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Purpose
Higher Education Institutions [HEIs]/Further Education Colleges [FECs] are increasingly seeking links or partnerships with employers. This work is often driven forward by a wide range of staff, from module leaders to senior managers, for very specific reasons e.g. the pursuit of research or Work Based Learning [WBL] opportunities for students. However, these staff may not always be aware of the full range of employer engagement [EE] activities across their institution. Also their efforts may not be clearly linked to institutional motivations and strategies around employer engagement. This guide aims to provide a concise summary of the type of institutional level motivations that should help any staff member in forging relationships with employers.

Key Institutional Motivations
Many HEI/FECs have put in place an increasing number of processes and systems aimed at facilitating and managing their employer engagement efforts. The following institutional level considerations can be contextualised with examples and policies for any HEI/FEC and can be used as a strategic introduction for staff engaging in EE.

· Understanding international, national and regional trends and needs
Employers are vital partners to HEI/FECs; in the short term they help ensure that courses delivered and research undertaken is rigorous and fit for purpose. However, employers can offer a great deal to institutions’ longer term understanding of scientific, technical, business and social trends and developments. HEI/FECs use this information to help position their organisations for the long term.  
Related HEI/FEC systems - Employers are often invited to join governing bodies, employer forums, participate in surveys or work with HEI/FECs on funding bids. 

· Employers as partners in HE course design, delivery and assessment
HEI/FECs do not operate independently of their regional context. A key reason for HEI/FECs to contact employers is to ensure that the courses offered are not only attractive to prospective students but also equip graduates for jobs currently on offer and where there is growing or changing demand. Use of Labour Market Intelligence [LMI] can support this work.
Related HEI/FEC systems - Market research: employers are asked to contribute to the research undertaken by course development teams to determine the size and nature of the market for new or revised awards. As well as providing feedback on the proposed content, employers help HEI/FECs to determine the appropriate durations and level of an award, for example:
· HNC [level 4, equivalent to year one of a BA/BSc award]
· Foundation Degree [FD] or HND [level 5, equivalent to years one and two of a BA/BSc award] 
· Higher Level Apprenticeships
· BA/BSc degrees [level 6 awards, three years of study]
· Masters and professional awards [level 7] 
Employers may also be asked to bring their knowledge and experience to Advisory Groups that act in support of programme teams to enhance the student learning experience and bring currency to any learning environment.

· Employers as a source of students
Increasingly the make-up of the student body for HEI/FECs is moving from the stereotypical 18-21 year old studying full-time, frequently at a distance from the family home. An ever increasing percentage of HE level study is undertaken by those in work, taking qualifications part time. For some, their studies are fitted around their work pattern; however for many the reason for their choice of HE course is that it helps both their current job performance and future employability in their chosen profession. Employers are incredibly influential in facilitating this change. For example increasing numbers of employers make time for their staff to undertake study away from the work place and within it. They also provide advice, guidance and, sometimes, financial support to employees to enable them to develop their knowledge, skill and experience through further study.
Related HEI/FEC systems - Flexible forms of delivery: many HEI/FEC courses are delivered full and/or part-time, with elements also available as short courses or continuing professional development [CPD]; some awards can also be delivered flexibly in terms of the pattern of attendance or with electronic support. FD, HNC and HND awards are more vocational than traditional BA/BSc courses but include progression routes to further study at level 6 or link to professional body accreditation. Also increasingly mature students can gain Accreditation for Prior Learning [APL] whereby employees’ past certificated learning and/or experience is assessed to help them undertake HE study at an appropriate level and giving credit for learning already achieved in the workplace. Some employers work with HEI/FECs to devise HE programmes that are designed specifically for their own workforce. Other employers are seeking HEI accreditation for their in-house training. 

· Enhancement of the student experience
As well as employer involvement in the design of courses described above, employers increasingly have a role to play in the delivery and assessment of HE courses. The time has long gone where HE courses were subject focused and the link to work was confined to careers advice. Now WBL, employability and the use of real world situations/data and the application of real world problems is core to most HE courses – as advocated in the Leitch Report - http://www.delni.gov.uk/index/publications/pubs-further-education/the-leitch-review-of-skills.htm 
Related HEI/FEC systems - Key ways in which employers contribute to courses include:
· Providing WBL opportunities that are integrated into the curriculum  
· Providing in-course work placement opportunities ranging from a few hours to a year long placement
· Acting as a mentor to a work based learner
· Assessing WBL or working with HEI/FEC staff to assess on-campus student work
· Providing real life case studies and data to underpin student assessment tasks
· Offering work based, live project briefs for students
· Delivering lectures, workshops etc. for specific aspects of the curriculum
· Providing graduate internships 
· Providing up to date examples of career entry and progression – as students really value hearing this information from an employer perspective.

As well as having a direct impact on the quality of the student experience, employer engagement also helps to develop the staff that deliver and manage the student experience through:
· Visits to employers help develop practice and context understanding that can be built back into teaching
· Building case studies and current problems / issues into teaching based - real business scenarios
· Developing student or research projects with employers
· Helping teaching staff to understand and communicate the deployment of skills and knowledge in specific  workplaces
· Underpinning Information, Advice and Guidance [IAG] and careers work with real world examples and feedback from employers and employees
· Giving teaching staff ideas about curriculum development and assessment task design
· The involvement of practitioners in assessment help focus feedback

· Research collaboration
HEI/FECs undertake a wide range of research activity much of which can and does link very directly to employers. This includes research undertaken for or with employers and research where employers are needed as participants.
Related HEI/FEC systems – Employer collaborations may take the form of:
· HEI/FECs undertake publicly funded research that requires the input of employers in a specific region, industrial sector, or a specific size [SME for example], the results of which are published and disseminated to relevant employers.
· Research undertaken for particular employers on a commercial contract basis. This can range from large scale and long term, led by highly experienced academic staff; to short term small-scale projects undertaken by students.
· Collaborative research where the HEI/FEC and employer combine their skills and experience to jointly deliver research neither could achieve alone. Examples include technology, process or product development and market exploitation. As well as intellectual capacity, HEI/FECs also have niche business related research skills e.g. managing IPR.
· Involvement of employers in research activity adds to the ‘impact’ of the work. This is an ever more important factor in measuring the quality of research – as in, for example, the Research Excellence Framework [REF]. Building in the involvement of employers from the beginning of research work helps to maximize this impact.
· Students benefit from the networking opportunities that are provided for them and the completion of successful employer research projects adds to their employability.

· Key challenges in maximising these benefits include:
· Ensuring institutional points of contact and entry - one or many.
· Understanding who are the organisational decision makers - for both employers and HEI/FEC.
· Recording employer engagements - for all stakeholders, this may involve recording data within a Customer Relationship Management [CRM] system.
· Follow up protocols - what will happen after a visit or once an agreement is made, is this clear to all? It is common for the initial link to take this responsibility until the baton is clearly passed on.
· Relationship management - including expectation management.
Managers have to understand both the nature of employer engagement work and practitioner motivations e.g. academics, professional support staff, and business intermediaries et al including their needs, drivers and frustrations.
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