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Abstract

The study was conducted at Mekelle University wmene whether the
training programs enable graduates to develop thequired
employability skills. It was also meant to studg #ctual practices of
graduates in the world of work. To examine whethertraining at the
university enables students to develop the requamagloyability skills,
first year students and graduating class studerggevtested using the
graduate skills assessment instrument. Employereiiected firms and
former graduates of the university were also askecdelation to their
experiences of the use of employability skills.gPan catalogues of
selected faculties were also content analyzeda#t fwund that first year
students’ performance in the graduate skills agssess test was
significantly higher than the graduating class sots. Former
graduates working in selected firms also indicathdt although they
regularly use problem solving and job related vomaal skills, they have
not developed these skills during their college eeigmce. Similarly,
employers revealed that their employees lack probdelving and job
related skills. The contents of the program catakglo not clearly
specify a set of graduate skills that should beuaregl by graduates at
the completion of their studies. The need to rethisetraining programs
and to work in collaboration with business and istiy is thoroughly
discussed.
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Introduction

University education is not only about presentimgcigline specific
contents and issuing degrees to students. It is alsout providing
opportunities in such a way that students can devéie knowledge and
skill that enable them to solve problems creativélyeir experiences should
equip them with the ability to be lifelong learnensce they are out there in
the world of work. With the ever increasing pressfnrom employers for
graduates equipped with skills appropriate to themahds at work,
universities in many countries are introducing gié attributes into their
curriculum (Curry and Sherry 2004). Many univeestprovide descriptions
of the expected graduate profiles in program cgtads. These profiles are
variously described as graduate skills, employstdkills, or transferability
skills. Employability skills are central to occuetal competence in all
sectors and at all levels. They are defined asssiatjuired not only to gain
employment, but also to enable prospective empbygevide appropriate
services in their careers.

There is a difference in interpretation of what éggbility skills or
graduate attributes constitute. Some regard tHalle as generic since they
are expected to be developed by all graduatespeotise of their field of
study. They are understood as the general skilswledge and abilities,
beyond the discipline content knowledge, that umsive graduates have
gained during their tertiary studies. They are ewvascribed as ‘skills
developed in one situation that can be transfeoethother situation’ (Curry
and Sherry 2004). Barrie (2004) argues that gradskills are expected to be
mastered after students complete their studiestlaey are not necessarily
related to specific courses. An observation by eygrs also supports the

fact that graduate skills are generic to all dikegs since a survey
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conducted in Australia revealed that the skillsnideed as critical to
employability are consistent across different wagekttings (ACCI 2002).
However, others argue that these skills are alsmgly influenced by the
disciplinary culture in which they are taught. Fastance, Jones (2009)
argues that in some disciplines the nature of kiileacquired is specific to
the field of study (for example, medicine, engimegr and teaching).
Whether graduate skills are outcomes of specifics®s or the cumulative
effect of college experiences, students should beviged with the
opportunity to develop these skills if they ardotosuccessful in the world of
work.

Although academics agree on the importance of gitadskills, there
is a difference in perception with regards to hbwyt should be taught and
assessed. For instance, Barrie (2007) stated diha¢ academics believe that
it is not the responsibility of a university to tbethese skills. They suggested
that universities can only provide remedial supgbrstudents have not
already developed the skills. For others thesésséiilould be taught using a
different module purposefully designed to develgguired skills. Still
others believe that these skills are integrated tandht in the process of
teaching subject based courses. A different bbye§ome academics states
that it is students’ active engagement in the pead learning that enables
them to develop these skills. This goes in linenwifte study conducted by
Ballantine and Larres (2007) in which studentsdatid that they were able
to develop generic skills as a result of their Imement in cooperative
learning environment.

More emphasis is given these days to develop tperége to work
in an uncertain world that requires, among othengs the graduate’s

adaptability, flexibility, and creativity to solveroblems. An assessment by
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Yorke and Harvey (2005), for instance, revealed thearly half of the
graduate recruitment in the UK was not based odexo& qualification, i.e.
graduates are screened based on whether they hastered the required
employability skills, irrespective of their fieldf study. In response to this
demand, emphasis is given to embed employabilitysdkoth as means of
producing graduates who can secure employment susdwce of evidence
on the quality of the training (Bath, Smith, Ste&8nSwann 2004).

In Ethiopia, some attempts have been made by tgkddiEducation
Relevance and Quality Agency (HERQA 2005) to desygaduate skills,
otherwise called subject benchmarks, in consuhatiith experts selected
from various universities. Most of the universitieave also revised their
curriculum and conducted consultative meetings witikeholders selected
from private and governmental organizations, altfiothe required graduate
attributes have not been properly identified andressed in the improved
curriculum. At Mekelle University, certain departmie implement work
placements and practical attachment programs assmédanabling students
develop the required graduate skills. In these qamog students were placed
at work as a requirement in certain fields. Everdaunthese limited
opportunities for skill development, is it is ndéar whether the placement is
intentionally designed to assist students acqueréam desired skills. What
is more, there is no clear communication with thgustry in relation to the
nature and type of experience students should beided with and the
support from the people at work. Assessment isdooe following student
work placement, thus there is no way of checkingetiver students have

actually developed the desired skills as a reduliar experiences at work.
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This study was conducted to find out if there deady stated types
of employability skills in the different programstae university. It has also
assessed whether or not graduates were able ttogdtiese skills as a result
of their experiences in the university. The typdsemployability skills
former graduates and senior students have develbpe® also been
examined. The difference in graduate skills testopmance between first

year and graduating class students were also erdmin

Methodology
Participants

Three different groups participated in the surv@pe of them was
students selected from two faculties at Mekellevidrsity. The other two
groups were employees and employers selected fomargmental and non-
governmental firms in Tigray Regional State. A taib278 students (150
first year and 128 graduating class students) wardomly selected from the
College of Science and Technology and College @firlass and Economics.
From the world of work, five institutions were setled from two towns in
the region. Managers and heads of these busindsseavice giving firms as

well as former graduates of Mekelle University wereolved in the survey.

Instruments
The Graduate Skills Assessment

The graduate skills assessment (GSA) is an obgcatieasure of
undergraduate students’ generic skill levels (HamBRowe, & Luc 2002).
Items included in three out of the five areas ef gnaduate skills assessment
sample questions were considered. The test codtaiems that evaluate

students’ skills in problem solving, critical think and interpersonal
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understanding. There were a total of 18 quest{@énef them evaluating
problem solving, 6 questions for critical thinkingnd 6 for interpersonal
understanding). The overall performance was contpoite of the sum of the
three scores. Problem solving subscale addresseprebension in generally
applicable everyday problems that reflect the gbilo identify, analyze,
interpret, translate problems, and apply solutiofke critical thinking
subscale examines students’ skills in reflectivenking, the ability to
develop arguments, evaluate, assess, and judge. iftegpersonal
understanding subscale deals with understanding the features
interpersonal relationships that include workinglatmratively, identifying
individual differences and the features that caafi@ct team performance.
The items were written in Amharic and the contergplaced by local

examples to reduce confounding error due to lacoaiprehension.

Employee and Employer Questionnaires

The employee questionnaire was designed to as$esswork
experiences of former graduates of Mekelle Univgrsihe main focus of
the questionnaire was on whether or not the sudksd by employees in the
word of work have actually been provided duringirtitellege experiences.
Respondents were expected to provide a descripfitire nature of the tasks
they regularly conduct at work, the types of skiiey employ, and whether
these skills have been developed in the univershgy were also required to
identify which of the skills they believe are wdkveloped and which ones
need to be developed further.

The employer questionnaire focuses on gatheringammpfeedback
on the graduate attributes they considered to bst mgportant at work. It

was also meant to obtain employer feedback onxteneto which graduates
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from the University demonstrated the skills andilaites required at work.
The survey was also a means of building closetiogiships between the
university and key employers in the locality. Thiise contents of this
guestionnaire gave more emphasis to the experievicése employers in
relation to the skills the employees have been emeihting at work
situation. In addition to assessing the skills, gnestionnaire also has items
that refer to the experiences in the firm exercisedelation to developing
required skills through providing on the job traigi

Documentary analysis

The study has also assessed the program cataldgulee otwo
faculties involved in the study. As the purposéhaf study was to assess the
experiences related to graduate skills, it was ratmmg to check whether the
training programs have clearly identified list okills expected to be
mastered by their students. It was also neceseagyamine whether or not
there is a clearly stated teaching and assessmamiefork specifically

related to graduate attributes.

Results

Graduate skills assessment test results

Independent samples t-test was employed to exathmebserved
mean differences in performance in the three apéagsaduate skills tested.
Results indicated that mean value of problem sglhgkill (M = 3.43, SD =
1.32) among first year students is significantlgh@r than the value among
senior students (M = 3.03, SD = 1.45), t(274) =528 < .05). Similarly,
mean value of critical thinking skill (M = 2.87, SB1.32) among first year
students is significantly higher than the value aghsenior students (M =
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2.44, SD = 1.33), t(274) = 2.67, p <0 .05). Howeteere was no significant
difference in interpersonal understanding betwé&entivo groups, t (247) =
.22, p = 0.82. The average performance for thegwaops also revealed that
mean score of first year students (M = 8.88, SD.50Ris significantly
higher than the value for senior students (M = 838 = 2.85), t (274) =
2.28, p <0 .05).

Table 1: Independent samples t-test for graduatekdls assessment test

between first year and graduating class students

Skills Mean df t Sig. (2-tailed)
difference

Problem solving .395 274 2.35 .019*

Critical thinking 430 274 2.67 .008*

Communication -.041 274 -.22 .821

Overall performance 737 274 2.28 .023*

Employer Survey

A total of 34 employers responded to the survey,odwhich 26 of
them were selected from private firms while 8 oferth were from
governmental organizations. Nearly three quartéteerespondents (i.e. 73
percent) work as managers or heads of their ragpeatganizations. Their
academic qualifications include such fields as eegiing, management,
accounting and economics. Asked whether or noy #re involved in
recruiting employees, nearly half of them (47%)liegp they occasionally
do, while nearly a third of them (29 %) stated tihéd the duty of the human
resource department and they are not involved a&k.sOnly a small
proportion of the respondents (17%) are directiyoined in these types of

activities. A significant majority of the respondgmave also cited that they
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have criteria both for professional qualificaticaxsd employability skills in

their respective organizations.

Employers’ observations of employees’ skills

The managers of the selected firms were requestatédcribe the
skills they believe are critical to a new graduageuming an employment in
their respective organizations. Their responseeaied that there is more or
less similar belief in the types of skills requirdor success at work.
Interpersonal and computational skills have reddyiviower values as
compared to the others. Communication, problemisgjvand vocational
skills were more frequently mentioned as the reglgkills. Employers were
also requested to provide a description of theiseolations of which of
these skills are already developed and which onegleficient among the
employees in their firms. Their replies indicatattimterpersonal skills are
relatively more developed than the other skillswdwer, they have indicated
that problem solving skill is not well developed @mg their employees,

followed by vocational and job specific skills.

Table 2: Employee skills as reported by employers

Skills already developed Skills that need to |be
developed

Required Skills Counts Percentage |dfounts Percentage

responses of responses
Communication skills 10 17.24 12 13.39
Problem solving skills 6 10.34 23 28.05
Interpersonal skills 15 25.86 9 10.97
Critical thinking skills 9 15.51 11 13.41
Vocational or job specific skills 8 13.79 12 14.63
GIS skills 2 3.44 11 13.42
Computational skills 8 13.79 5 6.11
Total responses 58 100.00 81 100.00
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Alumni Survey

One of the items in the employee questionnairesefethe types of
tasks they perform regularly. A quarter of them tiwered that they have to
produce reports of one sort or another and disitusih colleagues. They
also mentioned that most of the work they regulg@eyform is related to
analyzing a problem and providing solutions, wogkirtlosely with
customers, and using math and computer skills. otigh the employees
were from different fields of study, the fact thilaey described similar tasks
in their respective work situations indicates ttet world of work requires
more of the soft skills than the discipline specw¥iocational skills. Their
replies indicated that graduates from various fietddnduct similar tasks at

work than is commonly assumed.

Recruitment Criteria

The employees were requested to indicate the ieritesed in their
organizations when recruiting new applicants. Hrdea exam that also
addresses certain competency skills was more frélygumentioned as one
of the recruitment criteria the employees expeeendollowed by their
university performance indicated in college GPA.esHts indicated that
emphasis is given to assessing certain competeity gp on entering an
organization, although the nature of the entrarxeeneand the types of skills
are not examined. It is a requirement for theséstes have a very high
predictive validity so that applicants with higlose on entrance exam would

also have outstanding performance at work.
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Self report of employees’ skills

The employees have indicated that they use comratimic skills
(25.49%), followed by problem solving skills (19%2 and vocational skills
(17.16%) more frequently than the other skills. yrineere requested to tell
which among these skills they believe were moreetiged during their
college experience and which ones were not yetldeegd. Their replies
indicated that they believe their communicationllskias relatively well
developed during college, whereas their problemaisglskill was not well
developed. They also mentioned that they are @efiéh vocational as well
as computer skills. Results indicate that althotigh employees reported
they regularly apply problem solving and other wawal skills in the world
of work, they believe these skills are not well eleped.

Recruitment and employment criteria

Table 3 combines the responses from employees armlogers
related to their experiences on the criteria use@cruitment and promotion
decisions in their respective organizations. Thealies indicate that most of
the firms give more weight to qualities other thaastery in the graduate
skills when recruiting as well as promoting emplesge In both cases,
gualification, entrance exam, and work experien@given more priority.
Although both groups mentioned that graduate skiligificantly contribute
to their day-to-day work, most of the organizati@wsnot give emphasis to
these skills when recruiting or promoting employe&kis implies that
workers are being assigned to do jobs without aalety assessing their
mastery of required skills they regularly use atkvd@hey are recruited and
even promoted using criteria that are not necdgsaiated to the nature of

the work they accomplish.
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Table 3: Employees’ and employers’ ranking of reanitment and

promotion criteria

Employee Ranking Employer Ranking
Criteria employed Recruitment Promotion Recruittner} Promotion
Qualification £ 2" 15 2"
Entrance exam "9 -- 3¢ --
Work experience 5 1 2° 15
Leadership skills 8 3¢ 7" 3¢
Communication 31 5" 6" 6"
skills
Problem solving 4" 4" 4" 4"
skills
Interpersonal skills | %7 6" 8" 5"
Critical thinking 6" 7" 5h 7"
skills

Documentary Analysis

Our analysis of the contents of the improved cutum at the college
of Business and Economics was conducted based oelsncelated to the
contents of a university curriculum. Bennett, Duna@d Carre (1999)
proposed a model of course provision in higher atac which included
five elements: disciplinary content knowledge; gnary skills; workplace
awareness; workplace experience; and generic .skiisother model
developed by Pool and Sewell (2007) presented #yeckmponents to be
addressed in a university curriculum, which inclusigbject knowledge,
generic skills, emotional intelligence, career depment learning, and work
experience. In both models, generic skills aredattid as one of the major
components of a university curriculum. Our obseoratevealed that the
three departments have indicated certain skillt @ be regarded as
generic attributes, although more emphasis is giteewdliscipline specific

knowledge
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At the department of Accounting and Finance, thedrfer graduates
to develop analytical skills, communication, ananpaiter skills, as well as
leadership ability are cited as components of dwuired graduate profile.
The program objective at the department of Econsrde not state much,
other than computer and research skills, in ratatm skills development.
Similarly, at the department of Management graduaee expected to
possess abilities in rational decision making, @b solving, taking
initiatives and being innovative in the field. Hovee, in all the departments
it is not clearly stated in the curriculum how taeskills will be taught and
assessed. Bhaerman and Spill (1988) suggest winactil the competency
based approach as a preferred strategy to teacloyabpity skills which
include formulating competency statements, struaguthe teaching/learning
environment, and evaluating the development ofsthiés. The descriptions
provided in these departments do not, however rlgleate the required
competency standards in the skills area. The tegclaind assessment
strategies are not also appropriate for evaluatiilts

Discussion and Implications

The study was an assessment of graduate skills gstadents and
employees. A number of data sources have been wsedh include
differences in test performance in selected gradskills between first year
and senior students, as well as employees’ andogensl experiences in
relation to the use of these skills in the worldwairk. Results indicated that
for the two colleges considered university expergedid not contribute to
skills development since first year students pentat better than graduating
class students. However, an assessment of theiexpes at work revealed

that former graduates of the university apply éerskills at work and they
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believe they have developed these skills at theewsity. The responses
from the employers have also revealed that thepleyers displayed certain
skills at work, although they also mentioned th@ane of the skills were not
well developed. An examination of the curriculumtire two colleges has
also indicated that certain skills are mentionedegsirements in the profiles
of the graduates, although no detailed descripgoprovided in relation to
how these skills are integrated into the traininggpams and how they will
be taught and assessed.

The difference in graduate skills test performabeveen first year
and graduating class students revealed unprecedesgelts. Anyone would
assume that students having university experieadenmn better in the same
types of ‘generic skills’ related tests. Barrie @2 also noted that graduate
attributes are expected to be developed among nsitivegraduates as a
result of their experience. However, against commense and practical
observations, first year students performed sigaifily higher than their
senior counterparts. Although the result would sé@ulefy any explanation,
one possible reason could be the fact that theitaiat the university does
not give emphasis to the development of generrbates among students.
Initial differences among the two groups of studesgnnot also be overruled
as possible causes for the difference. The higberes among first year
students could possibly be because these studavsrécently taken similar
aptitude test in the Ethiopian Higher Education r&mte Qualification
Examination (EHEEQE). They have been reading argfcesing similar
types of questions in preparation for the natieam, whereas the senior
students were focusing on the discipline specificvidedge.

Our findings go in line with the observation madeHarvey (2005),

which stated the absence of clearly stated critetated to graduate skills to
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be used during employee screening. Harvey argusdatthough employers
are interested in hiring graduates who can adapt new environment and
work on various tasks in addition to their field sttidy, they do not apply
adequate criteria when recruiting people who satifatever is required. In
our study, although both employers and employeestified skills believed
to be useful at work, most of these skills were gwisidered when selecting
or promoting employees. Part of the reason coulihéelifficulty on the side
of the employers to design measures that can atidguavaluate the
applicants’ mastery of problem solving, criticaintking, or any of the other
required skills. It is much easier for the emplayiorganizations to write a
list of questions that can evaluate knowledge ecHfz areas than to design
items that examine an applicants’ creativity orowative approach to a
problem situation. It is also possible that the gpeowho conduct the
screening or promotion may not have the masteryhef required skills
themselves. Some observations also revealed tbartiployers’ perception
of whether the applicant fits into the positiongisen more weight during
employee selection than the specific skills (Coiler@hd Finlay 1998).
Thus, in the absence well developed skills assassmeam, employers
could resort to other subjective measures unrelatéae nature of the task to
be accomplished.

Similar to the trend in other universities, wheradyate skills are
being embedded on specific subjects (Harvey, 2080%)assessment of the
curriculum in the colleges considered revealed shadlents are expected to
develop the skills as a result of their involvemspeécific fields of study. In
this approach, students develop the skills whilardeg technical and
disciplinary knowledge. The problem with embeddogduate skills into

the curriculum is, there is lack of harmony amolng various programs and
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certain essential skills may be overlooked. Theicuium in the selected
colleges gives more emphasis to content knowledige. skills are briefly
mentioned in simple statements and no detailedrig¢isn is provided in
relation to how they should be taught and assessed.

Findings of the study revealed that both employerd employees
believe certain skills were already developed wtien graduates assumed
work, although they were deficient in others. Thae inconsistent results in
the literature as far as the impact of university skills development is
concerned. Some of these studies indicated thatugtas believe their
university experience was helpful in some way ieirtlilay to day practices
at work (e.g. Wiata 2006). Whereas others statesiii@e of the basic skills
such as communication, teamwork skills, problenviagl and analysis may
not be developed at university even when apprapriatvironment is
provided (Crebert et al. 2004). They reasoned timgersity courses can
only support certain discipline specific attribytegich may not necessarily
be generic. The other broader attributes, they estgdpave to be developed
in the world of work through experiential learning.

Still others argue that universities can help stislelevelop generic
attributes provided that their teachers receive mbguired support and
resources, such as integrating these skills intoatum, providing students
with work placements, and exposure to professi@edtings. Universities
can also offer opportunities for students to develbese skills through
participation in extracurricular activities. Whatmore, fieldwork, industry-
based learning, work placements and internshipslareethods universities
have used to equip students with knowledge of atm@rkplace practices.
Relevant work experience provided to college sttglaas a positive impact

on employability (Common wealth of Australia (200@iven the limited
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opportunities provided to teachers involved in thidy, it is hardly
surprising that the graduates for the universitgregsed lack of masterly of
certain required skills.

There is a need for the university and the indusirywork in close
collaboration both in identifying required employai skills and assisting
students develop these skills. Experiences fromtrAlig indicate that most
universities have well established links with intlysrepresentatives and
business leaders. These representatives have e dag in redesigning
training programs based on the needs of the marketindustries also offer
work placement for up to 25 percent of trainingdstuts are expected to
accomplish. Professional associations also infleetiee development of
generic or employability skills (Common wealth otigtralia 2007). In the
Ethiopian higher education context, however, therémited or no clearly
established link between university and industiye Experience at Mekelle
University is that only selected colleges havetthdition of providing work
placement to their students, although it is notdcated in consultation with
the industry. Some of these firms evaluate thegpernce of the students at
the end of the work placement, although it is rieac whether or not the
skills being evaluated are actually required in wWerld of work. What is
more, not much is done at the university to helmeits if the evaluation
made by the employers reveals lack of masteryexelrskills.

Given the limited contact between Mékelniversity and the
employers in the locality, together with the ladkveell developed list of
attributes agreed by the two parties, it is nopssing that these generic
attributes are not given due weight while screemimployees. However, the
employees’ descriptions of their daily routines ealvthat they need to

develop these skills in order to properly servertimstitutions. Thus, there is

397



indeed an urgent need for both parties, i.e. tdagtry and the university to
work together both in identifying as well as in dmping and assessing the
skills. The university has to conduct tracer statygl develop a database of
employers of the institution’s graduates as a whgstablishing relations

with industry and professional bodies.
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