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Introduction

Whilst running a stand at the Enterprisefest
 at the University of Wolverhampton we noted that many people rushed past our stand. Was this due to the bold Faith Literacy title to our display? Did people think we had another agenda and were there with an ulterior, possibly evangelical, motive? The experience was a timely reminder of the reception that applications from Religious Studies graduates may recieve from employers who are not familiar with the method and content of Religious Studies. Perhaps more than any other Humanities or Social Science subject, applications from Religious Studies graduates may be pre-judged and discarded by employers due to their preconceptions of Religious Studies. Graduate destinations for Religious Studies look good on the surface (at Wolverhampton over 80% use their degree) but these figures mask the fact that the majority of graduates either go into teaching or research, and they actually find other avenues for graduate employment difficult to access.

This paper reports on the first two stages of this project to enhance Religious Studies student employability only, as the final stage of completion and review of reports is not due to be completed until January 2005. The conference paper takes place after the presentation of reports to employers and will provide an update on the reports, initial feedback from employers and provisional evaluation of the project by the team.

1.1 The impact of employment legislation

The Commission on the Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain was set up in 1998 by the Runnymede Trust to explore ways to make ‘Britain a confident and vibrant multicultural society at ease with its rich diversity.’ (Parekh, 2000, xiii) The Report noted problems would be encountered in aligning race legislation with religious issues. Recent legislation has extended the challenge to the consideration of religious issues in the workplace.
The European Union’s legal basis against discrimination is found in The Treaty of Amsterdam, Article 13
. This was established as UK practice in the Employment Equality (Religion or Belief) Regulations 2003
, which provide a common legal framework of minimum protection against discrimination on grounds of religion. This requires employers to be aware of religious issues concerning employees and customers.
Smith elaborated on the impact that such legislation will have for the HE sector. “Religious literacy will also be very useful in a whole range of business start-ups since such knowledge is likely to be increasingly useful in product design, assessing markets, and customer relations; and would come to be regarded as an important enterprise skill.”

The recent Queen’s Speech provides additional emphasis on this area in extending legislation against religious discrimination to cover the provision of goods and services.
 These new measures attempt to ensure that protection against discrimination, which previously only applied to Jews and Sikhs who were included in Race Relations legislation, is extended to all religions and beliefs. In addition the Queen’s Speech 2004 took forward the move towards a single equalities commission,
 the Commission for Human Rights and Equality. The remit for the commission covers race, disability, religion or belief, and sexual orientation. These regulations are likely to have a significant impact on the workplace and will raise new questions and concerns for employers that take them into previously uncharted areas. The project is a response to this situation in seeking to identify how Religious Studies students could utilise their knowledge, understanding and skills to engage with these questions and concerns.

1.2 Entrepreneurial Consultancies in Religious Studies (LTSN project)
The project is based on collaboration between University staff and ribro (Religion in Britain Research Organisation). Ribro was set up by alumni, as a consultancy business to engage with religious issues within education and wider society. Chris Allen, Director of ribro, stressed the importance of equal opportunity in developing a cohesive multi-faith society.

The Philosophy and Religious Studies LTSN (HEA) are supporting the mini-project as part of their Entrepreneurship project, which aims to develop resources to help Theology and Religious Studies departments provide focused entrepreneurial training for both staff and students.
Simon Smith, Director of the PRS-LTSN (Philosophy and Religious Studies) contextualised the PRS bid for Entrepreneurial funding from the LTSN Generic Centre in 2003: “Recent Religious Discrimination legislation from the DTI has laid down new requirements for employers to develop awareness of the needs of individuals and communities from a variety of religious backgrounds. This in turn will create a demand for a new consultancy sector advising public and private organisations on the beliefs and practices of people of religion, as well as heightening further the employability of religious studies graduates.”

This partnership between ribro and the university builds on experiences of such consultancy work to explore opportunities for graduates on short-term consultancies in the local region. 
Whilst entrepreneurship is essentially focused on setting up new businesses this project sees the benefit in terms of identifying religious knowledge and information as having an important place in today’s workplace. It is unlikely to lead to graduates setting up businesses in this area but the project is enhancing the employability skills of those involved and raising the awareness of businesses to faith literacy. This may mean that faith literacy becomes a desirable or essential feature in the undergraduate curriculum to ensure that graduates are competitive in the job market.

1.3 Faith literacy
 Faith Literacy is an ambiguous term and it is likely to be the case that even Religious Studies lecturers would seek clarification on its meaning. This project has drawn on the term due to the government’s use of faith in referring to religions in policy documents. An example can be seen in the setting up of the Faith Communities Unit in the Home Office. Thus the term has currency in the burgeoning field of legislation against religious discrimination, particularly in the workplace.
The Alliance for a Media Literate America encourages the development of faith and media literate educators, whereby media literacy is applied in faith situations. This connotation of faith in terms of the user being religious, i.e. a faith literate person is one who knows, understands and belongs to a particular religion, is perhaps the way that most people will interpret the term. Our use, however, is very different and does not have any confessional connotations. 
Faith literacy is identified as the knowledge and skills gained by Religious Studies graduates as a result of their course of study which enable them to engage in informed debates about the relationship between aspects of religion and aspects of society. 
A leaflet on Faith Literacy was produced to support the project and provide a reference point for the consultancies. This identifies how faith literacy consultancy can help an organisation and illustrates the forms that such consultancy might take. The leaflet will also be distributed to local employers with an invitation to the presentation event on the three consultancies.
The current climate recognises the importance of faith literacy in society generally and in employment sectors specifically. This recognition is important for Religious Studies as a discipline and to enhance the employability of Religious Studies students and graduates.

2.0 The project
This project has relevance for the development of entrepreneurial skills in students through the involvement of alumni with evidence of entrepreneurial skills in the project. This partnership brings a combination of experienced academic input and recent graduate experiences of the world of work. 
All the graduates completed a module on Religion and the Professions in which they undertook a case study on the application of their religious knowledge to a particular occupational setting. This project takes the process further by linking with entrepreneurial graduates, who will act as mentors, and exploring the potential for faith literacy consultancies in a more explicit manner.
The focus on current graduates for the placement consultancies provides a group who already have a wide range of competencies and will be able to provide feedback on the support that undergraduate students would need to undertake similar placements in the future.
 The three graduates have been placed with local employers to report on an aspect of working practice that relates to religion. Graduates are able to draw upon their religious knowledge and understanding to research the specified area. The training program is intended to develop their skills further by providing an input on the consultancy sector and training on the development of report writing skills.

2.1 Peer mentoring
The involvement of ribro in the project allows for peer mentoring to take place. The fact that ribro staff are recent graduates from the same program of study who have attempted to apply their subject knowledge in the work of work means that many advantages of peer learning identified by Boud
 apply: “They have face the same challenges, in the same context, they talk to us in our own language, and we can ask them what may appear, in other situations, to be silly questions.” 
Perhaps one of the main benefits comes from the realisation that attitudes within the world of study about Religious Studies are not shared by outsiders. That businesses and other employers are likely to have preconceived notions about religion, which may lead to negativity and suspicion. In this instance the experiences of Chris Allen in his research on Islamophobia demonstrate how easily misconceptions can arise, and the social impact that negative understanding can have for religious groups in our society. 
2.2 Training programme
The project team is supported by a team of subject and entrepreneurial experts including Julie Gallimore, employed as an expert by the PRS-LTSN, who has also had considerable experience in working with the HE Sector on the subject of entrepreneurship. Dr Simon Smith, PRS-LTSN, who led a workshop on Equality, diversity and legislation at the university. Dr Brian Clements, Head of the Innovations Centre at the University of Wolverhampton, provides an important link to wider university resources in this area.
The program for Religious Studies Graduates provides an introduction to consultancy work generally, with illustrations to the work of ribro, which demonstrate the relevancy of their subject knowledge and skills to the workplace. Input from staff in Personnel and Equal Opportunities are designed to help graduates identify how organizations meet legal obligations by developing policy documents. A clear specification was provided for the consultancy reports and support provided for graduates to develop appropriate report writing skills. 

2.3 Consultancy reports 
The format for reports was designed to build in a research element but also to meet the needs of employers. Reports cover the following sections in approximately 5,000 words.
The issue:  
Clear specification of the topic under consideration and some indication of why the topic has been chosen by the placement provider, are they responding to local needs or legislation?

The Content: Details of the placement provider, what kind of organisation, how many employees, ethnic and religious make-up, general ethos.

Research Methods to be employed and findings: Justify the approach you take to the research and set out the main findings from internet, book and other research areas.

Recommendations: This section applies your findings to the research topic and makes a number of recommendations on the best way for the organisation to achieve their aims. 

2.4 Dissemination
Dissemination is an important feature of the project and will be undertaken in the following ways.
The first opportunity is the Religions in Wolverhampton
 website, which provides information about religions in the city and is offered as a resource to students and researchers. The website has a section on employability
 and the consultancy reports from graduates will be added to demonstrate the value of faith literacy for public and private sector organizations.
Staff and graduates attended the Enterprisefest
 at the University of Wolverhampton which focused on enterprise and encouraged student attendees to explore ways to develop their enterprise skills. We hosted a stand in the exhibition and were able to explain the nature of our project to attendees.

The second major form of dissemination will take place through the PRS- LTSN. The project contract requires the team to produce a report which will be used by the LTSN to illustrate practical aspects of entrepreneurship within the discipline. We also hope to host a national conference to explore the general issues in such placements and for a presentation on the consultancy reports. This conference would invite local employers (Local Chamber of Commerce / Federation of Small Business / Local Strategic Partnership) and members of the Community Cohesion group as well as members of the Religious Studies HE community.
The final strategy for dissemination is to publish the consultancy reports, so that copies can be used to seed further consultancy placements by demonstrating the importance of faith literacy to employers.
3.0 Evaluation
The section on evaluation will be given at the conference to update on the completion of reports and will assess the following outcomes:

· assess the contribution of peer mentoring

· the validity of faith literacy placements in a local environment

· to consider how the provision of exemplars through the placement consultancy reports could be used to seed placements for other RS departments
4.0 Benefits
Whilst this section will be updated in the January conference presentation it is possible to identify a number of benefits that are already evident from the project.
The role of staff in such developments is crucial and this approach has been very much a training programme for staff. We perhaps even more than students are sheltered from the pressures of the big world out there. Within Religious Studies most of our students enter teaching so our figures look good for further research or professional qualifications. But if students don’t want to teach or do further research we are not able to provide specific guidance. Thus, this project has forced staff to explore the world of work and identify employers and Public Services where religious knowledge and understanding might have currency.
The spin offs from this project are already starting to mount up through establishing new contacts and developing incidental ones. We have been able to develop links with employment related provision within the university. Outreach work with existing contacts from the Community Cohesion forum, the City Council and the Police, was the starting point for the project. However, a wide range of potential employers and Public Service providers are coming to light, and a data base will be set up for future consultancy placements. 
The most immediate benefit has been for the graduates involved in the project. They have had the opportunity to be involved in important consultancy work for major employers in the local area. Graduates have reported an increased sense of self-worth from this appreciation of the value their subject knowledge holds for contemporary society. This opportunity to apply their knowledge and understanding of religions in the workplace has helped to identify new career aspirations, and the training programme has equipped them with new skills that enhance their employability.
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