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1. Key Elements of Graduate Attributes

2. Introduction
Graduate Attributes have been prominent in 
higher education for more than two decades.  
They denote, in part, the ‘brand’ of the 
University’s graduates and their distinguish-
ing features.  In an era of Outcomes Based 
Education, they guide the development, 
direction and intended outcomes of 
programmes, students’ experiences at 

University, programme design, so that there 
is an alignment between the Graduate Attri-
butes and all the learning, development and 
experiences that students have whilst at the 
University, as part of life and as preparation 
for life beyond and after university.  Graduate 
Attributes are both descriptive and prescrip-
tive.  To accomplish this requires Graduate 

Attributes to cover a wide range of areas of 
university life and learning, both academic 
and non-academic, and this accords with 
USJ’s mission to promote the all-round 
development of its students.

Graduate Attributes also play a role in 
accountability; USJ is accountable to its 
students who enrol in its programmes, 
ensuring that they are aware of what the 
University strives to provide and achieve for 
its graduates, what characterises the Univer-
sity, and what ‘kind’ of graduates exit from 
USJ, with what kind of outlook on life, 
people, learning and the community.

This document defines Graduate Attributes 
as they are commonly used, and sets out the 
purposes of having and using Graduate 
Attributes.  Graduate Attributes do not have 
a single common format across universities; 
they vary considerably in how they are 
framed.  This document indicates how they 
are framed at USJ and how the University 
developed its Graduate Attributes.  In this 
document each Graduate Attribute at first 
denotes a main area of focus (in its title) and 
then defines and operationalises it.   

The document also introduces how USJ uses 
its Graduate Attributes for programme 
review, evaluation, design, development and 
improvement, and what Faculties, 
Programmes and other units of the Universi-
ty should be addressing in using the Univer-
sity’s Graduate Attributes. 

The Graduate Attributes are set out in a 
common format here.  Each Graduate Attri-
bute is stated and an initial scoping defini-
tion is provided; the skills that are devel-

oped in the attribute are set out, together 
with a brief description of each area of skill 
in that attribute.  Finally, the attribute is 
characterised in the column called ‘descrip-
tion’, for each award level and learning 
outcome.  This ensures that USJ’s Graduate 
Attributes focus on achievement, i.e. moving 
beyond statements of ability to outcomes.

Graduate Attributes vary across universities 
in terms of the level of detail in which they 
are written: in some universities they have 
high granularity, going into a high level of 
detail and specificity; in others they are of a 
much more general nature.  USJ’s Graduate 
Attributes strike a balance between too 
much and too little detail, to enable each 
academic and non-academic unit in the 
University to apply them as appropriate to 
their own work, activities and operations.  

In a very few cases there is some apparent 
similarity in the titles of the skills included 
in the different Graduate Attributes.  This is 
because some of the different facets of each 
Graduate Attribute sometimes necessarily 
overlap in order to do justice to the scope of 
the Graduate Attribute in question.  Howev-
er, in the ‘description’ column of each of 
these Graduate Attributes the differences 
manifest themselves clearly.

Given that the introduction of Graduate 
Attributes is recent at USJ, and given that the 
impact of Graduate Attributes on the work of 
the University, its Faculties, programmes 
and students is significant, the document 
sets out a time line for their further develop-
ment, implementation and monitoring.
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3. What are Graduate Attributes?

1. ‘Graduate attributes are the qualities, 
skills and understandings a university com-
munity agrees its students should develop 
during their time with the institution. These 
attributes include, but go beyond, the disci-
plinary expertise or technical knowledge 
that has traditionally formed the core of 
most university courses. They are qualities 
that also prepare graduates as agents for 
social good in an unknown future.’ (Bowden, 
J., Hart, G., King, B., Trigwell, K., & Watts, O. 
(2000) Generic Capabilities of ATN University 
Graduates. Canberra: Australian Govern-
ment Department of Education, Training 
and Youth Affairs)

2. ‘Graduate attributes are the academic 
abilities, personal qualities and transferable 
skills which all students will have the oppor-
tunity to develop as part of their University 
of Glasgow experience.’ (University of 
Glasgow:
https://www.gla.ac.uk/myglasgow/stu-
dents/attributes/)

3. ‘Graduate attributes are the qualities, 
skills and understandings that a student 
should develop as a consequence of the 
learning they engage with on their 
programme of study.’ (Edinburgh Napier 
University: 
https://staff.napier.ac.uk/services/stu-
dent-futures/Enhanc-
ingtheCurriculum/graduate_attributes/Page
s/WhatareGraduateAttributes.aspx)

4. ‘Graduate attributes are the skills, 
personal qualities and understanding to be 
developed through your university experi-
ence that will prepare for life and work in the 

21st century.’  (Nicol, D. (2010) The founda-
tion for Graduate Attributes: developing 
self-regulation through self and peer assess-
ment. University of Strathclyde. 
https://www.reap.ac.uk/reap/public/Pa-
pers/DN_The%20founda-
tion%20for%20Graduate%20Attributes.pdf)

5. ‘Graduate attributes are skills, knowl-
edge, attitudes and values that are distin-
guished from the disciplinary expertise asso-
ciated more traditionally with higher educa-
tion, but which make a contribution to the 
profession. (Spronken-Smith, R., Bond, C., 
McLean, A., Frielick, S., Smith, N., Jenkins, 
M., & Marshall, S. (2015). Evaluating engage-
ment with graduate outcomes across higher 
education institutions in Aotearoa/New 
Zealand. Higher Education Research & 
Development, 34, 1014–1030)
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Graduate attributes are intended to describe 
and prescribe ‘what it means to be a gradu-
ate of a higher education institution – [. . . ] 
in terms of skills and abilities, but also in 
terms of attitudes and approaches – how you 
approach learning and knowledge, your own 
development, and the world around you’ and 
which are ‘not simply taught but developed 
through meaningful experiences and the 
processes of learning and reflection’; ‘they 
are unique to every student . . . . [S]tudents 
will have their own starting points, progress 
and experiences in these areas while at the 
University which will shape them as individ-
uals’ (University of Edinburgh, 2017).

Graduate Attributes take USJ’s mission, 
vision, Strategic Development Plan and 
indicate how these impact on students’ 
development and outcomes through their 
University life and work.  They address the 
broader purposes and characteristics of 
university education, as encapsulated in 
USJ’s mission and vision statements.  They 
indicate the qualities, knowledge, compe-
tences and capabilities for which students 
are encouraged to take responsibility during 
their lives and studies at USJ. This accords 
with the intention of USJ to have graduates 
that bear the positive hallmarks of a USJ 
education.  Graduate Attributes at USJ 
address the niche position of this young 
university, with its emphasis on the 
all-round-development of its graduates and 
its commitment to humanitarian develop-
ment. 

Graduate Attributes also have an affinity 
with Outcomes Based Education (OBE), in 
which programmes are designed to describe 

and achieve prescribed outcomes, taking 
account of individual needs and differences.  
As part of OBE, they have a backwash effect 
on Faculty aims and objectives, and on 
programme design, contents and intended 
learning outcomes, so that there is align-
ment of Graduate Attributes with each 
Faculty and with each programme’s aims, 
contents, pedagogy and assessment, all lead-
ing to the achievement of the intended 
learning outcomes.  In this sense, Graduate 
Attributes are prescriptive, not only descrip-
tive.  However, they also transcend individu-
al programmes, to encompass life and a wide 
range of experiences at USJ and how these 
impact on the formation of USJ students.  
They should be used for programme devel-
opment, evaluation and review, to ascertain 
how and where they are being addressed in 
students’ academic studies.  

Graduate Attributes should also be used to 
develop, review, guide and provide for 
students’ all-round development in their 
wider lives and experiences whilst at the 
University, i.e. to ensure that the University 
provides opportunities for student develop-
ment in these non-academic, personal, emo-
tional, social and all-round development.
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5. How are Graduate Attributes framed?

As is to be expected, universities frame their 
Graduate Attributes differently.  However, it 
is possible to see many common features, 
e.g. they include skills, competences, 
person-related matters, social development, 
attitudes and motivation, ethical develop-
ment and responsibility, in short, all-round 
development of students as rounded mem-
bers of their societies.

In framing the statements at different levels 
of award in the University (‘Award Level’ and 
’Learning Outcomes’ in the documentation), 
it was recognised that there might be overlap 
in some statements, i.e. the same statements 
might apply at different levels of award at the 
overall University level, and that it would be 
for Faculties and programmes to differenti-
ate these more finely where necessary.

6. Developing Graduate Attributes at USJ

In developing USJ’s Graduate Attributes, the 
University examined examples from leading 
universities across the world, as a familiari-
sation exercise in terms of scope, derivation, 
content and framing.  Then it took the USJ 
mission, vision and Strategic Development 
Plan, and drafted Graduate Attributes to 
address these.  Then it decided how to frame 
these, and arrived at six main areas of attri-
butes, each of which was characterised by 
key skills and descriptions.  In order to 
address progression and differentiation, it 
then arranged these in terms of the levels of 
the awards given by the different 
programmes at USJ, from Pre-University 
through to doctorate.

These statements were drafted and then 
circulated for discussion, feedback and 

further development until the final frame-
work was completed. As part of this, deci-
sions were taken on: (a) which elements and 
foci of Graduate Attributes should be set out 
at University level and which at Faculty and 
programme levels; (b) how to strike a balance 
between too little and too much detail and 
prescription, to ensure that there was room 
for students’ uniqueness to be celebrated and 
developed, and for differences in Faculties 
and programmes to be addressed; (c) how 
these could be applied to each level of award 
(e.g. undergraduate, Master’s etc.); and (d) 
how these fitted into quality assurance, 
programme and the University’s review, 
development and accreditation.
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These Graduate Attributes should be used 
for review, evaluation, development of, and 
improvements to: 

(a) the provision, design, contents, pedago-
gy, assessment, implementation, review, 
evaluation and outcomes of students’ 
academic programmes of study at USJ; 

(b) provision for, implementation of, and 
outcomes of students’ non-academic experi-
ences, guidance, support, development and 
lives at USJ;

(c) provision for, implementation of, and 
outcomes of the administrative and service 
support for students at USJ.

They are framed here at the University level.  
Each Faculty1 should take these and see how 
they are applied, addressed and documented 
in: 

(a) their overall Faculty; and (b) each 
programme their Faculty.  Each non-aca-
demic unit should take these and see how 
they are applied, addressed and documented 
in their unit.

The outline timescale for working with Grad-
uate Attributes are:

Step One: Final agreement on trial Graduate 
Attributes: by July 2019.

Step Two: Apply the Graduate Attributes to 
identify where programmes, practices and 
provision need further development, i.e. 
review and planning for improvement: Aca-
demic year 2019-20.

Step three: Implement and monitor the 
Graduate Attributes, informing all parties 
involved, with documentation provided: 
Academic year 2020-21.

 1  ‘Faculty’ here is used as a shorthand for academic unit: Faculty, School, Institute.
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8. What are the six Graduate Attributes 
at USJ?
The six Graduate Attributes at USJ are:

Graduate Attribute 1: 
Intellectual Rigour: Excellence in all scholars, 
having clarity in thinking when faced with 
new knowledge and arguments, and higher 
order thinking.

Graduate Attribute 2: 
Personal Development: Broad knowledge, 
understanding, respect, commitment and 
practice about moral, religious, ethical and 
social values at the personal, social and 
professional levels.

Graduate Attribute 3: 
Disciplinary Expertise: In-depth knowledge 
and skills in the chosen discipline and able to 
complete tasks and create new concepts 
through systematic and rigorous investiga-
tion.

Graduate Attribute 4: 
Lifelong Learning: Engages in autonomous 
self-learning to enhance knowledge and 
skills to match self-sustainability, active 

service to society and change by effectively 
creating new thoughts through the process of 
research and inquiry.

Graduate Attribute 5: 
Principles of Ethics and Service to Others: 
Commitment to engage in community 
service to affect social and environmental 
change in local and global communities by 
taking up roles and responsibilities to society 
and nature. Being a socially responsible and 
caring member of, and for, the community, 
with global awareness and participation. 
Being a service advocate.

Graduate Attribute 6: 
Research & Human Literacy, and Understand-
ing: Uses ICT skills effectively to obtain 
information resources relevant to an infor-
mation need to create new knowledge and 
understanding through the process of 
research and enquiry. Enhances human capa-
bilities in using technologies, literacies and 
humanities to research, and explains ideas 
from digital devices.  Reads, interprets and 
questions texts, using higher order thinking.  
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