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Welcome to The Employability Journal. Whatever your current programme

of study, you will be concerned about what your future has in store for you
when you graduate. In the past it is fair to say that a degree could be seen

as a passport to a good job. When the number of people graduating from
universities was smaller, simply having a degree could single you out in the
eyes of an employer. Equally, graduates could expect a job at a certain level
with a good salary, a so-called ‘graduate job’. With increasing numbers of
people gaining university degrees, this is no longer the case and it is now
widely recognised that graduates need more than just their degree; they also
need some form of work experience. This can be summed up in a phrase that
you have probably heard already: ‘a degree is not enough’.

However, getting experience is not the only important thing as, sadly, not
all experience is good experience. In addition, it is very easy to go into a
placement or an internship and to be very unclear about what you want to
gain from it, missing learning opportunities and failing to understand how
you can use the whole experience to inform your career decisions. This book
is written for all university students and is designed to help you to reflect
on your experience and thereby to enhance your career and professional
development.

The whole concept of career can be very difficult to grasp.

The Career Learning and Development Bridge

In my own work (Bassot, 2009; Barnes, Bassot and Chant, 2011; Bassot,

Barnes and Chant, 2014) I have developed the model of the Career Learning
and Development (CLD) Bridge as a way of explaining the abstract concept of
career, and career development in more detail (see Figure 1). The CLD Bridge is
a suspension bridge; these bridges gain their strength from the tension in the
cables and compression in the towers. These work together to carry the weight
of the road, and keep everything in balance; without this balance, the bridge
would collapse. I chose the metaphor of a suspension bridge because it clearly
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illustrates the tensions that many people experience between what they want as
individuals and what is available to them in their context. The metaphor of the
suspension bridge harnesses these tensions, and indeed relies on them in order
to function effectively. This shows that in relation to career, these tensions can
be seen as opportunities for growth rather than threats, but without denying
the many challenges that they bring.

Because of constant and rapid changes in the labour market, the CLD Bridge
operates with two-way traffic. This reminds us of the need to engage in
continuous professional development (CPD), in order to develop ourselves
and to meet the needs of our employers. Career then is something that we
construct throughout our lives and not a ‘one-off’ decision. To many this will
be a relief, as the idea of a decision I make (or a mistake I have to live with) for
the rest of my life becomes less and less the norm.

Figure 1 shows three aspects of the CLD Bridge. First, on the left-hand
side is career happiness; this is focused on you as an individual. Second, on
the right-hand side is career resilience. This means being able to ‘bounce
back’ from disappointments and being positive about challenges that the
labour market presents. The road spanning the Bridge represents career
growth (Bassot, Barnes and Chant, 2014) and is based on Vygotsky’s (1978)
concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD). The focus of learning

Career
Growth

Career Career
Happiness Rﬁ,\/—/ Resilience

Figure 1 The Career Learning and Development (CLD) Bridge
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and development in the ZPD is on my next steps rather than what is far
ahead in the distance. I can make progress within the ZPD by gaining
useful practical experience and by having discussions with others who are
more knowledgeable than I am (for example my mentor and experienced
colleagues), which enables career growth.

[ will refer to aspects of the CLD Bridge where appropriate throughout The
Employability Journal. This book can be used in a number of ways to enhance
your career learning and development. Unlike most other academic books,
this is a book that you write in — and I encourage you to do so! It is something
that you can put into a bag or backpack to use whenever you need it, for
example while you are travelling to work, on placement or volunteering. You
can work through it from start to finish, or select those topics that are the
most relevant and interesting at a particular time. It is a tool to help you to
reflect on your experiences, enabling you to take a deeper approach to your
learning and career development by understanding more about yourself and
your future.

So why should you write in this book? As a cognitive process, writing helps
us to develop our understanding because it involves processing our thoughts.
Neuroscience shows us that writing stimulates the reticular activating
system at the base of the brain, which enables us to concentrate and focus
our attention. In short, it is very difficult to write something by hand whilst
doing something else and, as a result, we are much more likely to remember
something we have written down. In addition, a written record is something
we can go back to later. Many of us assume that we will remember things,
especially when we feel they are significant at the time. But in reality, we
can even forget things that we were sure we would remember at the time,
particularly when our daily lives are busy. This can also happen during those
times when lots of things are new to us, for example whilst on placement.

Bearing in mind that a degree no longer guarantees anyone a job, making
yourself as employable as possible is important. This involves presenting
yourself in the best possible light to people who might become your future
employers. However, before you can do that, you need to be as clear as you can
about the kind of work you would like to do after graduation; reaching this
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point can in itself be a difficult and daunting task for a number of reasons.
Here are some of them and you may be able to think of more.

1 Itis very difficult to be sure that you want to do something in the future
without having an opportunity to try it for yourself. Speaking to people
about what they do will certainly help, but only to an extent. In order
to explore your options, you need opportunities to at least try some of
them out. Here work experience, placements and volunteering come into
their own. However, it is not always a good idea to try lots of different
things one after another as this can be confusing. A good strategy is to
think through your strengths, skills and values, as these will help you to
assess your interests, which in turn will guide you towards things that
you will enjoy and at the same time will help you to avoid unnecessary
disappointments.

2 There is a much wider variety of career opportunities available now than
in the past. The more options you have the more difficult it becomes when
making choices, and for this reason it is simply more difficult for many
people to make career decisions now than it used to be.

3 Making important decisions is often difficult because of the fear of making
mistakes. This is particularly the case when it comes to making career
decisions. For this reason many people put off making these kinds of
decision for fear of choosing ‘the wrong thing’. Ultimately this can result in
drifting into something when time runs out, which for some can work out
fine, but for others can again be a mistake.

4 The labour market is constantly changing, and because of the peaks and
troughs in the economy many people today do not make a career decision
for life; rather, they make a decision about their next step. This is actually
very helpful in relation to the previous point as this can greatly reduce the
‘fear factor’. However, it also means that a lot of flexibility and resilience is
required in order to ‘take the rough with the smooth’.

5 The labour market itself is now much more flexible than it used to be; this
means that there are fewer clear pathways to follow and many different
ways of reaching the same destination. For example, in the past, if you
did not start to train as a plumber or electrician when you were 16 as an
apprentice, it simply would not be possible to do this later. Today this is
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far from the case and whilst changing your career direction is now easier,
there are many more training routes to choose from, which again makes
things much more complicated.

6 Itis well known that many job vacancies are never advertised. This means
that networking with people and trying to put yourself in the right place
at the right time can be of paramount importance. For some people this
comes easily, but for others it doesn’t.

In short, making yourself as employable as possible will be an ongoing process.
Employability is defined as

a set of achievements - skills, understandings and personal attributes — that
make graduates more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen
occupations, which benefits themselves, the workforce, the community and the
economy. (Yorke, 2006, p. 8)

From this definition, Dacre Pool and Sewell (2007) developed the CareerEDGE
model that shows clearly what graduates need in order to put themselves in
the strongest position to succeed in the labour market.

Career development learning - this involves helping students to acquire
knowledge, concepts, skills and attitudes which will equip them to manage
their careers, or their lifelong progression in learning and work. This
can be done through sessions and modules, which could be optional or
compulsory.

Experience (work and life) — opportunities to gain experience are vital in
order to be clear about the future and to be able to compete in the labour
market.

Degree subject knowledge, skills and understanding — these set graduates
apart from those who have not studied at this level.

Generic skills - the skills needed in every area of work such as good time
management and teamwork.

Emotional intelligence — being in tune with emotions is key to many aspects
of working life, including being able to get on well with others and
remaining motivated.
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At the heart of the CareerEDGE model is reflection and evaluation, which
helps to build the following three key aspects of personal development.

Self-efficacy — often referred to as self-efficacy beliefs. This is an individual’s
judgement of their ability to carry out actions in order to reach their
goals. Those with a high level of self-efficacy believe that they are
capable of organising themselves in order to achieve what they want to
achieve.

Self-confidence — is a term used to describe an individual’s trust in their own
skills, abilities and aptitudes. Those with high self-confidence trust their
own judgement.

Self-esteem — this term describes the value that the individual places on
themselves and their feelings of personal worth. Those with high self-esteem
value themselves and what they have to offer.

This book will help you to reflect on your learning from your experience
and thereby help you to increase your self-efficacy, self-confidence and self-
esteem; all of this will give you the potential to become more successful

in the future. It is important to emphasise that this book is all about you
and your future. In my experience, it is only when someone focuses on
what they want to do, rather than on what others (for example friends
and family) might want for them, that they feel fulfilled and satisfied

at work. Most of us will spend more years at work than our parents and
grandparents, so it is well worth investing some time to fathom out what
you want to do in the future. In addition, most people spend most of their
week at work, so it’s important to enjoy it if you can.

As well as helping you to gain more understanding of yourself, The
Employability Journal will also help you to understand more about some key
aspects of working life which we often take for granted. For example, having
some understanding of how teams work can help if you find yourself in a team
that does not seem to be functioning well. In addition, it is important to be
clear about how to behave in a work situation; today this is often much less
about a rigid set of formalities and more about being aware of the culture of
the organisation and how to fit in with the way things are done. Having some
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theoretical understanding of such issues will mean that you can learn more
from your experiences.

How this book is organised
The Employability Journal is organised in three parts.

Part 1 is broken down into 12 themes. Each theme starts with a brief
introduction and is followed by five pieces of content based on the theme
where some key theories are introduced in an accessible way. These are
followed by a number of blank pages for your written reflections, including
some practical activities to help you to understand more about your
experience by applying theory to it. Each theme also includes a case study to
illustrate some of the points being made.

Part 2 contains further exercises along with more blank pages for reflective
writing. These serve as further prompts for thinking critically about your
career learning and development.

Part 3 focuses on CV building. This section contains pages to record significant
activities — for example, meetings attended, presentations delivered, key
achievements and key words to use at job interviews. It will serve as a helpful
record for the future, particularly when you find yourself writing personal
statements for job applications or programmes of postgraduate study.

Many people find that the time they spend writing reflectively is time
invested. I hope that you find The Employability Journal helpful in your career
learning and development.

Barbara Bassot
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