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Context

At the University of Bedfordshire we are part of the second phase pilot HEAR institutions and are starting to consider how a new University of Bedfordshire Skills award can be linked with the HEAR and PDP practice.  E-portfolios (with PebblePad) are becoming increasingly used to capture students’ journeys but this has been largely within certain subject areas and is currently mainly located at the unit (rather than course) level. 

This paper outlines five key questions identified by the University of Bedfordshire as it seeks to align its work on PDP, the HEAR and a developing skills award with a new Graduate impact strategy.  It represents a personal, not an institutional, perspective. 

Question 1:  Who is the HEAR for?

The current rhetoric around the HEAR is that it is an institutionally generated record that will be used by employers to aid the recruitment process.  This premise is fundamentally questionable. There is limited evidence that employers currently look beyond the CV (university, course, and degree classification) and when they do they are interested in students’ ability to identify the skills they have against the job description.  The HEAR will not help change this.  Consultation has been with the so-called ‘major’ graduate recruiters who account for less than 10% of all graduate employment.  Will SMEs understand?  How does the HEAR help with entrepreneurship and self-employment.  How does it help support students’ development, self-esteem and self-efficacy (measuring achievement not failure)?  

So, is there no value in the HEAR?  Well there would be if it was primarily about the students and their learning - not employers and their needs (or institutions and their marketing).

Question 2: Product or Process?

We know that for many (not all) students, as in life, having clear goals and routes to these, is important.  Evidence for this comes from the limited research on PDP but also from related processes (e.g. executive development and sports coaching – note where the money goes in this sort of research).  A (reasonably) detailed HEAR (plus skills award) can present a plan of what a student might achieve by the end of their studies – PDP (and its associated support processes) would provide the flexible route to achieve this and e-portfolios (or other methods) an accumulation of evidence and reflections to demonstrate learning and development.  The process is at least as important as the final product.  Students need to be able to articulate what they can do and what difference they can make.

Question 3: Inclusive or exclusive?

There is a natural concern to try and make the HEAR inclusive.  How can there be equality of opportunity for an 18 year-old student whose parents are paying his/her fees and a mature single parent on income support?  How do we allow for cultural differences?  The answer is to resist the temptation to homogenise – this will lead to a simple and boring record of limited educational value.  The challenge is to find ways (through the HEAR and an associated skills award), for all students to be able to find something from their life-wide experiences that they can recognise as providing evidence of structured development.  Inclusive means including all learning and some elements that we include might be exclusive.  Should we worry about this?  We need to think what we mean by the term ‘inclusive’.

Question 4: What does the HEAR record?

Much debate amongst the initial HEAR trial groups seems to have focussed on what goes into section 6.1 (Additional information) and whilst this is important, what is potentially more interesting is what we say in section 4 about what our programmes actually deliver.  This is the core of what we deliver (6.1 is the optional extras).

Do we include the aims, objectives, or learning outcomes?  (These may depend on what’s written in programme specifications.) But are these written with a ‘HEAR’ audience in mind (See Q1) and could we vouch that they have been achieved?  Might it be better to think not so much about the programme learning outcomes (often written in a language that is difficult to understand by employers, students and even some staff) but about what a graduate from that programme can do, what difference they can make?  This would be of more benefit to students (and employers).  Whether you use programme learning outcomes or other statements – ensuring that these are delivered requires an integrative and developmental approach to programme design and a move away from individual modules/units/activities.

Question 5: HEARs – standardised or distinctive?

The general emphasis (driven by the Steering group and financial issues) is towards a simple standardised HEAR.  Yet institutions will want to be distinctive and stand-out in an increasingly competitive environment (for employability if not for recruitment).  So it will be interesting to see how institutions attempt to present themselves positively through the content and design of the HEAR.  To what extent will they wish to be different or to hide in the crowd?

So …

Generally the development of the HEAR is seen as a Registry function and the extent to which teaching and learning issues become a part of the design will vary from institution to institution. Getting the infrastructure right (ensuing a HEAR can be produced) is the first step. The second step is to re-think how we design, deliver, support, articulate and record student learning.  This is a long-term process and cannot be completed by 2011.  The HEAR has the potential to have an enormous impact on student learning - whether it does so remains to be seen. 
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