Tailoring Work Based Placement for employers and students: Bridging the Skills Gap
Victoria Caleb
Background to this research

Theme 3: The changing nature of the workplace

• There is a growing awareness of the need for higher education to not
merely supply employers with graduates but to supply employers with
graduates who, from the outset, can do a particular job in the
workplace. Specifically:
• Which skills and attributes are of general importance
when it comes to identifying ‘employable’ graduates?
• Do graduates have the specific skills that employers
require in the workplace or is there a skills gap?

• The Covid-19 pandemic has certainly forced organisations to adapt to
technological changes.
Figure 3 Employers’ perspective: The skills gap

• While the technical advancements of organisations may have been sped
up by the coronavirus pandemic, or even radically altered, my research
suggests they will certainly be ongoing.
Figure 5 - Most significant employment issues facing UK businesses
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Methodology
• This research is primarily qualitative, with the core of the research
consisting of semi-structured interviews used to ask 18 placement
providers a string of pre-determined but open questions with a view to
identifying whether placement students and recent graduates have any
skills deficiencies.

Theme 1: Employers’ perspective: The skills gap
Figure 1 - Skills and attributes considered important when hiring
an employee
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Figure 2 - Skills and attributes which graduates should acquire from
their degree
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Team working stands out as a skill which employers find highly
desirable in employees and yet it is not seen as an important one
which graduates should acquire from their degree. Since the education
system may not be equipping graduates with team working skills, how
are they meant to acquire these skills?
Other than this, desirable employee skills and attributes appear to
correspond generally to desirable graduate skills and attributes.
My research indicates that traditional academic skills such as research,
gained during the LLB degree, remain desirable skills - this skill is
applicable throughout all stages of the legal profession.
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Although we are hearing stories of thousands of
redundancies, especially in the retail and hospitality sectors,
the true impact of Covid-19 on the overall jobs market has
yet to be seen.
The latest government figures show the UK was seeing low
NEET (young persons not in employment, education and
training) rates. The percentage of all young people in the UK
who were NEET in April to June 2020 was estimated at
11.1%.1

years. There were simply no trainees coming through the doors.”
• 69% of interviewees said they
found it difficult to recruit
suitably qualified staff
• My research suggests that our
workplaces require an even
greater number of suitably
qualified workers
notwithstanding 50% of 18year olds are now attending
university.2

Figure 4 - Greatest challenges in
recruiting suitably qualified staff
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The coronavirus (Covid-19) pandemic has put an increased
focus on the manner in which people work remotely from
home.

first thing that goes when the economy is suffering is training. During a
“ The
previous recession, employers could not afford to train anyone for 3 – 4
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If placements cannot run, it may be possible to replace them
with a virtual placement, with zero attendance rather than
cancel or defer them? However, only 13% of our employers
stated that they would provide virtual placements for
students in the future.
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Theme 2: Effects of Covid-19 on future placements
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• Communication and interpersonal skills, by far, were the most prevalent
skills gaps identified by the organisations I interviewed. This soft skill was
identified by 60% of our interviewees, followed by commercial awareness
(40%).
• Both skills are highly valued by law firms when recruiting but are perhaps
inevitably neglected on degree courses where academic knowledge and
ability is the most highly valued attribute.
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My research indicates that technological change and innovation is the
biggest employment issue facing UK businesses.
87% of interviewees believe that technological changes (including those
necessitated by Covid-19) will become a permanent feature.
Due to the speed of change, we are unable to accurately predict what
the jobs of the future will look like and what technical skills will be
needed. On the other hand, it is inevitable that key skills/ basic skills will
still be relevant.

think we are going to have to adapt to technology and artificial
“ Iintelligence.
We are going to have a lot of work that is routinely done by
lawyers, done by artificial intelligence.”

Recommendations
• To improve productivity and reduce the skills gap, universities should do
more to ensure that the courses on offer are aligned to the skills
employers require of new employees. These includes skills such as
communication and teamwork. For universities, this means coming up
with new ideas and strategies to assess and examine students on these
skills – or at the very least provide opportunities for students to learn
and deploy these skills in the classroom.
• Funding for businesses to encourage the support of learning by offering
opportunities for students and graduates to take part in workexperience in the midst of the Covid-19 pandemic.
• Universities must encourage the development of the skills required to
support future economic needs and be agile enough to allow for a
changing workplace.
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