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1) Introduction

In recent years the British government and employers have expressed an ‘interest’ in standardising skills and attributes that undergraduates should have, across disciplines (UKCLE, 1997). Furthermore, the level of skills and attributes learnt can impact the quality of graduates generated (Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education, 2000). Ross (1996) found that there were three types of graduates – field specific, shared and generic. The graduateness of business and information systems’ (IS) undergraduates falls into the shared category due to the general nature of degrees in these areas.

1.1) Definitions

The Higher Education Quality Council’s (HEQC’s) definition of a graduate is: ‘field specific (body of knowledge and other qualities relevant to the field), shared (attributes common to graduates from a family of degrees) and generic (attributes that apply to most degrees)’. Graduates are expected to possess skills as well as ancillary qualities (or attributes) such as the use of language, memory, general knowledge and familiarity with information technology (IT), etc. Hence, a student has to develop general attributes and skills as well as subject specific skills. The former would be expected of any degree graduate, such as analytical and communication skills; whereas the latter are more subject and profession related skills such as accounting. The skills and attributes that a graduate takes to an employer are important. The success of a graduate depends on achieving a suitable and ‘remunerative’ employment. The objective of meeting the skills and attribute needs of industry is also written about in the (UK) National Report (2003e). 

HEQC’s aimed to achieve a common standard of graduateness and publish a graduate standards programme across all disciplines (HEQC, 1997). Harvey and Knight (1996) provide definitions of academic standards that are based on knowledge and understanding as well as communication and other higher-level skills: 

“Academic standards measure ability to meet specified levels of academic attainment” (1996:16).

They define the competence standard concerned with the graduate fulfilling a particular level of degree classification threshold as: 

“Standards of competence measure specified levels of ability on a range of competencies” (1996:16).

They also define the service standards that are concerned with the benchmarking of specified minimum levels of service: 

“Service standards are measure devised to assess identified elements of the service or facilities provided by higher education institutions” (1996:16).

 The standard definition adopted by HEQC after its set-up in 1994 is: 

“explicit levels of academic attainment that are used to describe and measure academic requirements and achievements of individual students and groups of students” (HEQC, 1997:11).

The UK Government commissioned Lord Dearing to carry out an assessment of Higher Education (Jackson, 1998). He concluded that there was a need to shift emphases from maintaining quality to setting standards. He advised towards having more rigorous institutional inspections and stressed the need for institutions to be clearer about what they offered (Jackson, 1998). This resulted in the setting up of the UK Quality Assurance Agency (QAA). This agency concentrated on graduation standards’ outcomes. The QAA also proposed the setting up of subject groups and the benchmarking of subjects; initially it set up three pilot benchmarks in three areas (history, chemistry and law). The QAA also advised on the publications of the level of study needed by programme and subject. It defined the expenditures for a particular level of attainment and standards used in assessing graduates, a clearer definition of ‘graduateness’.

2) Writings on graduateness

2.1) Background factors affecting the study of a student 

There are many background factors that affect the education of students. Some of these factors can be controlled by Higher Education Instituions (HEIs) whereas others rest with the student. For example, The Committee of Scottish University Principles (CSUP, 1992: p60) provided the factors that affect the process of education. The key factors affecting the study are: (1) student intellect (Wechler, 1996; Sternberg, 1994:1; Gardner (1983); Atherton, 2001a:1; Forsyth and Furlong, 2000; ERIC, 2003); (2) background of potential students: culture (Atherton, 2001b:1); age (Connor et al.,  1996); able/disabled (Watson, 1997); socio-economic status (The DES, 2003; Connor et al., 1996:96); ethnicity; gender (Connor et al., 1996:27); geographic and socio-economic (Forsyth and Furlong, 2000); (3) personal pre-entry motivation (Kleinginna and Kleinginna, 1981; Stipek, 1988; HEQC, 1996; Harvey and Knight, 1996). 

2.2) The Process of education

The process of education determines the skills and attributes of graduates. The length of study in the UK for business and IS degrees is three years in duration, or four if there is a placement. Despite the similarities in the subject area the content of the degree differs across universities, depending on the needs of the local industry and skills and interests of academic staff. This is why the QAA runs subject groups and benchmarks to achieve a common standard and consistency in degree programmes across the UK. For example, business degrees in some universities have more information systems subjects than in others. Some business degrees place greater emphasis on marketing skills for example. On the other hand, the information systems in some universities involve more management of IS than the technical aspects, such as programming. Despite such differences the graduate still achieves a degree in business and information systems, although the skills set would differ depending on where the graduate studied. 

There are also different ways of planning the teaching, as shown by Frudden and Stow (1985), who provide eight steps of planning sessions. A lecturer should also be aware of what the student is expected to achieve (Grunlund, 1993). Eisner (1997) writes that each session should have clear learning outcomes and some of these learning outcomes should also be linked to the process of learning. There are many writings on the process of learning that have helped the researcher to see different perspectives of learning from different theoretical viewpoints. These are: (1) education process (learning and teaching) (Atkinson et al., 1993; Huitt (2001:2; Atherton, 2001c:1); (2) learning vs memory (Atkinson and Shiffrin, 1968; Atherton, 2001d; Sieber, 2003; Science for all Americans online, 2003); (3)  learning styles (Honey and Mumford, 1982; Kolb, 1984; Atherton, 2001e,f,g,h; Reynolds, 1965; Atherton, 2001f,g; Hudson, 1967); (4) principles of learning - learning can be focused upon by considering three different psychological approaches: cognition (Vygotsky, 1962); behaviourism (Skinner, 1953); and humanism (Maslow, 1954 and Sutich, 1961; Gogineni, 2000); (5) learning and teaching (National Report, 2003j; Huitt, 2003a:1; FEDA, 2003); (6) teacher expectations and values (The National Report, 2003a:2; Procter, 1984; Ashton, 1984; Huitt, 2003b:1; Huitt, 1997). 

2.3) Graduation

A student who graduates after following the process of education will have achieved a certain degree of understanding in the form of ‘know-how’ and understanding, which is what Weber called “Gestalt” (Giddens, 1984). Thus they gain a certain amount of implicit and explicit knowledge (Boisot, 1999). By the time a graduate graduates s/he should, hopefully, have developed new norms and values that would allow them to work professionally with others. A graduate should have the ability to continue to learn and develop skills in their specific areas of work to succeed in the future. In fact this is the biggest requirement of employers (Harvey and Knight, 1996). According to Atherton as in Kolb, a student should be able to reflect on what they have done and whether they will have been able to do something better. They should be able to reflect and critically evaluate what they know and continue to learn (Schon, 1983). Atherton writes that being able to reflect on one’s actions is an important part of professional development and is often a requirement of professional bodies. Students or graduates should also enter into ‘double loop learning’, as was advocated by Argyis and Schon (1978), where one reflects and evaluates one’s performance and makes improvements to it. 

One has to look at whether a graduate is able to use their new skills, learning and knowledge to work successfully and make their workplace more successful. For example, one has to look at whether they have gained analytical skills and intelligence to solve practical problems and  have gained verbal ability and social competence to work well with others (Sternberg 1994). Within their newly learned skills and attributes, they should be able to make a difference to practical situations, such as improving the running of their organisation and developing good working relationships with others. Gardner (1983/1999) writes that a graduate should show the following forms of intelligence: linguistic, logical-mathematical, spatial, bodily-kinaesthetic, musical, interpersonal, intrapersonal, naturalist and existential/transpersonal. 

HEQC (1997) states that a graduate should have developed skills and abilities like: critical reasoning, analysis, synthesis, evaluation, identifying and solving problem. Therefore there have been attempts to define skills and attributes that are useful for graduates and are needed by employers. 

Harvey and Knight (1996) write that ‘bright’ and ‘brainy’ graduates can bring lots of benefits to employers, which is why employers take ‘risk’ to recruit graduates. They believe that graduates are often paid more than non-graduate employees because they can add value to the organisation. According to National Report (2003f) the number of workers entering employment with qualifications has been increasing in the UK. The Institute for Employment Studies (Connor et al., 1996:7) shows a general increase in the number of graduates.

To employers there are benefits of recruiting graduates, such as: ambition, flexibility, logical thinking, analysis, creativity, innovation, ability to learn quickly and independently, well–developed communication skills, and specialist knowledge, as well as intelligence (National Report, 2003g). Harvey and Knight (1996) go onto highlight four key reasons for recruiting graduates:

· The knowledge and ideas graduates bring to an organization;

· Their willingness to learn and speed of learning;

· Their flexibility, adaptability and ability to deal with change;

· Their logical, analytic, critical, problem-solving and synthesing skills and the impact these have on innovation.
Thus, the higher a graduate climbs up ‘the enhancement continuum’ the better the evolution of the organisation. Harvey and Knight’s employer satisfaction research corroborates that employers are looking for transformative potential from graduates. They also highlight six important graduate attributes: knowledge; willingness to learn; intellectual ability; ability to work in a modern organization; interpersonal skills; and communication. Although it is sometimes true that employers do not always know what they want from graduates. 

Harvey and Knight (1996) found that the employers often assume that a degree brings with it a body of knowledge. But the types of qualities expected and the expectations of employers would depend on the context within which the employee would be operating. The achievement of the degree, for employers, suggests that they have a willingness to learn. Harvey and Knight (1996:48) also write that: 

“Other organizations are much more interested in whether graduates can apply their basic theoretical or academic knowledge to ‘real-world’ situations (BT, 1993: 10)”.

Harvey and Knight (1996) write that many employers want graduates in areas where understanding of core principles is more important than more subject knowledge. They highlight employers’ satisfaction and dissatisfaction with transferable skills of graduates and show the key employable attributes of graduates. Harvey and Knight provide a number of reasons why employers employ graduates, namely: knowledge, intellect and adaptability, ability to work in an organisation, interpersonal skills and communication. They write that employer satisfaction could depend on one or more of these factors. 

These three stages in graduation can be summarised in Figure 1 below:
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Figure 1: Graduation process

TASK

1) Look at Figure 1, then tick to indicate where could the following factors, associated with graduateness, be looked at when investigating the quality of graduates:

	Graduation factor
	Entry stage
	Teaching and learning  process
	Graduation stage

	Personal Traits
	
	
	

	Course Orientation
	
	
	

	HE Institution
	
	
	

	Student motivation
	
	
	

	Previous Achievement
	
	
	

	Preconception about the course
	
	
	

	Preconception of Employment
	
	
	

	Type of Teaching 
	
	
	

	Type of Assessment
	
	
	

	Learning Styles 
	
	
	

	Nature and quality of skills
	
	
	

	Nature and quality of attributes
	
	
	

	Knowledge of the type of employment
	
	
	


For an ideal an answer see Appendix 1

2) Please make a list of attributes needed by business and information systems students?

	Attributes

	


For an ideal an answer see Appendix 2

3) Please make a list of general and specific skills needed by business and information systems students?
	A) General Skills

	

	B) Business graduate Skills
	C) Information Systems (IS) graduate Skills

	Subject/field specific knowledge
	
	


For an ideal an answer see Appendix 3
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Figure 2: Ideal answer to question 1

Appendix 2

Ideal Answer to Question 2

	Attribute

	Shows understanding, sensitivity, sympathy  mature and broad minded)

	Self confidence

	Self motivation

	Independent thinker

	New norms 

	New beliefs 

	New values 

	New aspiration 

	New expectations 

	New behavior

	Personal appearance/appropriate dress sense

	Self motivating

	Self awareness

	Analytical 

	Logical thinker

	Evaluative

	Synthesizer 

	Critical thinker

	Flexible and adaptable

	Quick learner

	Reflective

	Creative and imaginative

	Inquisitive 

	Can deal with change and uncertainty

	Commitment

	Team work and co-operation

	Willingness to learn and develop

	Proactive and solution seeking


Appendix 3

Ideal Answer to Question 3

	A) General Skills

	Writing

	Communication verbal

	Communication non verbal and interpersonal skills

	Presentation

	Willing to learn

	Ability to understand and be  sensitive and sympathetic towards others

	Ability to continue to learn

	Representation 

	Ability to apply learning to practice

	IT skills

	

	B) Business graduate Skills
	C) Information Systems (IS) graduate Skills

	Subject/field specific knowledge
	Management and organizational 
	Information Systems theory, e.g. systems thinking

	
	General Business and business processes
	Role of IS in organizations/Business appraisal

	
	Accounting and financial
	IS success and failure

	
	Marketing
	IS development and methodology

	
	Business/Management information 
	IS vs software engineering

	
	Knowledge Management
	Programming/databases/architecture

	
	Strategy making
	IS problem solving

	
	Numerate/Stats
	IS strategy and planning

	
	Economic and Commerce
	IS project Management

	
	Production and operations
	Electronic Commerce

	
	Business risks
	Networking and communications

	
	Business research
	IS research
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