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Preface 

The	NVAO	is	proud	to	present	this	CHEPS	study	on	employability	of	professional	bachelors	from	
an	international	perspective.	We	think	this	study	is	not	only	most	informative,	but	reading	about	
good	practices	on	how	to	link	themselves	to	the	world	of	work	in	input,	process	and	results	can	
also	be	a	help	for	the	study	programmes,	thus	raising	their	specific	quality	that	is	so	much	need‐
ed	in	this	globalized	society.		

Already	in	2012	the	Executive	Board	of	NVAO	thought	of	a	system‐wide	analysis	on	the	qual‐
ity	of	professional	bachelor	study	programmes.	Within	the	Bologna	process	a	common	qualifica‐
tions	framework	of	the	European	Higher	Education	Area	had	been	adopted	in	2005.	Since	then	
the	three	main	cycles	and	a	shorter	cycle	of	higher	education	have	been	structured	in	most	Eu‐
ropean	 countries.	 Yet	 the	 continuum	 of	 fundamental	 academic	 research	 programmes	 to	 pro‐
grammes	strictly	oriented	 towards	professions	could	only	be	described	 through	 their	 learning	
outcomes.	 In	quite	 some	countries	 these	different	orientations	have	been	structured	 in	binary	
systems	of	higher	education.	Since	 the	ultimate	quality	of	study	programmes	 is	 to	be	 found	 in	
the	 learning	outcomes,	which	should	enable	the	graduates	to	 function	 in	this	world,	 the	NVAO	
thought	 it	was	worth	 investigating	how	the	quality	of	professionally‐oriented	programmes	re‐
lates	to	their	links	with	the	world	of	professions	and	could	be	measured	in	the	employability	of	
the	graduates,	among	other	things.	In	the	current	move	from	study	programme	accreditation	to	
institutional	accreditation	in	Denmark	for	example,	relevance	is	one	of	the	five	explicit	and	still	
debated	criteria.	At	the	same	time	in	quite	some	countries	a	national	qualifications	framework	of	
generic	descriptors	was	being	developed	and	linked	to	the	European	Qualifications	Framework	
of	Lifelong	Learning	(EQF).	

It	was	soon	clear	that	such	a	study	would	be	most	useful	if	it	did	not	only	deal	with	the	Neth‐
erlands	and	Flanders,	but	would	also	be	international.	Methodologies	of	linking	education	to	the	
world	of	work	and	professions	as	well	as	quality	assurance	do	certainly	not	stop	at	national	bor‐
ders	anymore.	The	rising	international	mobility	of	students	and	staff	as	well	as	the	development	
of	 the	 international	dimension	within	study	programmes	proves	 the	pertinence	of	 this	 reality.	
Although	the	majority	of	external	quality	assurance	frameworks	 is	still	national	and	accredita‐
tion	is	still	a	national/regional	competence	in	most	countries,	 the	Bologna	process	has	opened	
and	is	opening	the	area	as	a	response	to	the	globalization	of	societies	and	economies.		

Thanks	to	the	combined	expertise	of	CHEPS	and	NVAO	we	could	quickly	come	to	defining	a	
rationale,	and	formulate	appropriate	research	questions	for	the	study	and	its	specific	methodol‐
ogy.	We	soon	realized	that	the	study	would	be	most	useful	if	it	dealt	not	only	with	the	results	in	
terms	of	employability	in	a	narrow	sense,	but	also	looked	upon	how	input,	process	and	assess‐
ment	were	 and	 could	be	 linked	with	 the	world	of	work.	Together	we	 could	quickly	 select	 the	
comparative	study	programmes	from	different	domains	of	study	as	well	as	of	interesting	coun‐
tries.	Our	fellow	accreditation	organizations	were	easily	identified	and	they	all	welcomed	to	be	
interviewed	in	this	research,	which	they	also	considered	to	be	important	in	their	own	countries	
and	practices.	

The	study	has	turned	out	to	be	most	informative	for	the	professionals	working	in	and	with	
the	 study	programmes:	 educational	managers,	 directors,	 (internal)	 quality	 administrators	 and	
last	but	not	 least	 lecturers	and	even	responsible	students.	The	description	of	how	the	four	na‐
tional	systems	deal	with	learning	outcomes	and	link	them	to	the	needs	of	the	professional	world	
is	most	revealing.	The	fact	that	the	study	also	formulates	good	practices	and	recommendations	
makes	it	even	more	worth	reading.	The	dimension	of	employability	clearly	has	several	aspects,	
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directly	but	certainly	also	indirectly.	There	are	definitely	many	ways	in	which	the	world	of	work	
is	and	can	be	linked	to	the	intended	learning	outcomes,	as	well	as	to	the	learning	and	evaluating	
processes	and	quality	assurance	itself.	While	this	research	is	fundamentally	qualitative,	it	makes	
clear	 that	 there	are	many	roads	 to	qualitative	 final	qualifications	 in	which	 the	match	between	
education	and	employment	is	as	close	as	possible.	NVAO	hopes	and	will	cooperate	in	distributing	
this	most	interesting	study	widely	and	internationally.	

Finally	I	would	like	to	thank	the	Executive	Board	of	NVAO	for	its	investment	and	trust	in	this	
research,	the	internal	advisory	committee,	existing	of	the	vice‐chair,	Mrs.	Demeulemeester,	the	
policy	advisors,	dr.	Mark	Frederiks	and	Mr.	Tim	Lamers,	and	the	undersigned.	Last	but	not	least	
we	have	met	hard‐working,	 insightful	and	open	researcher	 in	 the	person	of	Mr.	Renze	Kolster	
and	his	supervisor,	dr.	Don	Westerheijden.		

	
Lucien	Bollaert	
Member	of	the	executive	board	NVAO	
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Executive Summary 

Employability	of	its	graduates	is	perhaps	the	ultimate	test	of	any	professionally‐oriented	bache‐
lor	programme.	How	do	study	programmes	that	are	performing	well	 in	terms	of	employability	
connect	to	the	professional	field?	Their	good	practices	may	inform	the	development	of	employa‐
bility‐related	 practices	 in	 study	 programmes	 and	 in	may	 inform	quality	 assurance	 systems	 in	
developing	effective	criteria	and	procedures.	For	this	reason,	the	Accreditation	Organisation	of	
the	Netherlands	and	Flanders,	NVAO,	commissioned	the	Center	of	Higher	Education	Policy	Stud‐
ies	(CHEPS)	to	make	an	explorative,	international	comparative	study,	to	gain	insight	into	realisa‐
tion,	 organisation	 and	 securing	 the	 connection	 between	 professional	 orientated	 bachelor	 pro‐
grammes	and	the	labour	market.		

Four	 higher	 education	 systems	 were	 selected:	 the	 Netherlands,	 Flanders,	 North	 Rhine‐
Westphalia	 (Germany),	 and	 Ireland.	 The	 study	 focuses	 on	 three	 distinct	 knowledge	 domains:	
mechanical	 engineering,	 social	work,	 and	 tourism.	 Information	 on	 the	 practices	 in	 study	 pro‐
grammes	 to	 keep	 in	 touch	with	employability	needs	was	gathered	 through	desk	 research	and	
through	 interviews	 with	 quality	 assurance	 organisations,	 professional	 field	 bodies	 and	 study	
programmes.	Two	study	programmes	were	selected	for	each	domain	in	each	country.	Selection	
of	the	study	programmes	was	based	on	their	known	and	if	possible	proven	incorporation	of	em‐
ployability.	Consequently,	we	selected	study	programmes	for	which	we	had	indications	that	they	
improved	the	employability	of	students	more	than	average.		

Information	on	how	connection	to	the	professional	field	was	maintained	was	sought	in	four	
phases	of	study	programmes,	namely:		
 Phase	1,	Input:	input	from	the	professional	field	for	the	design	of	the	study	programme	
 Phase	2,	Process:	link	to	the	professional	field	in	education	and	examination	
 Phase	3,	Results:	outcomes	of	the	input	and	process	phase	in	terms	of	employability		
 Phase	4,	Process	management	and	evaluation:	link	to	professional	field	in	(internal	and	

external)	quality	assurance		
	

With	respect	 to	 the	 input	phase	we	concluded	that	 the	study	programmes	take	the	profes‐
sional	field	to	a	large	extent	into	account.	Study	programmes	included	employability	into	study	
programme	design	through	a	number	of	methods	that	related	to:	
 Internal	consultations:	teachers	with	professional	experience,	professional	field	advisory	

boards,	and	making	links	to	the	institution’s	profile.		
 External	consultations:	particularly	with	employers	in	the	region,	professional	field	rep‐

resentative	bodies	on	the	national	level	and	international	consultative	bodies.		
 System	level	standards	and	policies:	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes,	national	qualifi‐

cation	frameworks	and	innovation	policies	are	applied	where	they	exist.		
	

The	input	methods	were	strongly	related	to	the	country’s	established	quality	assurance	re‐
quirements.	Thus,	all	Dutch	study	programmes	were	 involved	 in	 the	establishment	of	domain‐
specific	learning	outcomes,	which	they	translated—in	some	cases	with	additional	input	from	the	
(local)	professional	 field	 and/or	 their	professional	 field	 advisory	board—into	 their	 study	pro‐
grammes.	 Two	 of	 the	 three	 study	 domains	 in	 Flanders	 also	 had	 established	 domain‐specific	
learning	outcomes,	though	not	directly	together	with	the	professional	field.	Perhaps	this	was	one	
of	the	reasons	why	the	Flemish	study	programmes	developed	rather	extensive	consultation	pro‐
cesses	to	gain	input	from	their	(local)	professional	field	or	through	their	professional	field	advi‐
sory	board.	The	interviewed	German	study	programmes	had	a	high	degree	of	autonomy,	which	
reflected	 in	 their	opportunity	 to	make	 their	programme	either	more	 academically‐oriented	or	
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more	professionally‐oriented.	Programmes	choosing	the	latter	were	often	in	contact	with	local	
employers.	Exceptions	were	 the	 two	German	tourism	programmes,	which	were	 located	at	pri‐
vate	 higher	 education	 institutions.	 They	 had	 developed	 far	more	 formal	 linkages	 to	 the	 local,	
national	and	international	professional	field.	The	approach	of	Irish	study	programmes	to	a	large	
extent	depended	on	whether	the	professional	field	granted	professional	titles	or	required	regis‐
tration.	 If	 there	 was	 controlled	 access	 to	 the	 profession,	 the	 field	 or	 governmental	 authority	
could	establish	domain‐specific	 learning	outcomes,	which	 study	programmes	needed	 to	 trans‐
late	into	their	curricula	if	they	wished	their	graduates	to	be	eligible	for	the	professional	title	or	
registration.	 In	 all	 cases,	 input	 for	 the	 study	programmes	was	 collected	by	 formal	or	 informal	
consultation	with	 (local)	employers.	Whether	a	 formal	or	 informal	approach	 for	contacts	with	
the	 professional	 field	was	 chosen	 largely	 depended	 on	 the	 size	 of	 the	 study	 programmes	 and	
institutions.	It	could	also	be	a	strategic	decision,	as	some	study	programmes	argued	that	formali‐
sation	of	contacts	might	negatively	affect	the	willingness	of	employers	to	participate.		

The	process	phase	is	about	how	the	study	programmes	arranged	links	with	the	professional	
field	in	education	and	examination.	Common	methods	in	this	phase	included:	 internships,	pro‐
jects	or	project‐based	learning,	teachers	with	professional	experience,	guest	lectures,	field	trips,	
and	 elective	modules.	The	professional	 field	was	 also	 involved	 in	 examination	 of	 the	projects,	
internships,	 graduations,	 role‐play	 assessments,	 and	 sometimes	 in	 juries	 even	 without	 there	
being	a	direct	link	with	the	profession	representative	in	the	jury,	for	example	to	assess	graduate	
theses.		

Through	strong	linkages	with	the	professional	field,	many	study	programmes	made	continu‐
al	curriculum	adaptations	to	include	the	latest	trends	and	developments	of	their	sector.	Flexible	
adaptation	to	the	latest	trends	appeared	to	be	especially	relevant	for	study	programmes	in	dy‐
namic	sectors,	in	particular	tourism.	Across	all	domains	studied,	study	programmes	taught	em‐
ployability‐relevant	transferable	skills	next	to	field‐specific	skills.	Transferable	soft	skills	includ‐
ed:	 communication,	 job	 attainment	 training	 (e.g.	 interview	 skills,	 networking	 skills,	
professionalization	of	online	presence),	and	language	skills	(particularly	taught	by	tourism	pro‐
grammes).	 Some	 institutions	 operated	dedicated	 centres,	 outside	 study	programmes,	 to	 facili‐
tate	 students’	 acquiring	 job‐related	 skills.	 Internationalisation	 could	 aid	 employability	 of	 the	
students,	however	many	study	programmes	mentioned	that	that	they	could	give	more	attention	
to	internationalisation.	Initiatives	specifically	established	to	enhance	the	employability	of	incom‐
ing,	degree‐seeking	international	students	appeared	to	be	largely	absent.		

Regarding	 the	 results	phase,	 in	 general	 the	 study	programmes	 and	 stakeholders	 appeared	
satisfied	with	 the	 achieved	 employment	 of	 the	 graduates.	 However,	 the	 results	were	 strongly	
related	to	the	economic	situations	of	the	particular	domain	and	country	or	region.	Other	factors	
that	affected	the	employment	results	 included	urban	location	of	the	institutions,	governmental	
policies,	graduates	 finding	employment	outside	the	field	 for	which	they	were	educated,	gradu‐
ates	 continuing	 their	 education,	 and	 fragmentation	 of	 the	 labour	 market.	 Study	 programmes	
deployed	 different	 monitoring	 strategies	 to	 get	 insight	 into	 the	 employment	 results	 of	 their	
graduates	 and	 into	 the	 satisfaction	 and	 future	 needs	 of	 employers.	 Some	 programmes	 or	 the	
institutions	to	which	they	belonged	surveyed	alumni	and	employers	regularly,	while	others	did	
not	do	this	systematically	or	used	more	qualitative	methods	(e.g.	monitoring	LinkedIn	profiles).	
Alternatively,	 alumni	 surveys	 could	 be	 organised	 nationally,	 as	 in	 the	 Netherlands	 (HBO‐
monitor).	Particularly	tourism	programmes	needed	to	be	aware	of	the	quantitative	(demands	on	
labour	market)	 and	 qualitative	 (need	 for	 specialisation)	 developments.	 Such	 information	was	
used	to	inform	important	strategic	decisions	of	study	programmes,	e.g.	to	move	towards	broader	
or	rather	towards	more	specialised	programmes.	Both	strategies	were	used.	Overall,	we	saw	a	
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virtuous	 circle	 in	 which	 increased	 contact	 between	 programme	 and	 professional	 field	 led	 to	
higher	mutual	satisfaction.		

In	the	final	phase	that	we	distinguished,	we	found	that	 internal	quality	assurance	practices	
related	 to	employability	differed	per	 institution.	Particularly	 the	 larger	 institutions	had	 formal	
procedures	to	get	input	from	the	professional	field,	to	involve	the	professional	field	in	education	
and	examination	and	to	collect	employability	statistics.	A	good	practice	was	to	have	PDCA‐cycles	
defined	for	the	different	phases	which	included	contacts	with	the	field	explicitly.	We	saw	that	the	
quality	 assurance	practices	 of	 smaller	 institutions	were	more	 informal:	 e.g.	meetings	with	 the	
employers	 were	 organised	 ad	 hoc	 and	 (qualitative)	 employability	 information	 was	 gathered	
through	face‐to‐face	contact	with	alumni.		
	 The	study	programmes	were	largely	satisfied	with	the	amount	of	attention	given	to	employ‐
ability	 in	 external	 quality	 assurance,	 although	 the	practices	 and	 intensity	 of	 the	 employability	
focus	differed	across	countries.	Most	study	programmes	found	a	stronger	focus	on	employability	
in	external	quality	assurance	unnecessary.	Alternatively,	programmes—especially	those	in	tour‐
ism—indicated	 that	 external	 quality	 assurance	 should	 focus	 more	 on	 the	 achieved	 academic	
level	and	on	what	the	programmes	had	done	to	create	linkages	to	the	professional	field.		
	 The	different	strategies	and	approaches	to	enhance	employability	of	students	largely	related	
to	 the	 country‐specific	 context,	 the	 domain‐specific	 context	 and	 institutional	 characteristics.	
Country‐related	 aspects	 included,	 for	 example,	 whether	 input	 for	 the	 curriculum	 design	 was	
structured	 through	 nationally‐defined	 domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes,	 and	whether	 it	was	
obligatory	for	the	programme	to	collect	employability	statistics.	 In	the	domain‐specific	context	
relevant	factors	included:	diversity	and	dynamics	of	the	sector,	employment	perspectives	in	the	
sector,	cooperation	among	study	programmes	in	the	same	domain,	and	the	degree	of	accounta‐
bility	 programmes	 felt	 for	 the	 employability	 of	 their	 graduates.	 Approaches	 to	 employability	
were	also	influenced	by	institutional	characteristics,	in	particular	the	size	of	the	institution	and	
the	programme	in	number	of	students,	which	influenced	the	degree	of	formalisation	of	contacts	
with	the	professional	field.	Likewise	important	was	the	balance	between	local,	national	and	in‐
ternational	orientation	of	the	institution	and	programme.	Moreover,	the	institution’s	profile	in‐
fluenced	the	focus	on	particular	competences	and	learning	outcomes,	e.g.	 foci	on	sustainability	
or	entrepreneurship.		

The	strategic	approaches	that	study	programmes	took	to	be	relevant	to	society,	to	the	pro‐
fessional	field	and	to	students	also	appeared	to	be	influenced	by	aspects	related	to	the	country,	
domain	and	institution.	The	main	strategic	approaches	were:	

1. Broadening:	 e.g.	 inclusion	 of	 more	 general	 and	 transferable	 competences	 in	 terms	 of	
knowledge,	skills	and	attitudes.		

2. Specialising:	e.g.	offering	elective	specialisation	modules.	
3. Academic	orientation:	e.g.	inclusion	of	more	academic	competences	
4. Professional	orientation:	e.g.	inclusion	of	more	vocational	competences		
5. Geographical	 (regional,	 national	 or	 international)	 orientation:	 e.g.	 if	 regional	 employ‐

ment	perspectives	were	poor,	attention	in	the	input	and	process	phases	could	shift	to	na‐
tional	or	international	employability.	
		

	 Related	 to	 changes	 in	 contexts,	 a	 study	programme’s	 strategic	 approach	was	 likely	 to	 shift	
over	time.	Although	we	did	not	have	the	opportunity	to	observe	changes	over	time,	our	impres‐
sion	was	 that	 employability‐enhancing	 aspects	 were	 becoming	 better	 embedded	 in	 the	 study	
programmes.	Clear	examples	involved	increased	involvement	of	the	professional	field	in	exami‐
nations	and	increased	attention	for	employability	in	internal	and	external	quality	assurance.		
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	 Our	research	suggested	that	study	programmes	and	policy	makers	on	system	level	were	fac‐
ing	 important	 challenges	with	 respect	 to	 employability.	 First,	 while	 national	 definition	 of	 do‐
main‐specific	 learning	outcomes	ensured	attention	to	employability,	some	 interviewees	voiced	
fear	that	programmes	might	become	too	uniform,	leaving	too	little	room	for	differentiation	and	
profiling.	Second,	the	employability	mechanisms	in	the	input	phase	were	mostly	tailored	to	the	
regional	or	domestic	 labour	market	(e.g.	consultation	of	national	professional	 field	representa‐
tive	bodies).	If	the	international	labour	markets	would	gain	importance,	the	current	input	mech‐
anisms	might	no	longer	be	fit	for	purpose.	Third,	study	programmes	had	to	take	into	account	an	
increasing	number	of	stakeholders	on	a	variety	of	 levels.	These	stakeholders	had	different	and	
sometimes	conflicting	demands,	 amongst	which	 study	programmes	were	 to	 find	 the	 right	bal‐
ance	(i.e.	not	everything	can	be	included	in	a	180	or	240	ECTS	programme).	However,	getting	the	
balance	wrong	might	 have	 serious	 implications	 for	 the	 employability	 of	 students	 and	 for	 the	
reputation	of	the	study	programme	and	its	institution.	Finally,	uncertainty	due	to	sectorial	em‐
ployment	dynamics	triggered	study	programmes	to	utilize	different	strategic	approaches	to	cur‐
riculum	development	with	an	eye	to	employment.		
	 Our	 study	 did	 not	 look	 into	 which	 strategic	 approach	 was	 best;	 answering	 that	 question	
would	 require	more	 research,	 and	would	 probably	 conclude	 that	 there	 are	 contingencies	 (i.e.	
there	is	not	one	best	way	in	all	circumstances).	Similarly,	the	higher	education	systems	and	the	
study	programmes	within	them	that	we	studied	varied	with	regard	to	their	intensity	of	attention	
to	employability	aspects.	It	is	not	in	the	scope	of	this	project	to	emphasise	a	particular	model	as	
best.	Rather,	good	practices	were	highlighted	where	we	encountered	them.	By	doing	so,	we	hope	
to	contribute	to	study	programmes’	ambitions	to	enhance	employability,	and	to	what	stakehold‐
ers	can	expect	from	professional	bachelor	programmes.	In	this	way,	our	study	aimed	to	contrib‐
ute	to	emphasising	employability	aspects	in	internal	and	external	quality	assurance.		
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1 Introduction 

1.1   Introduction to the study 

The	employability	of	professional	bachelors’	study	programmes	is	a	topic	of	interest	throughout	
Europe,	especially	to	countries	that	have	part	of	their	higher	education	system	dedicated	to	pro‐
fessional	education	(binary	higher	education	systems).	For	this	reason,	The	Accreditation	Organ‐
isation	 of	 the	Netherlands	 and	 Flanders	 (NVAO)	 commissioned	 CHEPS	 (the	 Center	 for	Higher	
Education	Policy	Studies,	University	of	Twente)	to	undertake	an	exploratory	study	to	find	leads	
and	to	gain	knowledge	of	good	practices	with	respect	to	ways	of	assuring	the	employability	of	
professional	bachelors’	study	programmes.	Hence,	the	goal	of	this	exploratory	and	international	
comparative	 study	 is	 to	 gain	 insight	 into	 the	 connection	 to	 the	 labour	market	 of	 professional	
bachelors’	study	programmes	in	different	countries,	with	a	focus	on	the	realisation,	organisation	
and	security	of	this	connection.	

This	chapter	will	continue	with	a	discussion	on	the	key	concepts	and	the	literature	linked	to	
employability,	 after	which	 the	 research	 questions,	 research	 design,	 research	methods	 and	 the	
limitations	of	this	study	are	introduced.	To	clarify	the	goals	and	focus	points	of	our	study,	links	
between	the	key	concepts	and	this	study	will	be	emphasised	in	text	boxes.	

1.2   Key concepts & literature review 

 Key concepts 1.2.1

Professional	bachelors	are	defined	as	first	cycle	study	programmes,	on	EQF‐level	6,	that	edu‐
cate	students	 to	 independently	perform	a	profession	(NQF‐VL:	 ‘independent	practice	of	a	pro‐
fession	or	a	cluster	of	professions’,	NQF‐NL:	‘the	level	of	starter	professional	practitioner’),	irre‐
spective	of	the	length	(in	ECTS	or	study	years)	and	education	type	(full‐time,	part‐time,	etc.).	In	
the	Netherlands	and	in	Flanders,	law	dictates	that	the	learning	outcomes	of	professional	bache‐
lors’	studies	must	have	a	close	link	to	the	professional	field	(Netherlands:	WHW	art.	1.1,	d;	Flan‐
ders:	Structuurdecreet	2003,	art.	12	§	2	&	art.	58).	Professional	bachelors	are	different	from	vo‐
cational	 programmes	 (EQF‐levels	 3	 and	 4)	 because	 of	 their	 broader	 orientation	 and	
incorporation	of	advanced	knowledge	and	critical	understanding	of	theories	and	principles.			
	

The	interaction	between	study	programme	and	the	professional	fields	is	an	important	quali‐
ty	 indicator,	which	receives	attention	 in	the	accreditation	process.	The	extent	to	which	this	 in‐
teraction	receives	attention	in	the	accreditation	process	as	well	as	which	mechanisms	and	meth‐
ods	are	used,	will	be	researched	in	this	project.			

	
Employability	describes	the	degree	to	which	people	are	trained	and	educated	to	utilize	their	

capacities,	with	which	they	can	attain	and	secure	employment.	Employability	also	is	a	reflection	
of	the	context	or	environment	and	the	employers,	and	of	the	work	environment	they	created	(i.e.	
the	extent	to	which	personal	development	and	learning	are	stimulated	and	facilitated).	However,	
most	factors	with	respect	to	employability	relate	to	the	individual.	Individual	factors	associated	
with	 employability	 are	 competences,	 attitudes	 and	 availability	 (Van	 der	 Heijden,	 2005).	 This	
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individual	perspective	 can	also	be	 found	 in	 the	 employability	definition	by	Yorke	 (2006	p.	8):	
employability	 is	 ‘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’.		

	

This	research	project	is	not	about	defining	and	testing	the	term	‘employability’,	it	rather	aims	
to	learn	how	the	fields	understand	the	concept	and	how	they	employ	the	concept	in	profession‐
ally‐oriented	higher	education.			

	
Qualifications	are:	‘Any	degree,	diploma	or	other	certificate	issued	by	a	competent	authority	

attesting	 the	 successful	 completion	 of	 a	 recognised	 programme	 of	 study’	 (European	 Area	 of	
Recognition	Manual,	2012	p.	82).	Hence,	qualifications	prove	a	person’s	attained	competences.		

Competences	are:	‘A	dynamic	combination	of	cognitive	and	metacognitive	skills,	knowledge	
and	understanding,	 interpersonal,	 intellectual	 and	practical	 skills,	 ethical	 values	 and	attitudes.	
Fostering	competences	is	the	object	of	all	educational	programmes.	Competences	are	developed	
in	all	course	units	and	assessed	at	different	stages	of	a	programme.	Some	competences	are	sub‐
ject‐area	related	(specific	to	a	field	of	study),	others	are	generic	(common	to	any	degree	course)’	
(European	Area	of	Recognition	Manual,	2012	p.	82).		

Intended	Learning	outcomes	‘describe	what	a	learner	is	expected	to	know,	understand	and	
be	able	to	do	after	successful	completion	of	a	process	of	learning’	(European	Communities,	2009	
p.	13).	Moreover,	 ‘learning	 outcomes	 are	 verifiable	 statements	 of	what	 learners	who	 have	 ob‐
tained	a	particular	qualification,	or	completed	a	programme	or	its	components,	are	expected	to	
know,	understand	and	be	able	to	do.	As	such	they	emphasise	the	link	between	teaching,	learning	
and	assessment’	(ibid.).	Learning	outcomes	may	be	 formulated	by	 internal	and	external	 stake‐
holders	(e.g.	study	programme	representatives	and	professional	field	advisory	boards).	The	re‐
quired	 learning	 outcomes	 including	 the	 competences	 for	 a	 profession	 can	 be	 expressed	 in	 an	
‘employability	skills	framework’	(Precision	Consultancy,	2007).			

The	use	of	learning	outcomes	in	the	discussion	about	study	programmes	in	higher	education	
has	gained	 importance	especially	 in	 the	European	Higher	Education	Area,	as	a	consequence	of	
the	Bologna	Process,	in	which	the	formulation	of	a	joint	qualifications	framework	based	on	ab‐
stract	 learning	 outcomes	 characterising	 the	 different	 cycles	 in	 higher	 education	 was	 a	 major	
achievement	needed	to	achieve	compatible	understandings	of	bachelor	and	master	levels,	espe‐
cially,	across	the	47	participating	countries	(Westerheijden	et	al.,	2010).	The	definition	of	learn‐
ing	 outcomes	 in	 the	 Bologna	 Process	 derived	 mostly	 from	 the	 ‘Dublin	 Descriptors’	 (Wester‐
heijden	 &	 Leegwater,	 2003)	 and	 in	 more	 detail	 from	 the	 domain‐specific	 sets	 of	 learning	
outcomes	defined	by	teams	of	peers	in	many	domains	of	higher	education	as	part	of	the	Tuning	
projects	(Gonzáles	&	Wagenaar,	2003)	

	

	 Concerning	learning	outcomes,	the	focus	of	this	research	is	on	the	expectations	professional	
fields	have	with	respect	to	the	learning	outcomes	of	graduates	of	certain	study	programmes.	We	
assume	 that	 the	 required	domain‐specific	 learning	outcomes	 are	 known	and	documented	 and	
that	this	 is	the	result	of	a	consensus	reached	between	the	higher	education	institution	and	the	
professional	 fields.	 If	 this	 is	 the	 case,	 the	 learning	 outcomes	 attained	 through	 the	 study	 pro‐
grammes	reflect	local,	national	or	even	international	labour	market	requirements.	This	research	
examines	 the	extent	 to	which—and	how—these	requirements	are	reflected	 in	 the	curricula	or	
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study	 programmes.	 It	 also	 will	 be	 interesting	 to	 see	 contextual	 differences:	 higher	 education	
institutions	may,	for	example,	include	regional	and	institution‐specific	learning	outcomes.	

	
In	this	report	several	other	phenomena	are	described	by	a	common	term	as	much	as	possi‐

ble.	More	specifically,	this	report	uses	the	following	terms:		
 ‘teachers’,	also	where	‘academic’	could	have	been	more	appropriate	(e.g.	in	German	con‐

text)	
 ‘internships’,	also	for	work‐placement	periods	
 ‘professional	 field	 advisory	 boards’,	 also	 if	 the	 study	 programmes	 use	 different	 terms	

(e.g.	industry	representative	board,	professional	field	advisory	committee	/	commission,	
etc.)	

 ‘modules’	to	describe	course	content	
 ‘course’	to	describe	the	whole	study	programme	
 ‘universities	of	applied	sciences’,	also	when	named	differently	(e.g.	university	colleges).	

 Employability in research literature 1.2.2

Employability	has	been	discussed	 in	academic	 literature	since	 five	decades	(Yorke,	2006),	and	
continues	to	become	more	relevant	by	the	year	(Glass,	2013).	Explicit	in	these	discussions	is	the	
role	of	higher	education,	employers	and	the	students	themselves.	Since	the	1980s,	employability	
issues	 have	 become	 increasingly	 connected	 to	 higher	 education.	 The	 development	 coincides	
with	increased	pressure	on	higher	education	to	meet	the	needs	of	the	economy	(Harvey,	2000).	
As	 the	needs	of	 the	economy	are	dynamic,	 the	employability	discussion	remained	and	 in	most	
cases	 also	 increasingly	became	 connected	 to	quality	 assurance	processes.	 Consequently,	more	
quantitative	 data	 was	 needed	 and	 became	 available	 through,	 for	 example,	 graduate	 surveys,	
which	 inter	alia	 aimed	 to	measure	 the	 employability	 of	 graduates	 as	well	 as	 their	 satisfaction	
with	how	 their	 studies	prepared	 them	 for	 the	 labour	market.	A	key	example	of	 such	graduate	
studies	was	the	Research	 into	Employment	and	Professional	Flexibility	(REFLEX)	study,	which	
surveyed	70,000	higher	education	graduates	from	16	countries	(Allen	&	Van	der	Velden,	2009).					

Results	from	the	REFLEX	study	indicated	that	graduates	from	vocationally‐orientated	higher	
education	 studies	 are	 prepared	 for	 working	 life	 effectively	 in	 terms	 of	 chances	 of	 being	 em‐
ployed	and	utilizing	their	knowledge	and	skills.	Nevertheless,	many	graduates	from	vocationally‐
oriented	programmes	reported	a	mismatch	between	the	content	of	their	training	and	work.	This	
could	also	be	 the	result	of	 the	employers’	 increased	efforts	 to	recruit	graduates	with	 the	right	
skills	and	knowledge,	rather	than	recruiting	graduates	from	specific	study	programmes	(Harvey,	
2000).	 The	 REFLEX	 study	 also	 found	 that	 functional	 flexibility,	 international	 experience,	 and	
study‐related	work	experience	during	higher	education,	were	positively	associated	with	the	em‐
ployability	 of	 graduates.	Of	 importance	 to	 the	 employability	 are	 also	 factors	 such	 as:	mode	 of	
study	(full‐time	or	part‐time),	the	student’s	location	and	mobility,	graduates’	previous	work	ex‐
perience,	age,	gender,	ethnicity	and	social	class	(Harvey,	2001,	p.	103)	

More	specifically,	a	study	by	Gallup	Organization	(2010,	p.	12)	found	that	employers	thought	
the	following	skills	to	be	important:	
 Team	working	skills	(very	important:	67%)	
 Sector‐specific	skills	(very	important:	62%)	
 Communication	skills	(very	important:	60%)	
 Computer	skills	(very	important:	60%)	
 Ability	to	adapt	to	and	act	in	new	situations	(very	important:	60%)	
 Good	reading/writing	skills	(very	important:	59%)	
 Analytical	and	problem‐solving	skills	(very	important:	58%)	
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 Planning	and	organisational	skills	(very	important:	53%)	
 Decision‐making	skills	(very	important:	46%)	
 Good	with	numbers	(very	important:	40%)	
 Foreign	language	skills	(very	important:	33%)	

	
Bachelor	degrees	are	by	default,	and	in	line	with	the	Bologna	Declaration,	relevant	for	the	la‐

bour	market.	Therefore,	 it	can	be	expected	that	especially	in	professional	bachelor	degrees	the	
learning	outcomes	employers	demand	are	reflected	in	the	curriculum.	Successful	inclusion	of	the	
work‐relevant	 competences,	 i.e.	 knowledge,	 skills,	 experience	 and	 attitudes,	 in	 the	 study	 pro‐
grammes	presumably	leads	to	high	graduate	employability.	International	comparative	literature	
on	how	the	employability	aspects	are	facilitated	in	professional	bachelor	programmes	is	largely	
absent.	This	study	aims	to	redress	this	lapse.		

1.3   Research questions 

The	connection	to	the	labour	market	should	ideally	be	included	in	every	phase	of	the	study	pro‐
gramme,	especially	in	professionally‐orientated	study	programmes.	This	ideal	model,	as	is	visu‐
alised	 in	Figure	1.1,	provides	 the	basis	on	which	we	can	research	 the	employability	of	profes‐
sional	bachelors’	study	programmes.	The	following	four	phases	can	be	deducted	from	Figure	1.1:	
 Phase	1,	Input:	ideally,	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	are	used	as	the	basis	on	which	

higher	education	institutions	design	their	curricula;	
 Phase	2,	Process:	knowledge	of	and	contact	with	professional	fields	are	part	of	the	edu‐

cation	process	and	the	degree	to	which	examinations	/	projects	are	designed	to	reflect	
competences	 (knowledge,	 skills,	 experience	 and	 attitudes)	 needed	 for	 successful	 em‐
ployment;	

 Phase	3,	Results:	if	an	education	programme	has	both	the	input	and	process	aspects	de‐
veloped	as	described	above,	then	the	employability	of	its	graduates	should	be	high;	

 Phase	4,	Process	management	and	evaluation:	 in	quality	assurance	(internal	and	exter‐
nal)	 attention	 is	 to	be	paid	 to	 the	extent	 to	which	 the	envisioned	programme	require‐
ments	are	attained	and	if	the	requirements	are	(still)	in	line	with	the	needs	of	the	labour	
market	(input	phase).	
	

Described	above	is	the	role	of	employability	in	the	four	phases	in	an	ideal	situation.	The	ex‐
tent	 to	 which	 reality	 matches	 the	 ideal	 situation	 is	 the	 foundation	 of	 the	 research	 questions	
posed	for	this	research.	The	goal	of	the	research	is	to	find	best	practises	in	all	four	phases.	The	
four	research	questions	are	as	follows:	
1. Input:	 how	 is	 the	 translation	 of	 domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes	 per	 study	 programme	

organised?	
a. To	 which	 degree	 and	 how	 do	 the	 envisioned	 study	 programme‐specific	 learning	 out‐

comes	reflect	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes?		
i. Do	study	programmes	take	the	professional	field	into	account?	
ii. Do	the	study	programmes	adjust	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	to	the	in‐

stitution’s	profile	and	local	context?	
b. With	which	methods	and	mechanisms	are	the	intended	learning	outcomes	of	profession‐

al	bachelors’	study	programmes	attuned	to	the	professional	field?	
i. Examples	of	possible	methods	/	mechanisms	are	use	of	professional	field	advisory	
boards	and	use	of	national	qualifications	frameworks.		
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2. Process:	how	is	the	link	between	study	programme	and	professional	field	arranged	in	educa‐

tion	and	examination?	
i. Examples	 are	 teachers	 with	 professional	 and	 practical	 experience,	 internships	 /	
work	placements	and	external	examiners	from	the	professional	field.		

ii. Are	there	initiatives	to	enhance	the	employability	of	 international	students	in	the	
local	labour	market?	

	

3. Results:	what	are	the	results	of	the	‘input’	and	‘process’	in	terms	of	employability?	
a. What	is	the	quantitative	and	qualitative	connection	of	graduates	to	the	labour	market?		

i. Expressed	in	terms	of,	e.g.,	employment	statistics	of	the	included	professions	and	
needed	search	time	between	graduation	and	employment.		

b. How	do	the	stakeholders	(employers	and	professional	field	representative	bodies)	judge	
the	 connection	 between	 the	 labour	market	 and	 the	 professional	 bachelors’	 study	 pro‐
gramme?		

i. An	important	indication	of	the	judgement	of	the	stakeholders	can	be	found	in	satis‐
faction	 studies	 covering	 the	 realised	 learning	 outcomes	 of	 graduates.	 It	 is	 im‐
portant	 to	 take	 into	account	 the	 consequences	of	 the	economic	 crisis	 in	 terms	of	
the	oversupply	in	certain	professional	fields	/	domains	and	countries.	

	
4. Process	management	and	evaluation:	what	is	the	role	of	employability	in	the	quality	assur‐

ance?	
a. Internal	quality	assurance:	do	the	self‐evaluation	reports	of	the	study	programmes	or	in‐

stitutions	include	employability	factors?	
i. To	make	 this	evaluation	possible,	 sufficient	data	on	 the	employability	need	 to	be	
included	in	the	self‐evaluation	reports.	

Figure	1.1:	Learning	outcomes	in	the	education	and	quality	assurance	processes



	

10	

ii. This	 research	question	 is	about	how	the	 internal	quality	assurance	evaluates	 the	
employability	aspects,	rather	than	how	the	study	programme	/	institutions	scores	
in	terms	of	employability	

b. External	 quality	 assurance:	do	 the	 external	quality	 assurance	 reports	of	 the	 study	pro‐
grammes	or	institutions	include	employability	factors?	

1.4   Research design and methods 

To	 answer	 the	 research	 questions,	 the	 research	 design	 included	 three	 representative	 and	 im‐
portant	professional	sectors,	namely:	
 Mechanical	engineering	
 Social	work	
 Tourism.	

These	sectors	cover	a	range	of	hard	and	soft	study	areas,	which	gives	our	case	studies	the	need‐
ed	 diversity.	 Importantly,	 these	 study	 programmes	 enrol	 large	 numbers	 of	 students	 in	 most	
countries	with	a	separate	professionally‐oriented	higher	education	sector.		

At	the	same	time,	there	is	an	a	prima	vista	spread	of	the	study	areas	on	the	context	factors	of	
the	 labour	 market	 structure.	 In	 particular,	 two	 factors	 may	 play	 a	 vital	 role	 in	 the	 domain‐
specific	characteristics,	and	could	 influence	the	methods	and	mechanisms	higher	education	 in‐
stitutions	and	study	programmes	use	to	tie	their	programmes	to	the	labour	market.	These	two	
factors	are:	
 Ownership	of	sector:	mostly	public‐oriented	study	programmes	(social	work)	and	most‐

ly	private‐orientated	study	programmes	(tourism);	
 Size	 of	 companies:	 mostly	 large	 (mechanical	 engineering)	 and	 mostly	 small/medium	

(tourism).	
						

To	avoid	 idiosyncratic	 research	 results,	 this	 research	 included	empirical	data	of	 two	 study	
programmes	 in	 each	 area	 in	 each	 higher	 education	 system.	 To	 find	 good	 practices,	 this	 study	
looked	into	four	higher	education	systems,	namely:		
 Flanders;	
 The	Netherlands;	
 North	Rhine‐Westphalia	(Germany);	
 Ireland.	

	
These	 four	 higher	 education	 systems	 all	 have	 an	 extensive	 and	 long‐established	 professional	
bachelor’s	education	sector.	At	 the	same	 time,	 these	systems	hold	enough	variation	 to	make	a	
comparison	 interesting	 (McQuade	 &	 Maguire,	 2005;	 Schomburg	 &	 Teichler,	 2011;	 de	 Weert,	
2011).	Given	the	comparatively	large	scale	of	Germany’s	higher	education	system,	and	because	
higher	 education	 is	 mainly	 within	 the	 authority	 of	 the	 ‘Länder’,	 the	 research	 focus	 is	 on	 one	
‘Land’.	We	opted	for	North	Rhine‐Westphalia	because	this	is	the	largest	‘Land’	and	is	bordering	
the	Netherlands	 and	Belgium.	 In	 sum,	 this	 study	 included	 two	 study	 programmes	 per	 area	 of	
each	higher	education	system,	which	comes	to	(4x2x3)	24	case	studies.		

The	24	cases	were	selected	on	their	a	priori	expected	incorporation	of	employability	in	their	
study	programme.	To	select	promising	cases	we	consulted	studies	and	rankings	on	employabil‐
ity	outcomes	of	studies,	and	visitation	reports.	To	limit	the	number	of	selection	possibilities,	we	
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focused	on	full‐time,	publicly	funded	institutions	/	study	programmes.1	We	have	to	observe	that	
in	Flanders	mechanical	engineering	is	exclusively	provided	by	universities,	not	by	universities	of	
applied	 sciences.	 Therefore,	 professional	 bachelors	 study	 programmes	 in	 the	 related	 field	 of	
electro	mechanics	were	chosen.	Similarly,	for	Ireland	professional	bachelors’	study	programmes	
in	the	field	of	social	care	were	chosen,	because	social	work	degrees	are	exclusively	granted	by	
Irish	universities.		

This	explorative	research	used	a	combination	of	research	methods	 for	each	research	ques‐
tion,	namely	desk	research	and	interviews.	Desk	research	was	used	to	collect	information	on:		

a) Academic	 literature	and	research	reports	on	employability	 in	general	and	more	specifi‐
cally	on	professional	higher	education;	

b) Self‐evaluation	and	external‐evaluation	reports;	
c) Publications	on	domain‐specific	and	study	programme	specific	learning	outcomes;	
d) Satisfaction	studies	about	employability	of	graduates	held	among	alumni	and	employers	

(e.g.	the	HBO‐monitor);	
e) Quantitative	 and	 qualitative	 statistics	 related	 to	 the	 connection	 between	 graduates	 of	

professional	study	programmes	and	the	labour	market.	

In	addition	to	the	desk	research,	interviews	were	held	with	experts	in	quality	assurance	agencies	
(in	 the	 four	 higher	 education	 systems),	 experts	 from	 consultative	 structures	 on	 domain‐level,	
and	experts	(e.g.	programme	coordinators	and	programme	directors)	within	our	24	study	pro‐
grammes	and	higher	education	institutions.	The	interviewed	organisations	are	listed	in	Appen‐
dix	III.		

The	35	(4+7+24)	semi‐structured	interviews	were	conducted	as	face‐to‐face	interviews	and	
through	 telephone.	 The	 guidelines	 for	 the	 semi‐structured	 interviews	with	 the	 experts	 can	be	
found	 in	 Appendix	 II.	 During	 the	 interviews,	 identifying	 (good)	 practices	 of	 the	 study	 pro‐
grammes	and	higher	education	institutions	in	terms	of	employability	aspects	in	the	four	phases	
was	a	focus	point.		

1.5   Limitations 

The	 explorative	 nature	 of	 this	 study	 and	 the	 related	 limited	 number	 of	 case	 studies	 allow	 for	
recognition	of	good	practises,	but	does	not	allow	for	generalisations	with	respect	to	the	overall	
employability	of	professional	bachelors’	graduates	 in	all	domains	or	 in	all	European	countries.	
Hence,	and	considering	the	goals	of	the	study,	the	focus	will	be	on	the	recognition	of	how	study	
programmes	 include	 issues	 of	 employability	 of	 their	 graduates	 in	 the	 learning	 experience	 in	
general,	 and	more	 specifically	 on	 recognising	 good	 practices	 that	 other	 study	 programmes	 or	
quality	assessment	agencies	might	take	into	account.	

1.6   Chapter overview 

After	 an	overview	 in	 chapter	2,	placing	professional	bachelor	 studies	 in	 the	 context	of	 the	 re‐
spective	higher	education	systems	in	the	four	jurisdictions	of	the	Netherlands,	Flanders,	Ireland	
and	North	Rhine‐Westphalia,	the	chapters	in	this	report	will	follow	the	analytical	four	phases	of	

																																																													
1		 Exceptions	 are	 courses	 related	 to	 tourism	 in	North	Rhine‐Westphalia	 (Germany)	 because	 these	 are	

almost	exclusively	provided	by	private	(state‐recognised)	higher	education	institutions.		
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the	 education	 development	 process;	 from	 determining	 the	 learning	 outcomes,	 to	 their	 imple‐
mentation	and	evaluation.	The	phases	relate	 to	 the	 four	research	questions.	Consequently,	 the	
empirical	outcomes	for	each	research	question	are	discussed	in	respectively	Chapter	3	(input),	4	
(process),	5	(results)	and	6	(process	management	and	evaluation).	In	Chapter	7,	conclusions	on	
how	professional	bachelors	are	prepared	for	professional	life	are	provided.	In	the	final	chapter	
of	this	report,	 the	observed	good	practices	 in	the	previous	chapters	are	translated	into	recom‐
mendations	for	stakeholders.	
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2   Professional bachelors in four higher education systems 

System	contexts	 are	 important	 to	understand	 the	way	 in	which	employability	 is	 embedded	 in	
higher	 education	 systems	 in	 general,	 and	 more	 specifically	 in	 professional	 bachelor	 pro‐
grammes.		National2	contexts	and	in	particular	the	quality	assurance	systems	can	strongly	influ‐
ence	the	ways	in	which	study	programmes	are	to	receive	input	from	and	align	the	learning	out‐
comes	to	the	needs	of	the	professional	field.	Therefore,	in	this	chapter	we	include	descriptions	of	
the	higher	education	systems,	 the	guiding	principles	 for	 the	 input,	process	and	results	phases,	
and	how	employability	 is	evaluated	 in	external	quality	assurance.	 Information	 for	 the	descrip‐
tions	has	been	collected	through	desk	research	and	through	interviews	with	quality	assurance	
organisations.		

2.1   Flanders 

 The higher education system 2.1.1

The	responsibility	 for	education	 in	Flanders	 is	vested	 in	 the	hands	of	 the	Flemish	government	
(Dassen	 &	 Luijten‐Lub,	 2007).	 The	 higher	 education	 system	 consists	 of	 universities	 and	 non‐
university	 higher	 education.	 The	 latter	 institutions	 are	 called	 university	 colleges	 (in	 Dutch:	
Hogescholen)	and	offer	both	first	and	second	cycle	degrees.	There	are	20	university	colleges	and	
6	 universities.	 In	 2012,	 99,545	 students	 enrolled	 in	 profession‐oriented	 higher	 education	 and	
111,066	in	academic‐oriented	higher	education.	In	the	profession‐oriented	higher	education	the	
most	popular	fields	of	study	were	related	to	economics	(29%	of	enrolment).	Master	programmes	
offered	by	university	colleges	are	always	within	the	framework	of	an	association	with	a	universi‐
ty,	with	the	exception	of	master	programmes	in	arts,	which	are	offered	by	Schools	of	Arts.	Uni‐
versities	offer	first,	second	and	third	cycle	academic‐oriented	programmes.		

The	university	colleges’	bachelor	degrees	are	profession‐oriented	and	provide	students	with	
general	and	specific	knowledge	and	skills	necessary	for	the	independent	exercise	of	a	profession.	
The	professional	bachelor	qualification	allows	university	college	graduates	 to	enter	 the	 labour	
market	after	completion	of	a	three‐year	study	(180	ECTS).	Gaining	practical	work	experience	is	
an	integrated	part	of	the	study	programmes.3		

VLHORA	 is	 the	 umbrella	 organization	 of	 the	 Flemish	 university	 colleges.	 The	 organisation	
aims	to	defend	and	promote	the	mutual	interests	of	the	university	colleges.	

 Guiding principles for input phase 2.1.2

The	national	qualification	framework	of	Flanders	outlines	the	specific	level	descriptors	of	bache‐
lor	 programmes	 with	 a	 professional	 orientation,	 which	 are	 (Flemish	 Ministry	 of	 Education,	
2008:	p.	18):	
 ‘general	competences	such	as	the	capacity	for	logical	thought	and	reasoning,	the	ability	

to	 acquire	 and	process	 information,	 the	 ability	 for	 critical	 reflection	 and	project‐based	
work,	creativity,	the	ability	to	perform	simple	supervision	tasks,	the	ability	to	communi‐

																																																													
2		 As	 it	 is	cumbersome	to	write	about	 ‘higher	education	systems’	and	 ‘jurisdictions’	all	 the	time,	some‐

times	we	use	‘nation’	and	‘national’	even	when	this	includes	Flanders	and	North	Rhine‐Westphalia.	
3		 See:	https://webgate.ec.europa.eu/fpfis/mwikis/eurydice/index.php/Belgium‐Flemish‐

Community:Bachelor#Employability	(accessed	04‐04‐2014).	
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cate	information,	ideas,	problems	and	solutions	to	both	specialists	as	well	as	laymen,	and	
a	positive	attitude	towards	life‐long	learning;	

 general	professional	competences	like	the	ability	to	work	together	as	part	of	a	team,	a	so‐
lution‐oriented	attitude	 in	 the	sense	of	being	able	 to	define	and	analyse	 independently	
complex	problematic	 situations	 in	professional	practice,	and	 the	ability	 to	develop	and	
apply	effective	strategies	to	solve	them,	and	to	develop	a	sense	of	social	responsibility	in	
connection	with	the	professional	practice;	

 specific	professional	competences	at	the	level	of	a	newly‐qualified	professional.’	
	

	 In	addition	to	incorporating	the	specific	level	descriptors,	all	study	programmes	in	Flanders	
are	required	to	have	a	validated	set	of	around	15	domain‐specific	 learning	outcomes	by	2017‐
2018	(VLIR/VLHORA,	2012).	The	initial	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	are	drafted	by	a	con‐
sultative	 structure	 consisting	 of	 similar	 study	 programmes.	 The	 consultative	 structure	 is	 also	
responsible	 for	 aligning	 the	 domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes	 to	 the	 scientific	 and	 society’s	
expectations,	as	well	as	to	the	international	standards.	In	this	process,	feedback	on	the	domain‐
specific	 learning	 outcomes	 is	 to	 be	 collected	 from	 students	 (or	 recent	 graduates),	 the	 profes‐
sional	field	and	domain‐specific	experts.	Input	can	also	be	collected	from	the	professional	com‐
petency	profiles	as	developed	by	the	SERV	Competency	Team.4		

Once	 the	 feedback	 is	 incorporated,	 the	VLUHR	checks	 if	 correct	procedures	have	been	 fol‐
lowed	and	if	the	set	of	learning	outcomes	contributes	to	the	profile,	i.e.	the	distinctive	features,	
of	 the	 study	programmes.	 Finally,	 the	domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes	 are	 validated	by	 the	
NVAO,	 which	 looks	 at	 the	 followed	 procedures	 and	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 the	 domain‐specific	
learning	 outcomes	match	 the	 standards	 as	 outlined	 in	 article	 58,	 §2,	 of	 the	 ‘Structuurdecreet’	
and	article	6	of	the	‘Decreet	inzake	de	Vlaamse	Kwalificatiestructuur’.		

The	 visitation	 committees	 use	 the	 validated	 domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes	 as	 part	 of	
their	external	quality	assurance.	They	check	whether	study	programmes	have	incorporated	the	
domain‐specific	learning	outcomes.	The	way	in	which	study	programmes	incorporate	the	learn‐
ing	 outcomes	 is	 left	 to	 their	 discretion.	 Moreover,	 study	 programmes	 may	 focus	 on	 their	
strengths,	local	context	(i.e.	regional	labour	market	needs)	and	their	own	specific	characteristics	
by	emphasising	some	of	the	defined	learning	outcomes,	or	perhaps	even	a	non‐domain‐specific	
learning	outcome.	Study	programmes	have	a	similar	amount	of	 freedom	in	designing	how	em‐
ployability‐enhancing	aspects	are	 incorporated	 in	 the	curriculum.	The	autonomy	 thus	 leads	 to	
similar	study	programmes	having	different	curricula.	In	other	words:	a	social	work	bachelor	in	
West‐Flanders	may	be	different	from	a	social	work	bachelor	in	Brussels.		

Professional	bachelor	study	programmes	are	supposed	to	have	a	professional	field	advisory	
board.	The	board	is	to	be	used	to	attune	the	study	programmes	to	the	professional	field.		

 Guiding principles for employability in process phase 2.1.3

Common	methods	with	which	the	study	programmes	involve	the	professional	field	in	their	edu‐
cation	and	examination	process	include:	internship	(length	and	number	may	differ	per	domain	
and	study	programme),	thesis	(written	as	final	product,	normally	on	a	topic	provided	by	an	or‐
ganisation	in	the	field),	project	work	based	on	real‐life	cases,	integrative	examination	(examina‐
tions	that	involve	the	professional	field),	and	job	fairs	connected	to	interview	training	in	the	final	
year	of	the	study	programme.	

																																																													
4		 See:	www.serv.be/competentieteam	(accessed	04‐04‐2014).	
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 Guiding principles for results phase 2.1.4

Most	 study	programmes	or	higher	education	 institutions	 collect	 employability	 statistics	 them‐
selves.	This	practice	is	spreading,	improving	and	is	becoming	more	systematic.	Domain‐specific	
studies	on	 labour	market	needs	are	done	at	 the	Flemish	system	 level.	Study	programmes	may	
use	this	information	to	determine	the	quantitative	and	qualitative	needs	of	the	labour	market.		

 Employability in external quality assurance 2.1.5

The	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	have	to	be	in	line	with	the	professional	field.	The	NVAO	
validates	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	and	they	are	used	by	the	visiting	committees	in	
the	accreditation	process,	as	described	above.	Likewise,	visiting	committees	check	if	study	pro‐
grammes	established	a	professional	field	advisory	board	and	communicate	with	the	professional	
field.	Hence,	 the	 study	 programmes	must	 show	 they	 have	 linkages	with	 the	 professional	 field	
during	the	input	and	process	phases.		

2.2   The Netherlands 

 The higher education system 2.2.1

The	Dutch	higher	education	system	is	binary,	and	consists	of	a	university	sector	and	a	universi‐
ties	of	applied	sciences	sector.	Formally,	the	universities	of	applied	sciences	became	part	of	the	
higher	education	system	in	1986.	Until	then,	many	were	active	as	part	of	the	secondary	educa‐
tion	 system	 (De	 Weert	 &	 Boezerooy,	 2007).	 There	 are	 17	 universities	 and	 39	 government‐
funded	universities	of	applied	sciences5.	In	2012,	421,560	students	were	enrolled	in	the	univer‐
sities	of	 applied	 sciences.	The	most	popular	 fields	of	 study	belonged	 to	 the	area	of	 economics	
(40%	of	 the	enrolments).	 In	 the	same	year,	 the	universities	hosted	239,755	students.	The	 two	
most	 popular	 fields	 of	 study	 at	 universities	 were	 related	 to	 behavioural	 and	 social	 sciences	
(20%)	and	economics	(16%).			
	 Universities	provide	academically‐oriented	first,	second	and	third	cycle	degrees.	Universities	
of	 applied	 sciences	mainly	 offer	 profession‐oriented	 first	 cycle	 degrees,	 but	 also	 second	 cycle	
degrees,	 which	 are	 publicly	 funded	 in	 a	 limited	 number	 of	 cases.	 The	 first	 cycle	 degrees	 are	
geared	 towards	entering	 the	 labour	market	upon	completion	of	 the	 study.	As	 in	 their	Flemish	
counterparts,	gaining	practical	work	experience	is	an	integrated	part	of	the	study	programmes.	
The	universities	of	applied	sciences	aim	to	be	in	close	contact	with	the	labour	market.	Contacts	
with	the	professional	field	take	place	on	both	national	and	individual	course	level.6		
	 The	 length	of	 the	 bachelor	programmes	 at	 the	universities	 of	 applied	 sciences	 is	 normally	
four	years	(240	ECTS).	The	Dutch	secondary	education	qualification	with	which	one	is	admissi‐
ble	 to	 profession‐oriented	 bachelor	 programmes	 (‘havo’)	 is	 a	 five‐year	 stream.	 Consequently,	
students	typically	enrol	in	the	Dutch	profession‐oriented	bachelor	programmes	one	year	earlier,	
compared	 to	 Flanders.	 However,	 sizable	 proportions	 of	 students	 enrol	 through	 alternative	
routes,	either	through	pre‐university	secondary	school	(‘vwo’,	six‐year	stream)	or	through	voca‐

																																																													
5		 Four	of	the	17	universities	are	small	theological	and	humanistic	universities;	one	is	the	Open	Univer‐

sity.	
6		 See:	webgate.ec.europa.eu/fpfis/mwikis/eurydice/index.php/Netherlands:Bachelor#Employability	

(accessed	04‐04‐2014).	
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tional	education	(‘mbo’),	leading	to	a	high	degree	of	diversity	among	incoming	students’	compe‐
tences,	learning	attitudes	and	orientations	(HBO‐raad,	2012).		

The	Netherlands	Association	 of	Universities	 of	 Applied	 Sciences	 (Vereniging	Hogescholen)	
focuses	on	strengthening	 the	social	position	of	 the	 institutions.	 It	does	so	by	maintaining	con‐
tacts	with	a	broad	range	of	people	and	organisations,	transferral	of	knowledge	about	higher	ed‐
ucation	and	by	providing	information,	and	by	offering	a	platform	for	cooperation.		

 Guiding principles for input phase 2.2.2

The	Dutch	national	qualification	framework	refers	to	the	generic	learning	outcomes	per	level	in	
terms	 of	 knowledge,	 skills	 and	 competences	 as	 outlined	 in	 the	 Dublin	 Descriptors	 and	 in	 the	
Framework	for	Qualifications	of	 the	European	Higher	Education	Area.	To	relate	the	study	pro‐
grammes’	 learning	 outcomes	 to	 the	 general	 Dublin	 Descriptors,	 programme‐specific	 level	 de‐
scriptors	 are	 formulated	 in	 profession	 profiles	 (Ministry	 of	 Education,	 Culture	 and	 Sciences,	
2008).		

The	 Dutch	 study	 programmes	 have	 agreed	 the	 profession	 profiles	 through	 national	 study	
programme	consultations	in	which	the	professional	field	representatives	and	other	stakeholders	
were	involved.	The	profession	profiles	set	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	for	the	study	
programmes	in	broad	terms.	The	study	programmes	may	adjust	the	profiles	to	their	local	con‐
text:	the	institution’s	profile,	region,	or	unique	characteristics	of	the	study	programme.	The	pro‐
fession	profiles	are	used	by	the	visiting	committees	in	external	quality	assurance.		
	 In	2005,	the	Association	of	Universities	of	Applied	Sciences,	together	with	the	Association	of	
Universities,	 the	Confederation	of	Netherlands	 Industry	and	Employers	 (VNO‐NCW)	and	MKB‐
Nederland	(the	organisation	for	small	and	medium‐sized	enterprises)	signed	a	covenant	on	how	
the	linkage	between	the	professional	field	and	study	programmes	could	be	secured	on	a	collec‐
tive	 level	 (Vereniging	Hogescholen,	 2013).	 The	 covenant	 covers	 issues	 such	 as	 the	 role	 of	 the	
professional	 field	 in	determining	profession	profiles,	 inclusion	of	 the	profiles	 in	 a	public	data‐
base,7	representatives	in	the	national	consultation	structures,	and	frequency	of	the	meetings	of	
the	consultative	structures	(at	least	twice	a	year).		

All	study	programmes	are	required	to	have	a	permanent	consultative	structure	that	links	the	
study	programme	to	the	professional	field.	Most	study	programmes	do	so	by	appointing	a	pro‐
fessional	 field	 advisory	 board.	 The	 board,	 amongst	 other	 things,	 looks	 at	 the	 domain‐specific	
learning	outcomes	 in	relation	 to	 the	 learning	outcomes	of	 their	study	programme.	The	boards	
increasingly	 consist	 of	 critical	 representatives	 of	 the	 professional	 field	 that	 are	 not	 directly	
linked	to	the	study	programme.			

 Guiding principles for employability in process phase 2.2.3

Common	practices	of	study	programmes	to	link	the	study	programme’s	education	and	examina‐
tion	to	the	professional	field	include:	internships,	guest	lectures,	project	work,	and	inclusion	of	
representatives	of	the	professional	field	in	the	examination	of	final	theses.	The	role	of	the	pro‐
fessional	 field	 in	 examinations	 is	 developing	 to	 ensure	 that	 the	 student	 has	 attained	 the	 set	
standards,	 particularly	 with	 respect	 to	 the	 final	 assessment	 (the	 graduation	 thesis).	 Besides,	
study	programmes	increasingly	cooperate	with	other	study	programmes	in	evaluating	theses	of	
each	other’s	graduates.		

																																																													
7		 See:	www.vereniginghogescholen.nl/opleidingsprofielen	(accessed	04‐04‐2014).	
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 Guiding principles for results phase 2.2.4

Annually	the	Association	of	Universities	of	Applied	Sciences	conducts	a	graduate	survey	(‘HBO	
Monitor’),	which	generates	insight	into	the	labour	market	position	of	(recent)	graduates	of	uni‐
versities	of	applied	sciences.	Study	programmes	use	the	outcomes	to	show	their	employability	
results.			
	 Detailed	information	on	the	quantitative	and	qualitative	needs	of	the	labour	market	appears	
not	to	be	collected	systematically	on	national	level.	Consequently,	gaining	such	insight	is	largely	
left	to	the	study	programmes	or	their	institutions.		

 Employability in external quality assurance 2.2.5

The	 extended	 version	 of	 programme‐specific	 accreditation	 stimulated	 study	 programmes	 to	
establish	professional	 field	advisory	boards	and	 to	 link	 the	programme	to	 the	domain‐specific	
learning	 outcomes.	 The	 new	 limited	 programme	 accreditation	 includes	 fewer	 aspects	 and	 the	
links	to	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	are	more	vague;	establishing	those	links	becomes	
more	of	an	issue	in	the	institutional	audit	that	precedes	limited	programme	accreditation.8	Nev‐
ertheless,	visiting	committee	for	professional	bachelor	programmes	will	continue	to	ask	how	the	
programmes	have	included	the	professional	field.		

2.3   Germany / North Rhine‐Westphalia 

 The higher education system 2.3.1

In	Germany,	education	legislation	and	administration	are	primarily	the	responsibility	of	the	fed‐
eral	states.	The	main	types	of	higher	education	institutions	are	universities	of	applied	sciences	
and	 universities.	 In	 1970,	 universities	 of	 applied	 sciences	 were	 introduced	 into	 the	 German	
higher	education	system	(Kaulisch	&	Huisman,	2007).		

Overall,	Germany	has	108	universities	and	216	universities	of	applied	sciences,	which	host	
respectively	1,611,664	and	792,837	students	(2012/2013).	Most	students	(30%)	are	enrolled	in	
legal,	 economic	 and	 social	 sciences	 studies,	 followed	 by	 engineering	 programmes	 (20%).	 In	
North	Rhine‐Westphalia,	the	largest	federal	state,	there	are	at	present	around	35	universities	of	
applied	sciences	and	around	15	universities.	In	2012/2013,	644,612	students	were	enrolled	in	
North	Rhine‐Westphalia.9	

Universities	provide	academically‐oriented	first,	second	and	third	cycle	degrees.	Universities	
of	 applied	 sciences	mainly	 offer	 professionally‐oriented	 first	 cycle,	 second	 cycle,	 and	 in	 some	
cases	third	cycle	education	(the	third	cycle	degree	is	granted	by	a	cooperating	university;	actual	
supervision	may	take	place	in	the	university	of	applied	sciences).	Of	the	total	six	(180	ECTS)	or	
seven	(210	ECTS)	semesters	of	first‐cycle	study	programmes	in	universities	of	applied	sciences,	
students	 normally	 spend	 one	 or	 two	 semesters	 in	 internships.	 Dedicated	 student	 counselling	
offices	at	universities	of	applied	sciences	provide	information	and	guidance	to	graduates’	transi‐
tion	to	the	labour	market	(Kaulisch	&	Huisman,	2007).		

																																																													
8		 In	 institutions	 that	 do	 not	 successfully	 go	 through	 an	 institutional	 audit,	 the	 extended	 programme	

accreditation	remains	in	force.	
9		 Data	collected	from:	www.destatis.de/EN/FactsFigures/SocietyState/EducationResearchCulture/	

InstitutionsHigherEducation/InstitutionsHigherEducation.html	(accessed	04‐04‐2014)	
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The	German	Rectors’	Conference	represents	the	interests	of	83	universities	and	118	univer‐
sities	of	applied	sciences.	 It	provides	a	forum	for	 forming	joint	policies	and	practices	on	topics	
relevant	to	its	members,	such	as:	research,	teaching	and	learning,	continuing	professional	educa‐
tion	for	academics,	knowledge	and	technology	transfer,	international	cooperation,	and	adminis‐
trative	self‐management.	

 Guiding principles for input phase 2.3.2

German	 study	 programmes	must	 adjust	 their	 learning	 outcomes	 to	 the	 national	 qualification	
framework.	However,	no	uniform	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	have	been	defined	for	the	
domains	of	 engineering,	 tourism,	and	social	work,	which	are	 included	 in	our	study.	Some	aca‐
demic	 communities	 have	 come	 up	with	 some	 criteria	 and	 learning	 outcomes,	 for	 example	 for	
mechanical	engineering.	However,	neither	do	these	initiatives	put	study	programmes	under	any	
obligation	 to	 apply	 them,	 nor	 are	 domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes	 part	 of	 external	 quality	
assurance.		

Consequently,	 German	 study	 programmes	 have	 a	 high	 degree	 of	 freedom	 in	 determining	
their	 learning	 outcomes.	 The	 learning	 outcomes	 are	 usually	 set	 by	 teachers.	 Many	 teachers	
working	for	universities	of	applied	sciences	have	experience	in	the	professional	field,	thus	creat‐
ing	a	 link	between	 the	professional	 field	 and	 the	 input	phase.	 In	 some	cases	 the	 learning	out‐
comes	are	determined	with	the	help	of	a	professional	field	advisory	board.	It	is	not	mandatory	
for	 study	 programmes	 or	 higher	 education	 institutions	 to	 have	 a	 professional	 field	 advisory	
board.	

Universities	of	applied	sciences	can	decide	to	make	study	programmes	more	practically	than	
academically	 oriented.	 Consequently,	 there	 are	 universities	 of	 applied	 sciences	 for	which	 it	 is	
very	 important	 to	 have	 strong	 relationships	 with	 the	 economy	 and	 companies	 around	 them,	
whilst	 in	 regions	where	 the	 labour	market	 is	 not	 so	 strong,	 programmes	may	 decide	 upon	 a	
more	academic	approach.	 Irrespective	of	 the	main	orientation,	all	bachelor	study	programmes	
need	to	have	aspects	of	both	sides	included	in	the	curriculum.		

 Guiding principles for employability in process phase 2.3.3

Common	practices	of	study	programmes	to	link	their	education	and	examination	to	the	profes‐
sional	 field	 are:	 internships,	 guest	 lecturers,	 language	 modules,	 communication	 skills,	 career	
trainings,	projects,	and	through	teachers	who	have	professional	or	work	experience.	Having	in‐
ternship	periods	is	not	mandatory.			

 Guiding principles for results phase 2.3.4

Following	national	guidelines	 from	the	national	Accreditation	Council,	 study	programmes	nor‐
mally	provide	employability	statistics	for	the	accreditation	process.	The	validity	of	the	statistics	
is	not	checked	routinely.		

Rankings	of	higher	education	institutions	and	study	programmes	collect	information	on	em‐
ployability.	A	prime	example	is	the	CHE	University	Ranking,	which	for	the	employability	indica‐
tor	evaluates	the	promotion	of	methodological	skills,	social	skills	and	the	inclusion	of	work	prac‐
tice.		

Detailed	information	on	the	quantitative	and	qualitative	needs	of	the	labour	market	appears	
not	to	be	collected	systematically	on	national	level.	Consequently,	gaining	such	insight	is	largely	
left	to	the	study	programmes	or	their	institutions.	
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 Employability in external quality assurance 2.3.5

In	external	quality	assurance,	expert	panels	normally	ask	how	study	programmes	are	attuned	to	
their	professional	field.	Study	programmes	must	show	that	their	graduates	are	able	to	take	up	a	
qualified	job.	The	quality	of	graduation	theses	is	also	reviewed	in	the	re‐accreditation	process.	
Recently,	it	became	mandatory	for	expert	panels	to	include	members	from	the	professional	field.		
	 As	there	are	no	guidelines	that	define	the	extent	to	which	institutions,	in	particular	universi‐
ties	of	applied	sciences,	should	have	links	with	the	professional	field,	accreditation	organisations	
cannot	determine	 if	 the	 links	mentioned	during	 the	accreditation	process	are	 sufficient.	Given	
this	limitation,	accreditation	agencies	would	hardly	deny	accreditation	to	study	programmes	on	
the	basis	of	weak	links	with	the	professional	field.		

2.4   Ireland 

 The higher education system 2.4.1

The	Irish	higher	education	system	consists	of	7	universities,	14	institutes	of	technology,	7	colleg‐
es	of	education,	and	15	other	 institutions.	Universities	as	well	as	 institutes	of	 technology	offer	
first,	 second	and	 third	 cycle	degrees.	There	 are	 two	 types	of	 first	 cycle	degrees:	 ordinary	 and	
honour.	The	ordinary	bachelor	degree	normally	takes	3	years	to	complete	(180	ECTS).	The	hon‐
ours	bachelor	degree	can	be	completed	in	3	or	4	years	(180–240	ECTS).	The	honours	degree	can	
also	be	a	one‐year	(60	ECTS)	add‐on	for	ordinary	degree	graduates.	In	2011/2012,	there	were	
89,928	full‐time	students	in	the	university	sector	and	63,874	in	the	institutes	of	technology	sec‐
tor.		

In	1970,	the	first	institutes	of	technology	were	established.	Institutes	of	technology	have	de‐
veloped	 links	 with	 employer	 bodies	 in	 their	 regions	 and	 offer	 career	 guidance	 to	 their	 stu‐
dents.10	Important	to	note	is	that	education	offered	by	the	institutes	of	technology	is	not	referred	
to	as	professional,	but	as	higher	education	and	training	programmes	with	a	vocational	orienta‐
tion.	

As	outlined	in	the	National	Strategy	for	Higher	Education	to	2030	(Department	of	Education	
and	Skills,	2011),	the	connection	of	higher	education	institutions	and	their	study	programmes	to	
the	labour	market	is	to	be	developed	further.	It	is	seen	as	an	important	part	of	Ireland’s	strategy	
to	overcome	the	effects	of	the	economic	crisis.	As	part	of	the	national	strategy,	the	government	
has	decided	that	a	rationalisation	will	occur,	meaning	that	the	higher	education	institutions	are	
to	intensify	their	cooperation,	through	which	duplication	of	study	programmes	is	to	be	reduced	
and	avoided.	Goals	include	also	creating	more	synergy	in	the	area	of	research	and	in	the	connec‐
tions	with	the	local	labour	market.	As	part	of	the	rationalisations,	some	institutes	of	technology	
are	aiming	to	become	technical	universities.			

Institutes	of	Technology	 Ireland	 (IOTI)	 is	 the	 representative	body	of	 the	 institutes	of	 tech‐
nology.	According	to	IOTI’s	website:	‘The	institutes	provide	programmes	that	reflect	current	and	
emerging	 knowledge	 and	 practices	 and	 promote	 self‐management,	 critical	 analysis,	 decision	
making	and	entrepreneurship.	They	foster	graduates	ready	to	undertake	roles,	responsibilities	
and	challenges	in	business,	industry,	the	professions,	public	services	and	society.’	11	

																																																													
10	 See:	webgate.ec.europa.eu/fpfis/mwikis/eurydice/index.php/Ireland:Bachelor#6_Employability		

(accessed	04‐04‐2014)	
11		 http://www.ioti.ie/about‐us/about‐us	(accessed	17‐07‐2013)	
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 Guiding principles for input phase 2.4.2

The	 Irish	 national	 framework	 of	 qualifications	 makes	 a	 distinction	 between	 two	 types	 of	
bachelors:	ordinary	bachelor	degree	(level	7)	and	honours	bachelor	degree	(level	8).	Both	types	
have	distinct	learning	outcomes.	Incorporation	of	these	learning	outcomes	determines	on	what	
level	a	study	programme	is.		
	 In	addition	 to	 the	existing	national	 framework	of	qualifications,	a	process	started	 to	deter‐
mine	 domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes	 in	 particular	 fields	 of	 study.	 When	 developing	 pro‐
grammes,	 institutions	 are	 expected	 to	 refer	 to	 the	 descriptors	 of	 the	 levels	 and	 the	 domain‐
specific	guidelines.	The	guidelines	provide	a	national	rubric,	but	also	allow	for	 full	 local	devel‐
opment	of	programmes	and	innovative	developments.	

When	developing	the	domain‐specific	standards,	nationally	the	professional	bodies,	the	edu‐
cators	(universities	and	institutes	of	technology),	and	other	constituents	are	invited	to	be	part	of	
the	 national	 development	 group.	 Also	 employers	 are	 requested	 to	 contribute	 to	 the	 domain‐
specific	learning	outcomes.	Domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	have	not	yet	been	established	for	
every	area.	The	guiding	principles	for	the	input	phase	leave	room	for	study	programmes	to	ad‐
just	their	programmes	to	the	local	context.		

 Guiding principles for employability in process phase 2.4.3

The	institutes	of	technology	have	a	high	degree	of	autonomy	in	deciding	how	they	link	the	study	
programme’s	 education	 and	 examination	 to	 the	 professional	 field.	 For	 instance,	 an	 internship	
period	is	not	mandatory.	Moreover,	for	some	programmes	the	internship	takes	place	after	grad‐
uation.	Noteworthy	practices	of	institutes	of	technology	that	create	a	link	with	the	professional	
field	 are:	 incubation	 centres	 on	 campus,	 recognition	 of	 prior	 learning,	 adult	 education,	 action	
learning,	and	entrepreneurship	development.	
	 In	Ireland	it	is	common	that	external	examiners	evaluate	all	aspects	of	the	programme,	par‐
ticularly	the	modules	and	the	examination.	Normally	one	of	the	examiners	is	a	professional	from	
the	field.	

 Guiding principles for results phase 2.4.4

As	part	of	the	regular	programmatic	review,	institutions	must	show	to	have	an	understanding	of	
the	destination	of	graduates.	Therefore,	the	institutes	of	technology	hold	their	own	first	destina‐
tion	surveys,	in	which	employability	statistics	are	collected.		
	 There	are	many	national	agencies	monitoring	regularly	where	national	skill	gaps	exist	in	the	
market	 place	 and	where	new	 study	programmes	 are	 needed.	 The	 institutes	 of	 technology	 are	
required	 to	 act	 on	 these	 particular	 reports	 on	 an	 on‐going	 basis,	 and	when	necessary	 rapidly	
develop	new	programme	to	ensure	that	they	adequately	address	the	identified	skill	gaps.	As	part	
of	the	accreditation	guidelines,	study	programmes	must	demonstrate	the	demand	for	their	pro‐
grammes,	and	do	so	built	on	research.		

 Employability in external quality assurance  2.4.5

Quality	&	Qualifications	 Ireland	(QQI)	assures	 the	academic	validation	and	evaluation	of	study	
programmes.	As	part	of	the	evaluation,	all	study	programmes	must	ensure	that	the	programme	
is:	at	the	right	level,	relevant	to	the	labour	market,	fit	for	purpose,	and	focused	on	employability.		
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	 Professional	bodies	award	professional	recognition	to	study	programmes	in	their	field.	Pro‐
fessional	bodies	can	set	standards	related	to	the	link	between	the	study	programme	and	the	pro‐
fessional	 field,	 for	 example	 in	 terms	 of	 guidelines	 for	 internships.	 Graduates	 from	 study	 pro‐
grammes	 that	 have	 been	 accredited	 by	 a	 professional	 body	 are	 eligible	 to	 carry	 a	 registered	
professional	title,	as	for	example	is	the	case	for	engineers	through	Engineers	Ireland.	Not	every	
field	of	study	has	a	related	professional	body.	Nevertheless,	all	 institutions	are	expected	to	put	
their	own	experts’	team	together	from	various	constituencies	to	develop	their	specific	local	pro‐
grammes.	The	constituencies	include	employers	and	university	representatives.	

2.5    Summary and conclusion 

In	this	chapter	we	described	the	national	guiding	principles	for	institutions	offering	profession‐
ally	oriented	bachelor	programmes.	They	influence	how	the	programmes	incorporate	employa‐
bility	aspects	in	their	programmes.	As	expected,	the	guiding	principles	in	every	higher	education	
system	differ	 somewhat,	 resulting	 in	different	 requirements	 in	all	 the	 four	phases.	Relevant	 is	
also	that	the	requirements	change	over	time.	For	example,	Ireland	and	Flanders	are	in	the	pro‐
cess	 of	 developing	 domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes.	 As	 they	 did	 the	 Netherlands,	 once	 set	
such	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	will	affect	the	input	mechanisms	of	study	programmes.	
This	chapter	also	hints	on	the	employability	enhancing	methods	and	mechanisms	we	can	expect	
to	find	in	the	process	phase	(see	Chapter	4).	Important	to	note	here	is	that	there	are	hardly	any	
obligatory	 guiding	 principles	 on	 national	 level,	 yet	 study	 programmes	 use	 common	methods,	
such	as	internships	and	project	work.	Practices	in	the	results	phase	are	equally	context	depend‐
ant;	in	the	Netherlands	employability	statistics	are	collected	nationally,	whilst	in	Ireland	institu‐
tions	 are	 required	 to	 collect	 the	 statistics	 themselves.	 Although	 the	 collection	methods	 differ,	
employability	statistics	are	reported	on	in	the	accreditation	process	by	most	study	programmes.		
Hence,	employability	is	also	an	aspect	in	the	external	quality	assurance,	but	the	intensity	varies	
from	programmes	indicating	their	linkages	(Germany)	to	the	review	commission	talking	them‐
selves	to	the	professional	field	(Flanders).	The	guiding	principles	for	the	different	phases	leave	
room	for	study	programmes	to	enhance	the	employability	of	students	 in	ways	they	judge	best.	
The	practices	of	the	selected	study	programmes	will	be	discussed	in	the	next	chapters.		
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3   Input: domain‐specific learning outcomes as basis for curricula  

The	first	phase	in	the	education	and	quality	assurance	process	concerns	the	extent	to	which	do‐
main‐specific	learning	outcomes	are	used	as	the	basis	on	which	study	programmes	design	their	
curricula.		

The	research	question	and	sub‐questions	posed	to	look	into	the	input	phase	are	the	follow‐
ing:	
Input:	how	is	the	translation	of	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	per	study	programme	organ‐
ised?	

a. To	which	 degree	 and	 how	 do	 the	 envisioned	 study	 programme	 specific	 learning	 out‐
comes	reflect	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes?		

i. Do	study	programmes	take	the	professional	field	into	account?	

ii. Do	the	study	programmes	adjust	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	to	the	insti‐
tution’s	profile	and	local	context?	

b. With	 which	methods	 and	mechanisms	 are	 the	 intended	 learning	 outcomes	 of	 profes‐
sional	bachelors’	study	programmes	attuned	to	the	professional	field?	

i. Possible	methods	or	mechanisms	are	usage	of	professional	field	advisory	boards	and	
usage	of	national	qualifications	frameworks.		

	
The	following	sections	will	discuss	research	questions	1a,	1b	and	the	main	research	question	

respectively.	Included	here	are	the	outcomes	of	interviews	with	experts	from	study	programme	
consultative	structures	on	system‐level	and	experts	within	study	programmes	or	higher	educa‐
tion	institutions.	In	each	section	best	practises	are	recognised	and	highlighted.		

3.1   Domain‐specific learning outcomes reflected in the programme‐specific learning 

outcomes 

 Practices in the field of mechanical engineering / electro mechanics 3.1.1

Domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	for	engineering	programmes	have	been	defined	and	validat‐
ed	 by	 the	 professional	 field	 in	 the	 Netherlands	 and	 in	 Ireland.	 In	 the	 Netherlands	 the	 broad	
learning	outcomes	have	been	outlined	in	the	competence	profile	Bachelor	of	Engineering	(HBO‐
Engineering,	2012).	On	the	basis	of	the	profile,	the	sector	is	currently	in	the	process	of	translat‐
ing	the	competences	into	knowledge,	skills	and	attitudes	of	(mechanical)	engineering	graduates	
in	more	detail	(i.e.	the	body	of	knowledge	and	skills).	The	minimum	requirements	are	basically	
what	mechanical	engineering	students	should	learn	in	the	first	2	to	2.5	years	of	the	study	pro‐
gramme.	After	this	period,	the	study	programme	can	focus	on	knowledge	and	skills	relevant	for	
the	region,	i.e.	the	specialisation	period.		

The	competence	profile	and	now	also	the	body	of	knowledge	and	skills	are	created	through	a	
consultative	 structure	 involving	 all	mechanical	 engineering	 study	 programmes	 in	 the	 Nether‐
lands	as	well	as	representative	organisations	and	companies	in	the	field	of	engineering.	A	Dutch	
professional	field	organisation	(PF	ME	NL)	was	involved	in	the	development	of	the	competence	
profile;	 it	 had	 a	 governing	 role	 and	 also	 supplied	 input.	 The	 professional	 field	 organisation	 is	
currently	 involved	 in	 the	 creation	 of	 the	 body	 of	 knowledge	 and	 skills.	 The	 professional	 field	
organisation	shared	the	following	insights	on	the	process	of	creating	the	competence	profile,	the	
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body	of	knowledge	and	skills	and	the	working	of	the	professional	field	advisory	boards	(INT	PF	
ME	NL):	
 Implementation	of	the	competence	profile	into	the	study	programmes	is	not	going	flaw‐

lessly.	Many	study	programmes	began	translating	the	competence	profile	in	their	curric‐
ulum	before	the	competence	profile	was	finalised,	resulting	in	incomplete	translation	of	
the	competence	profile.		

 The	translation	of	the	competence	profile	into	a	body	of	knowledge	and	skills	is	suppos‐
edly	problematic,	as	in	the	eyes	of	the	professional	field	organisation	the	process	is	not	
organised	professionally	in	the	universities	of	applied	sciences.		

 The	creation	of	the	body	of	knowledge	and	skills	appears	to	be	a	bureaucratic	process	ra‐
ther	 than	 an	 educational	 development	 process.	 Study	 programmes	 started	 by	 finding	
common	grounds	between	their	 individual	programmes,	rather	than	taking	the	compe‐
tence	profile	as	the	point	of	departure.		

 Similar	 as	 was	 found	 for	 the	 construction	 engineering	 study	 programmes	 (ECORYS,	
2013),	the	impact	of	the	professional	field	advisory	boards	of	the	study	programmes	on	
the	study	programmes	and	their	 focus	on	 the	 inclusion	of	 the	domain‐specific	 learning	
outcomes	varies	between	study	programmes.	The	professional	field	organisation	argues	
that	to	create	more	consistency	further	attention	is	required	(INT	PF	ME	NL).	
	

In	 Ireland	 the	 professional	 body,	 Engineers	 Ireland,	 has	 determined	 the	 domain‐specific	
learning	outcomes	for	all	engineering	study	programmes.	Accreditation	by	Engineers	Ireland	is	
needed	 for	 graduates	 to	 carry	 a	 registered	professional	 title.	 Study	programmes	 that	 seek	 ac‐
creditation	must	 incorporate	the	domain‐specific	 learning	outcomes	 in	their	curricula.	The	do‐
main‐specific	 learning	outcomes	are	based	on	 international	engineering	guidelines	 (the	Wash‐
ington–Sydney	Accord)	and	describe,	for	example,	the	needed	knowledge	and	understanding	of	
mathematics	and	science	as	well	the	required	soft	skills	and	problem‐solving	skills.	Emphasis	is	
also	 placed	 on	 the	 need	 for	 graduates	 to	 be	 open	 to	 life‐long	 learning.	 The	 nature	 of	 the	
knowledge	and	skills	required	differ	by	academic	level.		

How	 the	 domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes	 are	 translated	 into	 the	 study	 programme	 is	
largely	left	to	the	discretion	of	the	study	programmes	themselves.	However,	both	in	the	Nether‐
lands	and	in	Ireland	external	quality	assurance	procedures	evaluate	whether	they	have	done	so.	
Engineers	Ireland’s	panels	that	review	mechanical	engineering	bachelor	programmes	consist	of	
three	persons:	two	academics	(from	Ireland)	and	one	industry	practitioner.	The	Irish	engineer‐
ing	programmes	are	to	map	their	learning	outcomes	to	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes.	
The	 resulting	matrix	 is	used	by	 the	panel	 to	 assess	whether	 the	domain‐specific	 learning	out‐
comes	have	been	sufficiently	included	(INT	PF	ME	IR).	Inclusion	of	teachers/researchers	in	the	
panel	makes	 the	 quality	 assurance	 process	 a	 peer	 review	 exercise,	 through	which	 study	 pro‐
grammes	can	also	learn	from	each	other	(INT	PF	ME	IR).	

Both	 in	 the	Netherlands	 and	 in	 Ireland	 the	domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes	 set	 for	me‐
chanical	engineering	study	programmes	allow	further	specialisation	based	on	the	needs	of	 the	
region	or	on	the	profile	of	the	institution.	The	mechanical	engineering	bachelor	programmes	in	
the	 Netherlands	 included	 specialisations	 based	 on	 regional	 demands	 in:	 product	 engineering,	
polymer	engineering	(INT	ME	NL	1),	and	agriculture	and	process	industry	(INT	ME	NL	2).	Simi‐
larly,	study	programmes	in	Flanders	and	in	Germany	include	specialisations	relevant	to	the	re‐
gional	environment.	The	degree	to	which	study	programmes	adjust	their	learning	outcomes	var‐
ies	 from	a	 strong	 focus	on	 the	 region	 (INT	ME	DE	1)	 to	a	more	broad	national	 focus	 (INT	ME	
DE	2).	

The	specialisations	can	reflect	regional	or	 local	 innovation	 initiatives,	as	was	seen	with	the	
inclusion	of	polymer	engineering	(INT	ME	NL	1).	Interestingly,	regional	or	local	innovation	initi‐
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atives	and	policies	do	not	have	to	be	translated	in	to	specialisation	to	have	an	influence	in	study	
programmes;	a	mechanical	engineering	study	programme	in	Ireland	included	a	practice	module	
to	draw	students’	attention	to	the	regionally	and	nationally	available	funding	mechanisms	(INT	
ME	IE	2).	

In	addition	to	the	regional	or	broader	national	needs,	the	profile	of	the	institution	also	influ‐
ences	 the	 orientation	 of	mechanical	 engineering	 study	 programmes.	 Examples	 of	 institutional	
profiles	that	are	incorporated	in	the	curricula	 include:	educate	valuable	professionals	(INT	ME	
NL	1),	sustainability	(INT	ME	NL	2),	 talent	development	(INT	EM	FL	2),	 innovation,	and	entre‐
preneurship	(both	INT	ME	IE	1).	

 Practices in the field of social work/care 3.1.2

Domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	for	social	work	programmes	have	been	defined	in	the	Neth‐
erlands	and	in	Flanders.	No	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	for	social	work	have	been	set	in	
Germany.	In	Ireland	they	are	scheduled	to	be	introduced	once	CORU,	Ireland’s	health	profession	
regulator,	 opens	 the	 social	 care	 registration	 board	 for	 social	 care	 practitioners.	 The	 require‐
ments	of	CORU	will	affect	the	content	of	the	social	care	programmes,	as	well	as	the	included	ex‐
pected	 skills	 and	knowledge	 (INT	PF	SC	 IE).	 The	 requirements	will	 be	based	on	 consultations	
with	employers,	educators,	public	 infrastructure	representatives,	peer	organisations	(QQI)	and	
professional	body	representatives	(trade	union,	etc.)	(INT	PF	SC	IE).	Once	the	requirements	will	
have	been	set,	the	programmes	must	map	their	learning	outcomes	against	the	standards	and	do	
so	 through	providing	documentation	of	quality	assurance	 to	 the	 registration	board.	The	docu‐
mentation	 includes	 information	 on	 previous	 quality	 assurance	 by	 external	 examiners,	 institu‐
tional	quality	assurance,	and	any	professional	body	accreditation	that	the	programme	may	have	
achieved.	The	registration	board	 looks	at	 the	provided	documentation	and	decides	whether	 to	
grant	qualification	approval.	This	is	followed	by	programme	approval	and	monitoring.	The	cur‐
rent	 learning	outcomes	 included	 in	social	 care	programmes	 in	 Ireland	evolved	 from	a	govern‐
ment	report	published	20–25	years	ago	(INT	SC	IE	1).	The	report	looked	into	the	basic	training	
needs	of	social	care	students,	for	which	employers	were	consulted.	Hence,	the	expected	learning	
outcomes	still	in	use	came	from	both	the	government	and	the	employers.			

In	2008,	the	Dutch	social	work	study	programmes	agreed	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	
with	employers	and	social	workers’	representative	bodies	(SAC	HSAO,	2008).	The	resulting	in‐
tended	 learning	 outcomes	 are	 based	 on	 six	 competence	 clusters.12	 All	 social	work	 study	 pro‐
grammes	in	the	Netherlands	have	translated	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	into	specific	
sets	of	intended	learning	outcomes	(INT	SW	NL	1).	By	doing	so,	the	study	programmes	have	cre‐
ated	a	link	to	the	professional	field.		

In	Flanders	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	have	been	developed	between	2009	and	
2011	by	all	social	work	study	programmes.	In	this	process	the	study	programmes’	professional	
field	advisory	boards	were	consulted,	but	other	employers	or	representative	bodies	of	the	sector	
were	not.	Sector	consultation	will	take	place	in	the	future;	till	then	the	study	programmes	them‐
selves	 only	 validate	 the	 agreed‐upon	 domain‐specific	 competences.	 Every	 social	 work	 study	
programme	 in	Flanders	 should	use	 the	domain‐specific	 learning	outcomes	as	 a	point	of	 refer‐
ence.	Programmes	may	choose	not	to	 follow	some	of	 the	 learning	outcomes	or	related	compe‐
tences,	if	they	provide	a	motivation	(INT	SW	FL	1).	Moreover,	the	domain‐specific	learning	out‐

																																																													
12		 1:	Explore,	analyse,	and	define,	2:	The	specific	nature	of	social	work,	3:	Working	in	or	from	a	business	

or	organisation,	4:	The	professional’s	own	personal	qualities	as	instruments	for	social	work,	5:	Devel‐
oping	research,	6:	Learning	(SAC	HSAO,	2008).	
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comes	 are	described	 in	 broad	 terms,	 leaving	 flexibility	 for	 the	 study	programmes	 to	 translate	
them	into	the	curricula	(INT	SW	FL	2).	

The	social	work/care	programmes	in	all	 four	higher	education	systems	have	adjusted	their	
study‐specific	 learning	outcomes	 to	 the	 institution’s	profile	and	 local	 context,	 also	when	 these	
were	not	based	upon	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes.	Examples	are	given	in	Box	3.1.		

	

SW	NL	1:	The	 institution’s	Christian	 foundation	 is	 reflected	 in	 the	 inclusion	of	 the	 ‘ideological	
anchoring’	competence.	The	competence	is	reflected	upon	in	study	career	counselling,	in	admis‐
sion	and	in	staff	hiring	policies.		

SC	 IE	2:	The	 institution	has	a	 focus	on	sustainability	and	entrepreneurship.	These	two	aspects	
have	been	incorporated	in	the	study	programme	through	a	module	on	innovation	and	entrepre‐
neurship	in	social	care.		

SW	NL	2:	The	study	programme	has	a	number	of	specialisations,	amongst	which	youth	welfare,	
which	have	been	established	because	many	graduates	find	employment	in	these	sectors.	Also	the	
specialisations	were	in	demand	from	the	professional	field	in	the	region.		

SC	 IE	1:	The	study	programme	 is	adjusted	 to	 the	 local	 context	 through	 its	emphasis	on	 family	
and	community	support.	It	is	a	two‐way	process;	the	study	programme	also	influences	the	pro‐
fessional	field	by	how	students	are	trained.		

Box	3.1:	Examples	of	learning	outcomes	adjusted	to	institution’s	profiles	and	local	context	
	
Adjusting	 can	 be	 a	 two‐way	 process	 and	 can	 go	 beyond	 learning	 outcomes.	 A	 Flemish	 pro‐
gramme	(INT	SW	FL	1)	indicates	that	not	only	it	receives	advice	through	structured	cooperation	
with	the	professional	field,	but	also	the	programme	plays	a	guiding	role	to	the	professional	field	
(e.g.	related	to	introduction	of	bachelor	and	master	degrees	in	Flanders).		

The	social	work/care	programmes	focus	on	being	embedded	in	the	region	and	on	maintain‐
ing	 links	 to	 regional	partners	and	employers.	For	example,	one	Dutch	social	work	programme	
mentioned	having	many	contacts	with	provincial	authorities,	both	on	 institutional	and	depart‐
mental	 level,	with	a	view	 to	 contributing	 to	 the	economic	development	of	 the	 region	 (INT	SW	
FL	2).		

An	Irish	study	programme	(INT	SC	IE	1)	predicted	that	its	accountability	pressures	would	in‐
crease	 once	 social	 care	 practitioners	 have	 to	 be	 registered.	 Then,	 if	 a	 practitioner	 would	 do	
something	wrong,	 it	would	negatively	reflect	on	 the	study	programme.	Hence,	 social	care	pro‐
grammes	will	have	more	incentives	to	make	sure	their	graduates	are	employable.		

 Practices in the field of tourism 3.1.3

The	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	for	tourism	programmes	have	been	defined	in	the	Neth‐
erlands	and	in	Flanders.	In	Germany,	the	study	programmes	must	adjust	their	learning	outcomes	
to	the	national	qualification	framework.	The	framework	requires	that	employers	be	included	in	
the	curriculum	development	process.	In	Ireland	there	is	no	professional	body	for	tourism	to	set	
domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	(INT	TO	IE	2)	as	there	is	no	organisation	that	provides	pro‐
fessional	qualifications	in	the	sector.	The	diversity	of	the	tourism	sector	was	mentioned	as	a	rea‐
son	for	the	absence	of	a	single	representative	body	(INT	TO	IE	1).		

In	 the	 Netherlands	 the	 tourism	 programmes	 grant	 a	 Bachelor	 of	 Business	 Administration	
(BBA)	degree.	For	all	study	programmes	that	grant	BBA	degrees,	domain‐specific	competences	
have	been	defined	in	2005	(HBO‐raad,	2005),	and	were	in	the	process	of	being	updated	during	
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our	study	(INT	TO	NL	2).	Building	on	the	domain‐specific	competences,	the	study	programmes	
granting	BBA	degrees	collected	and	published	a	catalogue	of	knowledge	and	skills	expected	from	
graduates	 (HBO‐raad,	 2008).	 In	 2009,	 a	 profile	 document	 describing	 the	 programme‐specific	
learning	outcomes	and	competences	was	drafted	by	the	four	tourism	study	programmes	in	the	
Netherlands	 (Hoger	 Toeristisch	 Recreatief	 Onderwijs,	 2009).	 They	 did	 so	 in	 cooperation	with	
representatives	of	the	professional	field,	creating	a	list	of	ten	competences	for	tourism	and	lei‐
sure	managers.		

The	 interviewed	professional	 field	 representative	body	 in	 the	Netherlands	 (PF	TO	NL)	ob‐
tains	its	input	from	different	actors	from	the	field,	e.g.	HR‐managers,	educators	within	organisa‐
tions,	and	the	body’s	steering	committee	on	labour	issues	and	education,	which	led	to	emphasis	
being	put	on	HR‐skills,	and	research	skills.	The	representative	body	is	also	involved	in	the	pro‐
grammes’	professional	field	advisory	boards.	This	interaction	with	the	study	programmes	gives	
a	more	direct	and	timely	 influence,	which	 is	needed	because	the	domain‐specific	 learning	out‐
comes	are	 fixed	 for	a	 time	span	of	 six	years.	A	six‐year	period	might	be	 too	 long	 for	a	 rapidly	
changing	sector	like	tourism	(INT	PF	TO	NL).	

In	 Flanders	 the	 tourism	 programmes	 have	 determined	 the	 domain‐specific	 learning	 out‐
comes	jointly.	The	study	programmes’	goal	was	to	make	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	
general	enough	to	allow	room	for	the	profiles	of	the	individual	study	programmes	(INT	TO	FL	1).	
For	example,	one	of	the	programmes	has	a	focus	on	marketing	(INT	TO	FL	1).	In	determining	the	
learning	 outcomes	no	direct	 input	 from	 the	professional	 field	was	 included;	 the	 field	was	not	
involved	in	the	initial	process	(INT	TO	FL	2).	The	documents	on	learning	outcomes	were	in	the	
decision	process	during	our	study.	In	that	process,	the	VLUHR	asks	different	stakeholders,	stu‐
dents,	the	professional	field,	and	domain‐specific	and	international	experts	to	review	the	learn‐
ing	outcomes	agreed	among	the	study	programmes.	The	VLUHR	does	so	through	focus	groups	or	
paper‐based	 evaluations.	 The	 domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes	 of	 tourism	 were	 being	 re‐
viewed	by	private	(i.a.	 tour	operators)	and	public	(Toerisme	Vlaanderen	&	Toerisme	Limburg)	
organisations.	The	employers	had	already	suggested	that	entrepreneurship	competences	should	
be	given	more	emphasis.	

Both	 in	 the	Netherlands	 and	 in	 Flanders	 the	 domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes	 are	 broad	
enough	to	allow	for	flexibility	in	the	translation	of	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	to	the	
study	programme	specific	learning	outcomes.	Study‐programme	level	respondents	say	that	flex‐
ibility	in	translating	the	domain‐specific	 learning	outcomes	to	the	study	programmes	is	a	must	
because	 in	 the	rapidly	changing	 tourism	and	recreation	 field,	 content	of	 the	study	programme	
may	lose	 its	relevance	quickly	(INT	TO	NL	2).	Section	3.3.3	discusses	the	methods	and	mecha‐
nisms	used	by	the	tourism	study	programmes	to	attune	their	 learning	outcomes	to	the	profes‐
sional	field.		

When	 constructing	 study	programme	 specific	 learning	 outcomes,	 all	 study	programmes	 in	
our	 study	considered	 their	 local,	national	 and	 international	 environments.	Compared	with	 the	
other	two	fields	of	study	included	in	this	research	project,	the	consideration	of	the	international	
environment	appears	to	be	stronger	 in	tourism	study	programmes.	Necessarily	then,	 the	focus	
on	the	local	environment	seems	weaker.	Perhaps	one	of	the	reasons	for	the	international	orien‐
tation	is	that	tourism	graduates	need	to	be	more	mobile	as	regional	and	national	job	opportuni‐
ties	in	tourism	are	becoming	increasingly	limited,	especially	in	the	Netherlands	and	Ireland.		

The	international	focus	explicitly	shows	in	one	of	the	German	study	programmes,	which	edu‐
cates	all	students	in	English,	has	a	high	proportion	of	international	staff	(more	than	1/3	have	an	
international	background),	has	a	large	international	students	community	(more	than	50	nation‐
alities),	and	has	a	strong	international	component	through	dual	degree	programmes	where	stu‐
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dents	go	abroad	for	at	least	one	year	and	possibly	also	do	an	internship	abroad	(INT	TO	DE	1).	
The	focus	on	the	international	context	is	an	explicit	aspect	of	the	institution’s	profile	(INT	TO	DE	
1).		

Other	institution‐specific	profiles	that	have	influenced	the	study	programmes’	learning	out‐
comes	include:	
 The	institution’s	strategy	focuses	on	entrepreneurship,	imagineering,	and	cross‐cultural	

practice	(business	in	an	international	environment)	(INT	TO	NL	1).	
 Goal	 is	 to	 include	multidisciplinary	 problems	 in	 the	 curriculum;	meaning	 problems	 in	

which	technology	influence	tourism	and	recreation	(INT	TO	NL	2).	
 The	 mission	 and	 the	 vision	 of	 the	 institution	 include	 innovation,	 which	 requires	 the	

study	programme	to	be	closely	aligned	to	the	professional	field	(INT	TO	FL	1).	
 The	broad	vision	is	the	institution’s	focus	on	preparing	the	students	for	careers	in	the	re‐

gion	and	internationally	(INT	TO	IE	1).			
	

	 In	 all	 countries	 included	 in	 this	 study,	 a	 substantial	 proportion	 of	 tourism	 graduates	 find	
employment	in	non‐tourism	sectors.	We	see	three	possible	explanations	for	these	phenomena:	

1. There	are	limited	job	opportunities	in	the	tourism	sector,	or	conditions	in	other	sectors	
are	better.	

2. The	study	programmes	do	not	manage	to	timely	align	the	learning	outcomes	to	the	needs	
of	the	tourism	sector,	rendering	the	graduates	less	employable	in	the	tourism	sector.	

3. The	learning	outcomes	of	the	tourism	study	programmes	are	also	relevant	to	other	sec‐
tors	(general	or	transferable	skills).	
		

A	 Dutch	 study	 programme	 analysed	 the	 first	 and	 second	 possibilities.	 It	 found	 that	 there	 are	
fewer	job	opportunities	in	the	traditional	tourism	organisations	because	of	technological	devel‐
opments.	Yet	it	sees	that	world‐wide	tourism	is	growing,	providing	new	job	opportunities.	These	
are	different	jobs,	compared	with	ten	years	ago	(INT	TO	NL	1).		

3.2   Attuning the study programmes to the professional fields 

 Practices in the field of mechanical engineering / electro mechanics 3.2.1

The	field	of	mechanical	engineering	appears	to	be	fairly	static	in	terms	of	what	the	professional	
field	expects	the	study	programmes	to	include	in	their	curricula;	there	are	no	dramatic	changes	
in	 theories	 (INT	 ME	 IE	 2).	 Nevertheless,	 all	 but	 one	 (INT	 ME	 DE	 2)	 interviewed	 study	 pro‐
grammes	continuously	receive	feedback	from	the	professional	field.	Importantly,	the	collection	
of	 feedback	 is	 done	 irrespective	 of	whether	domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes	have	been	de‐
fined.		

The	methods	and	mechanisms	with	which	the	intended	learning	outcomes	of	the	study	pro‐
grammes	are	attuned	to	the	professional	 field	differ	among	higher	education	systems	and	also	
among	study	programmes.	A	distinction	can	be	made	between	methods	that	are	structural	and	
formal	vs.	methods	that	have	a	more	non‐structural	and	 informal	character.	 	The	structural	or	
formal	methods	include:		
 National	qualification	frameworks	and	national	policies.	An	example	of	 the	 latter	 is	 the	

inclusion	of	research	skills	in	the	professional	bachelor	programmes	in	the	Netherlands	
(INT	ME	NL	2).	

 Profession	profiles	as	determined	by	a	governmental	agency	(INT	EM	FL	1).		
 Input	through	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	as	determined	(jointly)	by	the	profes‐

sional	field	(INT	ME	NL	1,	INT	ME	NL	2,	INT	ME	IE	1,	INT	ME	IE	2).		
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 Discussions	with	 the	 study	programme’s	professional	 field	 advisory	board	on	whether	
the	achieved	learning	outcomes	are	relevant	to	the	professional	field	(INT	ME	NL	1,	INT	
ME	NL	2,	INT	EM	FL	1).	Members	of	the	advisory	boards	are	often	from	the	region.	Study	
programmes	differ	with	respect	to	the	seniority	of	the	advisory	board	members	(i.e.	CEO	
level	or	‘shop‐floor’	professionals).	At	the	time	of	the	interview,	the	two	mechanical	en‐
gineering	study	programmes	in	Ireland	did	not	have	professional	field	advisory	boards.	
One	was	considering	establishing	one	(INT	ME	IE	1).		

 Feedback	 from	 internship‐hosting	 organisations,	 collected	when	 academic	 supervisors	
visit	the	student	on	site	(INT	ME	NL	2)	

 Systematic	 surveys	 among	 employers	 or	 alumni,	 in	 which	 feedback	 is	 asked	 on	 the	
learned	competences	vs.	the	needed	competences	(INT	EM	FL	1,	INT	EM	FL	2,	INT	EM	FL	
2).	Some	study	programmes	hold	surveys	among	employers	and	alumni	on	an	irregular	
basis	(INT	ME	DE	1,	INT	ME	IE	1)	

 Annual	focus	meetings	with	employers	(INT	ME	IE	1)	
	

The	non‐structural	or	informal	methods	include:	
 Talks	with	 industry,	 for	example	during	a	 fair	 in	the	city	(INT	ME	DE	1)	or	through	in‐

volvement	of	the	industry	in	the	research	centre	of	the	study	programme	(INT	ME	IE	2).	
 Irregular	analysis	of	vacancies,	to	see	what	a	graduate	in	electro	mechanics	should	know	

and	be	able	to	do	(INT	EM	FL	1).	
 Insights	from	similar	study	programmes	nationally	and	internationally	(INT	EM	FL	1)	
 Academic	staff	with	experience	in	the	professional	field	providing	input	to	the	study	pro‐

gramme	(INT	ME	DE	1,	INT	ME	IE	2)	
 Monitoring	international	documents	related	to	the	trends	and	developments	in	the	sec‐

tor	(INT	ME	IE	1)	
	

The	mechanical	 engineering	 study	 programmes	 that	 have	 established	 an	 integral	 approach	 to	
attune	the	learning	outcomes	to	the	professional	field	can	be	seen	as	good	practices.	One	case	of	
such	a	good	practice	is	described	the	box	below	(INT	EM	FL	2).		
	

For	the	establishment	of	a	new	curriculum,	talks	with	the	professional	 field	were	organised	 in	
so‐called	industry	days.	The	large	employers	in	the	field,	active	in	different	specialisations,	were	
invited.	Over	three	days	the	representatives,	all	very	experienced	engineers	and	managers,	en‐
gaged	in	workgroups	to	develop	the	content	of	the	curriculum’s	modules.	Suggestions	were	col‐
lected	and	 translated	 to	 competences	 to	be	achieved	 in	 the	modules	 (ECTS	 fiches).	This	 input	
was	used	 to	 construct	 a	new	curriculum.	During	 their	 lectures,	 teachers	point	out	 the	 compe‐
tences	to	students,	and	the	relevance	of	the	competences	in	the	professional	field.	

The	new	curriculum	was	implemented	in	year	2013/2014,	meaning	that	it	will	take	until	2016	
before	the	first	students	graduate	from	the	new	curriculum.	In	the	third	year,	the	achieved	com‐
petences	will	be	evaluated	by	surveying	employers	and	students.	Students	will	be	asked	if	they	
think	they	attained	the	intended	competences.	Also	all	supervisors	from	the	companies	hosting	
interns	will	 be	 surveyed.	They	will	 be	 asked	what	 they	 think	 the	 interns	 should	know	and	be	
able	to	do	(i.e.	the	expectations),	as	well	as	what	the	actual	results	are	(i.e.	whether	interns	meet	
the	expectations).	

The	results	of	the	surveys	will	be	used	to	improve	the	curriculum,	which	means	that	the	curricu‐
lum	goes	through	a	full	cycle	in	which	the	professional	field	has	a	prominent	role	in	determining	
and	evaluating	the	competences	included	in	the	study	programme.		

Box 3.2: Integral approach to attune the learning outcomes to the professional field, practice INT EM FL 2 
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Engineering	companies	appear	willing	to	provide	input,	when	asked	by	study	programmes.	The	
organisations	that	are	in	need	of	employees	with	specific	specialisations	appear	to	be	more	pro‐
active	 than	 employers	 looking	 for	 engineers	 with	 generic	 skills	 (INT	 EM	 FL	 2).	 Study	 pro‐
grammes	have	incorporated	different	strategies	to	adopt	and	adapt	the	input	from	employers:	
 The	 professional	 field	 advisory	 board	 has	 been	 made	 large	 enough	 to	 accommodate	

many	different	interests	(INT	EM	FL	1).	In	this	respect	the	professional	field	representa‐
tive	body	 in	the	Netherlands	says	that	the	advisory	boards	should	be	able	to	reflect	on	
both	local	and	national	trends	(INT	PF	ME	NL).	

 The	professional	 field	 is	not	asked	for	 input	because	the	opinions	of	employers	are	not	
consistent.	The	academics	determine	 the	content	of	 the	study	programme	(INT	ME	DE	
2).	

 Practices in the field of social work/care 3.2.2

The	 social	work/care	professional	 field	 is	 characterised	by	many	 specialisations	 and	by	many	
different	employers.	The	sector	developed	this	structure	over	the	past	decades.	A	question	dis‐
cussed	 in	 the	Netherlands	 is	whether	and	how	one	might	combine	the	many	specialisations	 in	
one	broad	social	work	programme	(INT	PF	SW	NL).	Social	work	programmes	are	heterogene‐
ous;	some	included	specialisations	that	others	did	not.	An	example	is	human	resource	manage‐
ment,	which	is	a	specialisation	in	Flanders	but	not	in	the	Netherlands,	Germany,	or	Ireland.	Fur‐
thermore,	 in	Flanders,	Germany	and	in	the	 future	 in	the	Netherlands	and	Ireland,	social	(care)	
workers	in	particular	specialisations	need	to	be	registered	to	practise	their	profession	(INT	ME	
FL	1,	INT	ME	DE	2,	INT	PF	SW	NL,	INT	PF	SC	IE).	

The	Dutch	social	work	programmes	created	a	link	to	the	professional	field	by	translating	the	
domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	to	the	study	programmes.	In	addition	and	similar	to	the	so‐
cial	work	programmes	in	the	other	countries	study	programme	specific	 learning	outcomes	are	
also	 linked	 to	 the	 professional	 field.	 Programmes	 in	 Flanders,	 the	 Netherlands	 and	 Germany	
have	professional	field	advisory	boards	to	maintain	the	linkage	as	well.	The	roles	and	composi‐
tion	of	the	boards	differ,	as	the	following	examples	show:	
 SW	NL	1:	The	professional	field	advisory	board	consists	of	people	from	the	professional	

field	 nationwide;	 not	 necessarily	 from	 the	 region.	 The	 study	 programme’s	 network	 is	
used	to	invite	representatives.	Although	the	board	does	not	have	a	very	pro‐active	role,	it	
provides	 feedback	 on	 the	 programme’s	 learning	 outcomes	 and	 competences.	 An	 addi‐
tional	task	is	to	give	input	to	the	curriculum	committee.	

 SW	NL	2:	 The	professional	 field	 advisory	 board	 includes	 people	 from	 the	professional	
field,	preferably	at	board‐member	level.	One	of	the	tasks	of	the	board	is	to	connect	the	
programme	to	the	professional	field.	In	addition	there	is	a	study	programme	committee,	
which	includes	students	and	occasionally	representatives	from	the	professional	field.	

 SW	FL	1:	The	professional	field	advisory	board	of	the	programme	was	consulted	for	set‐
ting	the	domain‐specific	 learning	outcomes.	The	board	has	to	have	a	broad	perspective	
on	all	issues	related	to	the	study	programme.	The	board	consists	of	directors	from	organ‐
isations	 in	 the	 professional	 field.	 The	 advisory	 board	 does	 not	 have	 a	 regional	 focus;	
members	are	recruited	nation‐wide.	In	addition	there	are	advisory	groups	for	each	of	the	
four	 graduation	 tracks/majors.	 These	 advisory	 groups	 consist	 of	 someone	 responsible	
for	the	domain,	two	lecturers,	two	guest	lecturers,	and	six	to	eight	advisors	from	the	sec‐
tor.	The	latter	were	selected	for	their	professional	experience;	the	main	criterion	is	that	
they	 are	 currently	 active	 in	 jobs	 intended	 for	bachelor	 graduates,	 i.e.	 operational‐level	
professionals.	The	advisory	groups	meet	four	times	a	year	and	discuss	research,	educa‐
tion	 and	 trends	 on	 the	 labour	market.	With	 respect	 to	 education,	 the	 advisory	 groups	
judge	 if	 the	programme’s	 intended	competences	are	 translatable	 to	 the	specific	profes‐
sions	in	their	field.	
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 SW	FL	2:	Through	the	professional	field	advisory	board	the	field	is	given	voice	in	the	de‐
velopment	 of	 the	 study	 programme	 in	 a	 structured	manner.	 The	 board	meets	 several	
times	 a	 year.	Members	 are	 actual	 practitioners,	 policy	 advisors	 and	professionals	who	
provide	input	for	research	and	for	the	provision	of	services.	

 SW	DE	2:	The	study	programme	recently	appointed	a	professional	field	advisory	board,	
which	 is	 to	meet	 for	the	first	 time	in	2014.	The	board	consists	of	around	fifteen	repre‐
sentatives	of	employers,	in	different	areas	of	social	work.	They	are	appointed	as	individ‐
ual	members,	not	official	representatives.	However,	one	member	was	chosen	for	having	
a	position	that	gives	a	good	overview	of	a	large	part	of	the	field.	The	board	plays	an	offi‐
cial	role	in	the	accreditation	process,	though	its	main	function	will	be	to	formulate	expec‐
tations	from	employers	to	the	study	programme.	
	

The	 three	study	programmes	not	mentioned	 in	 the	enumeration	above,	use	different	methods	
and	mechanisms	to	link	the	study	programme	to	the	professional	field:	
 SW	DE	1:	The	 study	programme	was	 initially	designed	without	 input	 from	 the	profes‐

sional	 field.	Current	 cooperation	with	 the	professional	 field	 includes	 internships,	 guest	
lecturers	 and	 feedback	 on	 curriculum	 development	 through	 the	 Deutsche	 Gesellschaft	
für	Soziale	Arbeit.	

 SC	 IE	 1:	 During	 the	 original	 design,	 the	 study	 programme	 consulted	 employers	 about	
which	 learning	outcomes	 the	programme	should	have	 in	 their	 eyes.	This	 established	 a	
collegial	relationship	in	which	the	employers	are	recognised	and	also	deliver	part	of	the	
training.	 The	 study	 programme	 is	 mindful	 about	 input	 received	 from	 employers.	 Em‐
ployers	generally	want	a	skills	mix	that	will	be	useful	in	their	organisation,	however	edu‐
cators	 have	 to	 take	 a	 broader	 perspective	 and	 also	 prepare	 for	 other	 areas	 in	 which	
graduates	 find	employment.	The	programme	regularly	 checks	 its	 relevance	 to	 the	pro‐
fessional	 field	 through	 contacts	with	 employers	 and	 graduates.	 Graduates	 are	 asked	 if	
the	attained	skills	and	knowledge	equipped	them	to	get	employed.	Contacts	with	the	pro‐
fessional	field	are	informal	and	not	embedded	in	organisational	structures.	The	informal‐
ity	of	the	contacts	is	made	possible	by	the	study	programme	being	in	a	small	community	
and	 the	relationships	with	employers	were	built	up	over	 time.	The	programme	 feels	 it	
should	do	more	 to	 create	a	 stronger	and	perhaps	more	 formal	 link	 to	 the	professional	
field.	

 SC	IE	2:	Learning	outcomes	were	devised	entirely	by	the	study	programme	based	on	so‐
cial	 care	 literature,	 research,	 and	 involvement	with	 the	 Irish	 association	 of	 social	 care	
educators,	which	is	a	group	of	teachers	across	the	different	institutes	of	technology.	Prior	
to	last	year’s	programmatic	review	the	programme	organised	a	focus	group	with	repre‐
sentatives	from	different	professions	in	social	care.	With	one	exception,	the	representa‐
tives	were	from	the	region,	a	conscious	choice	because	most	students	find	employment	
in	the	region.	The	focus	group’s	recommendations	on	content	and	concepts	of	the	mod‐
ules	were	 used	 to	 redraft	 the	 programme.	 Furthermore,	 employers	 are	 invited	 by	 the	
study	programme	to	talk	to	students	about	the	work	they	do.	
	

The	study	programmes	with	professional	field	advisory	boards	also	use	additional	methods	
and	mechanisms	to	attune	intended	learning	outcomes	to	the	professional	field:	
 Teachers	 connect	 to	 the	 professional	 field	 and	 can	 therefore	 judge	 if	 the	 learning	 out‐

comes	are	relevant	to	the	field	(INT	SW	NL	1,	INT	SW	NL	2,	INT	SW	DE	2,	INT	SC	IE	2).		
 Feedback	at	conferences	(INT	SC	IE	2),	 from	social	work	profession	organisations	(INT	

SW	NL	1),	local	sector	representatives	and	employers’	organisations	(INT	SW	FL	1);	also	
from	internship‐hosting	organisations	(INT	SW	DE	2)	e.g.	during	the	institution’s	profes‐
sional	field	day	(INT	SW	FL	2),	or	during	an	annual	internship	market	event	(INT	SW	DE	
2).		

 Informal	contacts	with	the	professional	field	in	the	region	(INT	SW	NL	2).	
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 Labour	market	research	(INT	SW	FL	1)	and	professional	field	surveys	(INT	SW	FL	1,	INT	
SW	FL	2)	

 In	 the	 absence	 of	 a	 single	 competence	 profile	 for	 social	workers,	 insights	 from	 twelve	
competence	profiles	made	by	the	social‐economic	council	of	Flanders	are	used	(INT	SW	
FL	1)	
	

One	Flemish	study	programme	(INT	SW	FL	2)	mentioned	that	 the	slow	pace	of	curriculum	re‐
form	is	a	barrier	in	attuning	learning	outcomes	to	the	professional	field.	Its	curriculum	is	fixed	
for	a	period	of	ten	years,	and	it	sees	the	bureaucratic	structure	of	the	institution	as	a	barrier	to	a	
more	 dynamic	 approach;	 now	 each	 change	 in	 the	 curriculum	needs	 to	 go	 through	 the	 faculty	
council	(e.g.	even	a	change	of	name	of	a	module	needs	approval).	

The	 study	 programmes	 indicate	 that	 the	 professional	 field	 is	 willing	 to	 provide	 feedback.	
However,	it	is	often	on	the	initiative	of	the	study	programmes	themselves.	One	Dutch	study	pro‐
grammes	(INT	SW	NL	1)	commented	that	in	times	of	crisis	employers	appear	to	be	less	willing	to	
give	feedback,	perhaps	due	to	oversupply	of	educated	social	workers	in	the	country.		

 Practices in the field of tourism 3.2.3

The	highly	dynamic	tourism	sector	requires	the	tourism	study	programmes	to	be	in	close	con‐
tact	with	an	increasingly	diverse	professional	field.	In	the	past	the	sector	consisted	mainly	of	the	
traditional	travel	organisations	(INT	TO	NL	1).	Now	the	sector	increasingly	consists	of	technolo‐
gy‐based	organisations,	which	require	different	learning	outcomes,	e.g.	creative	online	market‐
ing,	or	competences	in	media	and	entertainment	(INT	TO	NL	2).	Study	programmes	need	to	be	
aware	of	 the	 latest	 trends	and	developments	so	 that	 they	can	adapt	 the	 learning	outcomes	ac‐
cordingly.	To	do	so,	the	study	programmes	utilize	several	strategies,	amongst	which	installing	a	
professional	field	advisory	board	is	the	most	common.		

The	professional	field	advisory	boards	are	given	different	roles.	Some	are	active	on	a	strate‐
gic	level,	others	more	on	an	operational	level.	Examples	of	both	forms	are	described	in	Boxes	3.3	
and	3.4.	Another	distinction	can	be	found	in	the	compositions	of	the	boards.	Several	include	pro‐
fessionals	on	higher	management	level	(INT	TO	NL	1,	INT	TO	DE	1,	INT	TO	IE	1),	whist	another	
chose	 to	 include	 strictly	 professionals	 on	 operational	 level	 (INT	TO	FL	1).	Noteworthy	 is	 that	
both	interviewed	professional	field	organisations	see	involvement	in	education	as	part	of	their	
mission.		

	

The	strategic	advisory	council	of	 the	study	programme	meets	 four	times	a	year	and	reflects	on	
strategic	issues.	An	example	of	a	topic	is	how	the	study	programme	can	include	more	technology	
in	the	curriculum.	Represented	in	the	strategic	advisory	council	are	CEOs	of	companies	mainly	
from	the	Netherlands,	 though	not	necessary	from	the	UAS’s	region.	On	a	 lower	 level,	 there	are	
separate	profession	field	committees	for	specialisations	within	study	programmes,	where	details	
of	 the	 study	 programmes	 are	 discussed	 (e.g.	 the	 amount	 of	 hours	 spent	 on	 foreign‐language	
training).	

The	study	programme	does	not	have	a	leading	coalition	of	companies	from	which	they	receive	
input.	This	is	fitting,	because	most	graduates	find	employment	in	SME’s	or	start	their	own	com‐
panies.		

Box	3.3:	Example	of	utilisation	of	professional	field	advisory	board	(INT	TO	NL	1)	
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The	study	programmes	has	an	advisory	board.	 Its	17	members	hail	 from	different	domains	of	
the	tourism	sector,	and	it	advises	on	the	content	of	the	programme.	Members	are	from	Flanders,	
but	not	all	 from	the	region.	Members	were	selected	 for	 their	capacities,	backgrounds	and	spe‐
cialisations	(to	represent	different	domains	in	tourism).	

Box	3.4:	Example	of	utilisation	of	professional	field	advisory	board	(INT	TO	FL	2)	
	
Partly	depending	on	the	role	of	the	professional	field	advisory	boards,	the	study	programmes	

use	different	methods	and	mechanisms	to	align	learning	outcomes	to	the	 latest	trends	and	de‐
velopments	 in	the	tourism	sector.	One	example	of	the	methods	and	mechanisms	to	acquire	in‐
sights	into	the	trends	and	developments	is	described	in	Box	3.5.		
	
Three	years	ago	 the	 study	programme	made	a	SWOT‐analysis.	 Special	 attention	was	given	 to	
the	programme’s	connection	with	new	trends	and	developments	in	the	sector.	Before	including	
adjustments	in	the	curriculum,	a	full	academic	year	was	taken	to	discuss	the	changes	with	the	
sector.	A	 total	of	5‐6	days	were	 invested	 to	 talk	with	major	employers	 in	 the	sector	and	with	
experts	 in	 several	 specialisations,	all	 selected	outside	 the	 field	advisory	board.	 It	was	noticed	
that	marketing	skills	became	 increasingly	 important	 (social	media,	 reputation	&	quality	man‐
agement,	e‐commerce).	The	outcomes	were	used	to	draft	new	profiles.		
	
In	addition,	the	study	programme	also	monitors	developments	through	the	following	methods:	
 Internship	visits	by	 the	 lecturers.	Non‐tourism	 lecturers,	e.g.	English	 teachers,	also	do	

visits	so	they	can	align	their	modules	to	the	practical	field				
 Students	are	motivated	to	focus	their	bachelor	theses	on	trends	in	the	sector	
 Lecturers	visits	conferences,	follow	trainings	and	follow	internships	themselves	
 Some	lecturers	have	professional	work	experience.	When	hiring	new	staff,	working	ex‐

perience	is	an	increasingly	used	requirement.		
 Following	trade	press	and	online	news	channels	

Box	3.5:	Example	of	methods	and	mechanisms	to	acquire	insights	into	the	trends	and	developments	(INT	TO	
FL	1)	

	
Other	practices	with	which	the	learning	outcomes	are	linked	to	the	professional	field	include:	
 The	experience	and	knowledge	of	teachers	(INT	TO	NL	2,	INT	TO	FL	2,	INT	TO	DE	2,	INT	

TO	IE	2)	
 Employing	professionals	from	the	field	for	a	specified	period	or	module	(INT	TO	NL	2)	
 A	job	vacancy	analysis	 in	which	50	vacancies	were	analysed	by	looking	into	the	profile	

and	position	requirements	(INT	TO	FL	1)	
 A	survey	held	among	employers	(INT	TO	FL	2)	
 Through	external	examiners,	including	a	senior	industry	professional	(INT	TO	IE	1)	

	
In	general,	the	study	programmes	indicate	that	employers	had	a	pro‐active	role	in	attuning	

the	 learning	 outcomes	 of	 their	 programme	 to	 the	 professional	 field.	 Especially	 the	 study	 pro‐
grammes	that	appear	to	have	extensive	contact	with	the	professional	field	(INT	TO	NL	1,	INT	TO	
NL	2,	INT	TO	FL	1,	INT	TO	FL	2,	INT	TO	DE	1)	are	satisfied	with	the	role	of	employers.	As	high‐
lighted	by	one	study	programme,	employers	also	benefit	from	providing	input,	and	are	therefore	
willing	to	provide	it	(INT	TO	FL	2).	Cooperation	with	the	professional	field	can	also	go	beyond	
asking	 the	 field	 for	 input	and	develop	more	 in	 the	direction	of	partnership,	 for	example	 in	re‐
search	projects	(INT	TO	NL	1,	INT	TO	NL	2).	
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3.3    Summary and conclusion 

In	 the	 input	phase	 the	 study	programmes	 take	 the	professional	 field	 to	a	 large	extent	 into	ac‐
count.	To	do	so	the	study	programme	use	a	number	of	methods	that	related	to:	
 Internal	consultations:	teachers	with	professional	experience,	professional	field	advisory	

boards,	and	making	links	to	the	institution’s	profile		
 External	consultations:	particularly	with	employers	in	the	region,	professional	field	rep‐

resentative	bodies	on	the	national	level	and	international	consultative	bodies		
 System‐level	standards	and	policies:	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes,	national	qualifi‐

cation	frameworks	and	innovation	policies	are	applied	where	they	exist.	
		

The	input	methods	used	relate	strongly	to	the	countries’	established	guiding	principles,	the	
domain	 and	 institutional	 profile.	 All	 Dutch	 study	 programmes	were	 involved	 in	 the	 establish‐
ment	 of	 domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes,	which	 they	 translated—in	 some	 cases	with	 addi‐
tional	input	from	the	(local)	professional	field	and/or	their	professional	field	advisory	board—
into	their	study	programmes.	Two	of	the	three	study	domains	in	Flanders	established	domain‐
specific	learning	outcomes,	though	not	directly	together	with	the	professional	field.	Perhaps	this	
was	one	of	the	reasons	why	the	Flemish	study	programmes	developed	rather	extensive	consul‐
tation	processes	to	gain	input	from	their	(local)	professional	field	and/or	professional	field	advi‐
sory	board.	The	high	degree	of	autonomy	of	German	study	programmes	is	reflected	in	their	op‐
portunity	to	make	their	programmes	either	more	academically	or	more	professionally	oriented.	
Programmes	choosing	the	latter	are	often	in	contact	with	local	employers.	In	particular	the	two	
private	tourism	programmes	developed	extensive	formal	 linkages	to	the	local,	national	and	in‐
ternational	 professional	 field.	 The	method	 chosen	 by	 Irish	 programmes	 to	 a	 large	 extent	 de‐
pended	on	whether	 the	professional	 field	grants	professional	 titles	or	 requires	 registration.	 In	
this	 case	 the	 field	 or	 governmental	 authority	 establishes	 domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes,	
which	study	programmes	should	translate	into	their	curricula	if	they	wish	their	graduates	to	be	
eligible	for	the	professional	title	or	registration.	

The	degree	of	fragmentation	of	sectors	influences	the	development	of	domain‐specific	learn‐
ing	outcomes;	 for	 fragmented	sectors	 like	tourism	it	 is	much	more	difficult	 to	develop	a	single	
set	of	learning	outcomes.	Consequently,	study	programmes	in	fragmented	sector	face	more	chal‐
lenges	in	developing	learning	outcomes	that	apply	to	the	whole	sector.	Input‐related	challenges	
caused	by	 the	 fragmentation	of	 sectors	 could	be	overcome	by	active	 representative	bodies,	 as	
was	the	case	in	tourism	in	the	Netherlands	and	Flanders.			

In	all	cases,	input	for	the	study	programmes	was	collected	by	formal	or	informal	consultation	
with	(local)	employers.	Whether	a	formal	or	informal	approach	for	contacts	with	the	profession‐
al	 field	was	 chosen	 largely	depended	on	 the	 size	 of	 the	 study	programmes	and	 institutions.	 It	
could	also	be	a	strategic	decision,	as	some	study	programmes	argued	that	formalisation	of	con‐
tacts	might	negatively	affect	the	willingness	of	employers	to	participate.		 	



	

34	

4   Process: professional field aspects in education and 

examination 

This	 chapter	discusses	 the	 second	phase	 in	 the	 education	 and	quality	 assurance	process.	 This	
phase	focuses	on	the	process	of	the	actual	incorporation	of	knowledge	of	and	contact	with	pro‐
fessional	 fields	 in	 the	education	process	 and	 the	 examinations.	More	 specifically,	 it	 covers	 the	
extent	to	which	the	study	programmes	reflect	competences	needed	for	successful	employment.		

The	research	question	posed	to	look	into	the	process	phase	is	the	following:	
	

Process:	how	is	the	link	between	study	programme	and	professional	field	arranged	in	education	
and	examination?	

a. Examples	 are	 teachers	 with	 professional	 and	 practical	 experience,	 internships/work	
placements	and	external	examiners	from	the	professional	field.		

b. Are	there	initiatives	to	enhance	the	employability	of	 international	students	 in	the	local	
labour	market?	

	
The	following	section	will	discuss	the	empirical	data	collected	through	interviews	for	this	re‐

search	question	per	 field	of	study.	We	discuss	 the	 link	between	 the	study	programme	and	 the	
professional	field	in	education	and	examination,	other	methods	or	tools	implemented	to	enhance	
the	employability	of	students,	special	initiatives	for	the	employability	of	international	students,	
the	extent	to	which	the	learning	outcomes	desired	by	the	employers	are	reflected	in	the	curricu‐
la,	and	lastly	the	by	the	study	programme	and	the	professional	field	recognised	good	practices.	
Best	practises	of	the	three	study	domains	are	recognised	and	highlighted.		

4.1   The link between study programme and professional field in education and 

examination 

 Practices in the field of mechanical engineering / electro mechanics 4.1.1

4.1.1.1 Link with the professional field in teaching and learning 

The	interviewed	engineering	programmes	show	a	number	of	common	practices	to	facilitate	the	
link	 between	 teaching	 and	 learning	 and	 the	 professional	 field.	 Thus,	 all	 programmes	 incorpo‐
rated	elements	of	project‐based	learning.	In	most	cases	the	projects	are	based	on	real‐life	cases,	
which	the	programmes	receive	from	the	professional	field.	The	projects	are	used	to	enhance	the	
teamwork	 and	 communication	 skills	 (e.g.	 through	 presentations	 of	 project	 results).	 They	 can	
also	be	used	to	enhance	the	peer‐feedback	skills	(INT	EM	FL	1).	Especially	the	Dutch	and	Flem‐
ish	study	programmes	appear	to	have	integrated	project	work	in	all	academic	years,	instead	of	
having	the	projects	in	the	last	stages	of	the	study	programme.	An	example	of	a	project	in	the	sec‐
ond	academic	year	is	described	in	Box	4.1.	
	

In	the	second	academic	year,	students	learn	how	it	is	to	be	an	engineer	through	the	school’s	En‐
gineers’	Office.	Students	are	employees	of	the	Engineers’	Office	and	they	themselves	have	to	con‐
tact	engineering	companies	to	procure	‘real	life’	projects,	on	which	students	will	work.		

Box	4.1:	Example	of	project‐based	learning	in	the	second	academic	year	(INT	ME	NL	1)	
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Inclusion	 of	 internship	 periods	 in	 the	 curriculum	 is	 also	 common.	 Exceptions	 are	 the	 two	
mechanical	engineering	programmes	in	Ireland,	which	instead	have	a	strong	focus	on	inter	alia	
industry	projects.	Both	programmes	are	considering	re‐introducing	internships	in	their	curricu‐
la.	The	absence	of	internships	periods	is	surprising	because	the	professional	field	organisation	in	
Ireland	sees	internships	as	a	key	component	in	making	the	student	well‐rounded	engineers	(INT	
PF	ME	IE).	The	study	programmes	that	have	an	 internship	period	normally	have	 it	 in	 the	final	
stages	of	the	programme.	There	are	also	some	study	programmes	with	multiple	internship	peri‐
ods.	One	has	an	internship	period	already	in	the	first	academic	year	(INT	ME	NL	2).	The	intern‐
ship	places	of	students	can	provide	valuable	feedback	to	the	study	programmes,	which	makes	it	
important	for	the	academic	supervisors	to	organise	getting	feedback.	This	is	also	stressed	by	the	
professional	field	organisation	in	the	Netherlands;	it	would	like	study	programmes	to	invest	in	
the	relationship	and	intensify	supervision	of	students	during	internships	(INT	PF	ME	NL).	More‐
over,	 the	professional	 field	organisation	argues	 that	 if	 the	 feedback	cycle	 through	which	study	
programmes	get	 input	 from	internship	hosting	organisations	 is	 improved,	reliance	on	the	pro‐
fessional	field	advisory	board	feedback	and	input	mechanism	might	become	less	crucial.		

The	practice	of	one	study	programme	is	to	visit	the	student	thrice	during	their	13‐week	in‐
ternship	period.	During	each	visit,	 the	supervisors	discuss	 the	progress	of	 the	student	and	the	
desires	of	the	organisation	with	respect	to	the	study	programme.	The	internship‐hosting	organi‐
sation	is	also	surveyed,	asking	the	in‐company	supervisor	to	reflect	on	the	level	of	the	student	
(INT	EM	FL	1).	One	study	programme	mentioned	that	all	contacts	with	the	professional	field	are	
registered	in	a	central	database,	e.g.	when	teachers	visit	the	in‐company	internship	supervisors	
(INT	EM	FL	2),	to	facilitate	sharing	knowledge	about	practice	within	the	school.			

Another	 important	 link	with	the	professional	 field	 is	 facilitated	through	the	teachers	of	 the	
study	programme.	When	hiring	new	teachers,	study	programmes	often	require	work	experience.		
The	 requirements	 range	 from	 no	 experience	 required	 (INT	 EM	 FL	 1),	 through	 three	 years	 of	
work	or	research	experience	(INT	ME	IE	2),	to	3–4	years	of	work	experience	and	a	relevant	aca‐
demic	qualification	(INT	ME	IE	1),	5	years	of	work	experience	and	a	relevant	academic	qualifica‐
tion	(INT	ME	NL	2),	5	years	of	work	experience	and	a	PhD	(INT	ME	DE	2)	and	finally	to	10	years	
of	work	 experience	 (INT	EM	FL	2).	 The	 latter	 study	programme	has	 such	 a	 high	 requirement	
because	it	has	made	the	teachers	responsible	for	the	development	of	the	modules	in	a	way	that	
they	fully	match	the	programme’s	intended	learning	outcomes.	Also	the	professional	field	organ‐
isation	in	the	Netherlands	thinks	it	is	important	for	teachers	to	remain	active	in	the	professional	
field	(INT	PF	ME	NL).		

Study	programmes	can	also	assist	teachers	to	connect	to	the	professional	field.	In	one	exam‐
ple,	an	account	management	model	 is	used,	which	makes	 teachers	responsible	 for	all	 contacts	
with	specific	companies	in	the	engineering	field	(INT	ME	NL	1).	In	another	example,	teachers	are	
required	to	go	on	internships	(see	Box	4.2).		

	

It	 is	mandatory	 for	all	 teachers	 in	 the	study	programme	to	work	40	days	 (two	months’	work)	
every	5	years	for	a	professional	organisation	of	their	choosing.	The	internship	for	teachers	is	to	
renew	their	connection	to	and	feeling	for	the	professional	field.	It	is	facilitated	through	inviting	
engineering	 companies	 to	 the	 school	 and	 explaining	 them	 the	 purpose	 of	 the	 arrangement.	
Teachers	have	to	report	afterwards	how	the	 internship	 linked	to	the	content	of	 the	study	pro‐
gramme.	

Box	4.2:	Example	teachers’	link	to	the	professional	field	by	internships	(INT	EM	FL	2)	
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Guest	lectures	are	another	common	practice	to	create	a	link	with	the	professional	field,	espe‐
cially	if	the	guest	lecturers	are	professionals	active	in	the	field	(INT	ME	DE	1).	The	Irish	profes‐
sional	field	organisation	has	dedicated	two	employees	to	give	guest	lectures	to	engineering	stu‐
dents	 (INT	 PF	ME	 IE).	 The	 guest	 lectures	 are	 about	 what	 is	 expected	 of	 engineers,	 what	 the	
profession	is	about,	the	code	of	behaviour	and	ethics,	and	the	organisation	itself.	One	study	pro‐
gramme	makes	 the	 students	 themselves	 responsible	 for	 inviting	 guest	 lecturers	 to	 the	 school	
(INT	ME	NL	2).	The	students	do	so	as	part	of	their	study	career	development	in	their	first	year.	
Although	the	guest	lectures	can	offer	valuable	insights,	the	experience	of	one	study	programmes	
is	 that	 some	 guest	 lecturers	 offer	 promotional	 presentations	 of	 an	 organisation,	 a	 product,	 or	
machinery,	rather	than	providing	a	valuable	contribution	to	the	content	of	the	study	programme	
(INT	EM	FL	2).	This	suggests	the	need	for	good	briefing	of	guest	lecturers.	

The	link	with	the	professional	 field	and	the	study	programme	is	also	created	through	com‐
pany	and	site	visits	(INT	ME	NL	1,	INT	ME	IE	1,	INT	ME	IE	2),	teachers	doing	research	in	cooper‐
ation	with	industry	(INT	ME	NL	1,	INT	EM	FL	1,	INT	ME	DE	2),	and	through	minors	or	elective	
modules	(INT	ME	NL	1,	INT	ME	NL	2,	INT	ME	DE	2).	An	example	of	the	elective	subjects	is	pro‐
vided	in	Box	4.3.		

	

Two	modules	 of	 the	 three‐year	 study	 programme	 are	 elective.	 Students	may	 choose	 between	
modules	offered	by	the	study	programmes,	or	modules	offered	by	companies	that	have	indicated	
special	needs	in	terms	of	skills	and	knowledge	of	graduates.	Sometimes	companies	are	paid	to	
provide	the	module.	Siemens	is	one	of	the	companies	that	provide	elective	modules.	

Box	4.3:	Links	with	the	professional	field	through	elective	modules	(INT	ME	DE	2)	

4.1.1.2 Links with the professional field in examination 

Most	engineering	study	programmes	desire	the	professional	field	to	have	a	role	in	examination	
or	assessment	of	the	parts	of	education	that	link	with	the	professional	field.	The	parts	are	mainly	
centred	on	the	links	that	lead	to	tangible	products,	such	as	project	work	and	theses	written	dur‐
ing	internships.		

Project	work	 is	often	evaluated	by	a	 jury	 consisting	of	 teachers	and	 representatives	of	 the	
company	at	which	the	project	was	done.	The	professional	field	can	either	have	a	direct	say	in	the	
final	grade	(INT	EM	FL	2)	or	be	asked	for	advice	(INT	ME	NL	1,	INT	ME	NL	2).	As	described	in	
Box	4.4	the	professional	field	can	also	have	a	ceremonial	role	beyond	its	regular	involvement	in	
assessment.		

	

In	 the	 second	academic	 year,	 the	 students	make	 a	wind	 turbine.	A	 local	 company	 in	 the	wind	
turbine	industry	is	asked	to	judge	the	students	projects	in	cooperation	with	a	lecturer.	The	com‐
pany	representative	grants	an	award	to	the	group	of	students	with	the	best	result.		

Box	4.4:	Role	of	the	professional	field	in	the	examination	of	project	work	(INT	ME	IE	1)	
	

The	 professional	 field	 has	 an	 active	 role	 during	 and	 after	 the	 internship	 period.	 All	 study	
programmes	 that	have	 included	an	 internship	period	 in	 their	 curriculum	asked	 the	 internship	
organisation	to	provide	an	in‐company	supervisor.	The	in‐company	supervisor	is	normally	part	
of	 the	 jury	 that	assesses	 the	 thesis	resulting	 from	the	 internship.	The	study	programmes	have	
different	compositions	of	the	juries:	
 One	jury	consists	of	the	in‐company	supervisor,	the	internal	(academic)	supervisor,	and	

a	 representative	of	 the	professional	 field	 advisory	board	of	 the	 study	programme.	The	



	 37

external	supervisors	provide	their	insights,	which	are	weighted	by	the	internal	supervi‐
sor.	The	final	assessment	is	done	by	the	internal	supervisor	(INT	ME	NL	1).		

 In	another	 jury,	 the	 in‐company	supervisor	of	 final‐year	 interns	 is	present	at	 the	collo‐
quium.	Present	at	the	colloquium	are	also	external	professionals,	who	are	not	from	the	
same	company	as	where	the	student	did	the	internship.	Hence,	represented	at	the	collo‐
quium	are:	the	chairman	from	the	faculty,	the	academic	supervisor,	the	in‐company	su‐
pervisor,	and	an	external	member.	The	academic	supervisors	determine	 the	grade,	but	
on	advice	 from	 the	 in‐company	supervisor	and	 the	extern.	Currently	 implemented	 is	 a	
second	academic	examiner,	who	could	for	example	come	from	a	different	institution	or	
from	the	professional	field	(INT	ME	NL	2).	

 Third	example:	internship	products	(theses)	are	judged	by	a	jury	consisting	of	the	host‐
ing	organisation,	another	company,	and	an	academic	(INT	EM	FL	1).	

 Final	example:	internships	have	two	supervisors,	a	teacher	and	an	in‐company	supervi‐
sor.	The	supervisor	 from	 industry	knows	about	 the	project	 the	students	 is	working	on	
and	is	 the	specialist.	Both	supervisors	meet	and	discuss	the	progress	and	also	the	final	
grade.	After	finishing	the	thesis	there	is	a	colloquium,	where	the	supervisor	from	indus‐
try	is	also	present	(INT	ME	DE	1).	

4.1.1.3 Other methods and tools that link study programmes to the professional field 

In	addition	to	the	direct	links,	the	study	programmes	have	included	other	methods	and	tools	that	
link	study	programme	to	the	professional	field	in	terms	of	employability.	Common	methods	and	
tools	 include	the	development	of	soft	skills	(communication	and	presentation	skills,	 teamwork	
skills,	reporting	skills,	language	skills,	research	skills,	and	job	interview	training),	extracurricular	
activities,	network	events,	job	fairs,	and	career	days.	Several	initiatives	by	the	study	programmes	
stand	out	in	terms	of	their	potential	effect	on	the	employability	of	students:	
 Development	of	entrepreneurial	 skills	 through	 the	Engineers’	Office,	 in	which	students	

work	in	the	second	year	of	their	studies,	and	the	recently‐started	facilitation	of	start‐up	
companies;	the	first	group	of	student	started	a	company	that	develops	3D‐printed	bicy‐
cles	(INT	ME	NL	1).	

 Mechanical	engineering	students	with	above‐average	grades	can	enrol	in	the	institution’s	
honours	programme.	This	multidisciplinary	programme	has	the	form	of	an	extracurricu‐
lar	 activity,	 in	which	 talented	 students	 from	different	 fields	of	 study	work	 together	on	
socially	relevant	topics	(INT	ME	NL	1).	

 Instead	of	the	standard	internship,	a	select	number	of	students	are	allowed	to	do	a	small	
business	 project	 in	 which	 the	 students	 completely	 independently	 develop	 their	 own	
product,	meaning	that	they	also	need	to	take	care	of	administration	and	accounting.	Stu‐
dents	themselves	need	to	come	with	a	proposal	for	a	product.	Some	products	from	these	
projects	actually	proved	to	be	of	interest	to	industry	(INT	EM	FL	1).	

 Beyond	the	standard	curriculum,	students	may	attain	additional	certificates	 for	certain	
specialisations,	e.g.	energy	control	and	safety	control	(INT	EM	FL	1).	

 The	study	programmes	organises	a	job	fair	each	year	in	March.	All	companies	can	come	
to	the	fair.	To	enable	employers	to	contact	the	graduates,	a	book	with	the	contact	details	
of	the	graduates	will	be	made	available	in	advance	of	the	fair	(INT	EM	FL	1).	

 Job	 interview	 training	 organised	 by	 an	 employment	 agency	 or	 secondment	 company	
(INT	ME	NL	2,	INT	ME	DE	1)	

 A	focus	on	life‐long	learning	attitudes	(INT	EM	FL	2,	INT	ME	IE	1).	

4.1.1.4 Employability of international students 

All	 eight	 interviewed	 engineering	 programmes	 have	 some	 internationalisation	 initiatives.	 The	
programmes	 receive	 exchange	 students,	 but	 not	many.	 Consequently,	 the	 programmes	do	not	
have	special	initiatives	to	enhance	the	employability	of	international	students.	Also	the	domain‐
specific	learning	outcomes	have	not	been	adjusted	for	international	students.	However,	the	Irish	
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professional	field	organisation	states	that	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	are	based	upon	
international	criteria	(i.e.	 the	Washington–Sydney	Accord),	which	makes	them	also	relevant	 to	
international	students.		

Some	study	programmes	have	 initiatives	that	provide	both	 international	and	domestic	stu‐
dents	with	an	international	experience.	Noteworthy	are:	
 Double‐degree	tracks	with	foreign	higher	education	 institutions,	 teachers	can	receive	a	

scholarship	to	teach	abroad	for	a	number	of	weeks,	and	study	visits	abroad,	e.g.	to	China	
to	work	on	projects	together	with	Chinese	students	(INT	ME	NL	1).	

 International	exchange	students	participating	 in	minor	modules	and	projects,	 in	which	
the	foreign	students	work	together	with	the	domestic	students	(INT	ME	NL	1,	INT	ME	NL	
2,	INT	EM	FL	2).		

 Possibility	to	do	internships	abroad	and	possibility	for	international	students	to	do	an	in‐
ternship	through	the	study	programme	(INT	ME	NL	1,	INT	ME	NL	2,	INT	EM	FL	1,	INT	EM	
FL	2,	INT	ME	DE	2).	

 Lecturers	take	French‐language	courses	to	enable	them	to	communicate	better	with	in‐
coming	French	exchange	students	(INT	ME	IE	1).	

 International	students	who	do	not	yet	qualify	for	enrolment	may	take	a	foundation	year	
in	which	they	learn	English	as	a	second	language,	cultural	attributes,	and	an	introduction	
to	engineering	(INT	ME	IE	1).	

4.1.1.5 Learning outcomes desired by employers  

By	and	large,	the	interviewed	study	programmes	think	that	the	learning	outcomes	desired	by	the	
employers	in	the	field	of	engineering	are	reflected	in	their	curricula.	The	Irish	professional	field	
organisation	agrees;	 the	programmes	have	based	on	 input	 from	the	 industry	 incorporated	 the	
right	learning	outcomes.	Some	study	programmes	explicitly	say	that	this	is	because	the	desired	
learning	outcomes	are	asked	(input	phase)	and	incorporated	(process	phase)	(INT	ME	NL	1,	INT	
EM	FL	2,	INT	ME	IE	1).	On	the	other	hand,	some	study	programmes	indicate	that	the	satisfaction	
of	employers	depends	on	the	 inclusion	of	 learning	outcomes	that	are	specific	 to	their	business	
(INT	ME	NL	2);	not	all	 learning	outcomes	can	be	 included	as	 the	study	programmes	has	 to	be	
general	 (INT	 ME	 DE	 1).	 Both	 interviewed	 professional	 field	 organisations	 stressed	 the	 im‐
portance	of	giving	students	a	life‐long	learning	attitude.	In	addition,	the	Dutch	professional	field	
organisation	insisted	on	the	inclusion	of	research	skills.		

4.1.1.6 Recognised good practices 

The	study	programmes	and	 the	professional	 field	organisations	were	asked	 to	 reflect	on	good	
practices.	The	notable	good	practices	mentioned	by	the	interviewed	study	programmes	are	the	
following:	
 The	study	programme	asks	the	professional	 field	for	additional	investments	because	of	

the	internship	periods	and	the	projects	facilitated	by	them.	The	reasoning	is	that	the	ad‐
ditional	investment	by	the	professional	field	results	in	a	win‐win‐win	situation:	organisa‐
tions	in	the	field	get	in	touch	with	students	and	potential	talent	in	an	early	stage	of	their	
studies;	 the	 study	 programmes	 gets	 its	 external	 focus	 and	 increased	 contact	 with	 the	
field	that	can	be	used	to,	for	example,	organise	guest	lectures;	and	students	are	extra	mo‐
tivated	 because	 their	 assignments	 are	 real‐life	 cases.	 Consequently,	 the	 study	 pro‐
grammes	established	a	community	of	professional	organisations,	students	and	teachers	
(INT	ME	NL	1).	

 The	study	programme	makes	its	own	course	content.	The	content	is	not	based	on	fixed	
manuals	as	some	other	study	programmes	do.	The	study	programme	thinks	it	 is	 its	re‐
sponsibility	to	translate	the	professional	learning	outcomes	to	its	modules.	The	transla‐
tion	is	done	to	tailor	the	curriculum	for	the	students	of	the	study	programme	with	their	
specific	backgrounds.	 In	order	to	do	so,	modules	are	always	developed	by	the	teachers	
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themselves.	 The	 development	 of	 the	 module	 content	 by	 the	 study	 programme	 itself	
makes	it	unique	(INT	EM	FL	2).	

 Together	with	 the	Faculty	of	Economics,	 the	Faculty	of	Engineering	 initiated	an	educa‐
tion	model	that	combines	study	with	work.	Companies	select	students	that	they	want	to	
follow	 the	 education	 programme.	 Students	 are	 hired	 by	 the	 companies	 as	 apprentices	
and	receive	formal	education	from	the	institution.	Students	study	four	days	in	the	week	
and	work	one.	Both	large	and	smaller	organisations	participate	 in	the	education	model	
(INT	ME	DE	1).	

 Of	the	students	that	the	engineering	department	admits,	60%	come	from	industry.	These	
students	are	very	aware	of	 the	skill	gaps	 in	 industry.	The	 large	group	of	students	 from	
industry	also	provides	connections	to	the	industry.	The	institution	can	admit	these	stu‐
dents	by	 recognition	of	prior	 learning,	which	allows	 the	 students	 to	be	enrolled	 in	 the	
level	7	or	8	programmes,	without	them	having	a	level	6	or	7	qualification.	Applicants	are	
interviewed	and	have	to	submit	a	portfolio.	Based	on	this,	the	study	programmes	decides	
if	they	are	eligible	for	a	particular	level.	When	applicants	do	not	have	the	right	level,	they	
can	 be	 suggested	 to	 follow	 programmes	 on	 a	 lower	 level	 or	 they	 are	 offered	 bridging	
modules,	e.g.	in	mathematics	(INT	ME	IE	1).	

 Many	colleges	have	multidisciplinary	projects	 in	 the	 third	or	 fourth	year	with	students	
from	 other	 departments	 (e.g.	 marketing	 or	 business	 administration)	 (INT	 PF	 ME	 IR).	
Students	who	worked	in	a	multidisciplinary	are	much	more	rounded	and	more	employa‐
ble	as	they	know	where	everyone’s	expertise	fits	in	(INT	PF	ME	IR).	

 Practices in the field of social work/care 4.1.2

4.1.2.1 Link with the professional field in teaching and learning 

All	 interviewed	 social	 work/care	 study	 programmes	 created	 links	 with	 the	 professional	 field	
through	the	inclusion	of	internships	and	through	teachers	with	professional	experience.	Exam‐
ples	of	both	practices	are	provided	in	Box	4.5.		
	
Internships	
SW	NL	1:	Internship	periods	in	all	four	years.	In	the	first	year	students	go	on	an	orientation	in‐
ternship	of	200	hours.	Depending	on	 the	 specialisation,	 students	go	 in	 their	 second	year	 on	a	
part‐time	internship	for	15	weeks	(three	days	per	week).	A	long	internship	takes	up	all	of	the	
third	year,	when	students	are	expected	to	become	independent	professionals.	In	the	fourth	year	
internship	students	are	expected	to	do	a	project	for	a	professional	field	organisation.	

	
SW	FL	1:	The	study	programme	has	two	internship	periods.	One	of	40	days	and	one	of	70	days.	
Students	write	their	bachelor’s	thesis	in	the	70	days’	 internship.	Before	starting	a	70	days’	 in‐
ternship,	 the	 student	 and	 an	 internal	 supervisor	 discuss	 the	 learning	 objectives	 and	 agree	 a	
project	 plan,	 also	 with	 the	 external	 supervisor.	 The	 learning	 objectives	 are	 based	 on	 the	 at‐
tained	results	of	the	40	days’	internship.	Students	perform	a	self‐evaluation	during	and	after	the	
internship,	which	is	discussed	with	both	supervisors.	

	
SW	FL	2:	The	study	programme	has	internship	periods	in	the	second	 (seven	weeks)	and	third	
year	(13	weeks	or	full	semester).	In‐company	supervisors	are	preferably	graduates	of	a	social	
work	programme	themselves,	because	they	understand	the	competences	that	students	need	to	
learn.	 There	 is	 a	 brochure	 for	 internship‐hosting	 organisations,	 describing,	 for	 example,	 the	
competence	 profile,	 the	 expectations	 of	 supervisors,	 and	 possible	 assignments.	 Internship‐
hosting	 organisations	 can	 submit	 internship	 vacancies	 on	 an	online	platform,	where	 students	
can	make	 their	 profile	 and	 select	 the	 internships	 in	which	 they	 are	 interested.	 Based	 on	 the	
preferences,	the	students	will	have	a	meeting	with	the	internship	coordinator.	After	approval,	
the	students	can	apply	for	the	vacancy.	
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SW	FL	2:	The	study	programmes	competes	for	internship	places	with	another	social	work	study	
programme	in	the	same	region.	The	study	programme	says	that	the	competition	for	internship	
places	keeps	the	study	programme	‘sharp’,	as	the	places	need	to	be	of	good	quality	for	the	stu‐
dent	and	also	be	of	added	value	to	 the	hosting	organisation.	Therefore,	 the	study	programme	
focusses	on:			
 Preparing	the	students	for	the	internship		
 Good	supervision	and	guidance	of	the	students	
 Communication	with	the	hosting	organisation	
 Making	sure	that	the	bachelor	theses	are	of	good	quality	and	have	added	value.	

	
Teachers	with	professional	experience	
SW	NL	1:	Teachers	who	are	 involved	and	active	 in	 the	 field	give	students	practical	examples.	
This	factor	has	contributed	to	the	growth	of	the	study	from	800	to	1,300	students.	A	benefit	of	
this	growth	is	that	more	new	teachers	can	be	hired.		

	
SW	NL	2:	The	teaching	staff	of	the	study	programme	often	simultaneously	work	in	the	profes‐
sional	field.	Possession	of	relevant	practical	experience	is	a	requirement	for	the	teaching	staff.	
Also	encouraged	 is	 teachers’	 involvement	within	social	consultation	structures	and	doing	vol‐
untary	work.		

	
SW	FL	2:	The	study	programme	has	many	 teachers	who	have	work	experience.	Work	experi‐
ence	 is	 a	 factor	 in	 determining	 salary.	Minimum	 for	 hiring	 is	 five	 years	 of	 work	 experience,	
more	is	preferred.	The	institution	itself	develops	didactical	skills,	with	help	of	its	own	experts.	
Box	4.5:	Examples	of	internship	and	teachers	with	professional	experience	practices.		

	
Guest	 lectures	also	play	a	prominent	part	 in	most	 interviewed	social	work/care	study	pro‐

grammes.		
 SC	IE	2:	The	study	programme	invites	professionals	 to	give	guest	 lectures	on	the	work	

they	do,	 in	different	modules	 throughout	 the	curriculum.	Many	professional	 see	 it	as	a	
way	of	promoting	their	organisation	and	as	a	possibility	to	get	students	interested	in	do‐
ing	an	internship	with	them.		

 SW	NL	2:	Speakers	come	from	the	professional	field,	but	also	politicians	are	invited.	Lo‐
cal	aldermen	are	particularly	of	 relevance	because	 they	are	close	 to	social	work	 target	
groups	as	well	as	to	social	work	organisations.	
		

The	professional	field	organisation	in	the	Netherlands	has	several	memoranda	of	understand‐
ing	with	study	programmes	through	which	it	provides	guest	lectures	(INT	PF	SW	NL).		
	

The	 practical	 orientation	 of	 social	 work/care	 programmes	 might	 suggest	 that	 the	 pro‐
grammes	have	little	attention	for	research.	However,	the	opposite	appears	to	be	true:		
 SW	NL	1:	All	teachers	are	involved	in	the	programme’s	research	department,	as	well	as	

in	the	bachelor	and	master	programmes.	The	involvement	of	teachers	in	all	these	differ‐
ent	aspects	has	led	to	new	teaching	cases	and	to	new	connections	with	the	field.	Students	
are	also	involved	in	research.		

 SW	NL	2:	The	study	programme	implemented	practically‐oriented	research	in	which	the	
professional	 field	 is	 involved.	An	organisation	from	the	 field	 formulates	an	assignment,	
which	a	student	or	a	group	of	students	work	on	as	if	they	were	advisors	of	the	organisa‐
tion.	The	supervisor	from	the	organisation	is	also	involved	in	the	assessment.		
	

As	the	previous	example	shows,	the	links	between	practice,	research	and	education	can	be	very	
direct.	Real‐life	research	projects	or	assignments	are	used	in	education	more	widely,	e.g.:		
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 INT	SW	FL	1:	Every	year,	organisations	are	asked	to	supply	an	assignment	that	contains	
learning	elements	 for	students.	These	projects	also	 lead	 to	good	relationships	with	 the	
professional	field.		

 INT	SW	DE	1:	In	the	last	semester	of	the	study	programme,	students	work	on	a	research	
question	given	by	organisations	from	the	field.	The	results	of	the	research	are	communi‐
cated	back	to	the	organisation.		
	

The	professional	field	organisation	in	the	Netherlands	indicated	that	research	skills	are	im‐
portant	in	the	study	programmes	(INT	PF	SW	NL).	However,	according	to	the	professional	field	
organisation,	in	work	practice	social	workers	find	it	difficult	to	actually	use	their	research	skills	
(INT	PF	SW	NL).	Moreover,	research	by	students	seems	to	replace	research	by	(graduated)	so‐
cial	workers.		

A	Dutch	study	programme	(SW	NL	2)	says	it	will	more	extensively	use	problem‐based	learn‐
ing	 (PBL)	as	a	 teaching	and	 learning	method	 in	 future.	However,	 the	programme	realises	 that	
PBL	 may	 lead	 to	 students	 being	 too	 focused	 on	 the	 problems	 and	 too	 little	 on	 the	 required	
knowledge.	For	the	latter	reason	the	other	Dutch	study	programme	(SW	NL	1)	decided	to	reduce	
its	use	of	PBL.		

Only	one	study	programme	(SC	IE	2)	mentioned	connections	to	the	profession	through	field	
trips,	and	even	this	programme	used	field	trips	rarely.	Maybe	this	 is	the	counterbalance	to	the	
programmes’	having	multiple	and	in	some	cases	lengthy	internship	periods.		

With	 respect	 to	 the	 inclusion	 of	 the	 professional	 field	 in	 education	 one	 study	 programme	
(SW	FL	1)	commented	that	it	is	a	challenge	to	balance	educational	logics	and	professional	field	
logics,	and	that	this	balance	needs	continuous	evaluation.	Another	programme	(SW	DE	1)	expe‐
rienced	some	tension	with	employers	about	the	right	balance	between	general	and	specialised	
knowledge.	Employers	want	someone	ready	for	immediate	work,	whilst	the	programme	wants	
to	educate	students	with	a	long‐term	perspective.		

4.1.2.2 Link with the professional field in examination 

Most	interviewed	study	programmes	give	the	internship‐hosting	organisation	a	role	in	grading	
internship	outcomes.	In	the	Netherlands	and	Germany	(INT	SW	NL	1,	INT	SW	NL	2,	INT	SW	DE	
1)	 the	 in‐company	 supervisors	 provide	 input	 for	 the	 assessment,	while	 the	 actual	 assessment	
remains	the	responsibly	of	the	academic	supervisor.	The	practice	of	one	Irish	study	programme	
(SC	IE	1)	is	that	after	an	internship,	the	in‐company	supervisor	reports	whether	the	student	has	
reached	a	satisfactory	 level.	The	practice	of	 the	 involvement	of	one	Flemish	study	programme	
(SW	FL	1)	stands	out	as	the	most	elaborate	(Box	4.6).		
	

During	the	 final	 internship	students	write	 their	bachelor	 thesis.	Before	starting	the	 internship,	
the	 student	 and	 an	 internal	 supervisor	 discuss	 the	 learning	 objectives	 and	 come	 to	 a	 project	
plan.	The	project	plan	must	be	approved	by	the	student	as	well	as	by	the	internal	and	external	
supervisors.	The	student	makes	a	self‐evaluation	during	and	after	the	 internship,	which	 is	dis‐
cussed	with	both	supervisors.		

An	external	jury	panel	assesses	the	thesis.	The	external	supervisor	of	the	bachelor	thesis	is	not	
part	of	the	jury,	but	provides	input	on	the	evaluation	of	the	intern.	

Box	4.6:	Inclusion	of	the	professional	field	in	the	bachelor	thesis	and	its	assessment	(INT	SW	FL	1)	
	
Examination	of	the	whole	programme	by	external	examiners	is	common	practice	in	Ireland	

(INT	SC	IE	2).	The	external	examiners,	one	of	whom	is	a	professional	from	the	field,	look	into	the	
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achieved	exams	and	provide	the	programme	with	feedback.	Another	practice	concerns	involving	
the	professional	field	in	a	specific	part	of	the	study	programme	(Box	4.7).		
	

After	the	first	semester,	the	programme	(SW	NL	1)	organises	a	three‐hour	assessment	with	each	
of	 its	around	300	 first‐year	students.	All	have	to	prepare	and	hold	meetings	with	 fictitious	cli‐
ents,	during	which	a	teacher	and	a	professional	from	the	professional	field	assess	them.		

The	assessment	gives	students	an	experience	of	being	a	social	worker,	and	it	also	indicates	to	the	
programme	the	students’	suitability	to	become	social	workers.	The	assessment	is	not	meant	as	a	
selection	mechanism	of	the	study	programme,	but	is	rather	seen	as	a	development	tool	for	the	
student.	Based	on	the	assessment,	students	are	encouraged	to	reflect	on	their	study	choice.	The	
assessment	was	developed	nationally.	A	disadvantage	of	such	an	assessment	is	its	high	cost.		

Box	4.7:	Involving	the	professional	field	in	a	specific	part	of	the	study	programme	(INT	SW	NL	1)	

4.1.2.3 Other methods and tools that link study programmes to the professional field 

Soft	or	generic	skills	are	important	to	employers	(INT	SW	NL	1,	INT	SW	FL	2).	Therefore,	many	
soft	 skills	 are	 included	 in	 curricula,	 e.g.	writing,	 presenting,	 interviewing,	 listening,	 telephone	
conversation,	and	research	skills.	Less	common	is	the	inclusion	of	language	and	entrepreneurial	
skills.	Programmes	also	give	attention	to	development	of	appropriate	attitudes,	such	as	flexibil‐
ity	 and	engagement.	 Finally,	 there	are	 skills	 students	need	 to	 find	work	after	 graduation	 (Box	
4.8).		
	

SW	FL	1:	Students	may	take	part	in	(non‐credit	bearing)	interview	trainings	and	in	job/further	
education	fairs.	The	interview	training	is	provided	by	an	employment	agency,	such	as	Randstad.	
Moreover,	labour	market	perspectives	are	discussed	with	final	year	students.	

SW	DE	1	offers	career	counselling,	through	which	students	learn	how	to	choose	a	job	and	how	
they	 could	 present	 themselves	 to	 employers.	 In	 addition,	 good	 students	 can	 be	 recruited	 to	
trainee	programmes	with	selected	employers.	

SC	IE	2	has	two	modules	on	personal	professional	development.	In	one	of	them	students	develop	
their	career	planning	for	a	period	of	five	years.	Students	also	receive	support	from	different	ser‐
vices	of	the	institution,	e.g.	students	can	have	their	CVs	reviewed	or	take	job	interview	training.		

Box	4.8:	Practices	that	enable	students	to	can	find	work	after	graduation	
	
Organising	 events	 can	 also	be	 a	method	with	which	 study	programmes	 create	 links	 to	 the	

professional	field.	At	such	events	students	can	meet	the	professional	field,	and	vice	versa.	Exam‐
ples	of	events	include:	
 SW	NL	1:	Study	days	for	teachers,	the	professional	field	and	alumni.	
 SW	NL	2,	SW	FL	2:	Alumni	activities.	
 SW	FL	1:	Debates	between	students	and	professional	field	
 SW	DE	1:	Every	 autumn	 there	 is	 an	 event	 in	 social	 science	 faculty	 at	which	 interested	

employers	 (last	 year	more	 than	 120)	 present	 themselves	 to	 students.	 In	 addition,	 the	
alumni	association	organises	events,	such	as	parties	but	also	scientific	presentations.	De‐
spite	having	an	alumni	association,	the	study	programme	loses	contact	with	most	gradu‐
ates.			

 SC	IE	1:	Sometimes	employers	are	involved	in	seminars	and	symposia.	
 SC	IE	2:	Once	a	month,	alumni	may	come	back	and	facilitate	a	reading,	or	discuss	an	is‐

sue,	with	the	teaching	staff.	The	communication	gives	insights	into	which	aspects	alumni	
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feel	were	or	were	not	adequately	addressed	in	the	study	programmes.	Hence,	their	input	
is	used	to	improve	the	study	programme.		

4.1.2.4 Employability of international students 

Internationalisation	 appears	 to	 be	 an	 increasingly	 important	 aspect	 of	 social	 work/care	 pro‐
grammes.	All	programmes	support	 students	 to	study	part	of	 their	programme	abroad,	but	 the	
eagerness	amongst	social	work/care	students	for	mobility	varies	heavily;	none	to	very	few	of	the	
Irish	students	go	abroad	for	some	time,	10%	of	the	students	of	a	German	programme	(SW	DE	2),	
and	20–25%	of	Dutch	students.	The	low	willingness	of	Irish	social	care	students	to	study	abroad	
is	interesting	because	many	go	to	work	abroad	after	graduation	(see	Section	5.2.2).	To	interna‐
tionalise	 the	 programme,	 study	 programmes	 facilitate	 Erasmus	 exchanges	 of	 students	 and	
teachers	or	they	cooperate	with	foreign	social	work	programmes.		

Most	 interviewed	 programmes	 receive	 a	 small	 number	 of	 international	 students	 through	
Erasmus.	At	 one	Dutch	 study	programme	 (SW	NL	1)	Erasmus	 students	 follow	modules	 in	 the	
fourth	year	of	the	programme,	which	are	in	English,	for	a	period	of	three	to	six	months.	At	this	
programme,	 international	 students	 do	 not	 go	 on	 internship	 in	 the	 Netherlands,	 but	 the	 pro‐
gramme	organises	 field	 visits	 to	 give	 international	 students	 a	 feel	 for	 the	Dutch	 context.	Both	
Flemish	study	programmes	facilitate	international	social	work	students	for	internships	in	Flan‐
ders.	Moreover,	at	one	programme	(SW	FL	1)	international	students	can	follow	an	introductory	
module	 in	 social	work.	Exchange	 students	 at	one	 Irish	 study	programme	 (SC	 IE	2)	 follow	one	
semester	in	the	third	year	of	the	programme,	after	which	they	can	also	do	an	internship	in	Ire‐
land.		

Besides	the	practices	described	above,	the	interviewed	study	programmes	do	not	have	spe‐
cial	 initiatives	 that	 enhance	 the	employability	of	 international	 students.	 In	particular,	 the	pro‐
grammes	 have	 not	 determined	 specific	 learning	 outcomes	 for	 international	 students.	 Interna‐
tional	students	mostly	follow	part	of	the	programme	together	with	local	students,	and	are	thus	
exposed	to	the	employability‐enhancing	aspects	that	are	also	available	to	local	students	(e.g.	the	
development	of	soft	skills).		

4.1.2.5 Learning outcomes desired by employers  

By	and	large	the	study	programmes	think	they	have	included	the	learning	outcomes	desired	by	
the	employers.	The	programmes	that	have	mentioned	so,	base	their	claim	on:		
 SW	NL	2:	Contacts	with	the	professional	field	resulted	in	establishing	certain	specialisa‐

tions.	
 SW	FL	 1:	 Research	 among	 employers	 shows	 that	 the	 desired	 outcomes	 are	 largely	 in‐

cluded	in	the	study	programme.	For	example,	this	research	suggested	not	including	so‐
cial	media	aspects	in	the	curriculum.	

 SC	IE	2:	Links	with	employers	are	established	through	networking,	e.g.	through	contacts	
that	supervisors	have	with	internship‐hosting	organisations.		
	

As	mentioned	earlier,	finding	a	balance	between	what	employers	demand	and	what	the	pro‐
gramme	 thinks	 should	 be	 included	 can	 be	 a	 challenge.	 For	 instance,	 although	 specialisation	
might	 make	 graduates	more	 directly	 employable,	 giving	 them	 a	 strong	 foundation	 in	 general	
knowledge	 is	also	a	key	 task	of	study	programmes	(INT	SW	NL	1,	 INT	SW	DE	1).	 In	a	Flemish	
study	programme	(SW	FL	1),	a	more	generic	orientation	led	to	it	having	103	generic	ECTS	and	
77	 specialised	 ECTS.	 The	 study	 programme	 realises	 that	 the	 generic	 orientation	 might	 affect	
employability	negatively,	and	to	compensate,	the	programme	teaches	students	the	importance	of	
life‐long	learning,	as	well	as	the	required	knowledge	and	skills	to	become	life‐long	learners.		
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4.1.2.6 Recognised good practices 

The	 interviewed	 study	 programmes	 in	 Ireland,	 the	Netherlands	 and	Germany	mentioned	 that	
the	cooperation	they	have	with	other	social	work	programmes	could	be	considered	a	good	prac‐
tice.		

In	Ireland,	the	Irish	association	of	social	care	educators	hosts	meetings	where	all	Institutes	of	
Technology	with	social	care	programmes	discuss	common	approaches	with	regards	to	practice	
learning,	 internships,	and	 teaching	areas.	Through	 this	platform	some	of	 the	areas	 to	 improve	
the	quality	and	to	find	good	practices	have	been	standardised	(INT	SC	IE	1).		

The	programmatic	review	panels	 for	 the	social	care	programmes	 in	 Ireland	have	members	
from	different	IoTs,	which	creates	an	opportunity	to	network	among	one	another	(INT	SC	IE	2).		

In	the	Netherlands	the	social	work	programmes	have	defined	the	learning	outcomes	togeth‐
er.	Every	six	weeks	the	programmes	meet	in	the	national	consultation	structure	(INT	SW	NL	1).	
Based	 on	 this	 platform,	 recently	 some	 social	work	 programme	 started	 assessing	 each	 other’s	
theses.	 Furthermore,	 one	 of	 the	 interviewed	 programmes	 offers	 an	 associate	 degree	 together	
with	another	social	work	programme	(INT	SW	NL	1).	

In	Germany	 the	 social	work	programmes	 jointly	 recommended	100‐day	 internships	 for	 all	
social	work	programmes	(INT	SW	DE	1).	The	recommendation	emanated	from	the	national	con‐
sultation	structure	of	social	work	teachers.	Moreover,	a	German	study	programme	developed	a	
part‐time	social	work	programme	together	with	another	programme	(INT	SW	DE	2).	The	other	
German	social	work	programme	(SW	DE	1)	offers	a	specialisation	module	jointly	with	a	foreign	
institution.	In	this	module	students	can	go	on	exchange.	During	the	exchange	students	are	shown	
typical	work	places	of	social	work.	Noteworthy	is	also	the	cooperation	the	study	programme	has	
with	the	architecture	programme	within	the	same	institution.13	

Between	2009	and	2011,	 the	Flemish	 social	work	programmes	 cooperated	 to	 come	 to	do‐
main‐specific	 learning	 outcomes.	 Subsequently,	 the	 cooperation	 between	 the	programmes	 ap‐
peared	 to	 have	 ended.	However,	 recently	 there	 have	 been	 some	 initiatives	 for	 voluntary	peer	
review	of	teaching	practices	among	a	selection	of	social	work	programmes	(INT	SW	FL	2).			

 Practices in the field of tourism 4.1.3

4.1.3.1 Link with the professional field in teaching and learning 

Internships,	 guest	 lectures	 and	 project‐based	 learning	 are	 the	 three	 most	 commonly	 utilised	
methods	with	which	the	tourism	study	programmes	link	their	programmes	to	the	professional	
field.	Also	important	for	the	link	to	the	professional	field	are	teachers	with	professional	experi‐
ence,	and	field	trips.	Good	practices	on	these	methods	are	described	in	Box	4.9.		
	

Relevant	bachelor	thesis	topics:	The	professional	field	is	asked	to	provide	problems,	which	the	
students	can	work	on	in	their	theses.	If	starting	from	own	initiative,	students	must	ask	at	least	
two	 tourism	employers	 for	 feedback	on	and	 input	 for	 their	 topic	 to	ensure	 that	 the	 topic	 is	of	
relevance	and	has	added	value.	(INT	TO	FL	1)	

Guest	 lectures:	Guest	 lecturers	 are	 invited	 to	 talk	 about	 their	 expertise	 or	 about	 ‘the	 person	
behind	the	company’	(INT	TO	DE	1).	Guest	lectures	come	in	addition	to	the	normal	lectures,	but	
there	are	also	guest	lecturers	who	provide	entire	modules	as	electives	in	the	curriculum	(INT	TO	
FL	1).	Guest	lecturers	are	sought	for	their	specific	expertise,	especially	if	permanent	staff	do	not	

																																																													
13		 Students	from	both	programmes	work	together	to	design	infrastructures	and	buildings	in	such	a	way	

that	they	contribute	to	crime	reduction.	
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have	the	required	expertise	(e.g.	in	mobile	applications)	(INT	TO	FL	1).	The	Dutch	professional	
field	 organisation	 brokers	 guest	 lectures	 by	 hosting	 a	 platform	 through	 which	 study	 pro‐
grammes	can	get	in	touch	with	employers,	and	also	provides	guest	lecturers	from	its	own	organ‐
isation	(INT	PF	TO	NL).		

Project‐based	 learning:	 In	 a	 project	 that	 spans	 two	 semesters,	 a	 group	 of	 4‐5	 students	 are	
paired	with	a	real	life	case.	The	students	meet	the	management	of	the	company.	At	the	end	of	the	
second	semester	the	group	presents	its	work	to	the	company,	fellow‐students	and	teachers	(INT	
TO	IE	1).		

In	 the	 last	 year,	 students	 do	 small	 business	 projects.	 The	 projects	 are	multi‐disciplinary.	 For	
their	 project,	 students	 need	 to	 find	 a	 ‘dream	 coach’;	 an	 inspiring	 entrepreneur	who	 provides	
feedback	(INT	TO	FL	1).		

Teachers	gain	professional	experience:	More	academically‐oriented	 teachers	can	do	 intern‐
ships	 in	 the	professional	 field,	 through	 tailor‐made	agreements.	Moreover,	 teachers	 can	go	on	
exchanges	to	cooperating	institutions	(INT	TO	NL	1).		

Although	there	is	no	formal	requirement	for	teachers	to	remain	in	contact	with	the	professional	
field,	they	are	stimulated	to	do	so,	to	enhance	teaching	quality.	Relations	with	industry	can	result	
in	cooperation	and	research	projects,	for	which	staff	are	rewarded	through,	for	example,	teach‐
ing	reduction	(INT	TO	DE	1).	

Box	4.9:	Good	practices	to	link	the	professional	field	to	teaching	and	learning	in	tourism	
		

For	 the	project‐based	 learning	component	 the	Flemish	professional	 field	organisation	 sup‐
plied	 cases	 (INT	 PF	 TO	 FL).	 Although	 the	 organisation	 indicated	 projects	 could	 return	 useful	
information	to	employers,	results	varied	and	both	study	programmes	and	employers	need	to	be	
aware	of	that	(INT	PF	TO	FL).		
	
With	respect	to	internships,	three	interesting	practices	can	be	highlighted:	
 TO	FL	2	indicated	that	there	are	more	internship	places	available	in	the	country	than	it	

can	 service,	 because	 an	 increasing	 number	 of	 students	 do	 their	 internships	 abroad.	
Therefore,	one	third	of	the	students	are	required	to	do	the	internship	in	the	country	and	
at	different	companies,	to	satisfy	as	many	employers	as	possible.		

 TO	DE	1	also	evaluates	the	internship	provider.	If	the	offered	work	place	is	not	appropri‐
ate	for	internships,	the	internship	providers	could	be	removed	from	the	internship	pro‐
viders’	database.	

 TO	IE	1	has	two	internship	periods;	one	is	introductory	and	takes	place	in	the	summer	
after	the	first	year	(15	weeks),	the	second	is	the	third	year	placement	of	six	months.	The	
study	programme	insists	on	the	students	getting	remunerated	for	the	latter.	 Its	view	is	
that	the	students	are	quite	work‐prepared	and	that	employers	should	reward	this.	
	

In	addition	to	the	common	methods,	there	are	also	a	number	of	specific	initiatives.	These	are	
related	to:	
 In‐house	training:	learning	enterprises	of	the	study	programme	(INT	TO	NL	1),	internal	

internships	(see	Box	4.10;	INT	TO	NL	2),	and	an	online	travel	portal	(see	Box	4.10;	INT	
TO	DE	1).	

 Debate	evenings:	professionals,	staff,	students	and	alumni	are	invited	to	the	debate	eve‐
nings	to	discuss	relevant	trends	and	developments	in	the	sector	(e.g.	social	media	usage	
in	tourism	sector).	These	events	also	offer	networking	opportunities	(INT	TO	FL	2).	

 Sales	 pitches	 to	 the	 professional	 field:	 students	 present	 their	 products/innovations	 to	
the	professional	field	(INT	TO	NL	2).	
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Internal	 internships:	 for	 the	 hospitality	 performance	 competence	 students	 practise	 in	 their	
first	year	 in	 ‘safe’	environments	within	the	 institution.	For	example,	by	organising	and	hosting	
graduation	ceremonies	(INT	TO	NL	2).	

Online	travel	portal:	the	study	programme	together	with	an	association	of	online	travel	com‐
panies	is	developing	their	own	travel	portal.	Students	will	be	active	on	the	operational	and	stra‐
tegic	level	and	will	be	responsible	for	all	the	issues	of	running	the	electronic	market	place.	The	
association	supports	 the	pedagogical	method	and	provides	assistance	 to	 the	students	 (INT	TO	
DE	1).	

Box	4.10:	Two	good	practices	of	in‐house	training	in	tourism	
	
As	was	described	in	§	3.3.3,	it	is	vital	for	tourism	study	programmes	to	maintain	high	aware‐

ness	of	the	trends	in	the	sector.	Insight	into	the	trends	and	developments	is	used	as	input	for	the	
design	of	the	study	programme	and	consequently	finds	its	way	into	the	curriculum.	Perhaps	best	
are	the	tourism	study	programmes	that	succeed	in	including	trends	the	fastest	(INT	PF	TO	NL).	
Practices	of	how	the	study	programmes	do	so	are	described	in	Box	4.11.		
	

Through	its	contacts	with	the	sector	and	by	having	many	alumni	employed	within	the	sec‐
tor,	the	study	programme	is	outstandingly	aware	of	trends	and	developments	in	the	sector	(TO	
NL	1	mentioned	in	INT	PF	TO	NL).		

The	study	programme	uses	current	issues	of	the	market	as	the	point	of	departure	for	education	
and	 research.	 Goal	 is	 to	 make	 students	 research	 issues	 that	 ‘keep	 entrepreneurs	 awake	 at	
night’.	Business	representatives	present	to	students	their	organisation’s	or	sector’s	 issues.	Stu‐
dents	develop	and	present	to	the	representative	their	solutions.	This	enhances	employability	of	
the	students,	as	it	gives	the	students	from	their	first	day	on	practical	insight	(TO	NL	2).		

The	tourism	sector	changes	dramatically.	Therefore,	students	review	weekly	travel	sections	
of	newspapers	 and	 search	 articles	 on	 particular	 topics,	 to	 replace	 out‐dated	 examples	 from	
academic	textbooks	(TO	IE	2).	

Once	the	programme’s	curriculum	has	been	approved,	the	study	programme	has	to	keep	to	the	
developed	criteria	for	six	years.	However,	10%	of	the	curriculum	is	flexible	so	that	emerging	
trends	can	be	included	in	the	curriculum	(TO	IE	2).		

The	study	programme	realised	in	time	that	the	strong	focus	it	used	to	have	on	travel	organisa‐
tion	was	getting	out‐dated.	Consequently,	the	curriculum	was	broadened	by	including	elective	
modules	to	give	the	programme	flexibility	to	respond	to	trends	(TO	FL	2).	

Based	on	 teachers’	 involvement	 in	 tourism	bodies	and	on	student	evaluations,	 the	content	of	
modules	changes	every	year	to	co‐opt	trends	in	the	sector	(TO	FL	2).	

Box	 4.11:	 Practices	with	which	 tourism	 study	 programmes	 include	 trends	 and	 development	 in	 their	 pro‐
grammes	

4.1.3.2 Link with the professional field in examination 

The	professional	field	is	involved	in	the	evaluation	and	examination	of	three	aspects	of	the	study	
programmes:	projects,	internships,	and	graduations.	Especially	projects	that	are	provided	by	the	
professional	field	are	evaluated	in	most	cases	with	help	of	the	cooperating	organisations.		
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Internship‐hosting	organisations	play	an	important	part	in	the	evaluation	of	internship	peri‐
ods.	For	instance,	during	internships,	students’	log	book	entries	are	discussed	with	the	supervi‐
sor	of	the	company	and	used	for	the	assessment	of	the	students	(INT	TO	IE	1).		

There	are	also	practices	in	which	other	professionals	from	the	field	are	involved	in	the	grad‐
uation	 (Box	4.12).	With	 respect	 to	 the	evaluation	of	bachelor	 theses,	an	 interesting	practice	 is	
that	of	the	four	Dutch	tourism	study	programmes,	which	evaluate	the	graduation	theses	of	each	
other’s	students.	

	

TO	NL	1:	For	the	graduation	of	students	there	are	three	examiners,	who	have	an	equal	say	in	the	
final	grade.	The	examiners	are:	the	chairperson,	the	supervisor	from	the	study	programme	and	
an	extern	from	the	professional	field.	Externs	are	required	to	have	an	academic	qualification,	to	
be	employment	 in	 the	professional	 field,	and	not	 to	be	older	 than	65.	For	 supervisors	and	ex‐
terns	there	is	a	regular	event	in	which	the	director	of	the	academy	presents	the	developments	of	
the	institution	and	its	environment.	The	event	also	has	workshops	on	sharing	knowledge,	exam‐
ination,	and	assessing	objectively.		

TO	FL	2:	To	graduate	students	do	a	graduation	group	project,	which	entails	a	simulated	tourist	
company.	A	jury	consisting	of	an	academic,	someone	from	the	sector,	and	someone	from	the	fi‐
nance	industry	examine	the	groups.	The	group	with	the	best	project	win	flight	tickets,	sponsored	
by	an	airline.		

Box	4.12:	Two	practices	in	which	professionals	from	the	field	are	involved	in	the	graduation	examination	
	
In	 Ireland	 it	 is	 common	 to	 have	 external	 examiners,	 who	 evaluate	 the	 entire	 study	 pro‐

gramme.	The	examiner	needs	to	possess	academic	and	business	excellence	(INT	TO	IE	1).	The	
examiners	can	be	required	to	approve	exams	(INT	TO	IE	2),	review	papers	written	by	students	
and	review	grades	given	to	students	(INT	TO	IE	1).	The	external	examiners	judge	if	examinations	
are	of	the	appropriate	academic	level,	on	the	right	subject,	and	focussed	on	the	right	areas	(INT	
TO	IE	1).			

4.1.3.3 Other methods and tools that link study programme to the professional field 

Tourism	study	programmes	apply	additional	methods	and	tools	to	enhance	employability	of	the	
students.	 Most	 common	 is	 development	 of	 soft	 skills,	 especially	 communication	 (writing	 and	
presenting)	and	language	skills.	Other	commonly	mentioned	soft	skills	include:	entrepreneurial	
skills,	networking	skills,	negotiations	skills,	and	team	work	skills.		The	soft	skills	are	developed	
throughout	the	curricula	of	the	tourism	study	programmes.			

All	 tourism	 study	programmes	 include	modules	 in	which	 students	 are	prepared	 for	 future	
job	search.	Noteworthy	examples	include:	
 Job	or	career	fairs	(TO	FL	1,	TO	FL	2,	TO	DE	2,	TO	IE	1,	TO	IE	2).	Third	year	students	are	

required	 to	attend	 the	 fair	and	are	 to	do	at	 least	 two	 trial	 job	 interviews,	about	which	
they	get	feedback	(TO	FL	1).		

 Career	service	office	or	centre	(TO	DE	1,	TO	DE	2),	which	provides	voluntary	job	inter‐
view	training	and	helps	student	write	application	letters	(TO	DE	2).	

 To	encourage	the	best	students,	the	study	programme	together	with	a	professional	field	
representative	body	provides	additional	supervision	and	scholarships.	Moreover,	train‐
eeship	positions	in	the	largest	tourism	companies	are	offered	(TO	NL	1).	

 Specific	methods:	attention	for	the	professionalization	of	the	student’s	LinkedIn	profiles	
(TO	NL	2),	job	vacancy	analyses	to	show	the	diversity	of	the	sector	and	how	it	matches	
with	the	students’	personalities	and	profiles,	and	writing	application	letters	in	a	foreign	
language	(TO	FL	1).	
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 In	 terms	of	 career	development,	employers	are	 invited	 to	share	 their	expectations	(TO	
DE	1).	

 In	their	second	semester,	students	are	invited	to	meet	young	HR	professionals	from	the	
sector.	Students	bring	their	CV	and	do	a	trial	interview	(TO	IE	1).	
	

There	are	also	events,	other	than	job	fairs,	which	have	an	impact	on	the	employability	of	the	
students.	Examples	include:	
 Networking	events	for	students,	for	example,	during	their	internships	(‘return	to	the	in‐

stitution’	 days),	 regular	 events	 for	 supervisors	 and	 external	 examiners,	 and	 talks	 be‐
tween	the	professional	field	advisory	board	and	the	students	(TO	NL	1).	

 Current	students	are	invited	to	alumni	events	so	they	can	network	with	alumni	(TO	NL	2;	
TO	DE	2).	
	

Two	related	 initiatives	need	mentioning.	First,	one	study	programme	(INT	TO	NL	2)	made	
teachers	account	managers	to	remain	in	contact	with	the	most	important	partners.	Those	teach‐
ers	 may	 spend	 up	 to	 15%	 of	 their	 account	 managing	 time	 to	 engage	 with	 new	markets	 and	
emerging	 actors.	 Second,	 one	 institution	 appointed	placement	managers,	who	 are	 teachers	 ra‐
ther	 than	 administrative	 staff	 (INT	TO	 IE	 2).	 The	placement	managers	 also	 coordinate	 the	 in‐
ternships.	The	relationships	between	the	placement	managers	and	business	are	very	close	and	
protected	carefully.	The	businesses	 that	 the	 institution	has	 in	 its	placement	 list	are	seen	as	an	
asset.		

4.1.3.4 Employability of international students 

All	interviewed	tourism	study	programmes	have	international	students.	In	addition	to	exchange	
students,	the	majority	of	the	study	programmes	have	international	degree‐seeking	students	(ex‐
cept	the	two	Flemish	programmes).	With	one	exception,	the	study	programmes	report	that	there	
are	no	specific	initiatives	to	enhance	the	employability	of	international	students.	The	exception	
concerns	an	institution‐wide	initiative	to	support	international	students	to	find	employment	in	
the	Netherlands	(INT	TO	NL	2).	The	other	Dutch	study	programme	mentioned	legal	barriers	and	
simply	 fewer	 job	opportunities	 for	English‐language	students	as	barriers	 to	recruiting	 interna‐
tional	students	(INT	TO	NL	1).		
	 Across	the	board	the	expected	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	for	international	students	
are	the	same	as	those	for	domestic	students.	The	Dutch	professional	field	organisation	that	was	
involved	 in	 establishing	 the	 domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes,	 provided	 input	 with	 its	 own	
member	organisations	in	mind,	i.e.	Dutch	employers.	Therefore,	the	professional	field	organisa‐
tion	 is	not	primarily	concerned	with	 learning	outcomes	relevant	 to	 foreign	employers	(INT	PF	
TO	NL).		

4.1.3.5 Learning outcomes desired by employers  

The	 interviewed	 tourism	 study	 programmes	 feel	 certain	 that	 they	 have	 included	 the	 learning	
outcomes	 desired	 by	 employers.	 The	 interviewed	 professional	 field	 organisations	 agree,	 but	
together	with	the	study	programmes	express	some	reservations,	due	to	the	highly	dynamic	na‐
ture	and	breadth	of	the	sector.	For	example	the	decline	of	tour	operators	and	the	increased	im‐
portance	e‐commerce	suggests	that	tourism	students	should	learn	different	skills,	such	as	soft‐
ware	engineering	(INT	TO	FL	1).	Moreover,	employers	in	the	tourist	sector	increasingly	ask	for	a	
bachelor	qualification,	not	necessary	a	 tourism	bachelor	 (INT	TO	FL	1),	 implying	an	 increased	
focus	on	general	skills	vis‐à‐vis	tourism	specific	skills.		

Given	the	above	described	context,	tourism	study	programmes	appear	to	follow	three,	non‐
exclusive,	approaches:		
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1. Focus	on	general	and	soft	skills	
2. Increased	specialisation	including	new	developments	in	the	tourism	sector		
3. Increased	academic	orientation	and	involvement	in	(fundamental)	research	

	
The	first	approach	teaches	students	learning	outcomes	that	have	a	longer	life	span	than	just	

the	current	learning	outcomes	desired	by	the	professional	field	(INT	TO	NL	1).	Inclusion	of	more	
general	and	soft	skills	also	enhances	the	employability	of	students	in	other	sectors	(INT	TO	FL	
1).		

Through	the	second	approach	study	programmes	adapt	to	current	trends	in	the	tourism	sec‐
tor.	Nevertheless,	as	one	respondent	pointed	out,	study	programmes	risk	running	continuously	
behind:	by	 the	 time	students	with	new	 learning	outcomes	have	graduated,	 those	 learning	out‐
comes	may	have	lost	their	relevance	(INT	TO	NL	2).	A	common	method	that	tourism	study	pro‐
grammes	use	to	increase	specialisation	yet	remain	up‐to‐date	is	through	elective	modules.	How‐
ever,	 especially	 language	 modules	 are	 offered	 as	 electives;	 e.g.	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 mandatory	
French	and	English	modules,	electives	may	include	German,	Spanish	or	Chinese	(INT	TO	FL	2).	
Besides,	there	is	a	limit	to	the	number	of	specialisations	a	study	programme	can	offer;	some	pro‐
grammes	 are	 simply	 too	 small	 to	 include	 specialisation	 tracks	 for	 every	 desired	 learning	 out‐
come	(INT	TO	FL	1).	Inclusion	of	the	dynamics	in	the	desired	learning	outcomes	is	also	achieved	
through	annual	adjustment	of	module	content.	All	interviewed	tourism	study	programmes	do	so,	
which	suggests	the	necessity	of	frequent	curriculum	updates	in	this	sector.	

The	Flemish	professional	field	organisation	leaves	the	choice	for	a	more	generic	or	rather	a	
more	 specialised	 profile	 to	 the	 study	 programmes	 (INT	 PF	 TO	 FL).	 However,	 it	 finds	 that	 in	
terms	of	employability	from	the	perspective	of	employers	a	generic	profile	would	be	preferable;	
with	generic	skills	students	have	more	opportunities	on	the	labour	market	as	they	can	also	find	
employment	in	other	sectors,	e.g.	 the	financial	 industry	(INT	PF	TO	FL).	Furthermore,	the	pro‐
fessional	 field	 organisation	 said	 that	 the	 tourism	 sector	 itself	 could	 teach	 new	 employees	 the	
state	of	the	art	of	the	sector.	Therefore,	it	is	more	important	that	the	tourism	programmes	teach	
students	the	right	attitudes	including,	flexibility,	language	skills,	and	service	mindedness.	

Regarding	 the	 third	 approach,	 it	 appears	 that	 the	 German	 and	 Irish	 tourism	 study	 pro‐
grammes	have	given	their	curricula	a	stronger	academic	orientation,	which	for	example	shows	
in	 the	 opportunity	 of	 students	 to	 graduate	 on	 a	 fully	 theoretical	 thesis.	 The	Dutch	 study	 pro‐
grammes	and	to	a	lesser	extent	the	Flemish	study	programmes	also	appear	to	increase	the	aca‐
demic	orientation	of	the	study	programme,	by	including	research	skills	 in	the	curricula	and	by	
doing	 both	 fundamental	 and	 applied	 research	 for	 the	 tourism	 sector.	 Increased	 attention	 for	
research	is	also	a	wish	of	the	professional	field	(INT	PF	TO	NL,	INT	PF	TO	FL).	The	Dutch	profes‐
sional	 field	organisation	has	developed	a	research	agenda	 in	consultation	with	 its	member	or‐
ganisations	(INT	PF	TO	NL).	Students	can	write	their	bachelor	theses	on	topics	included	in	the	
research	agenda	(e.g.	holiday	perceptions,	or	HR‐issues	of	the	tourism	sector).	However,	in	this	
respect,	 there	 can	 be	 a	 tension	 between	 the	 practical	 focus	 desired	 by	 the	 internship‐hosting	
organisation	and	the	wish	of	the	study	programme	to	have	students	write	a	more	theoretically‐
based	thesis	(INT	TO	NL	1).	

The	 larger	question	 for	all	 tourism	study	programmes	is	 if	 they	can	remain	relevant	 to	 the	
tourism	sector	(INT	PF	TO	FL,	INT	PF	TO	NL).	The	challenge	for	all	tourism	programmes	will	be	
to	show	their	added	value	to	the	sector	(INT	PF	TO	NL).	Firstly,	the	sector	appears	to	be	increas‐
ingly	 satisfied	with	 graduates	 having	 general	 skills,	 which	 they	 can	 attain	 by	 following	 study	
programmes	other	 than	 in	 tourism	 (e.g.	 in	 business	 administration).	 And	 secondly,	 the	 sector	
also	appears	to	be	in	need	of	specialised	learning	outcomes,	such	as	software	engineering,	which	
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the	tourism	study	programmes	are	not	very	likely	to	offer.	In	light	of	the	first	development,	the	
question	can	be	asked	if	 the	tourism	study	programmes,	 in	particular	the	four‐year	study	pro‐
grammes	 in	 the	Netherlands,	are	not	specialising	the	graduates	so	much	that	 it	 is	makes	them	
less	employable.		

4.1.3.6 Recognised good practices 

The	 study	programmes	 and	 the	professional	 field	 organisations	were	 asked	 to	 reflect	 on	 best	
practices.	Notable	good	practices	included:	
 A	study	programme	(TO	NL	1)	indicates	that	the	interviewed	professional	field	organisa‐

tion	(PF	TO	NL)	shows	good	practice	by	remaining	acutely	aware	of	the	latest	and	future	
developments	in	the	sector	(e.g.	where	will	it	be	ten	years	from	now?).	It	sets	an	example	
for	other	professional	field	organisations	(INT	TO	NL	1).		

 Being	assertive	 in	seeking	partnerships	with	 industry	requires	an	entrepreneurial	atti‐
tude,	willingness	to	invest	in	contacts	and	in	initiatives.	The	study	programme	can	be	so	
pro‐active	because	it	is	relatively	autonomous	from	its	mother	institution	(INT	TO	NL	1).	

 In	Germany,	 private	 higher	 education	 institutions	 have	more	 flexibility,	 in	 comparison	
with	public	ones,	which	makes	swifter	programme	adjustments	possible	(INT	TO	DE	1).		

 A	private	programme	may	focus	solely	on	the	number	one	success	factor:	employability	
(INT	TO	DE	1).		

 A	Dutch	tourism	study	programme	(not	in	our	study)	has	study	facilities	abroad,	where	
students	must	study	part	of	their	studies.	This	strong	international	orientation	is	seen	as	
a	good	practice	(INT	TO	NL	1,	INT	TO	NL	2).		

 Three	 of	 the	 interviewed	 tourism	 study	 programmes	 indicated	 that	 spending	 time	
abroad	for	study	or	internship	is	mandatory	(INT	TO	NL	2,	INT	TO	DE	1,	INT	TO	DE	2).		

 The	 Dutch	 professional	 field	 organisation	 together	with	 a	 study	 programme	 started	 a	
tourism	blog	that	serves	as	a	learning	company	for	students	(INT	PF	TO	NL).	Blog	posts	
can	be	based	on	research	by	students.	

4.2    Summary and conclusion 

Study	programmes	used	a	number	of	common	methods	to	arrange	the	link	with	the	professional	
field	in	the	process	phase.	These	methods	included:	internships,	projects	or	project‐based	learn‐
ing,	teachers	with	professional	experience,	guest	lectures,	field	trips,	and	elective	modules.	The	
professional	 field	was	 also	 involved	 in	 examination	of	 projects,	 internships,	 graduations,	 role‐
play	assessments,	and	graduate	 theses,	 sometimes	even	without	 there	being	a	direct	 link	with	
the	profession	representative	in	the	jury.		
	 Through	strong	 linkages	with	 the	professional	 field,	many	study	programmes	continuously	
made	curriculum	adaptations	to	include	the	latest	trends	of	their	sector.	 Inclusion	of	the	latest	
trends	and	developments	appeared	to	be	especially	relevant	for	study	programmes	in	dynamic	
sectors,	i.e.	tourism.		

To	structure	and	monitor	contacts	with	 the	professional	 field	some	study	programmes	de‐
veloped	 knowledge	management	 systems,	 to	 aid	 and	maintain	 links	 to	 the	 professional	 field.	
Thus,	one	 study	programmes	 indicated	 registering	all	 contacts	with	 the	professional	 field	 in	 a	
central	database	and	two	study	programmes	mentioned	operating	an	account	management	sys‐
tem.	In	the	latter	case	teachers	were	made	responsible	for	contact	with	professional	field.	

Across	 all	 domains	 studied,	 study	 programmes	 taught	 employability‐relevant	 transferable	
skills	 next	 to	 field‐specific	 skills.	 Transferable	 soft	 skills	 included:	 communication,	 job	 attain‐
ment	 training	 (e.g.	 interview	skills,	 net‐working	 skills,	 professionalization	of	online	presence),	
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and	language	skills	(particularly	taught	by	tourism	programmes).	Some	institutions	had	dedicat‐
ed	centres,	outside	study	programmes,	to	facilitate	students’	acquiring	job‐related	skills.		

Internationalisation	 could	 aid	 employability	 of	 the	 students,	 however	 many	 study	 pro‐
grammes	mentioned	that	that	they	could	give	more	attention	to	internationalisation.	Initiatives	
specifically	established	to	enhance	the	employability	of	 incoming,	degree‐seeking	international	
students	appeared	to	be	largely	absent.	
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5   Results of the input of process phases 

The	research	question	and	sub‐questions	posed	to	look	into	the	results	of	the	input	and	process	
phases	are	the	following:	
Results:	what	are	the	results	of	the	‘input’	and	‘process’	in	terms	of	employability?	

a. What	is	the	quantitative	and	qualitative	connection	of	graduates	to	the	labour	market?		

i. Expressed	in	terms	of	employment	statistics	of	the	included	professions	and	needed	
search	time	between	graduation	and	employment.		

b. How	do	the	stakeholders	(employers	and	alumni)	judge	the	connection	between	the	la‐
bour	market	and	the	professional	bachelor’s	study	programme?		

i. An	important	indication	of	the	judgement	of	the	stakeholders	can	be	found	in	satis‐
faction	studies	covering	the	realised	learning	outcomes	of	graduates.	Important	is	to	
take	into	account	the	consequences	of	the	economic	crisis	in	terms	of	the	oversupply	
in	certain	professional	fields	/	domains	and	countries.	

	
The	following	sections	will	discuss	the	empirical	data	that	was	collected	through	interviews	

for	these	research	questions	per	field	of	study.	Best	practises	are	recognised	and	highlighted.		

5.1   The quantitative and qualitative connection of graduates to the labour market  

 Practices in the field of mechanical engineering / electro mechanics 5.1.1

5.1.1.1 Results in terms of employability 

All	interviewed	study	programmes	are	very	positive	about	the	achieved	results	in	terms	of	em‐
ployability.	The	interviewed	professional	 field	organisations	seconded	this	claim.	The	achieved	
result	is	attributed	to	the	content	of	the	study	programmes,	as	the	following	examples	show:	
 All	 graduates	 find	 employment,	 provided	 they	 have	 a	 positive	 attitude.	 Students	 have	

been	given	sufficient	opportunities	 to	get	 in	 contact	with	 the	professional	 field,	 and	 to	
learn	which	companies	they	like	(INT	ME	NL	1).	

 Through	 the	practical	experiences	 included	 throughout	 the	curriculum,	 students	attain	
experience	and	build	a	network,	which	could	be	a	 reason	 for	 the	positive	employment	
results	and	also	for	the	satisfaction	of	students	with	their	attained	employability	(INT	ME	
NL	2).	

 Comparing	the	alumni	survey	results	before	and	after	introducing	the	new	set	of	compe‐
tences,	 the	outcomes	show	that	 the	graduates	made	progress	on	the	new	competences	
and	became	more	employable	(INT	EM	FL	1)	

 Employability	results	are	good	because	the	programme	does	not	make	students	too	spe‐
cialised.	They	can	find	employment	in	many	different	companies	(INT	ME	DE	2).		

 A	 number	 of	 graduates	 became	 CEO’s	 of	 large	 engineering	 companies	 or	 have	 started	
their	own	businesses.	Moreover,	in	terms	of	graduate	employability,	the	graduates	from	
the	study	programme	are	at	the	leading	edge	because	of	the	practical	orientation	of	the	
programme.	 Of	 importance	 here	 are	 their	 learned	 drawing	 skills	 and	 familiarity	 with	
equipment.	This	is	testimony	of	results	of	the	study	programme	(INT	ME	IE	1).			
	

A	strong	factor	is	also	the	general	labour	market	demand	for	engineers.	For	instance,	for	eve‐
ry	engineering	graduate	in	the	Netherlands	there	are	two	job	vacancies	(INT	PF	ME	NL).	Some	
study	 programmes	 indicated	 that	 other	 factors	 also	 play	 a	 role	 in	 the	 employability	 of	 their	
graduates,	such	as:	 the	good	reputation	of	 the	study	programme	among	employers	 in	 the	 field	
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(INT	ME	NL	1)	and	graduates	that	do	not	start	their	career	in	engineering,	but	in	different	sec‐
tors	(INT	ME	NL	2).	

The	 question	 whether	 the	 study	 programme	 achieves	 a	 better	 graduate	 employability	 in	
comparison	 to	 similar	 study	 programmes	 yields	 several	 different	 responses.	 Firstly,	 there	 are	
study	programmes	that	think	their	results	are	better:		
 Graduates	 from	 the	 study	 programme	 are	 often	 considered	 to	 be	much	 stronger	 than	

those	 from	other	programmes	 in	 the	ability	 to	use	 the	equipment	and	 technology	 they	
encounter	in	industry	(INT	ME	IE	1).	

 Some	employers	prefer	the	study	programme’s	graduates	over	graduates	from	other	col‐
leges	who	went	on	work	placement,	suggesting	that	the	project	work	done	in	the	study	
programme	can	be	of	equal	or	of	even	better	value	to	the	employability	(INT	ME	IE	2)	
	

Secondly,	there	are	the	study	programmes	that	argue	that	the	employability	results	are	com‐
parable	(INT	ME	NL	2).	More	specifically,	one	study	programme	argues	that	in	the	current	posi‐
tive	 labour	market	 situation,	 anyone	with	a	bit	 of	 technical	 schooling	 is	 likely	 to	 find	employ‐
ment	(INT	EM	FL	2).		

Lastly,	one	study	programme	said	that	the	employment	opportunities	very	much	depend	on	
the	region.	The	study	programme	is	lucky	to	be	in	a	region	with	many	employers	in	the	field	of	
engineering	 that	 are	 often	 traditional	 family	 companies	 that	 are	 less	 active	 the	 international	
market,	but	rather	focus	on	the	regional	market.	Institutions	founded	in	regions	with	increasing‐
ly	 fewer	 employers	 in	 the	 field	 of	 engineering,	 currently	 struggle	 to	 find	 employers	 for	 their	
graduates	(INT	ME	DE	1).	

5.1.1.2 Monitoring employability  

As	can	be	deduced	from	the	employability	results	discussion,	all	study	programmes	report	that	
most	if	not	all	students	find	employment	after	graduation.	Statistics	from	the	study	programmes	
show	amongst	other	things:	
 Within	 three	months,	 97%	 of	 graduates	 found	 employment.	 Nearly	 half	 (47%)	 of	 the	

graduates	 found	 employment	 in	 a	 20	 km	 radius	 from	 the	 location	 of	 the	 institution,	
which	shows	the	high	demand	for	graduates	in	the	region	(INT	EM	FL	1).		

 Within	three	months	after	graduation	all	graduates	(100%)	found	employment	(INT	EM	
FL	2).	

 In	less	than	two	months	after	graduation,	80%	of	the	students	found	employment.	To	do	
so,	50%	of	the	graduates	wrote	0	to	3	application	letters,	and	75%	needed	less	than	10	
application	letters	(INT	ME	DE	2).		
	

Almost	all	study	programmes	report	that	many	graduates	find	employment	at	the	company	
where	 they	 did	 their	 (final)	 internship.	 Students	 also	 look	 for	 companies	 offering	 internships	
where	they	would	also	like	to	be	employed	after	graduation	and	half	of	the	students	can	stay	at	
the	company	where	they	do	the	internships	(INT	ME	DE	1).	

Some	graduates	continue	their	education	on	master’s	level	within	the	institution	(INT	ME	IE	
2)	or	at	a	different	(research	intensive)	higher	education	institution	(INT	ME	NL	2).	In	the	latter	
case,	some	graduates	continue	their	education	 in	a	different	 field,	e.g.	business	administration.	
Another	 study	 programme	 notices	 that	 very	 few	 graduates	 follow	 additional	 education	 after	
graduating,	which	they	interpret	as	a	sign	on	the	high	employability	of	the	graduates	(INT	EM	FL	
1).	

The	interviewed	study	programmes	have	different	strategies	to	monitor	the	employability	of	
the	students	and,	later,	alumni.	Employability	of	students	is	monitored	through	the	attainment	of	
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the	intended	learning	outcomes	and	is	evaluated	in	the	examinations	(INT	ME	NL	2),	by	student	
satisfaction	surveys	(INT	ME	NL	1),	and	module	evaluations	(INT	ME	DE	1).		

Monitoring	of	the	employability	results	of	alumni	also	can	be	done	through	a	national	survey,	
as	 is	the	case	in	the	Netherlands	(HBO‐Monitor),	by	a	survey	organised	by	the	institution	(INT	
EM	FL	1,	INT	ME	IE	1,	INT	ME	IE	2),	or	by	the	study	programme	(INT	EM	FL	2,	INT	ME	DE	2)	or	
the	faculty	(INT	ME	DE	1).	Both	Dutch	mechanical	engineering	study	programmes	judge	the	na‐
tional	survey	to	be	sufficient	and	they	do	not	organise	additional	surveys.	Nevertheless,	a	survey	
could	be	done	if	signals	are	received	that	the	study	programme	is	off	track	(INT	ME	NL	1).	The	
two	Irish	institutions	have	career	offices	that	organise	graduate	destination	surveys.	The	statis‐
tics	are,	however,	collected	on	an	aggregated	level,	which	means	that	programme‐specific	statis‐
tics	 are	not	 available.	 The	 employability	monitoring	practice	 of	 one	of	 the	 Irish	 institutions	 is	
described	in	Box	5.1.	The	surveys	held	by	the	Flemish	institution	are	part	of	the	institution‐wide	
internal	quality	assurance	cycle	(INT	EM	FL	1),	which	surveys	graduates	and	employers,	alter‐
nating	every	two	years.	The	graduate	survey	covers	aspects	such	as:	which	company,	how	many	
employees,	 currently	 employed,	 looking	 for	 other	 job,	 additional	 qualifications,	 position,	 full‐
time	or	part‐time	 contract,	 salary,	 responsibilities,	 relevant	diploma’s	 for	 the	position,	 time	 to	
find	a	job,	and	relevant	competencies.	The	practice	of	how	the	other	Flemish	study	programme	
itself	monitors	employability	is	described	in	Box	5.2.	

	

On	graduation	day,	 all	 graduates	 fill	 out	 the	graduate	destination	 survey.	Employed	graduates	
are	asked	to	supply	 information	on:	 title	of	 job,	name	of	company,	nature	of	business,	starting	
salary,	and	how	they	obtained	the	position.	Graduates	who	continue	their	education	are	asked	
for:	 name	 of	 new	 programme,	 its	 duration,	 and	 institution.	 The	 graduates	who	 choose	 not	 to	
continue	their	education	at	the	ME	IE2’s	institution	are	asked	for	reasons	to	continue	studying	
elsewhere.		

The	information	is	used	to	update	the	institution’s	list	of	employers.	Newly	added	employers	are	
contacted	for	giving	a	presentation	to	current	students	about	job	opportunities	at	the	employer.	
The	 analysed	 results	 are	 provided	 to	 the	 management	 of	 the	 schools	 and	 departments.	 Im‐
portant	outcomes	affecting	the	continued	development	of	 the	programme	can	be	addressed	 in	
the	Programme	Board	Annual	Monitoring	Report.	

Box	5.1:	The	employability	monitoring	practice	of	an	Irish	institution	(INT	ME	IE	2)	
	

Annually,	 the	 study	programme	asks	 alumni	 to	 fill	 out	 a	 survey	 three	months	 after	 they	have	
graduated.	The	survey	is	held	at	the	occasion	of	students	receiving	their	diploma,	resulting	in	a	
100%	response	rate.	The	survey	contains	questions	on:	current	employment,	further	education,	
attained	learning	outcomes,	satisfaction	with	the	study	programme,	and	current	contact	details.		

Every	third	year	a	survey	is	held	among	alumni	who	graduated	3	to	5	years	ago	to	see	how	they	
have	developed,	in	the	sense	of:	growth	opportunities	(financial	and	professional	level),	further	
education,	and	reflection	on	study	programme	(was	the	programme	sufficient?).	

Box	5.2:	The	employability	monitoring	practice	of	a	Flemish	institution	(INT	EM	FL	2)	
	
Alternatively	or	sometimes	in	addition	to	having	a	continuous	evaluation	cycle	through	sur‐

veys,	some	study	programmes	utilise	other	methods	through	which	employability	is	monitored.	
These	include:	
 How	easy	or	difficult	it	is	for	a	student	to	acquire	an	internship	position	(INT	ME	NL	1)	
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 Informal	contacts	to	 find	out	where	graduates	have	found	employment.	The	study	pro‐
gramme	is	considering	utilizing	social	media	(LinkedIn)	to	connect	to	graduates.	Based	
on	the	LinkedIn	profiles	it	would	be	easy	to	analyse	where	they	found	employment	(INT	
ME	IE	1).	

5.1.1.3 Accountability for graduate employability 

The	engineering	study	programmes	conclude	that	they	are	for	a	large	part	responsible	and	ac‐
countable	for	the	employability	of	their	graduates.	With	respect	to	the	accountability	the	study	
programmes	say:	
 The	 study	 programme	 is	 largely	 responsible	 for	 employability:	 the	 programme	 offers	

knowledge	and	skills,	and	there	is	a	strong	link	with	the	professional	field.	Both	aspects	
provide	the	highest	changes	for	students	to	find	employment	(INT	ME	NL	1).	

 The	study	programme	is	fully	responsible	for	employability.	Study	programmes	must	in‐
clude	the	learning	outcomes	that	are	requested	by	the	professional	field	(INT	ME	NL	2).	
Adapting	 in	 this	way	signals	 that	 the	study	programmes	has	 the	highest	regard	 for	 the	
employability	of	the	graduates	(INT	EM	FL	2).	The	study	programme	is	only	successful	if	
its	graduates	find	employment	in	the	field	of	study	(INT	EM	FL	2).	The	study	programme	
is	responsible	for	maintaining	connections	with	local	industry	(INT	ME	DE	1).	The	insti‐
tutions	would	be	shutting	down	study	programmes	if	they	would	not	deliver	what	indus‐
try	wants	(INT	ME	IE	1).	

 The	study	programme	must	 find	a	balance	between	 independence	(academic	 freedom)	
and	dependence	on	 industry.	The	students’	 interests	need	 to	be	kept	 in	mind	(INT	ME	
DE	2).	

 Through	 the	 study	 programme	 students	 get	 an	 opportunity	 to	 grow,	 but	 the	 students	
themselves	are	ultimately	responsible.	It	is	up	to	them	to	get	appropriate	jobs.	The	study	
programme	and	the	students	are	in	partnership	(INT	ME	IE	2).	
	

Interestingly,	the	Flemish	professional	field	organisation	says	that	employers	share	in	the	re‐
sponsibility;	they	should	maintain	close	connections	with	study	programmes	(INT	PF	EM	FL).		

5.1.1.4 The quantitative and qualitative connection of graduates to the labour market  

Flemish	and	Irish	study	programmes	in	the	interviews	referred	to	information	collected	on	na‐
tional	level	about	labour	market	needs	(INT	EM	FL	2,	INT	ME	IE	1).	The	Flemish	Council	for	Sci‐
ence	and	Innovation	commissioned	a	report	on	young	people's	educational	choice	for	technical	
and	scientific	studies	(Van	den	Berghe	&	De	Martelaere,	2012).	The	report	stresses	the	need	to	
increase	the	number	of	graduates	in	natural	sciences,	applied	sciences,	ICT	and	engineering.		

In	 Ireland	 two	 agencies	 provide	 information	 with	 which	 the	 programmes	 can	 determine	
skills	gaps	in	their	specific	fields.	The	agencies	are	Industrial	Development	Agency	Ireland	(IDA	
Ireland)	and	the	Expert	Group	on	Future	Skills	Needs	(EGFSN).	Every	college	in	Ireland	looks	at	
the	reports.	However,	it	is	not	mandatory	for	colleges	to	react	to	the	gaps,	but	most	of	the	fund‐
ing	of	the	colleges	is	based	on	the	number	of	students.	Hence,	aligning	the	study	programme	to	
the	gaps	to	attract	students	is	in	the	interest	of	the	study	programme.	

All	study	programmes	report	that	the	labour	market	opportunities	for	engineering	graduates	
are	large.	Hence,	the	quantitative	need	of	the	labour	market	appears	more	than	sufficient	to	ab‐
sorb	all	engineering	graduates.	In	this	respect,	one	of	the	study	programmes	argues	that	even	if	
the	quality	of	 the	 study	programme	were	half	of	what	 it	 is,	 the	graduates	would	 still	 find	em‐
ployment	 (INT	 EM	 FL	 2).	 Relatedly,	 another	 study	 programmes	 argues	 that	 the	 good	 labour	
market	opportunities	can	also	be	dangerous	for	the	quality	of	the	study	programme;	the	demand	
is	 so	 high,	 that	 educational	 quality	might	 become	 less	 important	 for	 some	 study	 programmes	
(INT	EM	FL	1).	More	alarming	is	the	comment	that	the	capacity	of	the	industry	to	expand	is	lim‐
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ited	by	the	supply	of	graduates	(INT	ME	IE	2),	implying	that	the	inability	of	the	engineering	pro‐
grammes	to	deliver	more	graduates	affects	the	national	and	local	economies.	In	this	respect	the	
Dutch	 professional	 field	 organisation	 argues	 that	 the	 institutions	 should	 put	more	 effort	 into	
attracting	students	to	engineering	programmes	(INT	PF	ME	NL).		

Given	the	high	demand	at	the	labour	market,	a	more	qualitative	connection	of	graduates	to	
the	labour	market,	in	terms	of	further	or	less	specialisation,	appears	not	to	be	a	current	priority.	
Nevertheless,	one	study	programmes	argues	that	its	employability	results	are	good	because	the	
programme	does	not	specialise	the	students;	the	graduates	can	find	employment	in	many	differ‐
ent	companies	(INT	ME	DE	2).	

 Practices in the field of social work/care 5.1.2

5.1.2.1 Results in terms of employability 

The	 study	programmes	 in	 the	Netherlands,	 Ireland	 and	 to	 some	 extent	 Flanders	 find	 employ‐
ment	opportunities	 for	 social	work	graduates	somewhat	bleak	at	 the	moment,	due	 to	 the	eco‐
nomic	turmoil:	
 In	the	Netherlands	many	social	work	graduates	take	positions	below	the	level	for	which	

they	were	educated,	and	consequently	earn	less	(INT	SW	NL	1).	Moreover,	employment	
opportunities	 are	 affected	by	 government	 budget	 cuts	 that	 lead	 to	 community	 centres	
being	closed	or	being	run	by	volunteers	instead	of	paid	social	workers.	A	concern	of	the	
Dutch	 professional	 field	 organisation	 is	 that	 with	 social	 work	 programmes	 becoming	
broader,	the	distinct	specialisation	professions	might	lose	their	relevance	in	the	eyes	of	
the	public,	which	could	lead	to	even	more	positions	being	filled	by	volunteers	rather	than	
by	educated	professionals	(INT	PF	SW	NL).		

 In	Ireland	many	social	care	workers	are	employed	in	the	public	service	sector,	while	be‐
cause	 of	 the	 crisis	 the	 government	 set	 a	 stringent	 quota	 on	 recruitment	 of	 employees	
(INT	PF	SC	IE).	Therefore,	current	social	care	students	lack	sufficient	employment	oppor‐
tunities	and	many	have	to	emigrate	(INT	PF	SC	IE).	One	Irish	study	programme	(INT	SC	
IE	1)	suggested	that	graduates	finding	employment	abroad	is	a	result	of	the	incorpora‐
tion	of	employability	in	the	programme.	For	the	other	Irish	programme	(INT	SC	IE	2),	the	
development	is	a	reason	to	consider	improving	its	connection	to	the	international	labour	
market.		

 In	 Flanders	more	 social	 work	 graduates	 continue	 their	 education,	 but	 stop	 once	 they	
have	found	employment	(INT	SW	FL	2).	One	in	three	graduates	of	one	programme	(INT	
SW	FL	1)	 continue	 their	 study	 after	 graduating.	However,	 labour	market	 study	 results	
show	that	this	sector	employs	28,000	persons,	and	that	the	sector	annually	needs	2,500	
persons	for	replacement	and	expansion	purposes.	The	need	cannot	be	met	with	the	cur‐
rent	number	of	social‐cultural	work	graduates	(annually	500).	Hence,	employers	fill	the	
gap	by	hiring	graduates	from	other	study	programmes.	
	

The	German	study	programmes	appear	to	have	enough	job	opportunities	for	their	graduates.	
One	German	programme	(INT	SW	DE	1)	mentioned	that	employment	opportunities	are	largely	
related	to	the	 location	of	 the	study	programme;	 large	and	populated	regions	naturally	provide	
more	labour	market	opportunities	(INT	SW	DE	1).	This	finding	is	shared	by	a	Flemish	study	pro‐
gramme	(INT	SW	FL	1),	which	sees	enough	employment	in	the	region.		

To	 give	 social	 care	 graduates	 better	 employment	 opportunities	 after	 graduation,	 an	 Irish	
study	programme	(INT	SC	IE	2)	mentioned	keeping	the	 inflow	of	students	consciously	 low	de‐
spite	high	demand	among	students.		

None	of	 the	 interviewed	 study	programmes	 claim	 that	 it	 achieves	better	 employability	 re‐
sults	compared	with	other	social	work/care	programmes.	Perhaps	this	is	because	comparative	
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information,	 for	example	employment	statistics,	are	 largely	unavailable	(INT	SW	FL	1,	 INT	SW	
DE	1)	and,	as	one	programme	(INT	SW	FL	2)	said,	social	work	programmes	have	become	more	
standardised	 through	 the	 establishment	 of	 common	 learning	 outcomes,	 leaving	 less	 room	 for	
programmes	to	be	unique.		

5.1.2.2 Monitoring employability 

As	 in	 the	 other	 fields	 analysed	 in	 this	 report,	 the	 practices	 to	monitor	 employability	 differ	 by	
country	 and	 by	 institution.	 Employability	 statistics	 are	 not	 collected	 by	 the	 Irish	 study	 pro‐
grammes,	nor	are	they	available	on	national	level.	The	data	situation	may	improve	once	the	reg‐
istration	board	 for	 social	 care	practitioner	has	been	set	up	 (INT	SC	 IE	1,	 INT	PF	SC	 IE).	Dutch	
programmes	do	not	collect	employment	statistics	themselves,	but	they	are	available	from	a	sys‐
tematic	national	survey	 (HBO‐monitor).	The	German	and	 the	Flemish	programmes	collect	em‐
ployability	statistics	themselves,	of	which	two	practices	are	described	in	Box	5.3.		
	

INT	SW	FL	1:	Graduate	surveys	are	held	amongst	the	graduates	of	the	latest	three	years.	Some	
also	participate	 in	 focus	groups,	giving	additional	 insight	to	what	was	 learned,	was	 it	relevant,	
etc.	 Information	on	graduates	who	continue	 their	education	within	 the	association	 (collabora‐
tion	between	the	college	and	a	university)	is	shared.	The	data	provide	information	on	graduates’	
education	paths	and	study	success.	

INT	SW	DE	1:	The	department	of	the	institution	that	is	responsible	for	the	internships	collects	
employability	statistics	through	an	alumni	survey.	The	results	are	discussed	by	the	teachers	and	
provide	 input	 for	 further	 programme	 improvements.	 Furthermore,	 a	 consortium	 of	 13	 social	
work	programmes	 jointly	collected	employability	statistics	 in	2009.	Outcomes	gave	 insights	 in	
differences	between	programmes.			

Box	5.3:	Practices	of	three	study	programmes	that	systematically	collect	employability	statistics	
	
Interviewed	 study	 programmes	 that	 had	 employment	 statistics	 available,	 supplied	 the	 fol‐

lowing	information:	
 INT	SW	FL	1:	90%	of	graduates	find	employment	within	six	months.	Over	the	past	two	

years	the	percentage	dropped	somewhat.	One	in	three	graduates	continue	their	studies.	
 INT	SW	FL	2:	Graduates	find	employment	within	seven	to	eight	months.	Many	graduates	

continue	their	education.	
 INT	SW	DE	1:	Graduates	find	a	job	shortly	after	graduating;	95%	are	employed	within	six	

months.	Also	many	are	already	employed	during	their	studies	in	social	work.	Some	con‐
tinue	their	education.		
	

The	 study	programmes	 can	also	monitor	 employability	 through	more	qualitative	methods,	
amongst	which	are:	
 INT	SW	FL	2:	A	Facebook	group	of	the	study	programme,	to	stay	in	touch	with	alumni,	

and	to	monitor	graduates’	employment	development.			
 INT	SC	IE	2:	The	programme	can	monitor	employability	results	through	request	for	ref‐

erences	 and	 through	 talks	with	 alumni.	 The	 overall	 impression	 is	 that	most	 graduates	
find	short‐term	employment	upon	graduation.	

5.1.2.3 Accountability for graduate employability 

The	 social	work/care	 study	programmes	 say	 they	are	 to	 some	extent	 accountable	 for	 the	em‐
ployability	of	their	graduates.	The	Dutch	professional	field	organisation	agrees	with	this	point	of	
view	(INT	PF	SW	NL).	A	Dutch	(SW	NL	2)	and	an	Irish	study	programme	(SC	IE	1)	explicitly	say	it	
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is	 important	 for	study	programmes	to	educate	students	 in	competences	 for	which	there	exists	
current	and	future	demand.	Similarly,	a	German	study	programme	(SW	DE	2)	feels	responsible	
for	the	transition	of	students	to	their	first	job.	An	Irish	study	programme	(SC	IE	2)	feels	account‐
able	for	giving	the	students	a	good	study	experience	and	partly	for	job	opportunities	after	grad‐
uation,	and	therefore	limits	inflow	of	students	to	35	per	year.		

5.1.2.4 The quantitative and qualitative connection of graduates to the labour market 

Although	 there	obviously	are	 fluctuations	 in	 job	opportunities	 for	 social	work/care	graduates,	
the	study	programmes	appear	to	have	sufficient	insight	into	the	sector,	enabling	them	to	moni‐
tor	where	there	is	(going	to	be)	an	oversupply	or	undersupply	of	social	work/care	practitioners.	
Similarly,	 the	 study	 programmes	 appear	 to	 be	 largely	 aware	 of	 which	 learning	 outcomes	 are	
relevant	to	the	labour	market.	Hence,	to	a	large	extent	the	study	programmes	are	attuned	to	as‐
suring	the	quantitative	and	qualitative	connection	of	graduates	to	the	labour	market.	

Perhaps	the	study	programmes	are	able	to	receive	the	insights	described	above	because	the	
sector	is	organised,	even	though	it	is	wide‐ranging.	Consequently,	through	the	different	methods	
and	mechanisms	utilized	to	elicit	input	from	the	professional	field,	(see	Section	3.3.2),	the	social	
work/care	programmes	appear	to	be	able	to	adjust	their	programmes	timely.	Of	relevance	here	
are	also	the	professional	field	surveys	done	by	study	programmes	in	the	Netherlands,	Flanders	
and	one	German	study	programme	(INT	SW	DE	2),	two	of	which	are	described	in	Box	5.4.		

	

INT	SW	FL	1:	Annually,	 the	 institution	undertakes	a	professional	 field	 survey	of	 the	1,500	 in‐
ternship‐hosting	organisations.	They	are	asked	about	their	satisfaction,	shortcomings	of	gradu‐
ates,	the	relevance	of	their	competences,	and	if	actually	they	recruited	graduates.	Last	year,	the	
survey	had	700	respondents.	The	survey	serves	as	input	for	establishing	partnerships	between	
the	study	programme	and	specific	organisations.	Monitored	are	also	the	developments	related	to	
the	economic	crisis.	More	specifically,	the	study	programmes	tries	to	anticipate	possible	budget	
cuts	and	their	consequences	 for	graduates.	The	developments	 in	the	sector	are	discussed	with	
final‐year	students	and	the	professional	field	advisory	board.		

INT	SW	FL	2:	Every	 three	 to	 four	years,	 the	 study	programme	surveys	 the	 internship‐hosting	
organisations	 (1,200	 organisations).	 Questions	 focus	 inter	alia	 on	 the	match	 between	 compe‐
tences	learned	and	needed	for	the	job,	the	degree	to	which	the	internships	prepare	students	for	
their	working	life,	and	if	internships	have	added	value	to	the	host	organisations.	The	results	are	
discussed	 with	 the	 professional	 field	 advisory	 board	 and	 provide	 input	 for	 further	 improve‐
ments	of	the	programme.	

Box	5.4:	Professional	field	surveys	by	social	work	programmes	in	Flanders	
	
Also	in	the	field	of	social	work	there	is	a	discussion	on	whether	a	generic	or	specialised	ori‐

entation	makes	graduates	most	employable	(see	also	Section	4.2.2).	Although	the	data	discussed	
in	 the	 section	 are	 too	 limited	 to	warrant	 conclusive	 statements,	 it	 is	 interesting	 that	 the	 two	
study	programmes	(INT	SW	DE	1,	INT	SW	FL	1)	that	mentioned	that	their	graduates	had	enough	
job	 opportunities	 are	 also	 the	 two	 programmes	 that	 claim	 to	 be	more	 academic	 and	 generic‐
oriented,	rather	than	specialist.	However,	other	factors	must	be	taken	into	account	too,	such	as	
the	location	of	the	institution.		
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 Practices in the field of tourism 5.1.3

5.1.3.1 Results in terms of employment 

The	 tourism	 study	 programmes	 are	 satisfied	with	 results	 of	 the	programmes	 in	 terms	 of	 em‐
ployment.	Nevertheless,	there	are	some	important	reservations:	
 A	substantial	part	of	the	graduates	find	employment	in	a	sector	other	than	the	tourism	

sectors.	Those	that	deliberately	do	so	are	often	the	above‐average	students	(INT	TO	FL	
1).		

 The	tourism	sector	is	affected	by	the	currently	less	favourable	economic	climate	(INT	TO	
FL	1).	The	tourism	industry	is	known	to	be	sensitive	to	economic	ups	and	downs	(INT	TO	
DE	1).	However,	 labour	market	prospects	in	the	tourism	sector	appear	to	be	bleaker	in	
the	Netherlands	and	Ireland	than	in	Flanders	and	Germany.		

 Graduates	that	do	not	enter	the	labour	market,	but	continue	studying	(INT	TO	FL	2,	INT	
TO	IE	2)	
	

The	 interviewed	 study	 programmes	 are	 rather	 reticent	 about	 claiming	 to	 achieve	 a	 better	
graduate	employability	in	comparison	to	similar	study	programmes.	Perhaps	this	reticence	can	
be	explained:		
 All	tourism	study	programmes	face	similar	challenges	due	to	the	dynamics	of	their	envi‐

ronment.		
 Employment	 results	 depend	 on	 the	 local/regional	 market	 situation	more	 than	 on	 the	

programme	itself;	 large	metropolitan	areas	offer	the	best	job	opportunities	(INT	TO	DE	
2).		

 There	is	not	much	variation	in	the	quality	of	the	tourism	study	programmes	within	the	
country	(INT	TO	FL	1)	

 The	 lack	of	 comparative	 information	with	which	 the	employability	results	can	be	com‐
pared	across	study	programmes	(INT	TO	IE	2).	

5.1.3.2 Monitoring employability 

The	availability	of	employment	statistics	differs	per	country	and	per	study	programme	or	insti‐
tution.	The	two	interviewed	Irish	study	programmes	did	not	collect	employment	statistics	at	the	
programme	level.	Statistics	on	institutional	level	might	be	available	(INT	TO	IE	1).	Another	Irish	
programme	has	some	estimates	 (INT	TO	 IE	2).	The	 two	Dutch	study	programmes	rely	on	em‐
ployability	 results	 from	 the	national	 survey	 (HBO‐Monitor).	 One	Dutch	programme	also	 did	 a	
survey	among	its	alumni,	but	this	 is	not	done	systematically	(INT	TO	NL	2).	The	Dutch	profes‐
sional	 field	organisation	also	monitors	employment	opportunities	 in	 the	 tourism	sector.	 It	no‐
ticed	that	the	absorption	capacity	of	the	sector	dropped	substantially	since	the	economic	turmoil	
(INT	PF	TO	NL).	The	organisation	(PF	TO	NL)	 is	creating	a	 labour	market	dashboard	 in	which	
information	 on	 the	 number	 of	 students,	 vacancies	 and	 rations	 are	 displayed,	which	 results	 in	
realistic	 labour	market	perspectives.	The	 two	German	study	programmes	hold	annual	 surveys	
among	their	recent	graduates.	In	addition	the	German	Association	of	Tourism	Educators	holds	a	
survey	as	well	(INT	TO	DE	1).	The	practices	of	the	two	Flemish	tourism	programmes	differ.	One	
does	not	hold	regular	surveys	because	it	does	not	see	an	immediate	need,	as	there	are	currently	
enough	job	opportunities	for	its	graduates	(INT	TO	FL	2).	The	other	Flemish	study	programme	
(TO	 FL	 1),	 or	 rather	 its	 institution,	 annually	 surveys	 recent	 graduates.	Moreover,	 the	 Flemish	
professional	 field	 organisation	 researched	 the	 tourism	 labour	 market	 and	 also	 reviewed	 the	
connection	of	the	tourism	programmes	to	the	labour	market	(INT	PF	TO	FL).	The	organisation	
(PF	TO	FL)	discussed	the	outcomes,	in	particular	the	bottlenecks,	with	the	sector	and	education	
programmes.	 However,	 it	 said	 that	 the	 discussion	 were	 not	 very	 effective	 because	 there	 are	
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many	actors	in	the	sector.	The	practices	of	the	three	study	programmes	that	systematically	sur‐
vey	their	graduates	are	described	in	Box	5.5.		
	

INT	TO	FL	1:	 The	 institution	 collects	 employment	 statistics	 through	 an	 annual	 survey	 among	
alumni,	 six	months	 after	 graduation.	 They	 are	 asked	 if	 they	 continued	 studying	 or	 found	 em‐
ployment	(and	in	which	sector),	and	they	are	asked	for	feedback	on	the	study	programme	(satis‐
faction,	preparation	for	current	occupation).	

INT	TO	DE	1:	Firstly,	questions	about	students’	employment	status	are	a	mandatory	part	of	their	
final	assessment	 in	 the	study	programme	through	a	standardised	questionnaire.	Secondly,	one	
semester	after	graduation	an	e‐mail	survey	follows.	Thirdly,	every	two	or	three	years	the	institu‐
tion	surveys	all	its	alumni.		

INT	TO	DE	2:	The	institution	holds	an	annual	employability	survey	amongst	graduates,	includ‐
ing:	time	between	graduation	and	employment,	job	type,	company,	location,	job	title,	job	respon‐
sibilities,	job	finding	activities,	and	salary.	In	addition,	the	institution	participates	in	the	Univer‐
sum	 Professional	 Survey,	 which	 is	 an	 annual	 Europe‐wide	 survey	 through	 which	 the	
employability	results	can	be	benchmarked	against	higher	education	institutions.		

Box	5.5:	Practices	of	three	study	programmes	that	systematically	collect	employability	statistics	
	

Some	 interviewed	 study	 programmes	 and	 one	 professional	 field	 organisation	 shared	 em‐
ployment	statistics:	
 INT	TO	NL	2:	The	most	recent	statistics	show	that	90%	of	the	graduates	had	found	em‐

ployment	 three	 months	 after	 graduation.	 The	 2012	 HBO‐monitor,	 which	 included	 26	
students	 from	 the	 programme	 who	 graduated	 in	 2010‐2011,	 found	 that	 8.3%	 of	 the	
graduates	were	unemployed,	which	is	half	the	national	average	of	tourism	programmes	
(16.4%).	Moreover,	the	HBO‐monitor	also	found	that	the	graduates	from	the	programme	
earn	higher	salaries	and	report	greater	satisfaction	with	their	jobs	and	opportunities	to	
advance	their	careers.	

 INT	PF	TO	FL:	Unemployment	 rate	 a	 year	 after	 graduation	 for	 tourism	and	 recreation	
graduates	was	6%,	which	is	0.7%	higher	than	the	national	average.		

 INT	TO	DE	1:	In	2012,	all	graduates	(100%)	of	the	six‐semester	programme	found	a	job	
within	 three	 months	 after	 graduation.	 In	 2011,	 69%	 of	 the	 (international)	 seven‐
semester	programme	alumni	found	a	job	within	three	months	after	graduation	and	the	
remaining	31%	continued	their	studies.	

 INT	TO	DE	2:	70%	to	80%	have	already	 found	employment	 in	 the	 last	semester	of	 the	
programme.	Around	70%	of	the	graduates	continue	their	career	in	the	field.	

 INT	TO	IE	2:	Although	there	are	no	formal	statistics,	around	75%	of	graduates	continue	
their	studies	on	 level	8,	after	which	many	of	 them	go	abroad	to	work.	A	quarter	of	 the	
graduates	are	likely	to	look	for	jobs	in	Ireland.			
	

One	Dutch	study	programme	(INT	TO	NL	1)	suggested	that	the	HBO‐monitor	has	a	strong	fo‐
cus	 on	 the	 Dutch	 labour	market,	 whilst	 the	 study	 programme	 educates	 for	 the	 global	 labour	
market,	 making	 the	 HBO‐monitor	 less	 valid	 for	 tourism	 graduates.	 Therefore,	 the	 four	 Dutch	
tourism	study	programmes	consider	collecting	 their	own	employment	statistics,	 to	provide	an	
additional	perspective.	With	international	statistics,	the	nation‐wide	consortium	could	give	stu‐
dents	 additional	 insights	 into	possible	 career	paths	 after	 graduation.	 It	was	 stressed	 that	 self‐
employed	status	should	be	part	of	the	data	collection,	i.e.	the	entrepreneurs	(INT	TO	NL	2).		
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Alternatively,	 graduates’	 employability	 can	 be	 monitored	 through	 a	 more	 qualitative	 ap‐
proach.	For	example,	one	study	programmes	occasionally	monitors	online	profiles	of	graduates	
on	Facebook	and	LinkedIn	(INT	TO	FL	1).		

5.1.3.3 Accountability for graduate employability 

The	interviewed	tourism	study	programmes	concluded	that	they	could	not	be	held	accountable	
for	 the	 employment	 of	 their	 graduates.	 Although	not	 accountable,	 two	 study	programmes	 say	
they	feel	a	strong	responsibility,	which	relates	to:	

1. How	the	study	programme	creates	the	connection	to	the	professional	field;	if	study	pro‐
grammes	 do	 not	 align	 to	 what	 the	 professional	 field	 desires,	 the	 employability	 of	 the	
graduates	will	be	less	(INT	TO	NL	1).	

2. The	study	programme	needs	to	know	the	developments	in	the	different	relevant	markets	
and	should	theorize	the	development.	Based	on	these	analyses,	the	study	programme	is	
to	be	adjusted	when	it	is	no	longer	relevant.	Ensuring	that	the	students	achieve	relevant	
learning	outcomes	is	the	responsibility	of	the	study	programme	(INT	TO	NL	2).	
	

With	respect	to	the	second	point	it	is	important	to	note	that	the	study	programme	is	not	tai‐
lor‐made	 for	a	 specific	branch	of	employers;	 the	ability	of	 the	study	programme	to	adjust	 is	a	
sign	of	its	independence	(INT	TO	NL	2).		

5.1.3.4 The quantitative and qualitative connection of graduates to the labour market  

As	reported	by	 the	 interviewed	tourism	study	programmes,	 they	are	overall	 satisfied	with	 the	
employability	of	their	students	as	well	as	with	the	actual	employment	results.	Nevertheless,	the	
study	programmes	recognise	that	the	tourism	sector	is	highly	dynamic,	which	led	to	substantial	
changes	 over	 the	 past	 years.	 A	 concern	 is	 the	 growing	 breadth	 of	 the	 tourism	 sector,	 which	
makes	it	difficult	to	keep	a	clear	picture	of	the	demands	of	all	employers	in	the	sector	(INT	TO	IE	
1).	Perhaps	this	also	relates	to	the	labour	market	opportunities	for	tourism	graduates	being	in‐
creasingly	international	(INT	TO	NL	1,	INT	TO	FL	2,	INT	TO	IE	1,	INT	TO	IE	2).		

The	result	of	a	dynamic	external	environment	is	that	there	is	uncertainty	about	the	quantita‐
tive	and	qualitative	connection	to	the	labour	market.	Quantitatively,	 there	 is	uncertainty	about	
where	 there	 are	 labour	market	 gaps.	 Qualitatively,	 there	 is	 uncertainty	 about	which	 learning	
outcomes	are	relevant	 to	 the	 labour	market.	The	Dutch	professional	 field	organisation	 tries	 to	
address	these	issues	through	its	labour	market	dashboard	(being	developed)	and	annual	labour	
market	 surveys	 in	 which	 employers	 are	 asked	 about	 their	 satisfaction	 with	 interns	 and	with	
graduation	theses	(INT	PF	TO	NL).	

As	discussed	 in	Section	4.2.3,	 the	 tourism	study	programmes	appear	 to	react	 to	 the	uncer‐
tainties	by	including:		

1. General	and	soft	skills,	to	increase	employability	within	and	outside	the	tourism	sector			
2. Further	specialisation.	Specialisations	can	be	offered	through	elective	modules	
3. Academic	skills,	through	which	students	learn	to	reflect	academically	on	the	tourism	sec‐

tor	
			

Based	 on	 the	 provided	 employability	 results,	 it	 is	 impossible	 to	 conclude	which	 approach	
leads	to	an	optimal	connection	to	the	labour	market,	 in	particular	because	every	approach	has	
an	employability	disadvantage.	With	more	general	and	soft	 skills,	 a	 tourism	study	programme	
could	lose	its	connection	to	the	tourism	sector.	Contrariwise,	a	very	strong	focus	on	specialisa‐
tion	 could	 easily	make	 graduates	 obsolete	 in	 this	 dynamic	 sector.	 Lastly,	 increased	 academic	
orientation	could	affect	the	professional	orientation	of	tourism	study	programmes.			
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5.2   Stakeholders’ judgements on the connection between the labour market and the 

study programme 

 Practices in the field of mechanical engineering / electro mechanics 5.2.1

5.2.1.1 Connection between labour market and study programme 

All	 engineering	 study	 programmes	 and	 professional	 field	 organisations	 judge	 the	 connection	
between	the	labour	market	and	the	study	programme	to	be	good,	which	also	shows	in	the	em‐
ployability	 results	discussed	 in	 section	5.2.1.	The	 study	programmes	 that	 surveyed	employers	
also	report	that	the	employers	are	satisfied	(INT	EM	FL	1,	INT	EM	FL	2).	

Most	engineering	study	programmes	try	to	stay	in	touch	with	their	alumni,	which	can	also	be	
seen	as	a	connection	with	the	professional	field	and	labour	market.		Maintaining	connections	can	
result	in	inviting	alumni	as	guest	lecturers	and	in	new	internship	places.		

Common	ways	for	study	programmes	to	stay	in	touch	with	the	alumni	include:	LinkedIn	(INT	
ME	NL	1,	INT	ME	NL	2),	personal	contacts	(INT	ME	NL	2),	a	dedicated	alumni	website	(INT	ME	
NL	2)	or	alumni	association	(INT	ME	DE	1),	alumni	events	e.g.	an	annual	 ‘return	to	the	institu‐
tion’	day	(INT	ME	NL	1),	or	events	organised	by	the	study	programme	to	which	alumni	are	also	
invited	 (INT	ME	NL	2).	 Alumni	 associations	 are	mentioned	by	 one	programme,	which	 further	
voiced	that	a	more	formalised	alumni	policy	than	an	independent	alumni	association	might	deter	
alumni	from	becoming	active	(INT	ME	DE	1).	

5.2.1.2 Possibilities for further improvement 

The	 labour	market	 opportunities	 for	 engineering	 students	 appear	 to	 be	 very	 favourable.	 The	
study	programmes	also	appear	 to	be	 satisfied	with	 the	way	 they	prepare	 the	 students	 for	 the	
labour	market.	Nevertheless,	all	study	programmes	and	professional	field	organisations	see	op‐
portunities	for	further	improvement:	
 Improved	alumni	policies	(INT	ME	NL	1,	INT	ME	NL	2,	INT	EM	FL	1,	INT	EM	FL	2,	INT	ME	

IE	1,	INT	ME	IE	2).	
 Increasing	 the	 number	 of	 students	 that	 enter	 engineering	 programmes	 (INT	 EM	 FL	 1,	

INT	ME	DE	2,	INT	ME	IE	2,	INT	PF	ME	NL),	and	in	particular	increased	enrolment	of	fe‐
male	students	(INT	EM	FL	2,	INT	ME	IE	1),	as	well	as	improving	the	retention	rate	of	stu‐
dents	(INT	ME	IE	2).	

 More	and	continuous	contact	with	the	professional	field	(INT	ME	NL	1,	INT	ME	NL	2,	INT	
ME	IE	2).	

 Increased	internationalisation	of	the	study	programme	(INT	EM	FL	1,	INT	EM	FL	2,	INT	
ME	IE	2).	

 Integrating	internships	in	the	curriculum	(INT	ME	IE	1,	INT	ME	IE	2).	
 Offering	additional	training	in,	for	example,	management	(INT	ME	DE	1,	INT	ME	DE	2).	
 Inclusion	of	more	soft	skills	(INT	ME	IE	2),	and	more	modules	in	English	(INT	ME	DE	1).	
 Establishing	a	professional	field	advisory	board	(INT	ME	IE	1).	
 Setting	 up	 an	 account	management	 system	 to	 facilitate	 contacts	 with	 the	 professional	

field	(INT	ME	NL	2).	
 Given	 the	 labour	market	shortage,	 the	 Irish	professional	 field	organisation	 favours	col‐

leges	 offering	 life‐long	 learning	 programmes	 through	 which	 engineering	 or	 non‐
engineering	 graduates	 may	 be	 trained	 for	 engineering	 specialisations	 in	 high	 labour	
market	 demand	 (INT	 PF	 ME	 IE).	 Colleges	 could	 offer	 such	 conversion	 programmes	
through	evening,	distance	education,	or	work‐based	programmes.		

 According	to	the	Dutch	professional	field	organisation	improvements	may	be	sought	in:	
the	 connection	 of	 teachers	 with	 the	 professional	 field	 (e.g.	 teacher	 internships),	 im‐
proved	 relevance	 of	 professional	 field	 advisory	 boards,	 intensifying	 relations	 with	 in‐
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ternship‐hosting	 organisations,	 improving	 feedback	 from	 internship‐hosting	 organisa‐
tions	and	 from	alumni,	more	attention	 to	 life‐long	 learning,	 and	 in	 improving	coopera‐
tion	study	programmes	with	each	other	and	with	the	professional	field	(INT	PF	ME	NL).		
	

One	study	programme	notes	that	the	possibilities	for	further	improvements	are	hindered	by	
the	short	duration	of	the	programme	(INT	ME	DE	2).	However,	when	faced	with	a	deterioration	
of	the	labour	market,	the	study	programme	would	focus	more	on	providing	soft	skills;	stronger	
focus	on	preparing	the	students	for	the	labour	market	by	offering,	inter	alia,	job	training,	and	by	
providing	more	voluntary	modules	in	addition	to	the	regular	curriculum	(INT	ME	DE	2).	

 Practices in the field of social work/care 5.2.2

5.2.2.1 Connection between labour market and study programme 

By	and	 large,	 the	 study	programmes	 judge	 the	 connection	of	 their	programmes	 to	 the	profes‐
sional	field	to	be	good.	The	interviewed	Dutch	professional	field	organisation	agrees.	However,	
actual	employment	opportunities	are	affected	by	the	current	economic	turmoil	and,	as	suggested	
by	the	study	programmes,	the	location	of	the	institution	as	well	as	governmental	policies.		

The	 study	 programmes	 receive	 feedback	 from	 the	 stakeholders	 on	 how	 the	 programmes	
connect	to	the	labour	market,	e.g.	through	the	alumni	or	graduate	surveys	and	the	professional	
field	 surveys	 (Section	 5.2.2).	 Some	 study	 programmes	 seek	 feedback	 from	 internship‐hosting	
organisations.	Two	study	programmes	provided	detailed	insight	into	the	feedback	received	from	
employers:	
 INT	SW	DE	1:	To	the	frustration	of	the	study	programme	employers	appear	to	have	little	

interest	 in	 the	academic	 theories	 in	 the	 field	of	 social	work;	 sometimes	employers	de‐
cline	 internship	 request	 from	 students	which	 seem	 too	 theoretical,	 too	 little	 ‘real	 life’	
oriented.	This	 implies	that	during	actual	 jobs	often	the	 link	to	theoretical	knowledge	 is	
lost.	This	concern	is	also	pointed	out	by	the	professional	field	organisation	in	the	Nether‐
lands:	research	skills	are	little	used	in	actual	jobs	(INT	PF	SW	NL).		

 INT	SW	FL	1:	Only	after	some	years	of	experience	with	increased	academic	orientation	of	
the	bachelor’s	thesis	employers	see	the	added	value.	The	study	programmes	concluded	
employers	sometimes	are	not	aware	of	their	needs.		
	

Alumni	as	important	stakeholders	may	become	part	of,	or	be	consulted	by,	the	professional	
field	advisory	board	(INT	SW	FL	2).	

Although	comprehensive	alumni	policies	appear	to	be	lacking	at	all	studied	social	work/care	
programmes,	the	programmes	organise	events	for	alumni	(INT	SW	NL	2,	INT	SW	FL	2,	INT	SW	
DE	1,	INT	SC	IE	2)	or	events	to	which	alumni	are	invited	(INT	SW	NL	1,	INT	SW	FL	1).	The	two	
Flemish	study	programmes	mentioned	using	social	media	(Facebook,	LinkedIn)	to	keep	in	touch	
with	their	alumni.		

5.2.2.2 Possibilities for further improvement 

The	social	work/care	study	programmes	see	possibilities	for	further	improvement	of	their	con‐
nection	to	the	labour	market.	The	improvement	directions	focus	on	the	following	aspects:	
 Better	partnerships	with	organisations	in	the	field	(INT	SW	NL	2,	INT	SW	FL	1,	INT	SW	

DE	2,	INT	SC	IE	1,	INT	SC	IE	2)	
 Internationalisation	(INT	SW	NL	2,	INT	SW	FL	1,	INT	SW	FL	2)	
 Collection	of	employability	statistics	(INT	SC	IE	1,	INT	SC	IE	2,	INT	SW	DE	2)	
 Development	of	alumni	policies	(INT	SW	FL	1,	INT	SC	IE	1)	
 Better	linkages	between	teachers	and	the	professional	field	(INT	SW	NL	1,	INT	SC	IE	2)	

	



	

64	

The	 professional	 field	 organisation	 in	 the	 Netherlands	 also	 sees	 possibilities	 for	 improve‐
ment,	particularly	in	relation	to	enhancing	the	self‐awareness	and	entrepreneurial	spirit	of	stu‐
dents	(INT	PF	SW	NL).		

 Practices in the field of tourism 5.2.3

5.2.3.1 Connection between labour market and study programme 

Although	affected	by	the	dynamics	of	the	tourism	sector,	most	study	programmes	judge	the	con‐
nection	between	the	labour	market	and	the	study	programme	to	be	good,	as	does	the	Dutch	pro‐
fessional	field	organisation	(INT	PF	SW	NL).	The	Flemish	and	German	study	programmes	appear	
to	be	particularly	 confident,	which	could	be	because	 the	 labour	market	opportunities	 in	 these	
countries	 appear	 to	 be	 relatively	 positive.	 Alternatively,	 it	 could	 mean	 that	 the	 German	 and	
Flemish	study	programmes	were	better	aligned	with	the	needs	of	the	labour	market.		

Some	study	programmes	received	feedback	from	employers.	One	study	programme	indicat‐
ed	 that	 employers	 confirmed	 that	 the	 graduates	 learn	 the	 right	 knowledge	 and	 skills,	 which	
makes	them	employable	(INT	TO	FL	1).	In	Germany,	information	on	how	institutions	as	a	whole	
enhance	the	employability	 is	presented	 in	a	countrywide	and	discipline‐specific	ranking	based	
on	insights	of	HR‐managers	of	large	companies	(INT	TO	DE	2).	In	the	Netherlands,	the	institution	
to	which	one	of	the	interviewed	programmes	belongs,	annually	monitors	the	professional	fields’	
satisfaction	(INT	TO	NL	2).	All	organisations	that	host	interns	or	provide	assignments	are	then	
surveyed.	The	monitor	shows	that	the	industry	is	particularly	satisfied	with	teaching	and	learn‐
ing,	the	capacities	of	the	students,	the	level	of	the	programme	and	the	communication	and	image	
of	the	programme	(SER	‐	INT	TO	NL	2).	Professional	field	organisations	also	have	a	role	in	sup‐
plying	 study	 programmes	 with	 feedback.	 The	 Flemish	 organisation	 did	 so	 through	 its	 labour	
market	research	(INT	PF	TO	FL)	and	the	Dutch	organisation	through	its	annual	survey	amongst	
tourism	employers	(INT	PF	TO	NL).																																																																																																																														 																					

Alumni	are	also	important	stakeholders,	through	which	study	programmes	can	collect	quan‐
titative	and	qualitative	information	on	where	graduates	found	employment.	Alumni	also	form	an	
additional	link	to	the	labour	market;	e.g.	alumni	may	judge	bachelor	theses	(INT	TO	FL	1).	Alum‐
ni	can	also	provide	 input	 through	alumni	surveys	(see	Section	5.2.3)	or	 through	personal	con‐
tacts	(INT	TO	DE	2).		Methods	to	stay	in	touch	with	alumni	include:	
 An	alumni	association	(INT	TO	NL	2,	INT	TO	FL	2,	INT	TO	DE	2)	
 Alumni	events	(INT	TO	NL	2,	INT	TO	FL	2,	INT	TO	DE	2)	
 Online	communities	on	social	media	(INT	TO	FL	1,	 INT	TO	FL	2).	The	communities	are	

used	to	share	job	vacancies	(INT	TO	FL	1,	INT	TO	FL	2)	
 An	alumni	newsletter	(INT	TO	FL	2)	

5.2.3.2 Possibilities for further improvement 

The	tourism	study	programmes	see	possibilities	for	further	improvement	of	their	connections	to	
the	labour	market.	Of	particular	 importance	appears	to	be	to	continuously	 look	for	new	stake‐
holders,	partners	and	networks	(INT	TO	NL	1,	INT	TO	NL	2,	INT	TO	DE	1).	

The	tourism	study	programmes	also	appear	to	see	possibilities	to	further	improve	their	pro‐
grammes	to	react	to	the	three	uncertainties.	Options	suggested	include:	further	internationalisa‐
tion	of	 the	study	programme	(INT	TO	NL	1);	more	entrepreneurial	skills	(INT	TO	NL	2);	more	
elective	modules	for	market	segment	specialisations	(e.g.	aviation	management;	INT	TO	DE	2).	In	
a	different	response	to	the	increased	permeability	of	the	market,	i.e.	the	increased	proportion	of	
graduates	finding	jobs	outside	the	traditional	tourism	sector,	one	programme	considers	chang‐
ing	its	name	to	‘tourism	and	services’	(INT	TO	IE	1).		



	 65

Other	possible	 improvements	 to	 improve	 the	 connection	 to	 the	 labour	market	 and	profes‐
sional	field	include:	
 Strengthening	the	alumni	relations	and	developing	alumni	policies	(INT	TO	NL	1,	INT	TO	

FL	1).	
 More	prominent	role	of	students	in	the	evaluation	of	internship	places	(INT	TO	NL	2).	
 Collection	of	more	statistics	to	gain	additional	insights	(INT	TO	FL	2).	
 Giving	 the	professional	 field	 advisory	board	more	 tasks	 related	 to	 the	employers’	 con‐

nection	to	programme	(INT	TO	DE	1).	
	

The	professional	 field	organisations	also	see	possibilities	 for	 the	study	programmes	 to	 im‐
prove	their	connection	to	the	labour	market:		
 INT	PF	TO	NL:	Hiring	more	teachers	who	simultaneously	stay	active	in	the	professional	

field,	 sector‐wide	 alumni	 policies	 (i.e.	 common	 policy	 to	 keep	 as	 many	 good	 tourism	
graduates	in	the	tourism	sector),	and	further	broadening	of	the	study	programmes,	thus	
moving	even	more	away	from	tourism	specific	outcomes.		

 INT	 PF	 TO	 FL:	 More	 clarity	 about	 the	 difference	 between	 tourism	 programmes	 (i.e.	
which	learning	outcomes	are	included	in	each	programme)	and	the	connection	to	the	la‐
bour	market	could	be	improved	by	making	the	programmes	more	generic.	

5.3    Summary and conclusion 

By	and	large	the	study	programmes	and	stakeholders	appeared	satisfied	with	the	achieved	em‐
ployment	of	their	graduates.	However,	the	results	were	strongly	related	to	the	economic	situa‐
tions	of	the	particular	domain	and	country	or	region.	Other	factors	that	affected	the	employment	
results	 included	 the	 location	 of	 the	 institutions,	 governmental	 policies,	 graduates	 finding	 em‐
ployment	outside	the	field	for	which	they	were	educated,	graduates	continuing	their	education,	
and	 fragmentation	of	 the	 labour	market.	 Influences	of	having	domain‐specific	 sets	of	 intended	
learning	outcomes	on	employment	results	are	ambiguous.	

Study	programmes	deployed	different	monitoring	strategies	to	get	insight	into	the	employ‐
ment	results	of	their	graduates,	as	well	as	the	satisfaction	and	future	needs	of	employers.	Some	
programmes	or	their	institutions	regularly	surveyed	alumni	and	employers,	while	others	did	not	
do	this	systematically	or	used	more	qualitative	methods	(e.g.	monitoring	LinkedIn	profiles).	Al‐
ternatively,	alumni	surveys	could	be	organised	nationally,	as	in	the	Netherlands	(HBO‐monitor).	
Overall,	we	 saw	a	virtuous	 circle	 in	which	 increased	 contact	between	programme	and	profes‐
sional	field	led	to	higher	mutual	satisfaction.	

Quantitative	(demands	on	labour	market)	and	qualitative	(need	for	specialisation)	perspec‐
tives	 are	 important	 to	 monitor	 employability	 and	 to	 inform	 strategic	 decisions	 of	 study	 pro‐
grammes	(e.g.	to	move	towards	broader	or	rather	towards	more	specialised	programmes).	Such	
insights	 study	 programmes	 or	 their	 higher	 education	 institutions	 collected	 through	 surveying	
employers	 for	 trends	and	by	asking	 their	 feedback	on	the	relevance	of	 learning	outcomes	cur‐
rently	included	in	the	study	programmes.	In	some	cases	alumni	too	evaluate	learning	outcomes.	
Monitoring	of	skills	gaps	was	to	some	extent	facilitated	by	government	agencies	in	Ireland	and	in	
Flanders.	In	the	Netherlands	and	in	Germany	study	programmes	had	to	monitor	the	trends	re‐
garding	skills	needs	themselves.		

Particularly	 tourism	programmes	needed	 to	 be	 aware	 of	 the	 quantitative	 (demands	 on	 la‐
bour	market)	and	qualitative	(need	for	specialisation)	developments.	Such	information	was	used	
to	inform	important	strategic	decisions	of	study	programmes,	e.g.	to	move	towards	broader	or	
rather	towards	more	specialised	programmes.	Both	strategies	were	used.		
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Study	programmes	felt	largely	responsible	for	employability	of	students;	they	considered	it	
their	 job	 to	 link	 to	 the	professional	 field.	But	 they	also	 recognised	 the	role	of	 the	professional	
field	 itself.	 In	 this	 respect	we	 found	 that	 some	 employers	 and	 professional	 field	 organisation	
were	more	active	than	others.	Tourism	programmes	stressed	their	responsibly	in	terms	of	creat‐
ing	links	to	the	professional	field	and	being	aware	of	the	developments	in	the	sector,	but	stated	
they	 could	 not	 be	 held	 accountable	 for	 graduates	 finding	 employment.	 In	 contrast,	 the	 study	
programmes	in	the	other	two	domains	appear	to	be	more	comfortable	saying	that	they	are	re‐
sponsible	and	partly	accountable.		
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6   Process management and evaluation 

In	quality	assurance	(internal	and	external)	attention	should	be	paid	to	the	extent	to	which	the	
envisioned	programme	learning	outcomes	are	attained	and	if	the	requirements	are	(still)	in	line	
with	the	needs	of	the	labour	market	(input	phase).	This	is	the	core	of	our	final	research	question,	
shown	below.	
Process	management	and	evaluation:	what	is	the	role	of	employability	in	the	quality	assurance?

a. Internal	 quality	 assurance:	 do	 the	 self‐evaluation	 reports	 of	 the	 study	programmes	or	
institutions	include	employability	factors?	

i. To	make	this	evaluation	possible,	sufficient	data	on	the	employability	need	to	be	
included	in	the	self‐evaluation	reports.	

ii. This	research	question	is	about	how	the	internal	quality	assurance	evaluates	the	
employability	 aspects,	 rather	 than	 how	 the	 study	 programme	 /	 institutions	
scores	in	terms	of	employability	

b. External	quality	assurance:	do	the	external	quality	assurance	reports	of	 the	study	pro‐
grammes	or	institutions	include	employability	factors?	

	
The	following	sections	will	discuss	the	empirical	data	that	was	collected	through	interviews	

for	these	research	questions	per	field	of	study.	Best	practises	are	recognised	and	highlighted.	 	

6.1   Internal quality assurance and evaluation of employability 

 Practices in the field of mechanical engineering / electro mechanics 6.1.1

Internal	 quality	 assurance	 processes	 differ	 per	 institution	 and	 per	 country.	 The	 two	 German	
mechanical	engineering	programmes	appear	not	to	have	employability‐oriented	internal	quality	
assurances	processes.	They	do	evaluate	the	modules	taught;	however,	these	evaluations	do	not	
evaluate	employability	aspects	as	such	(INT	ME	DE	2).	As	part	of	external	quality	assurance,	the	
programmes	are	required	to	write	self‐evaluation	reports.	These	self‐evaluation	reports	include	
information	on	what	the	programmes	does	to	link	the	programme	to	the	professional	field.	The	
self‐evaluation	reports	can	also	include	statistical	information	on	graduate	employability.	How‐
ever,	showing	employability	statistics	is	not	mandatory,	which	could	be	the	reason	why	the	two	
German	mechanical	 engineering	programmes	do	not	collect	 employability	 statistics	 systemati‐
cally.	The	programmes	were	not	allowed	to	share	their	self‐evaluation	reports.		

The	internal	quality	assurance	of	the	two	Irish	mechanical	engineering	programmes	appears	
to	be	 linked	to	 the	requirements	of	 the	programmatic	review	that	 takes	place	every	 five	years	
and	the	accreditation	by	Engineers	Ireland,	which	takes	place	every	three	years.	The	program‐
matic	review	requires	study	programmes	to	write	a	self‐evaluation	report	in	which	the	linkage	
with	 industry	needs	 to	be	 shown.	Furthermore,	 the	 review	panel	 interviews	a	number	of	 stu‐
dents	and	employers,	in	which	it	asks	about	the	employability	(INT	ME	IE	1).	The	review	by	En‐
gineers	Ireland	appears	to	have	a	stronger	focus	on	employability,	as	it	requires	the	study	pro‐
grammes	 to	 write	 a	 document	 detailing	 the	 linkage	 with	 the	 professional	 field,	 inclusion	 of	
employability	statistics,	and	the	programme’s	learning	outcomes	as	well	as	evidence	of	achiev‐
ing	the	outcomes	(INT	ME	IE	2).		

The	Dutch	mechanical	 engineering	 study	programmes	write	 self‐evaluation	reports	 for	 the	
accreditation	process.	One	Dutch	study	programme	does	not	make	any	additional	self‐evaluation	
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reports	(INT	ME	NL	2).	However,	it	does	evaluate	the	modules	after	every	semester.	These	eval‐
uations	do	not	necessarily	 focus	on	employability	aspects,	but	do	evaluate	 the	achievement	of	
intended	learning	outcomes.	The	evaluation	after	the	internship	periods	focuses	more	explicitly	
on	the	learning	outcomes	related	to	employability.	The	other	Dutch	mechanical	engineering	pro‐
gramme	makes	 self‐evaluation	 reports	 in	addition	 to	 the	 report	 required	 for	 the	accreditation	
process.	The	practice	is	described	in	Box	6.1.		

	

The	institution	thinks	of	itself	as	a	learning	organisation.	The	institution’s	internal	quality	assur‐
ance	process	includes	mid‐term	reviews,	with	internal	audits	three	years	after	the	formal	evalu‐
ation.	In	addition,	there	are	annual	short‐cycle	evaluations	based	on	all	collected	inputs	(i.e.	stu‐
dent	 satisfaction	 surveys,	 teachers’	 satisfaction	 survey,	 feedback	 from	 the	 professional	 field,	
panel	 discussions,	HBO‐monitor,	 national	 student	 survey,	 etc.).	 After	 every	 semester,	 data	 are	
collected	on	students’	satisfaction,	and	what	aspects	of	the	study	programme	could	be	improved.	
The	 results	 are	used	 to	 annually	 adjust	 the	 curriculum	 in	 a	 continuous	 improvement	process.	
The	overall	curriculum	is	adjusted	after	a	five‐year	period,	normally	in	this	process	a	new	theme	
is	added.		

Based	on	the	outcomes	of	internal	and	external	quality	assurance,	the	institution	identified	‘ex‐
cellent	study	programmes’.	These	study	programmes	are	performing	above	average	in	compari‐
son	 to	other	 study	programmes	and	also	have	 the	ambition	 to	 lead	 to	 improved	 learning	out‐
comes.	Mechanical	engineering	is	one	of	the	excellent	study	programmes.	Themes	on	which	the	
mechanical	engineering	programme	scores	better	than	other	study	programmes	in	the	 institu‐
tion	are:	internationalisation,	relation	education	to	research,	and	the	curriculum.			

Box	6.1:	Internal	quality	assurance	practice	of	INT	ME	NL	1	
	
The	Flemish	electro	mechanics	programmes	also	write	self‐evaluation	reports	for	accredita‐

tion.	 Information	 about	 the	 results	 of	 the	 study	 programme	 has	 to	 be	 included	 in	 the	 self‐
evaluation	 report.	 The	 study	 programmes	 discuss	 the	 results	 by	 using	 employment	 statistics	
retrieved	through	the	surveys	held	among	graduates	and	information	collected	through	the	sur‐
veys	held	among	employers.	Noted	should	be	 that	 inclusion	of	employability	statistics	 is	not	a	
requirement	of	 the	self‐evaluation	reports	 for	accreditation	(INT	QA	FL).	The	surveys	done	by	
the	study	programmes	are	part	of	the	internal	quality	assurance.	Both	study	programmes	have	
made	 working	 groups	 responsible	 for	 the	 internal	 quality	 assurance	 processes.	 The	 internal	
quality	assurance	practice	of	one	of	the	Flemish	programmes	is	described	in	Box	6.2.		
	

Internal	 quality	 assurance	 is	 based	 on	 PDCA‐cycles	 and	 on	 the	 EFQM	TRIS	model.	 Before	 the	
beginning	 of	 the	 academic	 year,	 all	 educational	 plans	 are	 discussed	 to	 answer	 the	 question:	
where	do	we	want	to	be?	Halfway	the	academic	year	progress	in	monitored.	The	final	check	is	at	
the	end	of	the	academic	year.		

The	internal	quality	assurance	process	has	been	standardised	throughout	the	institution,	which	
stimulates	efficiency	and	cooperation	between	departments.	The	system	dictates	the	questions	
and	the	 frequency	of	 the	surveys	held	among	graduates	and	employers.	The	reflection	groups,	
which	were	involved	in	determining	the	competences	of	the	study	programmes,	are	also	part	of	
the	internal	quality	assurance	system.	

Box	6.2:	Internal	quality	assurance	practice	of	INT	EM	FL	1	
	



	 69

 Practices in the field of social work/care 6.1.2

All	 programmes	 in	 our	 study	write	 self‐evaluation	 reports,	 in	which	 the	 employability	 of	 stu‐
dents	is	evaluated.	Evaluations	can	be	based	on	the	surveys	that	are	held	among	alumni	and	the	
professional	field.	Surveys	among	current	students	are	included	in	such	evaluations	as	well.	The	
internal	quality	assurance	procedures	of	two	study	programmes	are	described	in	Box	6.3.		
	

SW	 FL	 1:	 In	 addition	 to	 the	 self‐evaluation	 report	 needed	 for	 accreditation,	 the	 study	 pro‐
gramme	makes	thematic	self‐evaluations,	for	example	on	the	introduction	of	the	bachelor	thesis.	
These	activities	 relate	 to	 the	 internal	PDCA‐cycle,	which	 includes	meetings	of	 the	professional	
field	advisory	board	and	surveys	among	the	professional	field	and	alumni.		

SW	DE	2:	 The	 internal	 quality	 assurance	 includes	 an	 ‘academic	 scorecard’,	 expressing	perfor‐
mance	 agreements	 between	 the	 institution	 and	 the	 departments.	 Employability	 objectives	 are	
part	 of	 the	 academic	 scorecard	 for	 the	 social	work	 department.	 Employability	 is	 evaluated	 as	
part	of	 the	students’	evaluation	of	modules	 (practice‐relatedness)	and	 through	surveys	among	
supervisors	of	internships.	The	performance	agreements	are	monitored	annually.		

Box	6.3:	The	internal	quality	assurance	procedures	of	three	study	programmes	

 Practices in the field of tourism 6.1.3

Through	 internal	 quality	 assurance	 procedures	 aspects	 related	 to	 employability	 can	 be	moni‐
tored	 during	 the	 students’	 study	 careers.	Whether	 a	 study	 programme	 or	 institution	 does	 so	
largely	appears	to	depend	on	the	country‐specific	traditions	and	contexts.		

In	the	Netherlands,	the	self‐evaluation	reports	for	accreditation	contain	a	number	of	aspects	
that	relate	to	employability	of	students	and	graduates.	Included	are	for	example	the	employabil‐
ity	statistics	gathered	in	the	HBO‐monitor,	information	on	the	professional	experience	of	teach‐
ing	staff,	alumni	relations,	and	the	demands	as	well	as	the	link	to	the	professional	field.	In	addi‐
tion,	 the	 self‐evaluation	 reports	 reflect	 on	 student	 satisfaction,	 which	 includes	 estimates	 of	
preparation	for	employment	through	the	study	programme.		

The	practice	of	using	external	examiners,	as	discussed	in	section	4.2.3,	is	also	part	of	the	in‐
ternal	quality	assurance	framework	of	one	study	programme	(INT	TO	NL	1).	Moreover,	the	in‐
tention	of	the	four	Dutch	tourism	study	programmes	to	cooperate	to	collect	employability	statis‐
tics	can	also	be	seen	as	part	of	the	internal	quality	assurance	framework.	

Two	interesting	aspects	of	 the	other	Dutch	tourism	study	programme’s	 internal	quality	as‐
surance	framework	are	(INT	TO	NL	2):	the	annual	professional	field	satisfaction	monitor	by	the	
institution	and	the	account	management	system	through	which	teaching	staff	match	students	to	
organisations	that	have	proven	to	be	good	internship	providers.	Results	include	more	satisfied	
students	and	satisfied	internship‐hosting	organisation,	as	is	shown	in	the	professional	field	satis‐
faction	monitor.	

The	 Flemish	 study	 programmes	 also	write	 self‐evaluation	 reports	 for	 accreditation,	which	
are	partly	based	on	continuous	internal	evaluations.	An	example	is	student	satisfaction	surveys,	
which	are	held	after	every	semester	(INT	TO	FL	2).	However,	those	surveys	do	not	contain	em‐
ployability	factors.	As	part	of	the	internal	quality	assurance	framework	in	the	other	Flemish	pro‐
gramme,	aspects	related	to	employability	(e.g.	practical	orientation	of	modules)	are	discussed	in	
in	weekly	staff	meetings	(potential	curriculum	changes),	stakeholders	are	then	asked	to	provide	
input	on	the	proposed	changes	e.g.	through	the	professional	field	advisory	board	(INT	TO	FL	1).		
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Self‐evaluations	are	also	done	by	the	two	German	tourism	study	programmes.	The	questions	
to	be	addressed	 in	 the	self‐evaluation	are	 fixed.	Some	concern	employability:	 is	 the	study	pro‐
gramme	meeting	the	expectations	and	needs	of	the	market,	and	to	which	degree	have	the	mar‐
ket’s	expectations	been	included	in	the	study	programme	(INT	TO	DE	1).		

In	Ireland	self‐evaluation	reports	are	part	of	the	recurrent	programmatic	review.	Reports	al‐
so	need	to	be	written	when	new	programmes	are	set	up.	The	study	programmes	need	to	report	
on	employability	aspects,	such	as	the	percentage	of	students	that	found	employment	in	a	partic‐
ular	sector.	If	employability	prospects	of	students	are	not	sufficient,	programmes	may	be	closed	
(INT	TO	IE	1).			

6.2   External quality assurance and evaluation of employability 

The	 general	 external	 quality	 assurance	processes	 of	 the	 countries	 included	 in	 this	 study	have	
been	described	in	Chapter	2.	There	we	also	described	how	the	external	quality	assurance	evalu‐
ates	 employability	 factors	 of	 study	programmes.	Relevant	 here	 is	 how	 the	 study	programmes	
think	that	the	external	quality	assurance	can	improve	to	include	more	employability	focus.	

 Practices in the field of mechanical engineering / electro mechanics 6.2.1

The	study	programmes’	suggestions	for	improvements	are:	
 The	government	should	look	for	methods	with	which	students	can	be	directed	to	study	

programmes	for	which	there	is	a	demand	from	the	professional	field.	External	quality	as‐
surance	can	perhaps	encourage	this	by	 identifying	excellent	study	programmes	and	by	
having	 a	 stronger	 focus	 on	 the	 selection	 mechanisms	 of	 study	 programmes	 (INT	 ME	
NL	1)	

 A	strong	focus	of	external	quality	assurance	on	employability	is	not	necessary;	the	evalu‐
ations	by	the	study	programme	are	sufficient	(INT	EM	FL	2).	

 The	programmatic	review	focuses	on	a	number	of	criteria,	which	can	all	be	linked	to	the	
strategy	of	the	institution.	One	of	the	five	pillars	of	the	institution	is	the	linkage	with	in‐
dustry.	 In	external	quality	assurance	and	 in	 the	 institution’s	strategy,	one	pillar	should	
not	be	put	over	the	other;	they	all	are	relevant.	One	also	has	to	be	mindful	of	not	losing	
sight	of	the	actual	content	on	the	subjects;	i.e.	content	being	pushed	out	to	the	benefit	of	
employability	(INT	ME	IE	1).	

 For	the	programmatic	review,	the	study	programmes	select	the	review	panel.	The	review	
is	very	much	focused	on	process;	it	is	required	to	show	the	design	of	the	programme,	ra‐
ther	 than	 the	evidence	of	 achieving	actual	outcomes.	For	 the	Engineers	 Ireland	 review	
the	study	programme	does	not	select	the	panel	and	the	review	focuses	on	evidence.	The	
drive	to	focus	on	employability	rather	comes	from	the	Engineers	Ireland	review	(INT	ME	
IE	2).	

 Practices in the field of social work/care 6.2.2

Employability	is	part	of	the	external	quality	assurance	processes	of	the	countries	in	this	study.	In	
this	respect,	an	Irish	study	programme	(INT	SC	IE	1)	predicts	that	once	the	registration	board	is	
in	place,	external	quality	assurance	will	be	strengthened;	it	will	examine	the	study	programme	
every	three	years.	The	programme	sees	this	as	an	improvement	over	the	current	less	stringent	
external	quality	assurance	procedures.	Also	the	Irish	professional	field	organisation	argues	that	
the	study	programmes	welcome	the	registration	board	as	this	gives	legitimacy	to	their	particular	
field	of	study	(INT	PF	SC	IE).		
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According	to	the	programme,	employability	aspects	should	be	an	important	aspect	of	the	ex‐
ternal	evaluation.	A	German	programme	(INT	SW	DE	1),	on	the	contrary,	supports	that	the	ex‐
ternal	quality	assurance	 focuses	not	only	on	employability,	because	 there	should	be	a	balance	
between	employability	and	requirements	of	educating	professionals.	Similarly,	a	Flemish	study	
programme	(INT	SW	FL	1)	argues	that	rather	than	the	visitation	committee	forwarding	its	own	
interpretation	of	employability,	the	committee	could	focus	more	on	the	relevance	of	study	pro‐
gramme	and	students	to	the	professional	field,	and	take	into	account	the	dialogue	the	study	pro‐
gramme	has	with	the	professional	field.			

 Practices in the field of tourism 6.2.3

In	relation	to	the	external	quality	assurance	and	its	inclusion	of	employability	aspects,	two	study	
programmes	mentioned	concrete	possibilities	for	further	improvement:	
 Currently,	the	focus	of	the	external	evaluation	appears	to	be	on	the	end	results	following	

examinations.	 However,	 as	 the	 field	 becomes	more	 dynamic	 and	 increasingly	 requires	
multidisciplinary	approaches,	traditional	examination	practices	might	become	less	rele‐
vant.	Instead	there	might	be	a	need	to	focus	on	the	quality	of	the	learning	experience,	ra‐
ther	than	the	learning	outcome	(INT	TO	NL	2).		

 The	external	quality	assurance	framework	requires	the	study	programme	to	align	with	
national	 standards	 (i.e.	 the	 domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes),	 which	 could	 hinder	
timely	adjustment	to	new	developments	in	the	sector.	Therefore,	the	external	quality	as‐
surance	should	rather	review	the	ability	of	the	study	programme	to	adjust	to	the	devel‐
opments	 in	 the	 sector	 and	 evaluate	 if	 a	 study	 programmes	 can	 do	 so	 timely	 (INT	 TO	
NL	2).				

 External	 review	committees	 that	want	 to	receive	more	details	on	employability	should	
get	in	touch	with	the	sector	themselves	to	gain	more	information	on	employability	(INT	
TO	FL	2).		
	

In	addition	 to	 the	national	 external	quality	assurance	procedures,	 there	 is	 also	an	 interna‐
tional	 and	 tourism	 specific	 quality	 certification	 framework,	which	 is	 developed	 by	 the	 United	
Nations	World	Tourism	Organization	(UNWTO).	The	framework,	known	as	the	UNWTO	TedQual,	
reviews	the	participating	tourism	programmes	every	four	years	and	also	looks	into	employabil‐
ity	aspects,	such	as	integration	of	employers	in	the	curriculum	development	process.	Participat‐
ing	programmes	have	 to	perform	a	self‐evaluation.	Two	of	 the	eight	 interviewed	 tourism	pro‐
grammes	are	UNWTO	TedQual	certified.		

On	a	different	note,	 an	 Irish	 tourism	programme	states	 that	 employability	 should	not	be	a	
fundamental	deciding	factor	in	the	programmatic	review:	it	is	not	the	sole	purpose	of	the	study	
programme	to	educate	students	for	a	specific	sector;	education	has	a	much	broader	perspective	
(INT	TO	IE	1).	Perhaps	this	contrasting	view	can	be	explained	by	the	national	differences	in	the	
extent	 to	which	 the	programmes	are	professionally	oriented,	which	 is	 less	pronounced	 in	 Ire‐
land.		

6.3    Summary and conclusion 

Internal	quality	assurance	practices	related	to	employability	differed	per	institution.	Neverthe‐
less,	writing	of	self‐evaluation	reports	is	common	practice.	However,	the	content	(e.g.	statistical	
information)	and	frequency	of	analysis	(depending	on	quality‐assurance	cycles)	differ	per	coun‐
try,	institution	and	study	programme.	Self‐evaluation	reports	can	focus	on	employability,	partic‐
ularly	if	it	is	an	aspect	in	mandatory	accreditation	procedures.	
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	 Particularly	the	larger	institutions	had	formal	procedures	to	elicit	information	from	the	pro‐
fessional	field,	to	involve	the	professional	field	in	education	and	examination	and	to	collect	em‐
ployability	statistics.	A	good	practice	is	to	have	documented	PDCA‐cycles	for	the	different	phas‐
es.	We	saw	that	the	quality	assurance	practices	of	smaller	institutions	were	more	informal:	e.g.	
meetings	with	the	employers	were	organised	ad	hoc	and	(qualitative)	employability	information	
was	gathered	through	face‐to‐face	contact	with	alumni.		
	 The	study	programmes	were	largely	satisfied	with	the	inclusion	of	employability	in	external	
quality	 assurance,	 although	 the	 practices	 and	 intensity	 of	 the	 focus	 differ	 per	 country.	 Most	
study	programmes	 said	a	 strong	 focus	on	employability	 in	 the	external	 quality	 assurance	was	
not	 necessary.	 Alternatively,	 programmes—especially	 those	 educating	 in	 tourism—indicated	
that	external	quality	assurance	could	focus	more	on:		
 the	achieved	academic	level		
 what	the	programmes	had	done	to	create	linkages	to	the	professional	field	
 the	quality	of	the	learning	experience,	rather	than	on	the	learning	outcome.	

	
In	 light	 of	 the	different	needs	 it	was	 suggested	 that	 a	 focus	on	national	 standards	 (i.e.	 do‐

main‐specific	 learning	outcomes)	 could	hinder	 timely	 adjustment	of	 study	programmes	 to	de‐
velopments	in	the	sector.	Consequently,	it	was	argued	that	the	external	quality	assurance	could	
decrease	its	focus	on	the	incorporation	of	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	and	rather	review	
the	ability	of	the	study	programme	to	adjust	timely	to	developments	in	the	sector	(INT	TO	NL	2).		

Usage	of	 international	quality	 frameworks,	 in	 addition	 to	 the	national	quality	 frameworks,	
appears	to	be	most	common	among	tourism	programmes.		The	interviewed	study	programmes	
in	the	other	domains	did	not	mention	using	similar	international	quality	frameworks.		
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7   Conclusion: Preparing professional bachelors for  

professional life 

Our	study	into	how	students	in	professional	bachelor	programmes	are	prepared	for	employabil‐
ity	involved	two	main	elements:	an	overview	at	the	higher	education	system	level,	and	case	stud‐
ies	at	the	level	of	study	programmes	(and	higher	education	institutions).	At	the	national	level	we	
are	mainly	concerned	with	frameworks,	regulations	and	quality	assurance	arrangements.	At	the	
programme	level,	we	see	how	the	lived	reality	compares	with	official	policy.	

This	chapter	will	reflect	on	each	of	the	research	questions	that	guided	the	project	from	the	
beginning.	The	research	questions’	themes	guide	the	titles	of	sections	7.3	and	onwards.	Before	
we	treat	them	we	go	briefly	into	the	design	of	the	study	(section	7.1)	and	into	the	logic	underly‐
ing	the	research	questions	(section	7.2).	

7.1   Two‐level study: the approach 

At	the	system	level	we	have	four	cases	where	professional	higher	education	has	been	organised	
into	 a	 separate	 sector	 of	 higher	 education	 since	 long:	 Flanders,	 the	 Netherlands,	 Ireland	 and	
North	Rhine‐Westphalia.	 Two	are	national	 higher	 education	 systems	 (Ireland	 and	 the	Nether‐
lands),	two	are	sub‐national.	Of	the	latter,	Flanders	is	practically	autonomous	regarding	higher	
education,	while	in	North	Rhine‐Westphalia	authority	over	higher	education	is	shared	between	
the	 state	 and	 the	 federal	 level.	 This	 creates	 very	 different	 contexts	 for	 the	 cases	 at	 the	 pro‐
gramme	level,	on	which	we	put	most	emphasis	on	our	study.	In	each	of	these	higher	education	
systems,	we	sampled	the	same	three	domains:	mechanical/electromechanical	engineering,	social	
work/social	 care,	 and	 tourism.	 The	 fields	 were	 selected	 to	 be	 diverse	 regarding	 their	 labour	
market,	yet	cross‐nationally	recognisable	and	large	in	the	sector	of	professionally‐oriented	high‐
er	education.	

At	the	programme	level,	then,	we	reported	on	interviews	with	study	programmes	and	with	
professional‐field	 organisations	 (which	 are	 system‐level	 actors,	 but	 which	 are	 viewed	 here	
mainly	in	their	relations	to	study	programmes).	What	emerges	is	the	reality	of	organising	higher	
education	 for	 learning	outcomes	 as	 experienced	 at	 the	 shop‐floor	 level.	 It	may	be	disquieting,	
but	all	the	more	relevant	to	note	if	differences	appear	between	experienced	norms	and	official,	
formal	regulations	and	norms.		

We	selected	24	study	programmes	for	which	we	had	reason	to	believe	they	were	in	the	fore‐
front	of	preparing	their	students	well	for	employment,14	and	within	the	programmes	we	inter‐
viewed	persons	in	the	positions	of	local	experts	on	the	matter	rather	than	random	teaching	staff.	
In	other	words,	if	there	is	a	bias	in	the	responses,	it	is	on	the	side	of	more	knowledge	of	national	
norms	and	towards	‘socially	desirable	answers’	(showing	more	implementation	of	system‐level	
learning	outcome	policies	than	is	real),	not	on	the	side	of	ignorance	about	learning	outcomes	or	
resistance	against	them.	Note,	however,	that	in	most	of	our	interviews	we	gained	an	impression	
of	openness	about	issues	and	problems,	so	that	in	our	estimation,	there	was	no	reason	to	suspect	
significant	bias	to	our	research	results.	

																																																													
14		 Comparison	of	our	cases	with	those	presented	at	EURASHE’s	24th	Annual	Conference,	 ‘Qualifications	

for	the	Labour	Market’	(Yerevan,	May	2014)	gave	a	post‐factum	confirmation	of	the	appropriateness	
of	our	sample.	
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7.2   Logic of the research questions 

As	we	discussed	in	Chapter	1,	for	study	programmes	in	higher	education,	and	especially	for	pro‐
fessional	bachelor	programmes,	keeping	the	labour	market	 in	mind	as	the	primary	destination	
for	students	is	an	important	consideration.	Handbooks	on	quality	assurance	emphasise	that	the	
‘customer’	should	be	the	focus	of	attention	in	every	phase	of	an	organisation’s	activities.	Wheth‐
er	the	main	customers	are	the	students	as	future	professionals,	or	the	employers	as	stakeholders	
in	the	labour	market,	does	not	make	a	large	distinction	in	that	respect:	students’	and	employers’	
interests	 run	 parallel,	 at	 least	 at	 an	 abstract	
level.	

To	 get	 a	 grip	 on	 this	 view	 of	 study	 pro‐
grammes,	we	 conceived	 of	 the	 employability	
of	 professional	 bachelors	 as	 the	 resultant	 of	
the	 cycle	 of	 activities	 in	 study	 programmes,	
with	a	special	view	on	the	feedback	and	quali‐
ty	assurance	cycles	that	ought	to	support	the	
primary	 process	 of	 education	 (teaching	 and	
learning),	 symbolised	 in	 Figure	 7.1,	 which	
was	presented	in	more	detail	in	Chapter	1.	

The	 research	 questions	 through	 which	
our	study	was	organised,	mirrored	this	figure,	
looking	 at	 how	 in	 each	 phase	 of	 the	 educa‐
tional	process	attention	was	given	to	learning	

outcomes	 and	 employability,	 and	 how	 inter‐
nal	and	external	quality	assurance	supported	
that.	

7.3   Organisation of the translation of domain‐specific learning outcomes to study 

programmes 

The	model	underlying	our	study	presupposes	that	in	the	current	higher	education	framework	in	
Europe,	the	definition	of	intended	learning	outcomes	across	all	of	the	EHEA	is	made	compatible	
through	 the	EHEA’s	qualifications	 framework.	The	 framework’s	 text	 is	 short	and	abstract,	 and	
needs	 to	 be	made	more	 operational	 in	 countries,	 through	 national	 qualifications	 frameworks,	
and	 in	the	different	areas	of	knowledge,	 through	domain‐specific	 formulations	of	 learning	out‐
comes.	But	while	there	is	a	set	of	instruments	to	implement	national	qualifications	frameworks,	
and	 to	 verify	 their	 EHEA‐wide	 compatibility,	 there	 is	 not	 an	 instrumentation	 of	 the	European	
desire	 to	 see	 domain‐specific	 formulations	 of	 learning	 outcomes	 in	 all	 areas.	 The	 Tuning‐
approach	is	setting	important	steps	in	this	direction,	nevertheless.	

 To which degree and how do study programme‐specific learning outcomes reflect the 7.3.1

domain‐specific learning outcomes? 

The	 first	 sub‐question	 is	what	 the	situation	 is	 regarding	 the	presence	of	 system‐level	domain‐
specific	 learning	outcomes.	 It	 appears	 that,	 as	 seen	 from	 the	 shop‐floor	 level,	 such	sets	of	 in‐
tended	 learning	outcomes	per	domain	are	present	 in	all	three	areas	only	 in	the	Nether‐

Figure	 7.1	 Learning	 outcomes	 in	 the	 education	 and
quality	assurance	processes 
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lands;	in	Flanders	study	programmes	are	aware	of	them	in	social	work	and	tourism;	in	Ireland	
only	 for	mechanical	 engineering;	 while	 in	 North	 Rhine‐Westphalia	 study	 programmes	 do	 not	
work	with	them	in	any	of	the	three	domains.	

	
National	domain‐
specific	learning	out‐
comes	exist	

BE(VL) NL DE	(NRW) IE	 Total

Electro‐)	mechanical	
engineering	(ME/EM)	

	 X X	 2	

Social	work/care	
(SW/C)	

X	 X 2	

Tourism	(TO)	 X	 X 2	
Total	 2	 3 0 1	 	
Table	7.1		Presence	of	domain‐specific	sets	of	learning	outcomes	

	
As	 the	 table	 illustrates,	 the	 contexts	 for	 the	 study	 programmes	 differ	 by	 higher	 education	

system	 (country)	 and	 by	 domain.	We	might	 add	 that	 institutional	 profiles	 and	 strategies	 also	
have	different	degrees	of	influence	on	how	study	programmes	work	with	sets	of	intended	learn‐
ing	outcomes.	

On	the	whole,	domain‐specific	sets	of	intended	learning	outcomes	have	been	translat‐
ed	 into	 study	programmes’	 curricula,	but	 through	different	modes	 and	 in	different	de‐
grees	across	the	24	study	programmes	included	in	our	study.	 In	the	following,	we	will	 list	
the	main	differences	encountered.		

The	professional	field	is	to	a	large	extent	taken	into	account,	but	intensity	varies.	On	
average	 the	 lowest	 openness	 to	 the	 professional	 field	 is	 found	 in	NRW,	 though	 tourism	 is	 the	
exception,	 probably	 because	 it	 is	 taught	 in	 private	 HEIs.	 Next	 comes	 Ireland	 (exception	ME),	
while	 the	 field’s	 influence	 seems	 largest	 in	 the	 Netherlands	 and	 in	 Flanders	 (though	 through	
different	modi	 operandi).	 Intended	 learning	 outcomes	 are	 adjusted	 to	 the	 profile	 of	 HEIs	 and	
location/region,	which	is	why	domain‐specific	 learning	outcomes	need	to	allow	room	for	flexi‐
bility.		

Flemish	study	programmes	are	very	active	individually	to	collect	input	from	the	professional	
field	and	each	used	different	methods	to	do	so.	A	question	might	be	if	their	activity	is	influenced	
by	the	absence	of	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	validated	by	the	professional	field.	Mean‐
while,	 the	VLIR/VLHORA	procedure	makes	 it	mandatory	 to	 seek	 the	 agreement	of	 two	 repre‐
sentatives	with	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes.	

At	 the	 system	 level,	 in	 all	 three	 domains,	establishing	domain‐specific	 sets	of	 intended	
learning	outcomes	and	 translation	processes	 into	 local	 intended	 learning	outcomes	 is	a	
complex	process;	respondents	spoke	of	barriers	(insights	PF	ME	NL).		

The	diversity	of	the	tourism	sector	is	mentioned	as	the	main	reason	for	the	absence	of	a	sin‐
gle	 representative	 body	 (INT	TO	 IE	 1),	which	made	 defining	 a	 single	 set	 of	 intended	 learning	
outcomes	 for	 the	 domain	 impossible	 in	 Ireland.	 In	 the	Netherlands,	 however,	 domain‐specific	
learning	outcomes	were	formulated	under	similar	circumstances;	in	that	country,	one	organisa‐
tion	in	the	field	is	particularly	active.		

Study	 programmes	 can	 be	 locally,	 nationally	 and/or	 internationally	 focussed	 in	 their	 per‐
spective	on	the	professional	field.	Engineering	(ME/EM)	and	social	work/care	were	mainly	
regionally	oriented,	though	not	exclusively.	The	tourism	programmes	were	more	nation‐
ally	and	internationally	oriented.		
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Individual	programmes’	specifications	or	adaptations	of	domain‐level	expected	learn‐
ing	outcomes	were	mostly	communicated	by	using	key	words	derived	 from	 the	 institu‐
tional	profile,	thus	showing	the	relevance	of	the	institutional	level;	for	instance:		
 Valuable	professionals	(ME	NL	1),		
 Sustainability	(ME	NL	2;	SC	IE	2),		
 Talent	development	(ME	FL	2),		
 Innovation	(ME	IE	1)	and	marketing	(TO	FL	1)	
 Entrepreneurship	(ME	IE	1;	SC	IE	2;	TO	NL	1)	
 Christian	background	&	values	(SW	NL	1)	
 Imagineering	(TO	NL	1)	
 Multidisciplinary	knowledge	(e.g.	software	‐	TO	NL	2)	
 Regional	 emphasis	 in	 labour	market	 demand	 (e.g.	 youth	welfare	 ‐	 SW	NL	 2;	 family	 &	

community	support	‐	SC	IE	1)	

 Methods and mechanisms to attune intended learning outcomes of professional bachelors’ 7.3.2

study programmes to the professional field 

Many	different	methods	are	used	across	the	24	cases.	Most	common	is	to	have	a	profession‐
al	field	advisory	board.	Although	these	bodies	are	common,	they	do	not	have	similar	composi‐
tions	 (locally,	 national	 or	 international	 representatives;	 shop‐floor	professionals	or	CEO’s;	 age	
criteria)	or	roles	(focus	on	operational	or	strategic	level).	Some	study	programmes	have	boards	
on	two	levels:	general	and	more	module‐specific.	To	balance	the	input	from	the	advisory	boards	
(preferences	 of	 one	 employer	might	 be	 pushed)	 study	 programmes	 could	 enlarge	 the	 board,	
thus	collecting	more	insights	and	preferences	(INT	ME	FL	1).	Prevalent	too	are:	teachers	with	
professional	experience,	informal	contacts	with	professional	field,	input	from	internship‐
hosting	organisations.	

The	 size	 of	 institution	 and	of	 the	 study	programme	 in	 terms	of	 number	 of	 students	 is	 the	
main	factor	that	influences	whether	contact	with	the	professional	field	is	structured	formally	or	
more	informally.	There	is	also	a	strategic	element,	though,	 in	deciding	about	the	degree	of	for‐
malisation	of	links	with	the	professional	field;	in	one	case	formalisation	was	thought	to	affect	the	
willingness	of	employers	to	participate	negatively	(INT	ME	DE	1).	

Dynamics	of	the	sector	heavily	influences	the	need	felt	for	frequent	changes	in	the	curricula	
of	study	programmes:	especially,	in	tourism	far	more	dynamism	is	experienced	than	in	mechani‐
cal	engineering	and	in	social	work/care.	Tourism	study	programmes	appear	to	follow	three,	
non‐exclusive,	strategic	approaches	to	cope	with	the	dynamism	of	the	sector,	besides	an‐
nual	updating	of	programme	content.	One	is	to	avoid	problems	of	the	broad	range	of	the	field	by	
developing	 close	 linkages	with	niches	 in	 the	profession:	 increased	 specialisation	 including	
new	developments.	Against	 that,	 two	 types	of	 broadening	 students’	 education	 are	 followed	 to	
diminish	the	need	of	continuous	curriculum	change.	On	the	one	hand,	broadening	takes	place	by	
focusing	more	on	general	and	 soft	 skills;	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 broadening	may	mean	 an	 in‐
creased	academic	orientation	and	involvement	in	research	for	and	by	students.	

Professional	field	organisations	are	important	in	voicing	needs	of	the	sector.	They	can	do	so	
through	involvement	in	setting	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	and	through	participation	
in	study	programmes’	professional	field	advisory	boards.	Absence	of	professional	field	organ‐
isations	in	certain	domains	makes	it	more	difficult	for	study	programmes	to	gain	a	good	
view	 on	 desired	 learning	 outcomes.	 However,	 there	 are	 other	 methods	 that	 study	 pro‐
grammes	apply	instead,	e.g.	 focussing	on	particular	employers	in	the	region.	Looking	the	other	
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way	around,	the	focus	of	professional	field	organisations	on	education	depends	on	the	mission	of	
the	organisation.		

There	is	also	a	reverse	flow	of	information	from	study	programmes	to	the	professional	
field.	For	instance,	social	work	programmes	in	Flanders	emphasised	the	need	for	research	com‐
ponents	 in	 daily	 practice	 to	 the	 employers,	 and	 disseminated	 understanding	 of	 the	 bachelor‐
master	system.		

7.3.2.1 Good practices  

We	found	that	there	were	multiple	ways	to	gain	continuous	feedback	from	the	professional	field,	
before	curriculum	change,	during	and	after.	Many	programmes	employ	their	professional	 field	
advisory	board	in	all	of	these	phases.		

The	other	interesting	example	is	how	strong	focus	was	put	on	monitoring	trends	in	the	field	
from	within	the	study	programme	in	many	different	ways	in	order	not	to	miss	any	development,	
which	was	particularly	important	for	study	programme	in	highly	dynamic	sectors,	i.e.	tourism.	.		

7.4   Link between study programme and professional field in education and 

examination 

By	and	large	study	programmes	were	of	the	opinion	that	they	included	the	learning	out‐
comes	employers	want.	Major	and	most	common	methods	to	organise	the	link	between	study	
programme	and	professional	field	in	education	and	examination	were	the	following:		
 Internships	(also	for	study	programmes	to	get	feedback),		
 Projects	/	problem	based	learning,		
 Teachers	with	professional	experience	(teachers	on	internships),	
 Guest	lectures,		
 Field	trips	(mainly	in	ME	and	TO),		
 Elective	modules,		

	
Some	 unique	methods	 were	 found	 next	 to	 the	 common	 ones:	 a	 programme	with	 its	 own	

learning	enterprise	(TO	NL	1,	TO	DE	1),	another	with	internal	internships	(TO	NL	2),	and	there	
were	programmes	where	lecturers	informed	students	in	advance	which	competences	would	be	
taught	during	the	module	and	how	those	competences	related	to	the	professional	field.	The	im‐
portance	of	knowledge	management	emerged	 in	some	cases	 to	create	and	maintain	 links	with	
the	 professional	 field.	 Thus,	 one	 study	 programme	 tracked	 all	 contacts	 with	 the	 professional	
field	in	a	central	database,	e.g.	when	teachers	visit	the	in‐company	internship	supervisors	(INT	
ME	FL	2),	 to	 facilitate	 sharing	knowledge	about	practice	within	 the	 school.	 Somewhat	 similar,	
two	 study	 programmes	 introduced	 an	 account	 management	 system:	 teachers	 were	 made	 re‐
sponsible	for	contact	with	certain	organisations	in	the	professional	field,	to	maximise	chances	on	
finding	internship	positions,	project	cases,	or	research	projects	(TO	NL	2,	ME	NL	1).	

Professional	field	involvement	in	examination	of	students	was	another	method	to	make	em‐
ployability	 arguments	 ‘count’	 for	 students.	 Thus,	 the	 professional	 field	 was	 often	 involved	 in	
internship	assessment,	project	assessment,	role‐play	assessment	(SW	NL	1),	and	sometimes	in	a	
(graduation)	jury	(common	in	mechanical	engineering).		

Other	methods	encountered	 in	 the	study	 focused	on	transferring	employability‐relevant	
skills	outside	the	direct	domain‐specific	ones,	e.g.:	
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 Soft	 skills:	 communication,	 job	 attainment	 training	 (interview	 skills,	 networking	 skills	
(TO),	 professionalization	 LinkedIn	 profile	 (TO	 NL	 2),	 and	 language	 skills	 (particularly	
TO).15	

 Some	higher	education	institutions	have	dedicated	centres	(outside	study	programmes)	
to	facilitate	job	related	skills.	

 Less	common	methods	included:		
o Entrepreneurial	skills	(they	are	common	on	paper,	but	 less	often	seen	 in	actual	

curriculum;	exceptions,	e.g.	small	business	projects	ME	FL	1)		
o Alumni	connections/events	(many	study	programmes	indicated	that	this	aspect	

can	be	improved),		
o Internationalisation	 (many	study	programmes	 indicated	 that	 this	aspect	 can	be	

improved,	exceptions	are	TO	DE	1,	TO	DE	2).		
o Special	 initiatives	 for	excellent	 students:	honours	programme	(ME	NL	1),	 small	

business	project	 (ME	FL	1),	 certificates	of	special	attainments	 (ME	FL	1),	 and	a	
trainee	programme	(TO	NL	1,	SW	DE	1)		
	

Employability	of	international	students	is	not	a	primary	concern	of	study	programmes	in	our	
research.	International	students	are	treated	like	nationals	with	regard	to	learning	outcomes.	

 Good practices 7.4.1

Among	the	practices	found	in	the	different	study	programmes	we	highlight	some	that	seem	in‐
teresting	for	wider	application.	
 Cooperation	among	study	programmes	(particularly	in:	SW	NL,	SC	IE,	SW	DE).	The	coop‐

eration	 among	 social	 care/work	programmes	 is	 strong	 in	 contrast	 to	mechanical	 engi‐
neering	and	tourism	programmes.	

 Cooperation	of	study	programmes	with	a	pro‐active	professional	field	organisation	(TO	
NL).	

 Keeping	the	students—and	through	them:	the	curriculum—up	to	date	on	the	trends	and	
developments	 in	the	sector:	students	weekly	review	travel	sections	of	newspapers	and	
search	articles	on	particular	 topics,	 to	replace	out‐dated	examples	 from	academic	 text‐
books	(TO	IE	2).	

 Multi‐disciplinarity:	broader	knowledge	and	skills	to	enhance	employability.		
 Creating	 a	 community	 of	 employers,	 students	 and	 teachers,	 for	 projects,	 internships,	

guest	lectures,	research	and	input	for	programme.		
 Making	use	of	the	community	created:	one	study	programme	asks	the	professional	field	

for	investments	in	terms	of	making	internships	and	projects	for	students	to	do	available.	
The	reasoning	is	that	investment	by	the	professional	field	results	in	a	win‐win‐win	situa‐
tion:	organisations	get	in	touch	with	students	as	potential	talent	in	an	early	stage	of	their	
studies;	 the	 study	 programmes	 gets	 its	 external	 focus	 and	 increased	 contact	 with	 the	
field;	and	students	get	additional	motivation	because	their	assignments	are	real‐life	cas‐
es.	(INT	ME	NL	1).	

 Be	inspired	by	models	from	vocational	education:	Together	with	the	Faculty	of	Econom‐
ics,	 the	Faculties	of	Engineering	initiated	an	education	model	that	combines	study	with	
work,	 similar	 to	 Germany’s	 vocational	 education.	 Companies	 select	 students	 that	 they	
want	to	follow	the	special	programme.	Students	are	hired	by	the	companies	as	appren‐
tices	 (four	days	per	week)	 and	 receive	 formal	 education	 from	 the	 institution	 (one	day	
per	week)	(INT	ME	DE	1).	

 Recognition	of	prior	learning,	to	get	practice‐schooled	and	practice‐aware	learners.	

																																																													
15		 In	the	2013	report	on	PIAAC,	a	major	‘soft	skill'	was	key	information‐processing	skills	such	as	literacy,	

numeracy	and	problem	solving	in	technology‐rich	environments.	It	may	be	remarkable	that	our	inter‐
viewees	did	not	mention	information	or	ICT	skills	(see	also	Glass,	2013).	



	 79

7.5   Results in terms of employability 

Influences	 of	 having	 domain‐specific	 sets	 of	 intended	 learning	 outcomes	 on	 employment	 are	
ambiguous.	Employment	obviously	varies	more	depending	on	 labour	market	demand,	 than	on	
the	differences	among	these	24	professional	bachelors’	study	programmes’	ways	of	incorporat‐
ing	employability	aspects.	

 Quantitative and qualitative connection of graduates to the labour market 7.5.1

Employment	differences	were	most	marked	according	 to	 the	economic	 situation	of	 the	
three	domains	and	of	the	four	countries.	Thus,	our	engineering	programmes	were	very	posi‐
tive	 about	 employment	 results.	 Employability	was	 seen,	 in	 this	 domain,	 as	 the	 result	 of	 study	
programmes.	 In	 the	 domain	 of	 social	work,	 German	 programmes	were	mainly	 positive	 about	
employment	 results	 for	 their	 graduates.	 In	Flanders	 the	 studied	programmes	were	 still	 some‐
what	 positive,	while	Dutch	 and	 Irish	 programmes	 appeared	 to	 be	more	 pessimistic	 about	 the	
employability	results.	In	tourism,	finally,	study	programmes	were	largely	satisfied	with	employ‐
ability	 results,	 but	we	 noticed	 some	 important	 reservations,	 focusing	 on	 large	 proportions	 of	
graduates	being	employed	outside	the	sector,	on	the	economic	climate,	and	on	graduates	contin‐
uing	studying.	In	sum,	the	main	factors	influencing	employability	results	were:		
 General	labour	market	demand	(quantitative	connection)		
 Need	for	the	specialisation	(qualitative	connection)		
 Location	of	institution		
 Government	policies	(e.g.	budget	reductions	in	social	work)	
 Wish	 of	 graduates	 to	 continue	 their	 studies	 (outcomes	 of	 study	 programmes	 not	 only	

work	related)	
 Fragmentation	of	labour	market(s)	(less	fragmented	is	easier	to	monitor)	
 International	mobility	(harder	to	track	mobile	graduates)	
 Number	of	students:	limiting	the	inflow	of	students	to	match	absorption	capacity	of	the	

labour	market	(SC	IE	2).16		
	

Methods	or	indications	study	programmes	used	to	monitor	their	success	in	assuring	employ‐
ability	of	their	students,	included:		
 Number	of	graduates	who	find	employment	within	a	certain	time	after	graduation	
 Number	of	graduates	hired	by	organisations	where	they	did	their	internship	
 Rate	of	graduates	who	find	employment	on	the	level	for	which	they	were	educated	(not	

always	the	case	in	SW	NL)	
 Rate	of	graduates	who	continue	their	education	at	master	level	
 Rate	of	graduates	who	find	employment	in	the	sector	for	which	educated	
 Rate	of	graduates	who	find	employment	in	the	region,	or	abroad		

	
Many	 different	methods	were	 in	 use	 to	 collect	 insight	 into	 employability	 results:	 national	

survey	(NL),	institutional	surveys	(EM	FL	1,	ME	IE	1,	ME	IE	2,	SW	DE	1,	TO	IE	1,	TO	FL	1,	TO	DE	
1,	TO	DE	2),	the	faculty	(INT	ME	DE	1)	or	study	programme	surveys	(EM	FL	2,	ME	DE	2,	SW	FL	
1).	For	the	statistics	to	be	useful	they	need	to	be	broken	down	to	employability	results	per	study	
programme;	 some	 institutional‐level	 surveys	 lacking	 that	 option	were	 useless	 for	 programme	
planning	 (ME	 IE1,	ME	 IE2).	 Employability	 insights	 can	 also	 be	 gained	 from	 professional	 field	

																																																													
16		 Note	 that	 the	goal	of	ensuring	employment	 for	students	may	act	against	other	goals	authorities	can	

have	with	higher	education,	e.g.	enrolling	large	numbers	of	students	to	widen	participation.	
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surveys	(SW	NL	1,	SW	NL	2,	SW	FL	1,	SW	FL	2,	SW	DE	2)	and	other	research	by	professional	field	
organisations	(PF	TO	NL,	PF	TO	FL,	TO	DE	1).		

Insight	can	also	be	obtained	from	qualitative	methods,	e.g.	monitoring	LinkedIn	profiles,	and	
informal	contacts	with	alumni.		

Quantitative	(demands	on	 labour	market)	and	qualitative	(e.g.	need	 for	a	specialisa‐
tion)	perspectives	are	 important	 to	monitor	employability	and	 to	 inform	strategic	deci‐
sions	of	study	programmes	(e.g.	to	move	towards	broader	or	rather	towards	more	specialised	
programmes).		

Higher	 education	 institutions	 and	 study	 programmes	 are	 learning	 organisations,	 getting	
their	information	e.g.	through	surveying	employers	for	new	trends	and	developments,	for	rele‐
vance	of	included	learning	outcomes,	and	for	evaluating	learning	outcomes	among	alumni.	Moni‐
toring	skills	gaps	was	to	some	extent	facilitated	by	government	agencies	in	Ireland	and	in	Flan‐
ders.	 In	 the	 Netherlands	 and	 in	 Germany	 study	 programmes	 themselves	 had	 to	 monitor	 the	
trends	regarding	skills	needs.		

Study	programmes	felt	 largely	responsible	for	employability	of	students;	 they	consid‐
ered	it	their	job	to	link	to	the	professional	field.	The	professional	field,	however,	was	also	seen	to	
be	responsible	for	the	link	with	education;	some	employers	and	professional	field	organisation	
were	more	active	than	others.	Tourism	programmes	stressed	their	responsibly	in	terms	of	creat‐
ing	links	to	the	professional	field	and	being	aware	of	the	developments	in	the	sector,	but	stated	
they	 could	 not	 be	 held	 accountable	 for	 graduates	 finding	 employment.	 In	 contrast,	 the	 study	
programmes	in	the	other	two	domains	appear	to	be	more	comfortable	saying	that	they	are	re‐
sponsible	and	partly	accountable.	For	another	part,	the	difference	between	tourism	and	the	oth‐
er	two	domains	might	be	real	and	reflected	in	the	fragmented	nature	of	the	labour	markets	that	
tourism	study	graduates	accessed.	

 How do external stakeholders (employers and alumni) judge the connection between the 7.5.2

labour market and the professional bachelors’ study programme?   

Questions	about	satisfaction	with	the	link	between	study	programmes	and	the	professional	field	
were	asked	to	both	study	programmes	and	professional	field	organisations.	In	engineering	and	
in	tourism,	study	programmes	were	of	the	opinion	that	the	study	programmes	as	well	as	
the	stakeholders	were	satisfied.	Also	in	social	work/social	care,	the	study	programmes	main‐
tained	that	the	stakeholders	were	satisfied.	Some	social	work/social	care	programmes	men‐
tioned,	nevertheless,	 that	employers	did	not	yet	embrace	an	academic	orientation.	 Pro‐
grammes	 in	 social	 work/care	 appeared	 to	 have	 difficulty	 convincing	 the	 field	 of	 their	 added	
value,	especially	of	their	recent,	more	academic	foundations.	For	instance,	SW	FL	1	pointed	out	
that	only	after	some	years	of	experience	with	increased	academic	orientation	of	the	bachelor’s	
thesis,	 employers	began	 to	 see	 the	 added	value.	These	 study	programmes	 concluded	 that	 em‐
ployers	sometimes	were	not	aware	of	their	needs.	

Study	programmes	that	appeared	to	have	extensive	contacts	with	the	professional	field	(INT	
TO	NL	1,	INT	TO	NL	2,	INT	TO	FL	1,	INT	TO	FL	2,	INT	TO	DE	1)	were	satisfied	with	the	role	of	
employers.	For	them	the	experience	led	to	a	virtuous	circle	of	increasing	contacts	and	satis‐
faction	between	programme	and	field.	

The	need	for	a	life‐long	learning	attitude	among	students	and	graduates	was	stressed	by	pro‐
fessional	field	organisations.	For	instance,	conversion	programmes	(on‐campus	or	through	dis‐
tance	education)	that	exist	in	Ireland	to	retrain	graduates	for	entry	into	the	engineering	sector	
might	be	expanded.	Recognition	of	prior	learning	was	also	mentioned	in	this	regard.		
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Methods	employed	to	monitor	stakeholders’	satisfaction	were	mainly	two:	professional	field	
surveys,	and	staying	in	touch	with	alumni.	Alumni	contact	could	take	many	forms,	from	informal	
(e.g.	social	media)	to	formal	(e.g.	alumni	associations)	and	from	infrequent	to	frequent	(e.g.	an‐
nual	events).		

7.6   The place of employability in quality assurance 

 Internal quality assurance 7.6.1

Self‐evaluation	reports	were	common,	but	content	(e.g.	statistical	information)	and	frequency	of	
analysis	(more	frequent	internal	quality	assurance	in	addition	to	self‐evaluation	reports	needed	
for	 accreditation	 procedures)	 differed	 per	 country,	 institution	 and	 study	 programme.	 Self‐
evaluation	reports	could	focus	on	employability,	particularly	if	it	was	an	aspect	in	manda‐
tory	accreditation	procedures.	To	retrieve	employability	information,	most	programmes	had	
access	to,	or	themselves	collected,	employability	statistics.	
	 How	 the	 internal	quality	assurance	was	arranged	appeared	 to	be	 influenced	by	 the	
size	 of	 the	 institution,	 and	by	 the	 requirements	 of	 the	national	 framework	 of	 external	
quality	assurance.	 Larger	 institutions	had	 formalised	procedures	 in	 this	 respect,	 for	example	
for	 receiving	 feedback	 and	 input	 from	 the	 professional	 field	 and	 alumni.	 Smaller	 institutions	
used	more	 informal	methods.	The	coverage	of	what	kind	of	 feedback	 the	programmes	sought,	
differed.	Thus,	it	was	not	yet	common	practice	to	monitor	regularly	in	internal	quality	assurance	
whether	international	and	national	domain‐specific	intended	learning	outcomes	were	adequate‐
ly	reflected	in	programme‐specific	learning	outcomes.	Nor	was	it	yet	common	practice	to	explic‐
itly	monitor	if	there	was	a	performance	gap	between	intended	and	achieved	learning	outcomes.	
Feedback	from	alumni	on	their	own	achieved	learning	outcomes	was	another	important	channel	
for	knowledge	about	employability.		

7.6.1.1 Good practices  

An	 interesting	practice	 regarding	 internal	quality	 assurance	was	 from	study	programmes	 that	
continuously	reflected	on	input,	process	and	results,	and	did	so	through	documented	PDCA	cy‐
cles	(EM	FL	1,	SW	FL	1).	Another	 interesting	practice	concerned	one	 institution	that	 identified	
‘excellent	study	programmes’	based	on	the	outcomes	of	internal	and	external	quality	assurance	
(ME	NL	1).	

 External quality assurance 7.6.2

The	study	programmes	were	largely	satisfied	with	the	current	inclusion	of	employability	in	ex‐
ternal	quality	assurance,	although	the	practices	and	intensity	of	the	focus	differ	per	country.	The	
study	programmes	did	emphasise	that	the	focus	in	external	quality	assurance	should	not	be	
solely	on	the	employment	outcome.	Important	should	be	what	the	study	programmes	had	
done	to	create	linkages	to	the	professional	field,	and	the	academic	level	actually	achieved.	
The	suggestion	to	put	more	focus	on	other	aspects	than	employment	outcomes	was	particularly	
relevant	for	study	programmes	that	educated	for	dynamic	sectors	with	fluctuating	labour	mar‐
ket	opportunities.	Moreover,	one	study	programme	argued	that	there	might	be	a	need	to	focus	
more	on	the	quality	of	the	learning	experience,	rather	than	on	the	learning	outcome	(INT	
TO	NL	2),	especially	given	the	fluidity	of	the	employment	situation	at	present.	Some	interview‐
ees	 also	 suggested	 that	 slow	 procedures	 to	 adapt	 national	 standards	 (i.e.	 through	 centralised	
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domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes)	might	 hinder	 timely	 adjustment	 of	 study	 programmes	 to	
developments	in	the	sector.	Consequently,	it	was	argued	that	external	quality	assurance	should	
decrease	 its	 focus	 on	 procedures	 for	 incorporation	 of	 domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes	 and	
rather	review	the	ability	of	the	study	programme	to	adjust	timely	to	developments	in	the	
sector	(INT	TO	NL	2).	Such	a	shift	in	focus	might	be	linked	with	the	shift	in	external	quality	as‐
surance	from	the	focus	on	formal	procedures	to	content	on	programme	level.		
	 The	 distinction	 between	 intended	 learning	 outcomes	 and	 the	 achieved	 ones	 is	 only	made	
explicit	 in	the	national	 frameworks	of	 the	Netherlands	and	Flanders,	although	the	emphasis	 in	
practice	 seems	 to	 be	 much	more	 on	 achieved	 outcomes.	 Knowledge	 about	 achieved	 learning	
outcomes	is	crucial	for	recognition	by	professional	bodies.	The	need	for	a	study	programme	to	
apply	an	appropriate	mix	of	channels	to	gain	feedback	about	employability,	e.g.	through	alumni	
or	 through	 direct	 contact	with	 employers,	 is	 apparently	 not	made	 explicit	 in	 external	 quality	
assurance.	

7.7   Conclusions 

The	report	has	highlighted	many	good	practices	of	the	interviewed	study	programmes	and	pro‐
fessional	field	representative	bodies.	We	have	shown	that	the	programmes	have	many	connec‐
tions	to	the	professional	field,	and	work	hard	to	attain	and	maintain	these	connections.	The	re‐
sult	 is	 that	 the	 study	 programmes	 and	 professional	 fields	 appear	 to	 be	 satisfied	 with	 the	
employment	 results	 of	 graduates,	 which	 is	 not	 surprising	 as	 we	 selected	 study	 programmes	
known	 for	 their	 incorporation	 of	 employability.	 Important	 is,	 however,	 that	 the	 study	 pro‐
grammes	have	chosen	different	 strategies	and	approaches	 to	 reach	 this	 result.	Of	 relevance	 in	
this	 respect	 are	 the	 study	programmes’	 country,	domain	context	 and	 institutional	 characteris‐
tics.		
	 The	country	contexts	strongly	influence	the	different	phases	discussed	in	this	report.	More	
specifically,	 in	 the	 input‐phase,	 traditions,	 policies	 or	 authorised	 agencies	 influence	 the	 way	
study	 programmes	 receive	 input	 from	 the	 professional	 field,	 for	 example	 through	 domain‐
specific	learning	outcomes	resulting	from	national	consultative	structures	(the	Netherlands)	or	
having	 a	 particular	 focus	 on	 local	 employers	 (Germany).	 Similarly,	 in	 the	 process‐phase	 the	
length	and	the	number	of	internships	and	involvement	of	the	professional	field	in	examination	
appear	 to	 be	 linked	 to	 countries’	 traditions.	 The	 results‐phase	 is	 influenced	 by	 the	 countries’	
economic	performance,	governmental	policies	and	related	job	opportunities.	Of	importance	are	
also	countrywide	commonalities	in	practices	of	collecting	employment	statistics	(from	national	
survey	in	the	Netherlands,	to	some	German	study	programmes	not	collecting	statistics),	as	well	
as	quantitative	and	qualitative	 labour	market	perspectives	 (for	 specific	domains,	both	are	col‐
lected	on	the	national	level	in	Flanders	and	Ireland).	Study	programmes’	practices	with	respect	
to	process	management	evaluation	(e.g.	annual	self‐evaluations	to	self‐evaluation	when	required	
for	accreditation)	 relate	 strongly	 to	 the	different	external	quality	assurance	practices	 found	 in	
the	four	higher	education	systems.		
	 Likewise,	 the	different	study	domains	and	the	different	 labour	markets	 for	which	they	
educate	strongly	affect	the	different	phases	discussed	in	this	report.	Of	relevance	to	the	differ‐
ence	phases	are:	
 The	diversity	of	the	sector	or	sectors	for	which	the	study	programmes	educate:	tourism	

graduates	can	find	employment	in	many	different	tourism	sectors	and	are	also	attracted	
to	non‐tourism	sectors,	whilst	the	sectors	for	mechanical	engineers	are	less	diverse.	Re‐
latedly,	diversity	 in	 the	 sector	 can	mean	 that	 there	 is	not	 a	 single	 representative	body	
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that	can	be	involved	in	determining	(domain‐specific)	learning	outcomes.	Moreover,	we	
found	 that	 tourism	 programmes	 have	 a	 stronger	 national	 and	 international	 focus	 as	
compared	to	the	more	local	orientation	of	social	work	and	mechanical	engineering	pro‐
grammes.	The	three	factors	(diversity	of	the	sector,	representative	bodies,	and	geograph‐
ical	orientation)	influences	the	number	of	stakeholders	that	can	or	are	to	be	approached	
to	provide	input	to	the	study	programmes’	design.	

 Dynamics	of	sectors	influence	the	frequency	with	which	(domain‐specific)	learning	out‐
comes,	and	 thus	curricula,	are	 to	be	updated.	Highly	dynamic	sectors,	 such	as	 tourism,	
change	 so	 rapidly	 that	 learning	 outcomes	 can	 easily	 become	 out‐dated.	 Study	 pro‐
grammes	that	carefully	monitor	trends	and	developments	of	the	sector	and	adjust	their	
set	of	intended	learning	outcomes	accordingly	ensure	that	the	programmes	remain	rele‐
vant	to	the	professional	field.	Consequently,	study	programmes	that	educate	for	dynamic	
sectors	need	to	change	their	learning	outcomes	with	a	higher	frequency,	if	they	want	to	
ensure	employment	opportunities	for	their	graduates.		

 Employment	 perspectives	 differ	 per	 domain.	 In	 all	 countries	 engineers	 were	 highly	
sought	after.	Consequently,	engineering	graduates	have	no	problem	finding	employment.	
The	situation	is	different	for	tourism	and	social	work	graduates.	These	graduates,	partic‐
ular	the	tourism	graduates,	might	have	search	work	in	their	field	abroad,	or	search	em‐
ployment	in	sectors	not	directly	linked	to	their	studies.	Important	to	note	is	that	the	em‐
ployment	perspectives	for	tourism	and	social	work	graduates	differ	per	country.		

 Cooperation	 among	 study	 programmes	 in	 similar	 domains.	 We	 found	 that	 study	 pro‐
grammes	in	the	social	work/care	domain	appear	to	be	cooperating	closer	than	those	in	
the	other	two	domains	studied.	For	example,	we	found	strong	cooperation	 in	consulta‐
tive	structures	leading	to	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	(the	Netherlands	and	Flan‐
ders)	and	involvement	in	each	other’s	internal	quality	assurance	processes	(e.g.	checking	
of	graduation	theses	by	external	examiners	in	the	Netherlands).		

 The	 degree	 of	 accountability	 felt	 for	 employability	 of	 students.	 Tourism	 study	 pro‐
grammes	 felt	 responsible,	 but	 stated	 they	 could	not	be	held	accountable	 for	 graduates	
finding	employment.	On	the	other	hand,	the	study	programmes	in	the	other	two	domains	
appeared	to	be	more	comfortable	saying	that	they	are	responsible	and	partly	accounta‐
ble.	The	diversity	of	sectors	for	which	the	study	programmes	educate	might	be	one	of	the	
explanatory	factors	for	the	felt	accountability.		
	

How	 the	 different	 phases	 of	 the	 educational	 process	 in	 relation	 to	 employability	 are	 ap‐
proached	can	also	be	related	to	institutional	characteristics.	Of	relevance	are:	
 The	size	of	institution	and	of	the	study	programme	in	terms	of	number	of	students	is	the	

main	factor	that	influences	whether	contact	with	the	professional	field	is	structured	for‐
mally	or	more	informally.	Larges	study	programmes	are	more	inclined	to	formalise	con‐
tacts,	whilst	smaller	and	more	regionally	oriented	programmes	have	informal	contacts.	
Formalisation	could	affect	the	willingness	of	employers	to	participate.	To	counter	this	ef‐
fect,	we	came	across	a	number	of	solutions:	study	programmes	appointing	account	man‐
agers	or	having	 increased	attention	 for	 internship	providers.	The	 contact	 approach	 af‐
fects	how	the	programmes	get	input	for	their	study	programmes,	arrange	education	and	
examination,	and	evaluate	employment	and	programme	satisfaction	results.		

 The	institution’s	location	influences	the	number	of	available	employment	opportunities	
in	the	region.		

 Related	to	the	diversity	of	the	sectors,	we	saw	that	programmes	can	have	a	stronger	re‐
gional,	national	or	international	orientation.		

 Institutional	policies	that	prescribe	the	role	and	composition	of	study	programmes’	pro‐
fessional	field	advisory	boards.		

 The	 institution’s	 profile	 influences	 the	 focus	 on	 particular	 learning	 outcomes	 or	 skills	
and	attitudes.	Examples	are	institutional	priorities	with	respect	to	sustainability	and	en‐
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trepreneurship.	Some	study	programmes	mentioned,	however,	that	the	institution’s	pro‐
file	was	not	(yet)	translated	into	the	current	programme.		

	
	 Influenced	by	aspects	related	to	the	country,	domain	and	institutional	characteristics	are	the	
approaches	study	programmes	can	take	to	remain	relevant	to	society,	the	professional	field	
and	to	students.	The	approaches	are:	

1. Broadening:	 e.g.	 inclusion	 of	 more	 general	 and	 transferable	 competences	 in	 terms	 of	
knowledge,	skills	and	attitudes.		

2. Specialising:	e.g.	offering	elective	specialisation	modules.	
3. Academic	orientation:	e.g.	inclusion	of	more	academic	competences	
4. Professional	orientation:	e.g.	inclusion	of	more	vocational	competences.		
5. Geographical	 (regional,	 national	 or	 international)	 orientation:	 e.g.	 when	 regional	 em‐

ployment	perspectives	were	poor,	attention	in	the	input	and	process	phase	could	shift	to	
national	or	international	employability.	
		

The	effects	of	these	approaches	on	the	employability	of	students	are	not	straightforward	at	
this	point,	and	may	involve	trade‐offs.	For	instance,	broadening	a	programme’s	intended	learn‐
ing	outcomes	might	increase	the	number	of	transferable	skills,	but	could	well	come	at	the	cost	of	
sector‐specific	knowledge.	Specialisation,	on	the	contrary,	can	deepen	students’	competences	in	
particular	subjects,	but	these	might	not	be	the	competences	the	labour	market	is	in	need	of	once	
current	students	graduate.	Similarly,	employers	might	not	(immediately)	see	the	added	value	of	
academic	competences	of	graduated	educated	for	practice‐oriented	sectors,	as	we	noted	in	the	
social	work	sector.	Lastly,	employment	perspectives,	particularly	in	dynamic	sectors,	can	change	
rapidly,	 meaning	 that	 a	 regional,	 national	 or	 international	 orientation	 might	 be	 relevant	 for	
graduates	 of	 a	 particular	 year,	 but	 not	 for	 graduates	 in	 subsequent	 years.	 To	 assess	 the	 com‐
bined	effects	of	different	approaches	on	employability	of	students	more	research	is	required.			

Which	of	the	five	approaches	study	programmes	choose	is	likely	to	change	over	time.	Like‐
wise,	the	employability‐enhancing	components	in	study	programmes	likely	develop	continuous‐
ly.	Our	impression	and	that	of	the	interviewed	representatives	of	the	quality	assurance	agency	of	
the	Netherlands	 and	 Flanders	 is	 that	 employability	 is	 embedded	 in	 study	 programmes	 better	
than,	 say,	 two	 decades	 ago.	 In	 the	 input‐phase	 employability	 became	more	 embedded	 in	 pro‐
grammes’	 intended	learning	outcomes.	In	the	process‐phase	there	appears	to	be	more	interac‐
tion	with	 the	 field	especially	 in	examination:	e.g.	professional	 field	representatives	 involved	 in	
judging	 bachelor	 theses.	 Employability	 results	 become	more	 visible	 through	 widespread	 sys‐
tematic	 collection	 of	 statistics.	 Similarly,	 internal	 and	 external	 quality	 assurance	 incorporated	
employability	aspects.		

However,	different	higher	education	systems	took	different	measures,	resulting	in	varied	in‐
tensity	of	attention	to	employability	aspects.	We	do	not	want	to	advocate	any	one	model;	e.g.	the	
Dutch	approach	with	fairly	systematic	development	of	national	domain‐specific	 frameworks	of	
learning	 outcomes	 need	 not	 be	 better	 or	worse	 than	 the	 approach	 through	 professional	 field	
organisations	(as	in	Ireland)	or	than	the	more	individual	programme	activities	(still)	prevalent	
in	 Flanders	 and	Germany	 (where	 initiative	 lies	mostly	with	 individual	 teachers).	As	discussed	
above,	 stressed	 should	 also	 be	 the	 diversity	 across	 domains	 (from	 stable	 as	 in	 engineering	 to	
dynamic,	even	turbulent,	in	tourism).		

An	aspect	not	very	visible	in	our	cross‐sectional	study	has	to	do	with	timing:	in	Flanders,	de‐
velopment	 of	 system‐wide	 domain‐specific	 learning	 outcomes	 is	 tied	 to	 the	 cycle	 of	 external	
evaluation,	which	partly	explains	the	differences	between	fields	noticed	there.	
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With	a	view	to	 the	pace	of	processes	 to	define	domain‐specific	outcomes	 in	relation	 to	 the	
dynamism	of	professional	fields,	it	may	be	important	to	highlight	the	advantages	of	generic	for‐
mulations	of	learning	outcomes:	the	more	specific	they	are,	the	more	often	they	need	to	be	read‐
justed.	The	opposite	argument	might	be	 that	 the	more	generic	 learning	outcomes	are	defined,	
the	less	certainty	they	give	to	curriculum	design	at	the	shop‐floor	level.	The	policy	intention	of	
learning	outcomes	as	vehicles	to	stimulate	a	dialogue	between	study	programmes	and	their	pro‐
fessional	field	did	not	always	come	through	in	our	interviews	with	representatives	of	study	pro‐
grammes.	

Similarly,	although	learning	outcomes	were	universally	understood	to	include	soft	or	generic	
skills,	 the	 competence	 of	 learning	 to	 learn,	 to	 stimulate	 graduates’	 preparedness	 for	 life‐long	
learning,	was	not	often	prevalent,	even	though	the	professional	 fields	stress	the	 importance	of	
life‐long	learning	attitudes.		

All	 things	considered,	study	programmes	and	policy	makers	on	system	level	are	 facing	 im‐
portant	 challenges	 with	 respect	 to	 employability.	 Firstly,	 one	 can	 wonder	 if	 domain‐specific	
learning	outcomes	are	making	the	programmes	largely	uniform,	leaving	little	room	for	differen‐
tiation	and	profiling.	Secondly,	the	input‐mechanisms	are	now	mostly	geared	to	the	regional	or	
domestic	labour	market	(e.g.	consultation	of	national	professional	field	representative	bodies).	If	
international	 labour	 markets	 become	 more	 important,	 the	 currently	 used	 input‐mechanisms	
might	not	be	fit	for	purpose.	Thirdly,	study	programmes	have	to	take	into	account	an	increasing	
number	of	stakeholders	and	influencers,	on	a	variety	of	levels.	These	stakeholders	have	different	
and	sometimes	conflicting	demands,	 in	which	study	programmes	struggle	to	find	the	right	bal‐
ance	(i.e.	not	everything	can	be	included	in	a	180	or	240	ECTS	programme).	However,	getting	the	
balance	wrong	may	have	serious	implications	for	the	employability	of	students	and	the	reputa‐
tion	of	the	study	programme	and	its	institution.	Lastly,	uncertainty	caused	by	dynamics	in	sec‐
tors	triggers	study	programmes	to	utilize	different	approaches.	However,	the	actual	effects	of	the	
approaches	to	the	employability	are	currently	ambiguous.			

In	closing,	 the	 interviewed	study	programmes	have	by‐and‐large	a	high	regard	 for	 the	em‐
ployability	of	their	students,	though	some	more	than	others,	which	is	largely	related	to	the	coun‐
try,	domain,	and	institution‐specific	contexts.	The	study	programmes’	employability‐enhancing	
practices	have	been	described	 in	 this	 report,	which	we	hope	will	 serve	as	 inspiration	 to	other	
study	programmes	interested	in	increasing	the	employability	of	their	students.	Furthermore,	we	
hope	 to	 have	 shown	 different	 processes	 utilized	 to	 enhance	 employability.	 Although	 the	 pro‐
cesses	reported	here	do	not	amount	to	an	exhaustive	list	of	options,	they	do	point	to	what	can	be	
expected	from	professional	bachelor	programmes.	These	findings	have	implications	for	the	insti‐
tutional	 and	 programme	 specific	 external	 quality	 assurance	 reviews	 of	 professional	 bachelor	
programmes.	Recommendations	related	to	the	implications	are	provided	in	our	final	chapter.		
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8    Recommendations for stakeholders from observed  

good practices 

In	this	chapter,	we	translate	the	good	practices	 found	during	our	study	 into	recommendations	
for	different	groups	of	stakeholders	in	professional	higher	education.	Since	some	recommenda‐
tions	address	several	stakeholders,	we	do	not	separate	the	recommendations	into	sections,	but	
the	following	table	gives	a	quick	‘index’	of	where	each	might	look.	

	
Stakeholder	 Applicable	recommendations
Governments	 3,	18,	19,	22,	23,	24
Rectors’	conferences	 9,	18,	19,	22
Higher	education	institutions	 1,	3,	6,	7,	9,	10,	11,	12,	13,	14,	15,	17,	18,	19,	20,	23,	24	
Study	programmes	 1,	3,	4,	5,	6,	9,	10,	11,	12,	13,	14,	15,	16,	17,	19,	20,	21,	22,	23,	24		
Professional	bodies	/		
employers	

3,	5,	8,	9,	10,	11,	13, 14,	15, 18,	19,	20,	21,	22,	23,	24	

Quality	assessment	agencies	 2,	14,	22,	23,	24,	25,	26
Table	8.1:	Recommendations	for	stakeholders	from	observed	good	practices	

	
1. Make	sure	that	the	institutional	profile	is	translated	and	visible	in	the	study	programmes’	

curriculum.	For	example,	through	a	module	on	innovation	and	entrepreneurship.	

2. Ask	if	and	how	the	higher	education	institution	profile	has	been	translated	into	study	pro‐
grammes’	curricula.		

3. Monitor	trends	and	developments	in	professional	field	sectors	so	that	information	on	quanti‐
tative	and	qualitative	labour	market	developments	can	be	timely	incorporated	by	study	pro‐
grammes.		

4. Have	a	clear	and	comprehensive	strategy	to	collect	input	from	local,	national	and	interna‐
tional	professional	field	representatives.	Make	sure	that	the	input	is	balanced	(across	differ‐
ent	parts	of	the	field),	e.g.:		

a. Apply	graduate	or	alumni	surveys.		

b. Allow	flexibility	in	the	curricula	to	adjust	to	the	latest	insights.	Monitor	if	learning	
outcomes	desired	by	the	professional	field	have	been	sufficiently	included.	When	
translating	the	field’s	input	into	curricula,	do	not	lose	sight	of	educational	goals:	pro‐
fessional	education	is	more	than	tailor‐made	programmes	for	particular	employers.		

c. Insight	provided	by	teachers	with	professional	experience	is	highly	important	in	the	
input	phase.		

5. Study	programmes	not	only	receive	input	from	the	professional	field,	they	can	also	provide	
information	to	the	field.	For	example,	about	chances	in	the	higher	education	system	and	
sharing	their	insight	in	developments	in	the	sector.		

6. Informal	contacts	with	the	professional	field	might	be	of	equal	value	as	formalised	or	struc‐
tured	contacts.	Consider	which	approach	is	best	for	your	institution	and	programme.		

7. Allow	study	programmes	educating	for	dynamic	markets	to	adjust	their	curricula	with	more	
flexibility	than	programmes	in	more	stable	fields.		

8. Professional	field	organisation	should	make	linking	with	education	part	of	their	mission.		
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9. Consider	methods	through	which	teachers	can	gain	connections	or	re‐connect	with	the	pro‐
fessional	field,	e.g.	through	teacher‐internships	and	exchanges	with	similar	study	pro‐
grammes	abroad.		

10. Teachers	that	go	on	internship	visits	should	also	seek	general	input	and	feedback	on	the	
study	programme.	To	monitor	the	intensity	of	contacts	and	supplied	input	and	feedback,	
company	visit	results	can	be	registered	in	a	central	database	for	the	whole	study	pro‐
gramme.	

11. Employers	can	be	involved	in	specialisations	not	(yet)	offered	by	study	programmes.	They	
can	do	so	by	offering	elective	modules	themselves.	Similarly,	the	expertise	of	external	parties	
can	be	used	to	teach	competencies	for	which	the	in‐house	knowledge	in	the	study	pro‐
gramme	is	insufficient.	Examples	include	usage	of	guest	lecturers	for	specific	subjects	in	the	
curriculum,	and	of	employment	agents	to	provide	job	interview	training.		

12. Specialisations	and	excellence	tracks	in	the	curriculum	can	be	beneficial	to	participating	stu‐
dents.	An	example	is	to	allow	students	to	work	on	a	small	business	project	instead	of	going	
on	an	internship.	

13. Think	of	ways	in	which	the	professional	field	can	be	actively	involved	in	examination.	Stu‐
dents	can	be	encouraged	by	awards	(e.g.	sponsored	flight	tickets).	Involvement	can	be	
broader	than	assessment	of	internship	periods	and	company	projects;	also	e.g.	project	work	
and	role‐play	assessment.		

14. Most	interviewed	study	programmes	aimed	to	enhance	their	internationalisation.	When	
doing	so	programmes	might	consider	if	the	current	learning	outcomes	are	equally	relevant	
to	international	students.	Special	initiatives	to	enhance	the	employability	of	international	
students	are	not	common,	but	could	contribute	to	this	end.	An	example	is	an	office	that	sup‐
ports	international	students	to	find	employment	in	the	host	country.		

15. Inform	internship‐hosting	organisations	clearly	and	continuously	on	what	is	expected	from	
them	and	from	the	students.	If	internship	providers	cannot	or	do	not	meet	the	expectations,	
consider	discontinuing	the	cooperation.		

16. Ensure	that	the	learning	outcomes	of	modules	and	internship	periods	are	made	clear	to	stu‐
dents.	Explain	how	the	learning	outcomes	relate	to	the	professional	field.		

17. Study	programmes	can	utilize	alumni	to	enhance	connections	with	the	professional	field	and	
to	generate	awareness	of	trends	and	developments.	Alumni	can	also	offer	valuable	insights	
into	the	field	and	provide	feedback	to	the	study	programmes.	Examples	to	enhance	connec‐
tions	with	alumni	include:	alumni	associations,	alumni	events,	online	alumni	groups	(e.g.	Fa‐
cebook,	LinkedIn).		

18. Although	competition	can	be	a	strong	incentive	for	study	programmes	to	perform,	coopera‐
tion	might	enhance	quality,	too.	Through	cooperation	study	programmes	can	pool	insights,	
experiences,	and	they	can	exchange	ideas	on	learning	outcomes.		

19. Consider	that	internationalisation	might	have	an	effect	on	the	number	of	student	interested	
in	doing	an	internship	in	the	region.		

20. When	study	programmes	become	broader,	it	is	important	to	prepare	students	for	life‐long	
learning:	not	all	that	is	needed	can	be	taught	by	study	programmes	in	the	limited	time	they	
have	available.		
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21. Relevance	of	graduation	theses	can	be	improved	by	asking	external	or	internal	experts	to	
advise	on	available	topics.	Thesis	topics	could	focus	on	‘what	keeps	entrepreneurs	awake	at	
night’	(INT	TO	NL	2).		

22. Some	professional	bachelor	programmes	change	their	orientation	by	including	more	re‐
search	modules	and	projects.	This	development	might	influence	the	direction	of	professional	
higher	education,	and	how	graduates	operate	in	their	professional	practice;	employers	may	
not	be	adjusted	to	such	changes	and	would	need	to	be	informed	of	graduates’	new	compe‐
tencies.		

23. Statistical	data	on	employment	outcomes	is	essential	for	stakeholders	to	get	insight	into	the	
performance	of	graduates	and	study	programmes.	Information	on	employment	can	also	be	
collected	through	qualitative	methods.	Monitoring	of	employment	(statistics)	and	having	a	
professional	field	surveys	should	be	an	integral	part	of	internal	quality	assurance.		

24. The	satisfaction	of	the	professional	field	with	graduates’	performance	is	important.	Study	
programmes	should	collect	such	information.	Collection	of	the	needed	data	can	be	organised	
by	higher	education	institutions,	the	professional	field	or	government.		

25. The	current	focus	on	employability	in	external	quality	assurance	is	positive,	but	needs	a	di‐
versified	approach.	It	may	be	more	relevant	to	focus	on	what	programme	do	to	create	link‐
ages	with	the	professional	field	for	enhanced	employability,	rather	than	focus	on	the	em‐
ployment	outcomes.		

26. External	quality	assurance	along	the	lines	of	centrally	negotiated,	fairly	detailed	national	
standards	for	study	programmes	might	not	be	the	best	approach	in	dynamic	markets,	as	de‐
sired	learning	outcomes	change	more	rapidly	than	national	standards	can	be	adjusted.	
Therefore,	the	level	of	abstractness	of	formulated	requirements,	criteria	and	expectations	
should	be	brought	in	line	with	the	practices	of	the	study	programmes,	to	allow	flexible	adap‐
tation	within	broadly	defined	learning	outcomes.		
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Appendix I  Abbreviations  

BBA	 Bachelor	of	Business	Administration
	

EHEA		 European	Higher	Education	Area
EM		 Electromechanical	engineering

	
FL		 Flanders	

	
HEI	 Higher	education	institution

	
IE		 Ireland	
IoT		 Institute(s)	of	Technology

	
ME		 Mechanical	engineering	

	
NL		 the	Netherlands	
NQF		 National	Qualification	Framework
NRW		 North	Rhine‐Westphalia	(Germany)
NVAO		 The	Accreditation	Organisation	of	the	Netherlands	and	Flanders	

	
PBL		 Problem	Based	Learning	
PDCA		 Plan	Do	Check	Act		
PF		 Professional	field	

	
QA		 Quality	assurance	

	
SC		 Social	care
SER		 Self‐evaluation	report	
SME		 Small	and	Medium	Enterprises
SW		 Social	work

	
TO		 Tourism	
TRIS		 Transnational	Institutional	Cooperation

	
USP	 Unique	Selling	Point	
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Appendix II  Questionnaires ProBE study 

Experts	from	quality	assurance	agencies	who	have	insights	into	the	role	of	employability	in	external	
quality	assurance;	per	country	(i.e.	4	interviews)	
	
Input:	how	is	the	translation	of	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	to	study	programmes	organised?	

1. Are	there	national	guidelines	with	respect	to:	
a. The	degrees	to	which	professional	bachelors’	study	programme’s	learning	outcomes	

need	to	reflect	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes?		
b. The	methods	/	mechanism	used	to	attune	the	learning	outcomes	of	professional	bache‐

lors’	study	programmes	to	the	professional	field?	(e.g.	availability	and	usage	of	national	
learning	outcomes	frameworks	and	involvement	of	employers	and/or	professional	field	
advisory	boards)	

2. Are	these	guidelines	enforced	in	the	external	quality	assurance	by	your	quality	agency?	
3. How	much	room	is	there	for	local/regional	adaptation	of	national	learning	outcomes?		

a. Do	study	programmes	X	and	Y	use	the	room	for	local	adaptations	adequately?	[or	if	lim‐
ited	knowledge	of	the	cases,	the	professional	bachelors’	study	programmes	in	general]	

b. Are	the	cases	X	and	Y	different	from	other	programmes	[looking	for	good	practices]?	
4. In	your	view,	do	the	professional	bachelors’	study	programmes	X	and	Y	take	the	professional	field	

into	account?	[or	if	limited	knowledge	of	the	cases,	the	professional	bachelors’	study	programmes	
in	general]	

a. Are	the	cases	X	and	Y	different	from	other	programmes	[looking	for	good	practices]?	
	

Process:	how	is	the	link	between	study	programme	and	professional	field	arranged	in	the	education	and	
examination?	

5. Are	there	national	guidelines	to	enhance	the	link	between	study	programmes	and	professional	
fields	in	education	and	examination?		

6. Is	it	for	professional	bachelor	programmes	to	receive	accreditation	mandatory	to	show	their	link	
with	the	professional	field,	through	‐for	example‐	inclusion	of	internship	/	work	placement	in	the	
curriculum?	

7. Overall,	do	you	think	that	the	by	employers	/	professional	field	learning	outcomes	are	reflected	in	
the	study	programmes’	curricula?	

8. Thinking	of	other	(national)	agencies,	are	there	(national)	initiatives	to	enhance	the	employability	
of	graduates?	(e.g.	the	Higher	Education	Achievement	Report	in	the	UK)	
	

Results:	what	are	the	results	of	the	‘input’	and	‘process’	in	terms	of	employability?	
9. According	to	you,	what	are	the	results	of	the	professional	bachelor	programmes	X	and	Y	in	terms	

of	graduate	employability,	compared	with	other	study	programmes	in	the	same	field?	[or	if	lim‐
ited	knowledge	of	the	cases,	the	professional	bachelors’	study	programmes	in	the	specific	field	of	
study	compared	with	professional	bachelors’	study	programmes	in	other	fields]	

10. Are	there	study	programme	specific	employment	statistics	/	information	available,	and	if	so,	can	
you	share	them?	(E.g.	percentage	that	found	employment,	needed	search	time	between	gradua‐
tion	and	employment,	job	satisfaction	surveys	etc.)	

11. Is	the	employability	of	students	evaluated	during	the	study	programme	and	/	or	after	graduating	
from	the	study	programme?	And	if	so,	is	the	evaluation	done	by	the	study	programme,	the	institu‐
tions,	sector	specific	survey	or	through	a	national	survey?	

12. To	what	extent	do	you	think	that	the	study	programmes	/	higher	education	institutions	can	be	
held	accountable	for	the	employability	of	their	graduates?	

13. Based	on	your	answer	on	the	questions	above,	how	do	you	judge	the	connection	between	the	la‐
bour	market	and	the	professional	bachelors’	study	programmes	X	and	Y?	[or	if	limited	knowledge	
of	the	cases,	the	professional	bachelors’	study	programmes	in	general]	

a. Do	you	see	any	possibilities	for	further	improvement	in	X	and	Y?	
	

Process	management	and	evaluation:	what	is	the	role	of	employability	in	the	quality	assurance?	
14. Are	there	national	guidelines	to	enhance	and	facilitate	the	connection	between	the	stakeholders	

(employers)	and	professional	bachelor	programmes	and	is	the	connection	sufficiently	embedded	
in	the	internal	and	external	quality	assurance?	
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15. Do	the	external	quality	assurance	reports	of	the	study	programmes	or	institutions	include	em‐
ployability	factors,	and	if	so,	which?		

a. Do	you	see	any	possibilities	for	further	improvement	in	the	inclusion	of	employability	in	
external	quality	assurance?	
	

Conclusion	
16. Overall,	do	the	study	programmes	take	the	professional	field	into	account	sufficiently,	in	your	

view?	
a. Do	you	see	any	possibilities	for	further	improvement?	

17. Overall,	which	best	practises	undertaken	by	institutions,	study	programmes	or	other	actors	to	
enhance	employability	of	graduates	do	you	see?	
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Experts	from	study	programme	consultative	structures	on	system‐level	who	have	insights	into	do‐
main‐specific	learning	outcomes	and	the	methods	and	mechanisms	used	to	implement	these	learning	
outcomes	into	study	programmes	and	higher	education	institutions.	This	group	includes	representatives	
of	employer	organisations	and/or	professional	field	advisory	boards;	per	country	and	per	area	of	study.	
	
Input:	how	is	the	translation	of	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	to	study	programmes	organised?	

1. [if	not	found	through	desk	research]	Has	the	professional	field	in	which	you	are	active,	collective‐
ly	described	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes?	

a. Do	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	reflect	the	interest	of	both	the	smaller	and	
larger	companies	you	represent?		

b. Are	there	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	specifically	for	international	students?	
2. Are	these	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	reflected	in	the	study	programme	specific	learning	

outcomes	of	the	cases	X	and	Y	selected	for	our	study?	[or	if	limited	knowledge	of	the	cases,	reflec‐
tion	of	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	in	the	study	programme	specific	learning	outcomes	in	
general]	

3. Which	methods	and	mechanisms	are	used	to	implement	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	
into	study	programmes	and	higher	education	institutions,	in	our	cases	X	and	Y	in	particular,	but	
also	in	other	cases	[we	are	looking	for	good	practices]?		

4. Does	your	employer	organisation	and/or	professional	field	advisory	board	have	a	role	in	the	
translation	of	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	to	study	programmes?	

5. Do	the	study	programmes	adjust	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	to	the	institutions’	pro‐
file	and	local	context?	

a. Is	there	link	to	the	region	and	local	innovation	initiatives	/	policies?	
	

Process:	how	is	the	link	between	study	programme	and	professional	field	arranged	in	the	education	and	
examination	[of	cases	X	and	Y]?	

6. Is	your	employer	organisation	and/or	professional	field	involved	in	the	education	process,	and	if	
so,	in	what	way(s)?	

7. Is	your	employer	organisation	and/or	professional	field	involved	in	the	examination	process,	and	
if	so,	in	what	way(s)?	

8. Overall,	do	you	think	that	the	by	employers	/	professional	field	desired	learning	outcomes	are	re‐
flected	in	the	study	programmes’	curricula?	

9. Are	you	aware	of	(other)	good	practises	with	respect	to	the	link	between	study	programme	and	
professional	field	in	terms	of	education	and	examination?	
	

Results:	what	are	the	results	of	‘input’	and	‘process’	in	terms	of	employability?	
10. According	to	you,	what	are	the	results	of	the	professional	bachelor	programmes	in	terms	of	grad‐

uate	employability?	
a. Do	cases	X	and	Y	achieve	a	better	graduate	employability	in	comparison	with	similar	pro‐

fessional	bachelor	programmes?	
11. [if	not	found	through	desk	research]	Are	there	study	programme	specific	employment	statistics	/	

information	available,	and	if	so,	could	you	please	share	them?	(E.g.	percentage	that	found	em‐
ployment,	needed	search	time	between	graduation	and	employment,	job	satisfaction	surveys	etc.)	

12. Is	your	employer	organisation	and/or	professional	field	involved	in	evaluating	the	employability	
of	students	during	the	study	programme	and	/	or	after	graduating	from	the	study	programme?	
And	if	so,	is	the	evaluation	done	through	a	national	survey,	a	sector	specific	survey	or	done	by	in‐
dividual	study	programme	and/or	the	institutions?	

13. To	what	extent	do	you	think	the	study	programmes	/	higher	education	institutions	are	accounta‐
ble	for	the	employability	of	their	graduates?	

14. Based	on	your	answer	on	the	questions	above,	how	do	you	judge	the	connection	between	the	la‐
bour	market	and	the	professional	bachelors’	study	programmes	X	and	Y?	[or	if	limited	knowledge	
of	the	cases,	the	professional	bachelors’	study	programmes	in	general]	

a. Do	you	see	any	possibilities	for	further	improvement	[in	X	and	Y]?	
b. In	your	opinion,	are	the	learning	outcomes	learned	in	the	study	programmes	[X	and	Y]	

very	specific	for	the	labour	market	needs	or	are	the	learned	learning	outcomes	broader	
and	exceed	the	sector	specific	labour	market	needs?	
	

Conclusion	
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15. Overall,	to	what	extent	do	the	study	programmes	[X	and	Y]	take	the	professional	field	into	ac‐
count,	in	your	view?	

a. Do	you	see	any	possibilities	for	further	improvement?	
16. Overall,	which	best	practises	undertaken	by	institutions,	study	programmes	or	other	actors	to	

enhance	employability	of	graduates	do	you	see?	
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Experts	from	study	programmes	and	higher	education	institutions	who	have	knowledge	about	the	
role	of	employability	in	education,	examination	and	internal	quality	assurance;	per	country	and	per	study	
programme	(i.e.	4x3x2	interviews)	
	
Overall,	employability	graduates	

1. Your	study	programme	has	been	selected	for	this	study	for	its	known	enhancement	of	employa‐
bility	of	graduates,	which	factors	have	contributed	to	this	achievement	and	what	are	your	good	
practices?		
	

Input:	how	is	the	translation	of	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	to	study	programmes	organised?	
2. Did	the	professional	field	collectively	describe	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes?	
3. Are	these	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	translated	in	the	study	programme	specific	learning	

outcomes?	
4. With	which	methods	and	mechanisms	are	the	intended	learning	outcomes	of	your	professional	

bachelors’	study	programme	attuned	to	the	professional	field?	(e.g.	professional	field	advisory	
boards	and	usage	of	national	qualifications	frameworks)	

5. Did	the	employer	organisations	and/or	professional	field	advisory	boards	have	a	proactive	role	in	
this	process?	

6. Did	your	study	programmes	adjust	the	domain‐specific	learning	outcomes	to	the	institutions’	pro‐
file	and	local	context?	

a. Is	there	link	to	the	region	and	local	innovation	initiatives	/	policies?	
	

Process:	how	is	the	link	between	study	programme	and	professional	field	arranged	in	the	education	and	
examination?	

7. Are	the	employer	organisations	and/or	professional	fields	involved	in	the	education	process,	and	
if	so,	in	what	way?	(e.g.	guest	lectures,	teachers	with	professional	and	practical	experience,	in‐
ternships	/	work	placements	/	job	or	work	shadowing,	and	learning	method	/	problem	based	
learning)	

8. Are	the	employer	organisations	and/or	professional	fields	involved	in	the	examination	process,	
and	if	so,	in	what	way?	(e.g.	external	examiners)	

9. Which	other	methods	or	tools	are	used	to	link	the	study	programme	to	the	professional	fields	in	
terms	of	employability?	(e.g.	(soft)	skill	development	in	the	curriculum	or	separate	workshops,	
facilitating	entrepreneurs,	network	opportunities	/	access,	employer	fairs,	recognition	of	extra‐
curricular	activities,	international	opportunities,	language	modules	and	mentoring	/	coaching)	

a. Are	there	initiatives	to	enhance	the	employability	of	international	students	in	the	local	
labour	market?	

b. Are	the	domain‐specific	and	study	programme	specific	learning	outcomes	different	for	
this	target	group,	and	if	so,	was	the	professional	field	involved	in	this?	

10. Overall,	do	you	think	that	the	learning	outcomes	desired	by	the	employers	in	the	field	of	study	are	
reflected	in	the	study	programme’s	curriculum?	

11. Are	you	aware	of	(other)	good	practises	with	respect	to	the	link	between	study	programme	and	
professional	field	in	terms	of	education	and	examination?	
	

Results:	what	are	the	results	of	‘input’	and	‘process’	in	terms	of	employability?	
12. According	to	you,	what	are	the	results	of	the	professional	bachelor	programmes	in	terms	of	grad‐

uate	employability?	
a. Do	cases	X	and	Y	achieve	a	better	graduate	employability	in	comparison	with	similar	pro‐

fessional	bachelor	programmes?	
13. Are	there	study	programme	specific	employment	statistics	/	information	available,	and	if	so,	can	

you	share	them?	(E.g.	percentage	that	found	employment,	needed	search	time	between	gradua‐
tion	and	employment,	job	satisfaction	surveys	etc.)	

14. Is	the	employability	of	students	evaluated	during	the	study	programme	and	/	or	after	graduating	
from	the	study	programme?	And	if	so,	is	the	evaluation	done	by	the	study	programme,	the	institu‐
tions,	sector	specific	survey	or	through	a	national	survey?	

15. To	what	extent	do	you	think	the	study	programme	/	higher	education	institution	is	accountable	
for	the	employability	of	its	graduates?	

16. Based	on	your	answer	on	the	questions	above,	how	do	you	judge	the	connection	between	the	la‐
bour	market	and	the	professional	bachelors’	study	programme?		

a. Do	you	see	any	possibilities	for	further	improvement?	
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Process	management	and	evaluation:	what	is	the	role	of	employability	in	quality	assurance?	

17. [if	not	found	through	desk	research]	Does	your	study	programme	or	institution	make	self‐
evaluation	reports,	and	can	you	share	them?	

18. Do	the	self‐evaluation	reports	of	the	study	programmes	or	institution	include	employability	fac‐
tors,	and	if	so,	which?	

19. Are	there	other	ways	in	which	the	internal	quality	assurance	evaluates	the	employability	aspects	
of	the	study	programme	and	its	graduates?	

20. Does	your	study	programme	or	institution	have	external	quality	assurance	reports,	and	could	you	
please	share	them?	

21. Do	the	external	quality	assurance	reports	of	the	study	programmes	or	institutions	include	em‐
ployability	factors,	and	if	so,	which?		

a. Do	you	see	any	possibilities	for	further	improvement	in	the	external	quality	assurance	in	
terms	of	employability?	

	
Conclusion	

22. Overall,	to	what	extent	does	your	study	programme	take	the	professional	field	into	account,	in	
your	view?	

a. Do	you	see	any	possibilities	for	further	improvement?	
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Appendix III  Interviewed organisations and study programmes 

	
a) Experts	 in	quality	assurance	agencies who	have	 insight	 into	 the	role	of	employability	 in	

their	external	quality	assurance	arrangements.		
	

Country	 Organisation Code in	text	
Netherlands	 NVAO INT	QA	NL	
Flanders	 NVAO INT	QA	FL	
Germany	 AQAS INT	QA	DE	
Ireland	 QQI	 INT	QA	IE

	
	
b) Experts	from	consultative	structures	on	system‐level who	have	insight	in	domain‐specific	

learning	outcomes	in	the	selected	areas,	and	in	the	methods	and	mechanisms	used	to	im‐
plement	these	learning	outcomes	in	study	programmes	and	higher	education	institutions.	
This	 category	 included	 representatives	 of	 employer	 organisations	 and/or	 professional	
field	advisory	boards.		
	

Country	 Field Organisation Code	in	text
Netherlands	 Mechanical	engineering	 Vereniging	FME‐CWM INT	PF	ME	NL

Social	work	 NVMW,	Nederlandse	Vereniging	voor	Maat‐
schappelijk	Werkers	

INT	PF	SW	NL

Tourism ANVR,	 Algemene	 Nederlandse	 Vereniging	
van	Reisondernemingen	

INT	PF	TO	NL

Flanders	 Mechanical	engineering	 Voka,	Vlaams	netwerk	van	ondernemingen	 INT	PF	ME	FL
Social	work	 ‐ 	
Tourism Toerisme	Vlaanderen INT	PF	TO	FL

Germany	 Mechanical	engineering	 ‐ 	
Social	work	 ‐ 	
Tourism ‐ 	

Ireland	 Mechanical	engineering	 Engineers	Ireland INT	PF	ME	IE
Social	work	 CORU	 ‐ Regulating	 Health	 and	 Social	 Care	

Professionals	
INT	PF	SW	IE

Tourism ‐ 	
	
	
c) Experts	within	study	programmes	and	higher	education	institutions who	have	knowledge	

of	the	role	of	employability	in	education,	examination	and	internal	quality	assurance.		
	

Country	 Field Institution Code	in	text
Netherlands	 Mechanical	engineering	 Windesheim	(Zwolle) INT	ME	NL	1

Avans	Hogeschool	(Breda) INT	ME	NL	2
Social	work	 Christelijke	Hogeschool	Ede	 INT	SW	NL	1

HZ	University	of	Applied	Sciences	(Vlissing‐
en)	

INT	SW	NL	2

Tourism NHTV	 internationaal	 hoger	 onderwijs	 Bre‐
da		

INT	TO	NL	1

Saxion	(Deventer) INT	TO	NL	2
Flanders	 Electro	mechanics	 Thomas	More	Kempen	(Geel) INT	EM	FL	1

Artesis	 Plantijn	 Hogeschool	 Antwerpen	
(Boom)	

INT	EM	FL	2

Social	work	 Katholieke	Hogeschool	Leuven	(Heverlee)	 INT	SW	FL	1
Hogeschool	Gent	 INT	SW	FL	2

Tourism Hogeschool West‐Vlaanderen	(Kortrijk)	 INT	TO	FL	1
Thomas	More	Mechelen	(Mechelen) INT	TO	FL	2

Germany	 Mechanical	engineering	 Fachhochschule	Südwestfalen	(Soest)	 INT	ME	DE	1
Hochschule	Niederrhein	(Krefeld) INT	ME	DE	2
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Social	work	 Fachhochschule	Köln INT	SW	DE	1
Fachhochschule	Münster	 INT	SW	DE	2

Tourism Internationale	 Hochschule	 Bad	 Honnef	 –	
Bonn	(Bad	Honnef)	

INT	TO	DE	1

International	 School	 of	 Management	
(Dortmund)	

INT	TO	DE	2

Ireland	 Mechanical	engineering	 Institute	of	Technology	Sligo	 INT	ME	IE 1
Letterkenny	Institute	of	Technology INT	ME	IE	2

Social	care	 Institute	of	Technology	Tralee	 INT	SC	IE	1
Dundalk	Institute	of	Technology	 INT	SC	IE	2

Tourism Cork	Institute	of	Technology	 INT	TO	IE	1
Galway‐Mayo	IT INT	TO	IE	2

	
	


