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This year’s conference was held off-site for the first time, and Austin Court proved
to be a very popular venue with delegates. For most, it was also good to be away
from office desks and the attendant clutches of omnipresent e mails, and to focus
exclusively on the wide range of material on offer. Although with 24 papers, and
three keynote addresses for colleagues to engage with and digest, I think it is fair

to say it was a full day.

There were over 150 in attendance, which
included 20 external guests, and the
papers were organised across the four
themes of teaching and learning,
education issues, research in progress,
and contemporary issues; encompassing
topics as diverse as maths, happiness,
class, local food, business ethics, and
Confucian heritage. A summary article of
most of the papers and an analysis of
delegates’ feedback on the whole event is
included in this issue.

Apart from the scope and quality of
the papers, two of the most encouraging
features for me this year were the
confident and professional manner in
which all the papers were delivered, and
the tremendous amount of colleaguial
support, and critically constructive
feedback that were in evidence. A number
of the contributors have now delivered
papers at various other conferences
and seminars, and were obviously well-
rehearsed and confident in their material
and delivery. For others, it was the
first time they had been exposed to the
vagaries of the public scrutiny of their
research, and in the face of the added
intensity of performing in front of their
peers; they also rose to the challenge
remarkably well. While the setting and
the facilities of the venue were more
conducive to the overcoming of such
challenges, and also added to the overall
effectiveness of the material on offer,
I feel what we witnessed this year was an
indication of the next stage in the
development of our overall scholarly
activity profile.

Gisela Stewart MP,
%eynote speaker

This progression will hopefully be both
consolidated, and accelerated, by the
launch in semester two this year of the
second online journal we plan to host,
The Journal of Service Sector Education
(JOSSE), with a possible third for
education and childhood studies in the
making; and the creation of a range of
identified cross-College research and
knowledge transfer (KT) themes. It is
anticipated that each of these themes
will be co-ordinated by a designated
member of staff, in order to offer a more
focused and structured approach to the
diverse teaching and learning, research,
KT and business-to-business initiatives
and opportunities we find ourselves
involved with. There will be updates on
these developments in the next edition of
Praxis in November.

M

Another pleasing facet of the day was the
increased involvement by members of the
further education (FE) staff, who in spite
of their comparatively extended teaching
commitments, managed a day away
from their desks to join in the proceedings,
and perhaps managed to demystify for
themselves the structure and ‘feel’ of an
academic  research  conference. From
speaking to some of the FE staff at the close
of the day’s events, we can now look forward
with confidence to some paper contributions
straight out of Richmond House next year!

Thanks to everybody involved on the
day of the Conference, especially our
contributors, and I look forward to next
year's event with already three papers
having been put forward for consideration.

David Jenkins

If you would like to contribute an article, comment on any of the issues raised, or join the debates published here,
please e mail us at researchandkt@ucb.ac.uk
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that seeks to equip staff with a wide range
of technical ability and skills rather than
develop and satisfy more complex personal
training needs.

When looking at the provision of
induction and subsequent training, there
also seems to be a distinction that can
be made between the managed and
tenanted/lessee sectors. Pratten (2003),
for example, suggests that across
tenanted/lessee and independent estates
and amongst free-holders, a systematic
approach to training is far less evident,
with a lack of management training
exacerbated by an additional neglect of
staff training in more general terms.

Exceptions include lessees and tenants
joining companies such as Punch Taverns,
where preparation for life with the
company is strengthened through their
attendance at a fully structured and
integrated induction training programme.
Lashley and Rowson (2002) as reported
by Pratten and Curtis (2003) moderate
this view, however, when stating that
attendance at such training programmes
may often be optional and is sometimes
seen as an unnecessary and burdensome
additional cost, particularly by those with
trade experience.

There is, however, little doubt that,
whatever the sector, the induction training
process is important in establishing the
bond that should exist between an
employer and employee. Lashley and Best
(2002) write that ‘both the employer
and employee approach the first day
(of induction training) with a set of
expectations that have been formed in the
recruitment and selection process. The
more thorough, open and honest the
discussion during recruitment, the more
likely it is that expectations will be shared
or at least more realistic’

The concept and value of the psychological
contract is examined together with
consideration of the importance of its
management by organisations in relation
to the positive or negative impact it can
have on managerial staff regarding
commitment and internalisation of an
organisations core values.

According to the Chartered Institute of
Personnel and Development (CIPD, 2005)
the ability of an organisation to add value

What is also clear, however, is that much
of the subsequent training that is
carried out by larger companies appears
to be process driven...

rests on its front line people, the CIPD
refer to people as ‘human capital. The
psychological contract traditionally is
based on unwritten expectations of both
employer and employee, for example, is an
employee expected to work late to meet
deadlines and would the employee expect
the employer to reciprocate with flexibility
of working hours.

Herriot (1998) cited in Marchington and
Wilkinson (2005, p.34) defines the
psychological contract as the “beliefs of
each of the parties to the employment
relationship, the individual and the
organisation, as to what their mutual
obligations are”. The CIPD (2005) suggest
that “these obligations may often be
imprecise; they may be inferred from
management behaviour or from what
has happened in the past or from
statements made in the recruitment
process. The common factor is that failure
to meet employee expectations is seen as
some kind of breech of faith which in turn
can lead to the psychological contract
being either positive or negative.

The psychological contract is mainly
discussed in literature in the employee
employer context; though it could
be strongly argued that the concept of the
psychological contract is of crucial
importance in the lessee/tenant and pub
landlord relationship which is an area to
explore in future research. The focus of
this paper however is on the small to
medium pub company. Awareness of and
management of the psychological contract
in the induction process are themes that
will run throughout this research report.

The size and structure of the Peach Pub
Company offers a tremendous opportunity
to examine and evaluate the impact the

promotion of employee commitment and
core values may have on a business
through developing in employees a positive
psychological contract. This may well
become an increasingly important element
of it's business in light of very difficult
trading conditions and the company’s
attempt to not only survive but also grow
the business, whilst making sure that it
achieves the optimum levels of trading
relative to its operational size.

David Andrews & Simon Turner

Class, individualization and youth
educational and occupational decision-
making: A brief review of the literature

Despite expansion of the further and
higher education systems over the past
two decades or so, there remains
considerable evidence for patterns of
unequal class access and subsequent
attainment (Makepeace et al. 2003).
Nevertheless, while ‘objective’ evidence for
the continued salience of individuals’
socio-structural  locations in  their
life chances and outcomes appears
unequivocal, the power of class within
contemporary subjectivities has come
under sustained critique. The most
influential argument in this regard
has been Ulrich Beck’s individualisation
thesis. The core of this thesis is that
contemporary society is experiencing a
fundamental process of change whereby
the traditional social forms of class, the
family and accepted gender roles are
receding in their power to condition
our identities and personal biographies
(Beck 1992, 87). Thus, a process of
‘individualization’ is occurring through
the weakening of people’s subjective sense
of class attachment and of its power to
influence their lives.

An alternative argument is proposed by
the French sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu.
Bourdieu argues that we should see class
as a relational identity and set of social
practices-a sense of ‘them’ and ‘us’. In this
way, Bottero (2005, 140) argues, Bourdieu
is able to address the paradox whereby
class remains objectively important within
people’s lives but no longer has such a
place within people’s consciousness.

In light of the above, how are we to
understand youth post-16 educational
and occupational decision-making? While
acknowledging there is a large variety of
theoretical approaches to this area, it is
believed it is possible to identify two
broadly distinct perspectives within current
research: one that is influenced by
Ulrich Beck and another influenced
by Bourdieu.

i) The ‘Individualisation School’
Agency and Optimism

One of the most important themes highlighted
by the individualisation ‘school” has been
the apparent sense of agency and
optimism that young people display.
Furlong and Cartmel (2007, 9) argue that
the central narrative by which young
people make sense of their experiences
is an ideology which presents everything
as a possibility. Empirical investigations
seem to strongly confirm this. For
example, in the U.K Evans (2002) found
high levels of personal optimism and an
espousal of meritocratic values among
young people, findings which were also
echoed in Australian studies by Wyn and
Woodman (2006) and in the Netherlands
by Du Bois Reymond (1998).

ii) The ‘Bourdieu School’
Constraints and social identities

While Beck-influenced studies have tended
to foreground young people’s sense of
optimism and personal control, work
informed by Bourdieu has placed much
more emphasis on the social constraints
upon choice, and the ways in which this
reflects social identities. For example,
in their study of the post-compulsory
schooling transitions of a small group of
young people from south London, Ball et
al (2000) found that although some of the
young people were able to consciously
‘work’ upon their social identities, often
displaying high levels of reflexivity in
doing so, this was always within the
perceptual constraints of their social
backgrounds. Reflexive individualism thus
exists in a state of tension with culture,
family and community (Ball et al. 2000, 24).

Why the Bourdieu School is more
convincing than the Beck School

The individualisation school makes much
of young people’s ‘agency’-their control
over their own lives. However, these
authors appear to employ an understanding

of agency that is limited to the participants’
articulable sense of agency and control.
This form of analysis fails to ‘get under the
skin” of what the young people in their
studies actually do (i.e the kind of
decisions they make) as opposed to their
feelings of autonomy. For example, we are
told that most young people in their
studies did not feel themselves to be
members of a social class. While this is
certainly evidence for the obscuring of
class from young people’s view, it is not
the same as increased agency or control in
decision-making. It tells us nothing about
the tacit knowledge within which the
students will perceive their choices.

Thus, Bourdieu and the writers influenced
by him are more convincing because they
are able to go beyond the ‘surfaces’ of
individualization and are adept in
“...tracing the print of class in areas where
it is faintly written” (Savage 2003, 536-7).

Andrew Morrison
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To what extent is the use of a virtual
learning environment appropriate for
on campus marketing undergraduates?

Over the past decade much research has
been done in e-learning. The crucial theme
has generally been the comparison
between online and traditional learning
methods (Suanpong and Petcoz, 2006).
From the lecturers’ perspective, e-learning
is often seen as “complimentary” to
classroom teaching and is thus supporting
student learning (Hanson,2003). There is
also the fear of it encouraging absenteeism
(Grabbe and Christopherson, 2005), concerns
about lack of face-to-face interaction as
well as the fact that it is time consuming
and is often incorporated by lecturers
because of external pressure (Grant, 2004;
Hanson, 2003). Research done from the
students’ perspective has revealed that
while they enjoyed features such as
discussion boards and feedback (Young
and Norgrad,2006) and the flexibility it
offers (0O'Malley and McGraw,1999), they
can also experience feelings of isolation
and frustration when facing technical
problems (Hamid, 2002). In addition
studies have also showed that while
students enjoy this, they nevertheless
show a preference for face-to-face
interaction (Yip,2004).

A number of authors have examined
e-learning in the context of Maths, Physics
and the Sciences or in education. Business
students has not received similar attention.
Within Business studies, most of the
research has been focused on examining
MBA students’ and professors’ perceptions
of online learning and assessment. Hence,
a there is a need to explore the use
of Virtual Learning Environments, VLEs
(‘a particular form of e-learning technology
or software application) such as Blackboard
in Business Schools at Undergraduate levels.

The study was conducted in semester 2 of
the 2006-2007 academic year as part of
the PGCE course. The aim was to identify
students’ usage and views of Blackboard
for a second year Marketing Module which
was assessed by ongoing seminars (40%)
and an individual assignment (60%). This

was done by exploring the features used,
the frequency of usage, the motives for
using the site as well as identifying
perceived benefits and/or problems of
using the site. Blackboard was used in the
same manner as it is largely utilized by
staff at the College. AUl 114 students’
usage was tracked and a questionnaire -
with a response rate of 37 -was distributed
at the end of the semester to investigate
student views.

Tracking student usage revealed that there
was an average of 43.5 hits per student
over the semester. Of this, 13 hits per
student for the course documents area and
24.5 hits per student for the assignment
section were recorded. There were no
contributions to the discussion board
despite discussion threads started by the
lecturer for the benefit of seminars and
the assignment. Likewise there were no
visits to the group pages which had been
set up for the separate seminar groups.

The Questionnaire reaffirmed that the
features of Blackboard the students liked
the most were the Assignments section
and the Course Documents (33/37 and
32/37 responses respectively) and liked
least were the Group Pages and Discussion
Boards (only 5/37 and 4/37 positive
responses respectively). The most popular
motives for visiting the Blackboard
site were for obtaining assignments
and frontispieces (32/37), catching up
on lectures (26/37) and checking
announcements (32/37). They indicated
a preference for communication and
innovation by saying they would be
interested in podcasts of lectures (23/37)
and emailing facilities. There was no
interest in online assessment. No problems
with blackboard in general were cited.
Only 30% said they used Blackboard more
in the second year than in their first year.
None of the students had any previous
experience with another VLE.

Thus, while it was found that usage rates
were acceptable, there was little or no

interest in some of the features of
Blackboard such as discussion forums,
group pages and assessment. Hence, it can
be concluded that while certain features
of Blackboard are used and are perceived
as being useful by the students, not all
the features are necessarily relevant to
Full Time Undergraduate students in an
academic institution which prides itself
on an Open Door Policy for students.
Any desire to improve Blackboard usage
would require making the site innovative
as well as providing Blackboard training to
the students in the First Year to ensure
they understand how to use it effectively.

Faiza Khan
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Do you have a problem with maths?

The compulsory study of school mathematics is frequently left behind with huge
relief by many young people. For nearly ten years, all trainee teachers in the U.K.
have had to re-acquaint themselves with mathematics subject knowledge in order to
pass a test prior to qualification. In my teacher training role in higher education
I have guided hundreds of postgraduates through this re-learning process. In a
small-scale research project I enquired into attitudes to learning mathematics and
I attempted to distinguish factors which may have influenced such attitudes.

Students hold beliefs about mathematics and
about themselves and they develop positive or
negative attitudes to mathematical situations.

The recently published Williams Review
(June 2008) of Mathematics Teaching in
Early Years Settings and Primary Schools
has pointed out that “the UK is still one of
the few advanced nations where it is still
socially acceptable - fashionable, even -
to profess an inability to cope with the
subject”. As an educator I need to delve
behind anecdote and stereotype to try to
unearth specific factors affecting attitudes
towards mathematics.

Existing studies related to attitudes
towards learning mathematics fall into two
main categories: analysis of questionnaire
responses using attitude scales and small-
scale, qualitative data from case studies or
interviews. Students hold beliefs about
mathematics and about themselves and
they develop positive or negative attitudes
to mathematical situations. Attitudes can
be situated on a continuum from confi-
dence to extreme anxiety. Severe anxiety
about mathematics can be debilitating and
can interfere with school learning.
Anxiety limits normal brain function
leading to under-achievement and there
are implications for restricted career
choice and lower earning potential apart
from self-worth and coping with daily
living as an adult. Published studies are
not positive about possible ‘treatments’

for maths anxiety. Little difference has
been evident following booster courses or
pre-teaching familiarisation courses. The
exception is cognitive modification aimed
at re-structuring beliefs and the building
of self-confidence.

Trainee teachers must be supported to
take control of their own learning so
that earlier worries about ‘getting to grips’
with mathematics can be confronted,
understood and anxieties dispelled. There
is evidence to suggest that negative
attitudes can be passed on by teachers to
children and to support the view that an
important feature of effective primary
teachers is confident, secure mathematics
subject knowledge.

During semi-structured interviews I
encouraged individual trainee teachers to
identify ‘good’ and ‘bad’ experiences of
learning mathematics. Such experiences
may be identified as particular occurrences
or ‘critical incidents’” which are likely to
prompt long-standing attitudes. Within
my research I tried to reveal insights into
attitudes towards mathematics, particularly
factors influencing confidence and anxiety.

Published studies and my own research
have highlighted particular incidents,
frequently occurring at adolescence, which

appear to have long-standing effects.
A powerful unpleasant experience seems
to set in train a series of instances which
becomes established as a negative attitude.
Some specific incidents were recalled by
my interviewees: “I had a very bad teacher
who said I was mediocre at maths. That
did lasting damage I think.” For some,
attitudes were formed over time:
“..working through a series of books.
There was no teaching really.... If you were
stuck, go and line up at the teacher’s desk.
...You could spend half a lesson queuing.”

Adult learners often want to develop more
positive attitudes and may experience
‘transformative’ learning during which
long-established frames of reference are
reflected upon with the result that the
learner can become emotionally capable of
reflection and change. I have witnessed
this type of ‘rehabilitation” with regard to
learning mathematics when a trainee
teacher has experience of success or
achievement, re-engages with mathematical
tasks and thinking and can then enjoy
explicit re-building of confidence. Trainee
teachers are usually aware of not wanting
to pass any negativity with regard
to learning maths on to children.
Some welcome opportunities to ‘confront
demons’ and enjoy a newly-found enthu-
siasm and understanding. “[Teacher training
has] given me a second chance...” “My
maths brain has woken up after all those
years of lying dormant.”

Gill Curry
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How e-portfolios can enhance teaching

and learning

The aim of my research is to explore the use of electronic 'E' portfolios with PGCE
(Initial Teacher Training) students, primarily as a way for them to demonstrate
achievement of standards but also as a tool for developing reflection, enhancing job
applications and as a general assessment tool.

All trainees are currently given access to
an e-portfolio during a Summer School
event before they begin the course in
September. They use this e-portfolio to
demonstrate achievement of the Professional
Standards for Teachers, ‘Q° Standards,
(TDA, 2008) by the end of the course.
An e-portfolio allows the trainee to
collect, store, organise and share
electronic data in the form of text, audio,
video and graphics. Users can create as
many e-portfolios as they wish which may
stand alone or link to other portfolios.
Portfolios may be private or shared with
others whilst a central store of assets
(documents) allows easy linkage within
the portfolio.

There has been much research over the
last five years into the benefits of

standards, it was obvious that using
paper-based portfolios was not particularly
efficient or effective. The paper-based
portfolios were very cumbersome to carry
into college and schools every day
and there was a lot of duplication of
paperwork as the trainees also had files for
teaching practices and job interviews. In a
questionnaire completed by the 2005/6
trainees, 88% had a negative opinion of
the paper-based portfolios and only 24%
of trainees thought that they would use
their paper-based portfolio as part of their
NQT year and beyond. Obviously this was a
serious concern as it was not conducive
to encouraging a reflective approach to
learning. As 92% of trainees said that they
would prefer an e-portfolio it was decided
to pilot e-portfolios from September 2006.

Trainees use the e-portfolio system to create
an online teaching portfolio that prospective
employers can access prior to interview.

e-portfolios. According to Murray et al.
(2006) they ‘promote reflective learning
and practice’, a key skill for trainee
teachers. They are also more likely to be
valued as they promote ownership and
personalisation. Transition and progression
within learning is supported, with trainees
able to view distance travelled and plan
future aims and objectives whilst keeping
important documents safe and secure.

E-portfolios were introduced onto the
PGCE program in 2006. Whilst many
trainees will never enjoy gathering and
presenting evidence for achievement of

At the end of the second year of running
an e-portfolio system 84% of trainees
found the e-portfolio easy to use and 94%
thought that they would use their PDJ as
part of their NQT year and beyond - a huge
improvement on the paper-based system.

A few difficulties with e-portfolios have
been highlighted in my research. There
have been some ongoing technical issues
due to the size of some of the portfolios.
However, as a result of developing a good
relationship with the e-portfolio provider,
this is currently being rectified. It is also
essential that trainees have access to

scanners so that they can scan and
upload important documents into their
e-portfolio. About half of trainees have
access to scanners at home. There is also
extensive access to high specification
scanners in college which makes the
process of uploading paper documents
much less time consuming.

Trainees use the e-portfolio system to
create an online teaching portfolio that
prospective employers can access prior to
interview. This was a new initiative this
year and has received many favourable
comments from trainees and employers.
76% of trainees said that the e-portfolio
contributes effectively to the job application
process. Further research in this area is
planned as well as exploration of the use
of mobile technologies (e.g. mobile phones)
to enhance e-portfolios. As the DfES (2005)
‘Harnessing Technology’ document empha-
sises the importance of children in schools
having access to an e-portfolio tool,
I am also interested in investigating how
trainees could wuse e-portfolios with
children in a classroom environment. This
might be particularly useful in increasing
children’s motivation as highlighted by
Passey & Rogers (2004).

Helen Williams
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Gender differences in susceptibility to
normative social influence on the purchase
decisions of designer label apparel

Globally the youth market has evolved into a brand-oriented and materialistic
society. For instance, Americans under the age of 25 spend 5 times more money than
their parents did at that age (Ewold, 2003). In a similar fashion, the Asian society
too has become brand conscious and this is particularly prominent among the youth.
In Malaysia the apparel industry has undergone great transformation with more and
more brands entering the market, and the recent past years have seen the entry
of numerous international brands with the industry worth being approximately

USD 1.1 billion (Protégé Associates’ Independent Market Report, 2007).

Literature Review

A reference group is defined as “a group
of people that significantly influence an
individual’'s behaviour” (Bearden and
Etzel, 1982, p.184). In the consumer
behaviour context, reference groups
typically comprise of families, friends,
co-workers and other leisure groups
(Peter and Olson, 1999). These are
generally referred to as direct reference
groups (Schiffman and Kanuk, 1994). On
the other hand, indirect reference groups
comprise of inspirational groups that
influence consumers’ purchase intentions
without having any direct contact such
as celebrities and sports personalities.

Reference group influence has been
conceptualised as a multidimensional
construct (Grimm et al, 1999). The two
most widely accepted influences are
informative and  normative social
influence. Normative social influence
refers to the tendency to conform to the
expectations of others. For instance an
individual's purchase or use of a brand
may stem from a desire to be admired by
his peers or to identify with the norms of
a much admired group. Informational
social influence on the other hand refers
to the tendency to accept information
from others as evidence of reality

(Deutsche and Gerard, 1955 cited in Peter
and Olson, 1999). Referents may provide
new information, which is perceived as
instrumental to the solution of a problem,
or reinforce established beliefs.

Group influences play an important role
in influencing the purchase decisions
and patterns of consumption. Bristol
and Magleburg (2005) found that
reference groups can specify desirable
versus undesirable goods (Bristol and
Mangleburg, 2005). It has also been
suggested that individuals are more
susceptible to reference group influence
when the product is conspicuous and
publicly consumed (Bearden and Etzel,
1982; Makgosa and Mohube, 2007) such as
fashion apparel and accessories. In fact,
reference groups may influence not only
product but also brand choice.

Gender Differences

Gender has been and continues to be
one of the most common bases of
segmentation, as it is easily identifiable,
easy to access and large enough to be
profitable (Myers-Levy and Sternthal,
1991). Previous research has demonstrated
that the purchase behaviour of males
and females differs in many ways. For
example, females place greater value on
promoting and maintaining relationships,

and are highly conscious and concerned
with promoting interpersonal harmony
(Rosenberg and Simmons, 1975). With
particular reference to susceptibility to
interpersonal influence, females have
been found to be more susceptible to
the display aspects of clothing i.e. value-
expressive influence, whereas males were
more influenced by utilitarian aspects of
the same (Rose et al, 1998). Differences
have also been observed with respect to
parental influence. Females have in the
past demonstrated a higher degree of
parental influence as compared to males
(Feltham, 1998). Gender differences have
also been observed with respect to friends,
siblings and media influence (Wilson and
MacGillivray, 1998).

Celebrity Influence

Celebrities have widely been wused in
endorsing products or giving testimonials
in advertisements as they represent “an
idealisation of life” (Schiffman et al,
1995). Past research indicates that
celebrities exert influence on consumers
purchase intentions and decisions (Martin
and Bush, 2000; Daneshvary and Schwer,
2000). Consumers have also reported
to buying a product due to celebrity
endorsement as well as physical
attractiveness (Ohanian, 1991).
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This year’s theme: Continuity and Change
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“Metropolis”
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Why involving employers in education
requires caution

There are an increasing number of arguments that advise caution when assuming
employers can and should be involved in the design and content of curricula. These
arguments are showing that on the position education and skills have - or do not
have - in relation to industry and employers, there is a case for claiming that for too
long too many have been taking too much for granted, and that we need a debate
to clarify just where education belongs and what function it should - or should not

— perform for industry.

With this in mind, offered here is a series
of arguments (gleaned from a range of
disciplines) based around the premise that
employers’ involvement in education
should be treated with caution. Contested
here is the notion of a reliable, interest
free, representative body of employers
that can and should inform curricula with
the skills required for the health of the
economy. This challenge is based upon
four assertions:1. that the form and
function of ‘skills” is confused; 2. that the
role of skills in promoting a healthy
economy is overstated; 3. that employers
and educators have different and often
conflicting functions; and 4. that employers
cannot be a coherent ‘body"

The form and function of skills:
confusion or agreement?

Before any discussion of the role of
employers in education, it is necessary to
operationalise the concept ‘skill! This has
always been and still is problematic. First,
the conditions and character of a skill
need addressing. A simple definition is
‘proficiency, facility, or dexterity that is
acquired or developed through training or
experience. Nevertheless, even defining
this concept unveils much confusion and
relativistic application. Are we referring to
adaptive or to self-management skills? To
functional or transferable skills? To
specific content or work-content skills?
Each of these skills could thence be
classed as a ‘soft’ or ‘hard’” variant.
Perhaps, we should distinguish between
tacit knowledge, capabilities, capacities to
perform and skills? Because researchers
have used widely varying conceptions and
measures of skill, the empirical literature

is rife with inconsistent and contradictory
findings that point in several directions at
once. In addition, what of the key
distinction between ‘artificial’ and ‘real’
skills? Steiger (1993, p534) tells us that a:

“...real or genuine skill is an objective job
quality independent of the observer;
artificial skill is a socially constructed job
quality dependant on the observer's
recognition.”

Here, we must consider whether Industry
wants those who can do the job (possess
real skill) or want those who an awarding
body has said have the skills to do the job
(artificial skill). A capable workforce or a
qualified workforce? Perhaps Industry
wants both? Perhaps the former is more
useful and thus achieved via work-based
learning? Perhaps the latter is preferable
and thus achieved via classroom learning?
Perhaps we take a central path and seek a
day-release approach to skill training?
Perhaps we admit to some degree of
confusion? Importantly, more than academic
nuances are at stake as skill research can
have massive implications for public policies
and vocational training. It can be argued
easily that the concept of skills is overly
complex and thus basing educational
policy on skills alone is unwise. This is the
first issue that needs to be addressed in
the employer informing curricula debate.

Skills required for the health of the
economy - an overvalued role

All but the most avid Marxist (or their
newer branch ‘Marxian’) would find it
difficult to deny that a healthy economy is
the mainstay of social order and well-
being. An economy will be dependant
upon the skills of its workforce - to an

extent. Attitudes to work, motivation to
perform, job design, workplace harmony,
ethical employment conditions, and
effective government policy are, it has
been argued, at least of equal importance
in ensuring a healthy economy: skills the
workforce does or does not possess is but
one contributing factor. Hence, the second
concern regarding employers in education
is underpinned by the overvalued role
skills have been allotted in any debate
and discussion vis-a-vis the essential
requirements for a vibrant economy.
Indeed, allowing employer determined skills
to take precedence in any such debate
allows attitudes to work, motivation to
perform, job design, workplace harmony,
ethical employment conditions, and
government policy to be relegated to a
lesser position. This is most unwise and is
the second issue that needs to be addressed
in the employer informing curricula debate.

Employer/educator functions and
responsibilities — inherent and
immutable conflict.

Educators have a differing raison d’etre to
employers — their job is to educate; their
job is not to seek to provide ‘employer
relevant curricula’ because such relevance
has to be gleaned from and has to be
condoned by others - employers - and as
will be seen, employers cannot be a
coherent body. We must be unapologetic
that education is about much, much more
than training for a future job. The question
has been asked: ‘does an emphasis on
vocational training actually hinder
education? Of course, a career is important,
but students have the rest of their lives
to attend to that. The student who

concentrates purely on her future career
leaves education equipped for only a small
part of her life. To quote Scruton (2005)
extensively:

“Any attempt to make education relevant
risks reducing it to those parts that are of
relevance to the uneducated - which are
invariably the parts with the shortest life
span. A relevant curriculum is one from
which the difficult core of knowledge has
been excised, and while it may be relevant
now, it will be futile in a few years’ time.
Conversely, irrelevant-seeming knowledge,
when properly acquired, is not merely a
discipline that can be adapted and applied;
it is likely to be exactly what is needed in
circumstances that nobody foresaw.

The notion that education should produce
skills for industry at all - relevance -
implies that education is subservient to
industry and therefore to employers. But,
surely the relationship is far more complex
than that and involves education challeng-
ing and promoting new ideas, encouraging
critical thought and enriching culture?

Further arguments that have been
forwarded are that individuals (students)
and employers have markedly different
and conflicting priorities when it comes to
vocational education and training. Such
arguments state that individuals wish to
maximise the benefits than accrue from
gaining skills whilst minimising the
opportunities for others to obtain this
advantage (‘I don't want lots of people to
have the same skills as me’). Individuals
wish to minimise the cost of this training
to themselves — whether the cost is time
or money — and wish these skills be widely
transferable to gain the greatest currency
and advantage. Conversely, some have
argued that employers want an over-
supply of these skills to bid down wages
and gain a wider choice of candidate and
they want as much of the cost of training
as is possible to be transferred onto the
individual or onto the state - or even both.
Perhaps some employers want skills learnt
to be firm specific, non-transferable, and
non-certified to minimise the chances of
staff being poached/leaving for other firms?

The conflict between employer and
employee began at the dawn of the
industrial revolution; it cannot be solved
but only managed as best as is possible.
However, several arguments are based
upon the assertion that its power and
influence means it should stay in the
industrial arena and not be allowed in to

cloud and adulterate educational values
and ethics. This is the third issue that
needs to be addressed in the employer
informing curricula debate.

Employers are not a coherent ‘body".

If employers do not specify and com-
municate their needs, levels of required
skills etc., timely and accurately, the
education system cannot meet such. The
DfES has recognised that there is no
reliably representative body that can
articulate, represent and communicate the
needs of ‘industry. Employers are not and
cannot be a single, relatively meaningful
and interest-free group or force. Indeed,
the terminology of ‘employer’ or ‘industry’
is vastly problematic and at very best
unhelpful. Just what is the difference
between these two? Just when did it become
acceptable to use ‘employers’ and ‘industry’
as synonyms when there are significant
and clear differences between them?

Within the grouping ‘employers’, there are
further delineations: different types of
employer will want different things -
owner-manager Vv chief executive v
executive head chef ad infinitum. Further
clouding any conceptual clarity is the
potential answer(s) to the question: ‘when
is a manager an employer? Actually,
employers, however defined, cannot know
what they want. By nature of their form,
they cannot know what they as a ‘body’
want and need. Employer bodies can offer
false hope. Can the CBI, for example, claim
as much of a consensus amongst their
members as they seem to portray? Do
these employer bodies suitably inform the
Sector Skills Councils (SSCs) with what
skills are required by their members?
Maybe. But, if they don't, since SSCs are
dependant upon effective employer engage-
ment for their re-licencing (existence),
would they admit to problems? If they do,
just how do they - and how can they -
claim to be representative of such a
diverse and essentially loose grouping?
This is the fourth issue that needs to be
addressed in the employer informing
curricula debate.

In essence, there is an interesting argument
which claims that as well as lacking
coherence as a ‘body’, the roles, rights and
responsibilities of employers towards
education, and thus towards students, is
ill defined and non-reqgulated. Employers
have a ‘voice without accountability. They
provide no targets in their dealings with
education, no benchmarks, no metrics and

no recognised code of practice. This charge
alone is a very good reason for addressing
the employer informing curricula debate.

In conclusion, good arguments exist that
show that confusion surrounds just what a
skill actually is, and that even when
attempts at operationalising the concept are
offered, the role ‘skills” play in the health
of the economy is overstated. Further,
employers cannot specify and accurately
communicate what skills they require from
education providers because employers, by
their divergence, cannot know what they
as a ‘body” want and need; employers are
not and cannot be a single, relatively
meaningful and interest-free group or force.
To compound the issue, the terminology of
‘employer’ or ‘industry’ is vastly problematic
and at very best unhelpful. Finally, and
importantly, there are good arguments for
education existing for purposes other than
supplying industry with skills, however
these skills may be defined.

Government policy often allows - indeed
encourages — employers to be served by
educational providers. But, if the roles,
rights and responsibilities of employers
towards education are ill defined and
non-requlated, and leads to employers
having a ‘voice without accountability’,
then surely caution must be advised.
Indeed, the arguments presented here
contend that employer involvement in
curricula should be treated with much
caution, and that even when instructed
to do so, the education system will always
have difficulty meeting the perceived
skill needs of employers - or industry for
that matter.

Further debate is needed to clarify and
address these issues as clearly too much
has been taken for granted for too long
(even the lauded Leitch Report (2006)
passed up on the opportunity to question
the form and function of employers). So,
we need discussion on all areas that relate
to industry engaging with curricula, and
to this end, the following would be most
welcome: arguments for employers being
involved in informing curricula in some
form; arguments on just how this
involvement should be managed, and
arguments on just how we can determine
who is representative of ‘industry’ - or
‘employers’. Until then, caution may be
useful when assuming employers can and
should be involved in the design and
content of curricula.

Andy Roberts







