from home, possible alone, for at least 

part of their working lives. Graduates will need to be prepared for inconsistent work 

which will require them to define and redefine “success” in terms of their ability to 

create and sustain meaningful work and a living wage. At least initially, they are 

unlikely to have much say about when and where flexibility occurs. The negotiation 

of these schemata is employability development in the truest sense. 

 No discussion of employability would be complete without taking into account 

the changing student population. Inevitably, increased participation in higher 

education has resulted in a more diverse student body than ever before. Over time, 

however, we have amassed increasing evidence that social disadvantage is not 

negated at the point of entry or even after graduation. Pitman and colleagues’ (2017) 

analysis of Australian graduate data confirms that “outcomes are not equal for all 

students and that higher education disadvantage persists for many students after they 

have completed their studies” (p. 9). Again, this demands a renewed focus on 

employability development. 

 Higher education institutions (HEIs) must be far more active and intentional in 

their employability strategies if they are to meet the needs of minority and equity 

cohorts. For over a quarter of a century, there has been bipartisan policy support in 

Australia for affirmative action policies to support people within six equity groups: 

women in non-traditional areas and higher degrees by research; Indigenous peoples 
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(in Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People); people living in rural or 

remote areas; people from low socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds; people 

with disabilities; and people from rural and isolated areas (Bradley et al., 2008; 

Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 1990). 

We also need to be mindful that race and gender influence career decision making, 

including the selection of institution and major discipline (see Lackland & De Lisi, 

2001; Sullivan, 2004). A further and growing cohort involves higher education 

students over the age of 25, whose participation has been driven largely by sectoral 

massification in combination with the increasing number of online and blended 

learning opportunities. This population should not be under-estimated: Noll, 

Reichlin, and Gault (2017), for example, note that 26% of all undergraduate students 

in the United States are parents with dependent children. 

 Internationalisation and student mobility are a further consideration for 

employability scholars, with a growing number of pedagogues and curricular 

designers striving to meet the particular needs of students who study away from their 

home countries (see Hartwig et al., 2017; Gribble, 2014). Kelly et al. (2018) note a 

50% increase in international higher education students between 2005 and 2012: 

more than 4.5 million students worldwide, of whom 48% are female (see also OECD, 

2017). Although there is a growing body of research on the needs of these cohorts, 

more research attention should be paid to the economic and sociocultural benefits of 

international students within their host countries, particularly in the United Arab 

Emirates, the United Kingdom, Austria, Australia and Switzerland. Reporting on 

their study of students from the UK and Australia, Caruana and Ploner (2010) note 

the potential benefits of change: 

HEIs use the “language of diversity” whilst providing little evidence regarding 

the actual practice of how this learner diversity can deliver business benefits to 

the sector. Whilst firmly on the agenda, student diversity is usually discussed 

in terms of how it will be achieved rather than directly as an end in itself. … a 

commitment to corporate social responsibility and potential business benefits 

may be both legitimate and complementary. (p. 10) 

WHAT CAN STUDENTS EXPECT FROM HIGHER EDUCATION? 

The alignment of student expectations with those of faculty and institutions is a 

significant factor in shaping the employability agenda. Borghi, Mainardes and 

Silva’s (2016) study of student and faculty expectations revealed statistically 

significant mean differences in 19 of 32 student-faculty expectation variables, 

notably in students’ unmet expectations for personal and professional development 

across their programs. This might prompt us to ask what students should realistically 

expect from their studies. 

 The increasing cost of higher education fuels students’ expectations of flexible, 

equitable and tailored programs of study which will lead to graduate-level work. 

These opportunities are particularly welcomed by people who seek to balance study, 

work and/or family, many of them without the benefit of traditional forms of capital 

such as family support. The changing student demographic features a growing 
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number of higher education students who simply can’t afford to spend three or four 

years completing a degree. These students target programs with year-round (non-

semester based) study and shorter completion times together with flexible study 

loads and schedules. Where such programs are not available, students intersperse 

semesters of study with semesters of work during which they are not enrolled, 

throwing institutional attrition and retention data into disarray. There is a consistent 

rise in the number of students learning in intensive mode through “study sprints” and 

“digital bootcamps” (Deegan & Martin, 2018), students studying part time, students 

studying remotely and students accessing blended, multi-institution learning 

packages. More students now want competency-based programs which reward 

mastery rather than credit hours and which enable them to complete their studies at 

a faster or, for multiple reasons, a slower rate than their peers. 

 It follows that the process of decision making in relation to higher education 

studies is increasingly complex and multifaceted. Drawing on social learning theory, 

Hossler and Gallagher (1998) identify the stages of study-related decision making as 

pre-disposition and need identification, internal (i.e. experiential) and external 

information search including the evaluation of alternatives, and choice. The most 

time-consuming stage is that of the information search. It is here that aspiring 

students with high social capital, including significant, encouraging others such as 

parents, career counsellors and teachers, reap the benefits of information gleaned 

from and evaluated with trusted sources of advice (see Hooley, Sultana, & Thomsen, 

2017b) not available to many minority group students. 

 Taking into account the increasing diversity of higher education students, Pitre, 

Johnson and Pitre (2006) propose that analyses of student decision making in the 

pre-dispositional stage must take into account students’ attitudes and subjective 

norms: their behavioural intentions. To date, research has established that the 

primary influence on students’ initial choice of major is interest in the subject (see 

Kim, Markham, & Cangelosi, 2002). This often relates to high achievement or labels 

of talent during students’ school years, the prominence of a school subject in the 

intended discipline (for example, the prominence of mathematics and chemistry 

within engineering studies), and personal insights gained from a significant other 

who already works in the discipline. Student satisfaction and expectations are 

inherently tied to these formative experiences and include satisfaction with 

education, teachers, classmates, academic achievement, assessment and the 

environment (Morgan & Shim, 1990). Shirazi (2017) has demonstrated the link 

between expectations and satisfaction, including the relationship between unmet 

expectations, disengagement and attrition. Academic satisfaction would be 

positively influenced by establishing realistic expectations through the development 

of metacognitive employability thinking. 

IS HIGHER EDUCATION A PUBLIC GOOD? 

The editors’ proposed subtitle of Education for the Public Good for this chapter 

proved an interesting challenge for this chapter. From an economic perspective, a 

public good is non-rivalrous in that consumption by one person does not limit 
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consumption by someone else; it is also non-excludable, which is to say that people 

can’t be excluded from accessing it (see Gravelle & Rees, 2004). Knowledge is a 

public and a global good which Marginson (2011b) describes as being “at the core 

of every public and private good that is created in the [higher education] sector” (p. 

414). However, education for the public good suggests a non-rivalrous, non-

excludable model of education which is far from the reality experienced by most of 

the world’s population. Higher education in most countries is more accurately 

described as a “common” good which is both rivalrous and excludable. Its ability to 

be anything else lies in the hands of the policy makers. 

 The massification of higher education and the provision of student loans with 

which participants can defer the costs of higher education has certainly increased 

access and participation. In Australia, the Federal Government committed in 2009 

to a progressive agenda of higher education reform designed to meet both equity and 

quality-related goals (Commonwealth of Australia, 2009), but the government 

implemented the agenda without redefining quality. The result was a massified, thus 

more diversified sector, but one governed by top-down quality measures which are 

incompatible with an equity agenda (Kemp & Norton, 2014; Marginson, 2011a). 

Massification has shifted the locus of higher education from higher education study 

(access and participation) to post-graduation outcomes (rivalry for employment). 

 Almost a decade on, the Australian Government’s decision (in 2018) to 

effectively cap student places per institution, by freezing funding, demonstrates the 

fragility of the sector and those within it. As Yezdani writes (2018), this strategy 

“not only limits the number of students who can study at university, but in an 

increasingly specialised sector it also undermines unique competitive advantage” 

(n.p.). Ironically, the cohorts most likely to be impacted by the new Australian policy 

are also those most adversely affected by the labour market changes discussed 

earlier. These include people within the six equity groups. Marginson (2011b) warns 

that the future of HEIs is uncertain unless they adopt a foundational, deeply felt 

common purpose predicated on “place-bound identity and universal-mobile 

knowledge” (p. 413). He describes the current situation as follows. 

At best, public good ties universities into a larger process of democratisation 

and human development. At worst it is joined to empty self-marketing claims 

about the social benefits of education or research with no attempt to define, 

identify or measure the alleged benefits. (Marginson, 2011b, p. 418) 

Kezar, Chambers, and Burkhardt (2005) consider the expectations of higher 

education and society in terms of a social charter between the two, shown in Figure 

8.2. Kezar and colleagues argue that this charter is being altered, lost or rejected 

because of the focus on revenue generation, prompted in turn by declining public 

funding and a focus on short-term individual good: individual benefits such as social 

mobility and employment outcomes rather than generational social good derived as 

a result of higher education. Inter-institutional competition and a metrics-driven 

focus on the provision of workers rather than thinkers, exacerbate the decline of the 

social charter. Whatever way it is viewed, the balance is not yet there. 
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 University rankings exercises are the polar opposite of education for the public 

good and irrelevant to the social charter between higher education and society. 

Rankings exercises and intrusive steering mechanisms promote self-interest and 

status competition ahead of public good. Rather, we should prioritise a “networked 

and potentially more egalitarian university world patterned by communications, 

collegiality, linkages, partnerships and global consortia”, as proposed by Marginson 

(2011b, p. 422). Rankings exercises herd universities towards activities which 

perpetuate the race to sameness. A far better race would be a race to difference for 

which institutions define and work towards what matters in their context. Coombe 

(2015) agrees that a sound policy solution “would enable a radical whole-of-system 

reform that recognises and funds the different types of educational institutions to 

better reflect their purpose and the type of education outcomes they deliver to 

students” (p. 141). With the caveat of not classifying (or funding) institutions as 

either teaching or research, Coombe’s solution would enable employability 

development to be prioritised. This requires strong leadership at the governmental 

level, with international cooperation where rankings are concerned. 

 

 

Figure 8.2. Social charter between higher education and society (drawn from 

Kezar et al., 2005). 

Rankings and policy influence institutional behaviours from where to publish and 

who to hire through to which programs to offer. A strategic government would create 

policy which enables universities to redirect the considerable budget wasted on 

maximising (gaming) the results of rankings and retrospective measures towards 

achieving their research and teaching priorities. This would also be a brave 

government because it would need to trust that the sector would do “the right thing”. 
After decades of chasing our tails, I have no doubt that HEIs would leap at the chance 

to determine their own priorities and futures with long-term strategies which are not 

at the mercy of rankings exercises and the temporality of higher education policy. 

 As a sector, we need to measure what we value and value what we measure. This 

might become a little easier with governments creating new occupational 
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classifications such as the “dependent contractor” and seeking better protection for 

workers who engage in continuous labour hire and zero-hour contracts. National data 

collections, including the nonsense of graduate destinations metrics which measure 

full-time jobs, will eventually change to meet the changing labour market. Taxation 

data and student numbers will be linked to create a longitudinal picture of graduates’ 

income-related activities over time, as already occurs in the UK and elsewhere. This 

picture must then be supplemented with data which reveals the social value of 

alumni; both should inform curricular renewal. The new datasets will provide 

unparalleled opportunities to understand the longitudinal career trajectories and 

decision-making processes of graduates, to support students in anticipation of these 

activities and to rethink our engagement with alumni. 

 Many such initiatives are possible, and many more would become possible if 

universities were given the freedom to define their priorities and future. At present, 

the higher education landscape has shifted from the boundary of the academy – who 

does and does not get to participate – to what happens within the academy (Bexley, 

2016). If we are to educate for employability, our concern should not be the 

employability of graduates per se, but the development of students able to meet 

graduate and societal realities which will demand action well beyond their discipline. 

NEW APPROACHES TO EMPLOYABILITY DEVELOPMENT 

The complex relationships between student and institutional expectations relate to 

value for money, micro and macro study experiences, and the perceived efficacy of 

a program in preparing students for their graduate lives and work (simplistically 

expressed as “getting a job”). These expectations are often fuelled by over-inflated 

messages in university marketing materials and they are experienced and expressed 

in different ways by students who pay for their higher education and adopt a 

consumerist orientation as “clients”. 

 As James (2002) suggests, there “is no single theoretical framework that 

adequately deals with these relationships” (p. 71). Neither is there a single theoretical 

framework that can adequately deal with the relationship between higher education, 

student expectations and the labour market or the discourse of “employability skills” 

which Knight (2011) describes as “complicated, sometimes confused, and over-

determined by the input of varied stakeholders” (p. 80). This problem is not only a 

theoretical one; neither is it new (see, for example, Wiese, 1994). However, over the 

past decade we have created a better understanding of the cognitive dissonance 

which results from differences tween students’ expectations and experiences (see, 

for example, Scott et al., 2014) and the relationship between unmet expectations, 

disengagement and attrition. This understanding can now be used to underpin new 

approaches to employability development. 

 Employability frameworks, policies and initiatives have no impact unless they 

connect with students on a regular basis, and yet most employability development 

activities in higher education are co-curricular and they attract the students who need 

them least. Initiatives located within the curriculum tend to be program-wide streams 

or distinct modules which are separated from the discipline-focused study in which 
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students want to engage. To engage students in employability, its development must 

become a core component of our value proposition. Employability must be delivered 

by academics and careers professionals who work together to enhance learners’ 

abilities to understand and promote ethical care and social justice (see Hooley, 

Sultana, & Thomsen, 2017a). Only when employability development and career 

guidance is aligned with disciplinary knowledge, skills and practices can it become 

core business. Properly defined, students will engage in developing their 

employability. The language of higher education is crucial here: although most 

students resent or ignore “Career Development 101” courses, they flock to co-

curricular courses which help them to create their futures (see, for example, the 

Stanford Designing Your Life elective, in Burnett & Evans, 2016). 

 It follows that for students to recognise and articulate their employability – to 

become deliberate professionals (Trede & McEwen, 2016) – curricular space must 

be made. This should not be conflated with the need for additional curricular time. 

Regardless of the approach, every student should engage in employability 

development which is explicit and which creates cognitive links. In practical terms 

this can be achieved within the curriculum by helping students to make links – to 

find the relevance – between the learning we assign them and their expectations for 

their future lives and work. An example of this is found in employABILITY thinking 

(Bennett, 2018), which is a strength-based, metacognitive approach delivered in the 

existing curriculum. This prompts students to understand why they think the way 

they think, how to critique and learn the unfamiliar, and how their values, beliefs and 

assumptions can inform and be informed by their learning, lives and careers. 

 EmployABILITY thinking demands the explicit and metacognitive engagement 

of students. Such strategies are effective because they can be incorporated across all 

programs and address the three ubiquitous challenges expressed by educators: 

- Lack of time: due to overcrowded curricula, content-heavy programs and the 

misperception that embedding employability means to do more. 

- Lack of resources: the need to develop appropriate teaching resources and to 

understand the theoretical basis of that work. 

- Lack of expertise: few educators are careers professionals and it is unrealistic to 

expect both a nuanced understanding of career development learning and the 

contemporary industry. 

In the employability context, students’ expectations relate to their perceptions of how 

well they are being prepared to find graduate-level work. We give students too little 

credit for their awareness of and concerns about potential graduate outcomes, and 

we do little to leverage these concerns in a positive way. Many students anticipate a 

difficult transition into the labour market, but early (as yet unpublished) findings 

from our longitudinal research on students’ employABILITY thinking indicate that 

their employability development strategies are dominated by studying more to 

ensure a high grade point average (GPA). These strategies are largely out of sync 

with industry recruitment and employer feedback. To enhance their employability 

and create a graduate transition advantage, students need expert support and 

guidance. This requires academic staff and careers professionals to combine their 
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expertise such that employability development becomes a core, respected and 

program-wide aspect of every academic program. 

 Realistic expectations of higher education studies and graduate employability are 

created for students through appropriate, sufficient and consistent information. 

Rather than compromising quality or bowing to student pressure, the task is to review 

curricula and address learners’ developmental needs “based on sound educational 

principles and … the new realities of the social context for higher education” (James, 

2002, p. 81). Students’ attitudes and subjective norms and their behavioural 

intentions are crucial to their decision making, including decisions to change, cease 

or extend their studies. When it comes to choosing and changing their major, 

students combine their interest in the subject with their sense of belonging (Soria & 

Stebleton, 2013) and their career prospects and potential salary (Malgwi, Howe, & 

Burnaby, 2005). Students are likely to develop more pragmatic and socially oriented 

employABILITY thinking as they progress through their studies. Employability 

development requires HEIs to communicate the expectations we have of students 

and the experiences that will be provided. In so doing, we must ensure that aspiring 

and current students develop “more complex and sophisticated expectations of 

university and of their own roles and responsibilities” (James, 2002, p. 81). 

 Perhaps our greatest challenge, and the reason that employability development is 

not already at the core of the curriculum, is that it has been poorly defined as the 

acquisition of generic skills which are developed separately from the core business 

of learning a discipline. By understanding students’ expectations and their decision-

making behaviour, we have revealed the strategies with which we can engage 

students in the explicit development of employability. The development under 

discussion here is not limited to discipline skills, knowledge and practices: the 

technical aspects of doing a discipline. Rather, it develops students’ abilities to 

conceptualise their future lives and work by learning the practice of the discipline 

and developing abilities to become capable and informed individuals, professionals 

and social citizens. As McIlveen (2018) asserts, “employability is not knowledge 

and skills per se; it is the propensity (of students) to understand their personal value 

and act toward their acquisition for deployment in a specific context” (p. 2). 

 In line with this, we should review students’ engagement with, and their 

understanding and development of, graduate attributes or capabilities. These have 

transitioned over the past decade from generic, skills-based statements (see Pitman 

& Broomhall, 2009) to broad capabilities such as global citizenship. Graduate 

attributes or capabilities relating to diversity and cultural awareness are now often 

included on unit (module) outlines and mapped across programs, but their delivery 

is left largely to academics who have insufficient time, resources or expertise for the 

task. This is ironic because capabilities such as intercultural awareness and global 

citizenship are highly valued by industry and often included in graduate recruitment. 

Caruana and Ploner (2010) find that students are “at the very least ambivalent about 

how their learning experience relates to either employability in global labour markets 

and local culturally diverse workplaces and/or to the development of affective skills 

in broader cross-cultural contexts” (p. 97). This is despite the fact that enrolment 

growth has led to a more diverse student population than ever before, which means 
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that students are surrounded by diversity in their everyday interactions. Many such 

opportunities are currently missed amongst the busyness of the corporatised sector. 

 Another lost opportunity concerns the potential involvement of alumni as industry 

experts, placement hosts and returning students.2 The changes proposed here would 

enable the sector to broaden its core business and encompass just-in-time and career-

wide professional learning. This is a growing need because the labour market 

demands workers to do what Mirvis and Hall (1996) have long termed “learning a 

living”: periods of work interspersed or overlaid with periods of learning. Career-

wide learning as a component of employability necessitates knowledge breadth as 

well as knowledge depth, with the result that alumni are as likely to need first-year 

units as they are to enrol in graduate study. Alumni currently turn to online study 

rather than returning to take or audit a module. An imaginative university would 

welcome the return of alumni as students by offering a range of “payment” modes 

for single modules of study, from monetary payment to service to the institution in 

the form of guest lectures, hosted placements, community engagement, mentorships 

and membership of program review committees. 

 In the new employability paradigm, terms such as “work-ready”, “job-ready” and 

“career-ready” are insufficient. New approaches must adopt a broader definition 

which communicates to students and faculty that employability requires work 

throughout the career lifespan rather than being complete at the point of graduation. 

They must confirm also the need for a metacognitive orientation which is mindful of 

self, profession and society. This is where employability, public good and the 

purpose of higher education collide. 

CONCLUDING COMMENTS 

The vision presented in this chapter is that of all students graduating as capable and 

informed individuals, professionals and social citizens. If graduates are to meet their 

potential, they must learn as students how to maintain their future employability 

through career-long employability work. Employability thus defined is the “ability 

to find, create and sustain meaningful work across the career lifespan” (Bennett, 

2018, p. i). This is a realistic and positive concept-ualisation of employability which 

aligns with the purpose of higher education, educating for employability and the 

common good. 

 In economic terms, an oversupply of graduates has its benefits: fierce competition 

for work compels workers to work beyond their brief, slows or even stalls wage 

growth and creates opportunities for small enterprises to flourish by providing cheap 

labour. But this isn’t a public or a common good and higher education does not exist 

to enable a purely economic mission. Much needs to change if higher education is 

to be valued and rewarded for its benefits to society. Taylor et al. (2017) assert that 

although governments are accountable for decent work, we are all responsible. In 

higher education our responsibility lies with preparing graduates who are able to 

assert their rights, meet their responsibilities and advocate for fairness, equitable 

worker protections and access to professional learning; it also lies in the equitable 

treatment of staff. Educators are at the centre of these reforms as they are by far the 
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most important and influential people in students’ journeys. As Davis points out 

(2013), HEIs “must employ people with a commitment to their mission and a clear 

sense of what matters” (p. 45). 

 Valuing what we measure also demands whole-scale change in academic 

pathways and progression to ensure that teaching and research are equally funded 

and respected. Further, agreement on graduate learning outcomes depends on 

consensus about the purpose of higher education and the meaning of learning (Barrie 

et al., 2014). All learning should have relevance to possible disciplinary, societal, 

personal and/or professional futures of students. If the learning we ask of students is 

relevant, we should articulate its relevance. If it is not relevant, we should stop 

teaching it. This is a challenge not to make every program vocational, but to make 

every program developmental and relevant. 

 I suggested earlier that employability is a lynchpin in the delicate balancing act 

between student, community, government and industry expectations of higher 

education, and what the sector can be expected to deliver. Without sector-wide action 

and advocacy, graduate employability also threatens to be the excuse for policy and 

media lynchings from which the sector will struggle to recover. Employability must 

focus on ability, must form the centre of the curriculum, must seek to embrace 

diversity, and must integrate the metacognitive capacities with which higher 

education graduates are not only ready for work, but ready to learn. 

1 https://ourworldindata.org/projections-of-future-education (Creative Commons: 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/) 
2 See the work of Vandelerlie at http://www.engagingalumni.com 
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