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Graduate Attributes 
 
Keynote address 
 

Thank you to Helen and the University’s Learning and Teaching Institute for inviting 
me to give today’s keynote address to the 2012 University of Hertfordshire Learning 
and Teaching Conference.  
 
When speaking with Helen a few weeks ago I did mention to her that I was tempted 
to do without PowerPoint altogether. After she suggested I was ‘living life on the 
edge’ I recanted somewhat. I do have PowerPoint, but I can assure you it’s 
restricted to four or five substantive slides. What I have done without instead is the 
ubiquitous bullet point. I can assure you there’s not a single one to had in my 
presentation this morning.  
 
The theme of today’s conference is very much of the moment both in terms of 
Higher Education generally and for the University of Hertfordshire in particular.  
 
Graduate Attributes, and our Graduate Attributes, are part of the Higher Education 
zeitgeist. Many universities have developed or are developing their own attributes, 
others are thinking about it, waiting, perhaps, to see how the trend develops and 
where best practice is evident.  
 
For our part, we’ve agreed our Graduate Attributes and we’re now engaged in 
weaving them into our University and into our culture and educational practice. In 
fact, as the picture on the front of the conference brochure illustrates, we’re looking 
at how those attributes might run through the University as through a stick of rock.  
 
As those, both inside and outside the University, who work closely with me will 
know, I ‘m very much given to narratives, to stories, to understandings of where 
things have come from, why things are as they are and where they might be 
heading. 
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If that seems somewhat pedestrian, I’d suggest that without something of this 
perspective, life can become episodic, with each unrelated episode enjoyed or 
endured only for the moment. Initiatives can come and initiatives can go and the 
idea of critical selection and critical engagement can be abandoned in favour of 
wholesale adoption of whatever is in at the moment.  
 
So what I’d like to do this morning is threefold. 
 
First, to talk about the origins and lineage of the ‘Graduate Attributes’ movement.  
 
Second, to take us through the development, and distinctive qualities of, our 
Graduate Attributes at the University of Hertfordshire. 
 
And finally, I’d like to consider some of the challenges we face in the realization of 
our Graduate Attributes.  
So, first to sketch in the origins and lineage of ‘Graduate Attributes’ in Higher 
Education.  
 
To start with, I’d like to reach way back to the beginning of the 1980s when I started 
my teacher training degree. At that point in time the key tools for planning any 
teaching were aims and objectives. I can tell you that as first year undergraduates 
we often struggled often to tell the difference between the two. Broadly speaking, 
however: 
 

• An aim was defined as something we strove for, something that wasn’t 
necessarily achievable, but something that set the general direction of travel. 

• An objective, by contrast, was a way-marker, something that progress could 
be checked against in terms of realizing the overarching aim or aims.  

 
Aims and objectives operated at all levels. There were aims and objectives for a 
year, a term, a lesson.  
 
An aim for a series of lessons on Islam, for example, might read: 
 

• ‘To help pupils to understand the central beliefs and practices of Islam’. 
 
An objective, sitting underneath that aim, might read: 
 

• ‘To enable pupils to understand the five pillars of Islam.’ 
 
There are two interesting things to note about the ways in which aims and objectives 
were written.  
 

• First, they typically used a language that located power with the teacher, and 
failure with the pupil. The teacher’s role was to help, to enable, to aid, to 
support, to assist, to enhance, to improve and so on. The role of the pupil 
was to avail themselves of such help, aid, support and assistance as was 
offered and to risk failure if, for whatever reason, they did not do so.  

 
• Second, aims and objectives were often cast not in terms of what pupils 

would be able to do with whatever they had learnt in terms of demonstrable 
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outcomes, but rather as vague descriptions of changes of some form or 
other, usually cognitive, in the pupil.  

 
You might wonder why I’m spending time talking about how schools used to go 
about structuring their learning. But those who have been in higher education some 
time, will know that we too, especially those in what was the polytechnic sector, did 
incline to plan teaching in this way. In fact, there’s a lot in that statement: we spent a 
lot of time planning for teaching and didn’t necessarily accord the same time or 
attention to planning for learning.  
 
The limitations of such an approach on its own are obvious: 
 

• There is a focus on teaching at the possible expense of a consideration of 
learning.  

• There is a potential disconnect between the experience of learning and the 
evidencing or assessment of that learning.  

• And finally, there is a clear imbalance between the implied responsibilities of 
teacher and student. With the student carrying more of those responsibilities, 
in many ways, than the tutor.  

 
At this point, we welcome, in the early to mid 1990s, the arrival of the ‘learning 
outcome’ and the whole skills agenda. 
 
The ‘learning outcome’, with which I assume we’re all familiar, can, I think, be seen 
as a direct response to the weaknesses inherent in the ‘objective’. 
 
Initially, a typical learning outcome might read; 
 
‘On completion of this module, a student will be able to: 
 

• Clearly articulate the significance of hajj , the pilgrimage to Makkah, in 
conceptions of the afterlife in Islam.’ 

 
We soon realized, however, that this particular formulation of a standard learning 
outcome was a hostage to fortune as far as the QAA was concerned and so 
 

‘On completion of this module…..’ 
 
was amended to: 
 

‘On successful completion of this module, a student will be able to…..’ 
 
You have to get up very early in the morning to catch us out at the University of 
Hertfordshire. 
 
Anyway …. what the learning outcome does is significant in many ways.  
 

• It foregrounds planning for learning as well as teaching; 
• It reconnects learning with demonstrable learner outcomes and hence 

explicitly links learning with assessment,  
• It facilitates feedback into the activities of planning for learning and teaching, 

supporting ongoing adjustments to teaching and learning activities. 
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• And, finally, it places the student, rather than the teacher or the curriculum 
material at the centre of the activities of learning and teaching.  

 
I’d like now to leave the learning outcome for a moment, and turn instead to the 
skills agenda. The skills agenda is more or less contemporaneous with the advent of 
the learning outcome and, I think, is fascinating in setting in train several trajectories 
for the learning outcome.  
 
Broadly speaking, the skills agenda served to provide a richer language through 
which learning and learning outcomes could be expressed. It also supported 
diversity in the ways through which learning could be assessed.  
 
In the humanities, for example, the ‘essay’ as the sole assessment tool par 
excellence has progressively yielded to ‘presentations’, ‘group work’, ‘posters’, ‘book 
reviews’ ‘seminar contributions’, as well as real world applications and simulations. 
This is in realization that there is a broader range of skills students should be 
developing, and is directly related to the fact that employers increasingly expressed 
their desire to employ graduates with diverse and well-developed transferable skills.  
 
From an educational point of view, as well as enhancing student motivation, it’s also 
apparent that the articulation and development of a diverse set of skills provides 
valuable support for student learning, and helps make assessment criteria more 
explicit for both student and tutor. The skills agenda was also critical in enabling us 
to differentiate between undergraduate levels, and between undergraduate and 
postgraduate study. 
 
Hatfield Polytechnic and the University of Hertfordshire were major contributors to 
the discussions around skills. The Herts Integrated Learning Project (HILP) played a 
critical role in taking this whole area of work forward.  
 
This said, there are perils and pitfalls in an over-reliance upon learning outcomes 
and skills on their own.  
 
They can, where they are accorded undue prominence, lead to what I call the 
‘bitification’ of the curriculum and of learning and teaching. The philosophers (and 
perhaps also the physicists) would refer to it as the atomization of the curriculum 
and of learning and teaching. At its very worst, it leads to a belief that the whole is 
the sum of its parts. An undergraduate education is the sum of the successful 
completion of the 360 credit module outcomes.  
 
In compulsory schooling it has, in some quarters, lead to a tick box mentality where 
episodes of learning are verified but where there’s little sense of how the whole 
‘hangs together’. 
 
Fortunately, I think that for the most part, these tendencies have been avoided in 
higher education. This is probably a consequence in part of the cultural heritage of 
universities, where there is a sense of a higher purpose to a university and a 
university education. Perhaps it’s also a consequence of the deep-rooted presence 
of academic freedom and academic critique, and the fact that universities have, 
unlike schools, enjoyed a certain distance from government interference.  
 
This said, the emergence of the Graduate Attributes movement in Australia in 1998, 
points to certain concerns about the continuing, and indeed growing, lack of 
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consensus over what universities are for, and what a University education is about 
if, for a student, the whole experience is to be greater than the sum of its discrete 
educational episodes. In fact, such was the level of this concern that since 1998 all 
Australian universities have been required to develop policy statements which 
specify their generic graduate attributes as part of funding and reporting 
arrangements with the Department of Education, Science and Training. 
 
Of course, at the University of Hertfordshire we’ve had UPR LT01 – what were 
called – the ‘General Educational Aims’ for some years.  
 

These were intended to be the primary building blocks of learning, teaching and the 
curriculum for the University. This is what every one of us should have turned to 
before engaging in curriculum design, talking about programme aims, learning 
outcomes, and learning, teaching and assessment strategies.  
 

I’d like to ask a question now and would like you put up your hand if you were 
aware that we had General Educational Aims. And now, can you keep your 
hand up if those General Educational Aims were the first things you consulted 
when engaging in curriculum design, programme review or programme 
development? 
 

As I suspected, they weren’t then among the first things we took into account, and, 
more than likely, were among the last things we actually considered. 

 
I’d like to leave you with a question for a minute or two: What, if anything, 
went wrong with our General Educational Aims that we need to ensure we 
don’t repeat with the Graduate Attributes? 
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I’d now like to move to sketch out the development of the University of 
Hertfordshire’s Graduate Attributes.  
 
Clearly our General Educational Aims were due for review. And at that point we 
could simply have gone ahead and done that. We could have gone for anything 
between tweaking the odd word here or there to a wholesale review.  
 
However, increasingly as we’ve noted already, universities have been talking about, 
some were developing, and some had developed, Graduate Attributes.  
 
Those that have been developed are not all of a kind. Some very much focus on 
sets of skills with varying levels of detail, others are focused on the educational 
experience, some on the broader student experience.  
 
This said, all of them are held together by, in some sense or other, three things: 
 

First, all are held together by the identification of the qualities, skills, abilities, 
values, and attributes a given university would wish to see in its graduate 
students.  
 
Second, all are held together by focusing on the student rather than the 
institution or the curriculum. 
 
Finally, all are held together by a sense that there is a need for an 
overarching coherence in, and claim to distinctiveness for, the University and 
the experience of its students.  

 
Within the University of Hertfordshire I do remember sitting in a workshop back in 
2005 or 2006 trying with others, in the context of our adoption of the Business-facing 
University agenda, to describe the qualities and characteristics of a University of 
Hertfordshire graduate.  
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The net results of some three hours’ worth of work were hundreds of post-its lining 
the walls of the room, internecine struggles over the ownership of adjectives such as 
‘creative’, ‘logical’, ‘ethical’, and ‘analytical’ and, I think … an overwhelming sense 
that actually we probably weren’t ready for such a bold step.  
 
Some five or six years later and, I think, as well as being convinced by the 
arguments for their development, the time for our Graduate Attributes has come.  
 

• We are, I think, conscious of, confident in, and at ease with, our own 
distinctive identity as the UK’s leading business-facing University.  

 
• I think, we have felt a need to add substance to that description of ‘business-

facing’ and, in particular, to provide a tangible, real and meaningful sense of 
what the description means for our students as well as for SMEs, corporates, 
and the government. 

 
• We are becoming increasingly aware, I think, of the distinctive qualities of our 

students and of the need to make them and their potential employers aware 
of these distinctive qualities.  

 
• As a University we have embraced the concept of the ‘student experience’, 

the notion of the holistic student experience, and of a student, a graduate, 
being a fully rounded human being.  

 
• Finally we are, I think, ready to continue the journey of articulating what 

provides us as a University, us as academic and professional staff, and our 
students, with a sense of unity, identify, belonging, purpose, and place. 

 
Jon Alltree in his role as Director of Learning and Teaching was the lead in 
developing the Graduate Attributes. He distilled from the University’s Strategic Plan, 
our values, mission, and the Student Experience Strategy a first draft of those 
attributes that ought to describe a University of Hertfordshire Graduate. This, I think, 
was absolutely the right way to work, as it ensured congruence between mission, 
values, strategy and attributes.  
 
With this first draft, Jon engaged in an iterative process of extensive consultation, 
amendment, and redrafting. This, over several months, produced a set of attributes 
that achieved a high level of consensus among staff and students.  
 
They are, for me, succinct, but not without depth, clear without being simplistic, and 
rooted in the heart of higher education without neglecting the broader aspects of 
being an educated human being. They speak to the fact that we are a University and 
that our students are University graduates, but that our graduates will be known for 
the distinctive qualities of professionalism, respect for others and social 
responsibility.  
 
Through the way in which each is constructed, they also testify to the essential 
partnership between the University, its staff and its students. This partnership is, I 
believe, both a quality of the Hertfordshire experience and an essential element in a 
rewarding and fulfilling student and staff experience.  
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The third element of my talk this morning is about the challenges we now face to 
ensure they work for us and for our students, and how we are to avoid them sharing 
the same fate as our erstwhile General Educational Aims. 
 
We have, I think, made an excellent start. Today’s conference, for example, is 
themed around the Graduate Attributes. 
 
I’m also confident that they strengthen the Student Experience Strategy. This 
Strategy informs the direction of travel and things that we might practically do. By 
contrast, the Attributes articulate the qualities of our students based on that direction 
of travel. Our Student Charter, to be published in the next few months sets out the 
relationship, the agreement or pact between our students, the Students’ Union and 
the University and how each will support the other and work together for the 
common good.  
 

 
Sarah Flynn is also leading workshop sessions for staff and student groups from 
every school this semester exploring what the Graduate Attributes mean for their 
schools, their students and their staff. Here’s are some staff and students from the 
School of Education on their session at the Fielder Centre. 
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I am especially keen that our Graduate Attributes live in the fabric of our University. 
Wall murals, like this one on the right located on the ground floor of R block on the 
de Havilland Campus, will be installed in various University locations. 
 
There’s also the ‘showcase your talent’ through the Graduate Attributes Media 
Installation Project running across the University. This is being led by Rosemary 
Allen and is an opportunity for students either on their own or in teams to devise 
installations interpreting the Graduate Attributes that will then be installed across the 
University for September 2012. 
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What 
we really need is for the attributes to live in the very culture of the University. The 
starting point for that, I think, is for everyone to become familiar with them, to 
enquire as to what they mean and to question the extent to which we as individuals 
live them out in our lives at the same time as we expect our students and our tutors 
to live them in theirs.  
 
One of the most interesting sections for me is the one entitled ‘respect for others’ 
and in particular our expectation that our students will be ‘courteous’. In 
conversation with some senior staff from another university, they commented that 
the word was somewhat ‘old fashioned’. I thought about for this and then remarked, 
‘Then its revival is probably long overdue.’ That said, I do think there are particular 
challenges in realizing the attributes associated with ‘respect for others’. 
 

I wonder, with this, if I could ask you to talk with a neighbour for a minute or 
two to think about one or two practical things we might do to develop 
student’s capacities for respect for others, self awareness, empathy, cultural 
awareness, mutual respect, courtesy and inclusivity.  

 
To conclude my talk this morning, I’d like to share with you one of the things that 
crossed my mind when preparing for today. I got to thinking about what school 
teachers used to do before there were such things as aims, objectives, learning 
outcomes, competencies, aptitudes and skills matrices.  
 
This led me to dig out my school report from when I was 8 years old. 
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It’s in 
two parts as it’s a foolscap document – A4 hadn’t yet achieved world domination as 
the standard page size. 
 
I think there are several interesting things about this document: 
 
Its focus is clearly on dare I say, a set of pupil attributes that include the following:  
 

concentration, enjoyment, determination, high standards, steadiness, 
consistency, interest, eagerness, trying and working hard, keenness, 
methodical working, carefulness, thoroughness, accepting challenges, 
willingness to learn, politeness, and good behaviour.  

 
It talks to more of the person than a narrowly written competencies-based report.  
 
It’s also written in a language that’s accessible to parent, pupil, and teacher – it’s 
free of jargon – and follows, I think, the feedback principle that Mark Russell outlined 
in his talk last year: that sometimes more is less.  
 
The point in sharing this with you this morning is that I think the Graduate Attributes 
afford us something of an opportunity to recover some of what may have been lost 
in preceding years to the aim, to the objective, to the learning outcome, and to the 
skills matrix. 
 
There is the opportunity to reflect again on who are students are, and on who we’d 
like them to be. Most importantly, we can consider further how best we might ensure 
that, in the words of Mrs Dunlop in my report, they ‘will do very well’.  
 
For me – and perhaps for you – it seems like so much appears to have happened so 
quickly. The transition from pupil attributes, through aims and objectives, learning 
outcomes, competencies, skills, graduate attributes.  
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But in truth, the journey has been a rather long one. And to ensure you’re in no 
doubt about this, this is how that eight year old boy looked at the time he received 
his report on his pupil attributes. 
 

 
 

What 
I’m saying here is…. 
 

We’re at a moment in time that has been long in the making and it’s a 
moment when, should we choose, we can, I think, use our graduate attributes 
do something even more remarkable with and for our students.  
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Thank you for your time this morning. It’s been an honour and privilege to be invited 
along to speak. 
 
Thank you.  
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