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Abstract

Over the last few decades there has been strong debate over the central mission of higher
education and resistance to the employability agenda seemed strong. However, with the
changing context of both higher education and the labour market, together with neoliberal
pressure, enhancing graduate employability has become one of the central focuses in many
universities worldwide.

This article provides an overview of the relevant literature to resonate with why graduate
employability has been more popularly presented in many university practices. The notion of
graduate employability is examined and it is argued that without input from and collaboration
with industry, universities are hardly able to achieve their vocational mission of equipping their
students for the labour market.

Keywords: graduate employability, higher education, labour market, university-enterprise
collaboration

Introduction

Higher education (HE) has increasingly been tied to the needs of the economy and society.
From developed countries to developing countries, there is a loud call to make university
education more relevant to the workplace. There seem to be fewer debates over the central
mission of HE, with universities tending to accept neoliberal pressure and looking for ways to
make their educational practices more aligned with the needs of the labour market. Enhancing
graduate employability has become one of the central focuses in many universities worldwide.
Collaboration between universities and enterprises in different ways has been reported as
valuable in order to ‘bring the labour market’ into the classroom.

This paper provides an overview of the relevant literature to explore the reason why graduate
employability - an ‘add-on’ mission for some academics and the ‘subset’ of a mission for the
others (Harvey, 2000, p. 4; Speight, Lackovic, & Cooker, 2012), has been popularly presented
in many university practices. The notion of graduate employability is examined and it is argued
that without input from and collaboration with industry, universities are hardly able to
strengthen their vocational mission of equipping students for the labour market.

The changing context of HE and the need to enhance graduate employability

It has been argued that HE has always met its social and economic obligation and this is tacitly
achieved through academics’ professional understanding of social and economic needs
(Boden & Nedeva, 2010). However, there has been an increasingly neoliberal pressure on HE
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to make explicit the task of preparing students with the knowledge and skills required by the
contemporary labour market. Several developments have led to this situation.

First, mass HE creates many internal changes within the sector. The number of students is
booming. On the one hand, gaining access to HE is no longer privileged or difficult; on the
other hand, government funding for HE is decreasing, with students increasingly having to pay
for their study. Furthermore evidence suggests that employability is increasingly important in
students’ choice of institutions (Artess, Forbes, & Ripmeester, 2011). At the same time global
mass HE has created a crowded labour market (Tomlinson, 2012). This challenges the
traditional mission of HE which was to prepare the elite to govern the nation, to the need to
provide an institutional basis for research into all forms of knowledge (Jarvis, 2002, p. 43), and
to facilitate access to desired forms of employment (Scott, 2005). HE credentials are no longer
a sufficient condition for obtaining employment, let alone a desired form of employment. HE
institutions are beginning to recognise that there are concerns around accommodating
employability for their graduates, and have gradually taken up this challenge (Rosenberg,
Heimler, & Morote, 2012).

The changes resulting from mass HE have been coupled with changes in the labour market
in more recent decades. The spread of globalisation and of neoliberal policies has encouraged
the restructuring of the economy around competition and efficiency, resulting in downsizing,
delayering and restructuring of organisations. Fewer people are required for the same job, and
more tasks are required to be managed by each person. The new world of work requires skills
such as negotiating, networking, problem solving, and skills to manage processes rather than
just functional skills (Evans, 2008). Also increasingly expected are multi-skilled and multi-
tasking employees (Foss & Laursen, 2005). This was not the traditional focus of HE. Thus,
the sector is expected to be responsive towards the new needs of the economy, to provide
ample opportunities for their students to develop knowledge, skills and to nurture their
capability for life-long learning (Harvey, 2000).

Universities are under pressure to take on-board employability, not only as a pragmatic
response (Clarke, 2008) to the competition among universities, but also to the requirements
of society. In most cases, universities also need to satisfy the requirements and the
expectations of the neoliberal governments. Policy-makers tend to tie HE institutions to the
needs of the economy and the society (European Commission, 2003, 2005, 2011). In the UK
for example, the government has increasingly exerted pressure on the HE system to enhance
outputs, quality and their overall market responsiveness (Department for Education, 2010).
There is an explicit expectation from the government that HE institutions are able to provide
graduates who can readily adapt to their working environment and are adaptable within it
(Cable, 2010).

Similarly, in the USA, an employability skills agenda has been developed with direct
involvement from the government and the National Association of Colleges and Employers
(NACE), the body responsible for publishing detailed professional standards for college and
university career services. With the aim of assisting the USA industries to retain their
competitive edge, the Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS)! was
established in 1990 to report the basic skills required for workers. In Europe, the Bologna
Process? which prioritises employability among other HE objectives has created pressure as
well as opportunities for HE to shift its identity towards an economic rationale (Tomusk, 2004).
Up until recently, 50 countries with more than 4000 HE institutions had adapted their HE
systems following the Bologna process (Bologna Process, 2016).

! http://wdr.doleta.gov/SCANS/
2 The Bologna Process is a series of ministerial meetings and agreements between European countries designed to ensure
comparability in the standards and quality of higher education qualifications.
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Not only are universities in the developed world under pressure to take on-board employability,
universities in much less developed countries in South East Asia are also struggling to adapt
to the new requirements and expectations from their governments. Recently, 30 universities
from 10 countries (including Brunei, Cambodia, Laos, Indonesia, Malaysia, Myanmar,
Singapore, the Philippines, Vietham and Thailand) have become members of the ASEAN
University Network (AUN) and followed the AUN quality assurance framework (QA) (ASEAN
University Network, 20153). The ASEAN member countries also developed their own quality
assurance framework following the AUN-QA and requested that all universities in the AUN
system follow those ‘standards’. The framework requires universities to work closely with
employers from developing the curriculum, to revising the syllabus and then to the employment
process of the students. The focus on outcomes (such as the ratio of graduates gaining
employment after graduation) also drives universities to take into account the demands of
employers in their academic practices.

Clearly, both internal and external contexts have placed graduate employability high on the
policy agenda in most HE sectors worldwide. The argument over who should take
responsibility to develop graduate employability (Tran Thi Tuyet, 2015) does not seem to be
crucial as the focus of the discussion is now on how to best enhance graduate employability.
In the following section, the dialogue surrounding the concept of employability is reviewed.

What is graduate employability?

Although employability is in vogue in the HE context, there is no common definition of it in the
literature. Some studies focus more on individual student ability to get and retain a job after
graduation and as such define employability as follows:

...the capacity to gain initial employment, maintain employment and obtain
employment if required (Hillage & Pollard, 1998, p. 2), or

... the ability of graduates to find and retain a graduate-level job and also the ability
to move between jobs if required (Yorke, 2010).

In fact, the majority of the most popular definitions do not mention the stakeholders who need
to be in charge of, or involved in, graduate employability. Rather, employability is defined as
the types of skills, knowledge, attributes or understandings, as seen in the following examples:

...a set of achievement - skills, understandings and personal attributes — that
makes graduates more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen
occupations, which benefits themselves, the workforce, the community and the
economy (The Enhancing Student Employability Co-ordination Team - ESECT
(Yorke, 2006, p. 8).

...a set of skills, knowledge and personal attributes that makes an individual
more likely to secure and be successful in their chosen occupations to the benefit of
themselves, the workforce, the community and the economy (Moreland, 2006).

...skills required not only to gain employment, but also to progress within an
enterprise so as to achieve one’s potential and contribute successfully to enterprise
strategic directions (Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry & Business
Council of Australia, 2002).

...the skills almost everyone needs to do almost every job. They are the skills that
must be present to enable an individual to use more specific knowledge and
technical skills that their particular workplaces will require (UK Commission for
Employment and Skills, 2009).

3 http://www.aunsec.org/aunmemberuniversities.php
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Artess, Forbes and Ripmeester (2011) suggest that while the term ‘employability’ may not
always be used, there is an underlying consensus as to what employability comprises - a
range of specific, employment-related skills or attributes (hard and soft skills) relevant to
acquiring and succeeding in employment.

Although different in wording, these definitions all relate employability to a set of skills and/or
attributes that are necessary for any graduate to move into the employment market, to find
and retain jobs and to develop his/her career.

The question then becomes what are those skills/attributes, apart from the knowledge (hard
skills), that are traditionally the domain of the universities? Again, one can find different
concepts of skills used in the literature which all claim to be necessary for graduates to
participate and to develop in the employment market: generic skills, soft skills, transferable
skills, cross-disciplinary skills, graduate attributes, core skills, key skills, basic skills, cross-
curricular skills, common skills, essential skills, enterprise skills or even employability skills,
to name a few (Caballero, Walker, & Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, 2011; Cabellero & Walker, 2010;
Hager & Holland, 2006; Lowden, Hall, Elliot, & Lewin, 2011; Rust & Froud, 2011). The word
‘skills’ appears in almost all articles in relation to the quality outcomes of HE; professional
knowledge is sometimes also considered a type of skill, called technical skills (AC Nielsen
Research Services, 2000; World Bank, 2011). Nonetheless, the professional knowledge or
students’ technical skills are differentiated from generic skills. While technical skills often refer
to discipline-based skills and capacity, generic skills (and its equivalent terms), as described
by Andrews and Higson (2008), cover such areas as coping with uncertainty, working under
pressure, planning and strategic thinking, reliability, communications and interpersonal
interactions, teamwork and networking, writing and speaking, information technology skills,
creativity, self-confidence, self-management and time-management, willingness to learn and
acceptance of responsibility. In a project which reported to The Australian Chamber of
Commerce and The Industry and Business Council of Australia, generic employability skills
were identified as more ‘simple’ skills which included communication, teamwork, problem
solving, initiative and enterprise, planning and organisation, self-management and learning
and technology skills (ACER, 2002).

These skills are increasingly viewed as important, not only for graduates and not only in an
employment context. They are viewed as increasingly important in the changing context of
contemporary life. Nonetheless, these skills are essential in the employment context and are
considered important to make graduates prepared or ready for success in today’s rapidly
changing work environment’ (Cabellero & Walker, 2010, p. 16).

The need for university-enterprise collaboration (UEC)

Paradoxically, not all of these skills can be developed solely in the HE context. Initiative and
enterprise skills, planning and strategic thinking and working under pressure are examples of
such skills. Moreover, different stakeholders (such as employers, academics and students)
may view these skills differently, and indeed research has reported the mismatch between
stakeholders’ perceptions of these skills (Handel, 2003; Sala, 2011; Tran Thi Tuyet, 2012).
Nonetheless, when these skills are viewed as necessary for graduates to get and retain jobs,
employers’ voices become powerful. Interestingly, while university is seen as the place to
develop students’ employability, the results of that development can only be seen in
enterprises. Moreover the skills helping graduates to retain jobs and to develop in their careers
will mainly be developed in the working context. Evidence suggests that employers value
innovative, adaptable, resilient graduates with flexible enterprise skills, an enterprising mind-
set and business awareness, which are mainly the outcome of enterprise learning (Owens &
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Tibby, 2014; Weligamage, 2009). Clearly, if the HE sector adopts employability goals then
input and collaboration from industry is essential.

There is another reason fundamental to universities and enterprises collaborating to enhance
graduate employability: that is the need of industry for prospective employees to be work-
ready in specific disciplines. Enterprises are now under pressure to increase productivity in a
competitive global market. Moreover, with an exuberant pool of skilled workers (as a result of
mass HE), employers have become more selective in their choice, and their requirement for
work experience often appears unreasonable for recent graduates (Tran Thi Tuyet, 2014).
Getting familiar with the working culture, gaining practical knowledge in the workplace,
knowing how to apply what has been learnt in practice, are some of the HE practices helping
students satisfy this requirement of employers. However, these practices all require input from
and cooperation with enterprises. It is not surprising the literature on graduate employability
has overwhelmingly focused on different forms of cooperation between universities and
enterprises and highlighted that employers, students, graduates and HE institutions value
work-based learning and work integrated learning as particularly effective approaches to
promote the employability of graduates (Etzkowitz, 2004; Lowden et al., 2011, p. VI; World
Bank, 2012).

Different types of UEC

The literature suggests that there are different ways for university industry interaction to occur;
nonetheless, the traditional focus of UEC has remained on knowledge transfer and innovation
(Bruneel, d’Este, & Salter, 2010; Gertner, Roberts, & Charles, 2011; O’Leary, 2013).
Discussion of the need for close UEC to enhance graduate employability has recently
emerged as a result of neoliberal government pressure and the importance of employability
to university applicants (Wilson, 2012). In the last decade, UEC practices aimed at enhancing
the work-readiness of university students developed quickly and are referred to in different
terms such as work integrated learning or cooperative education. All of these practices share
a common aim of connecting theory to practice, and they come in many forms such as work
placements, internships, guest speakers, recruitment drives or practical projects of various
types. Generally these initiatives indicate the responses from both sides: universities and
enterprises. Some forms of UEC have seen universities ‘go out’ (Blackmore, Bulaitis,
Jackman, & Tan, 2016) into the workplace, sending academic staff and students to enterprises
for practical lessons. These may be through collaboration for research and development (for
academics) or through internships, placements or conducting real life projects (for students).
And indeed, student mobility activities (e.g. student internship/placement) are often reported
in the literature to be the most popular form of UEC to enhance graduate employability. These
initiatives also indicate the employers’ efforts in offering students places for internships and
placements. Some other types of UEC reveal the efforts of employers/enterprises to engage
in university practices. This might be, for example, employer involvement in curriculum
development, in student assessment, or in recruiting students. Other forms of
collaboration/partnership between universities and industry have emerged to provide
sandwich courses or degree programs in different formats. This blurs the barriers between the
academic world and the world of work. Table 1 summarises the major forms of UEC for
enhancing graduate employability.
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Table 1: Types of UEC for Enhancing Graduate Employability
Types of UEC Notes
Universities going out Student work placements Mobility of students
Student internships

Students conducting real life
projects in firms

University Mobility of academics
academics/managers
experience the work in firms

University training for
enterprises’ orders

Enterprise engagement in Employer involvement in: Employers’ involvement in
university practices : curriculum development
Curriculum development .
and delivery

Degree advisory board
Student assessment

Guest lectures

Student mentoring

Career fairs or events
Sponsorships/ scholarships
Graduate recruitment

Universities and firms Work based learning degree
collaborate to deliver programs/sandwich years

Research and development
activities

Practical projects either on
university campus or in
enterprises

Sources: Confederation of British Industry (2013); Davey, Baaken, Galan Muros and Meerman (2011)
and Hogarth et al.(2007)

Benefits brought about by UEC

The most obvious advantage of the above forms of UEC is the blending of the professional
knowledge students acquired at university with authentic application of that knowledge in the
workplace. Most universities’ student and staff mobility initiatives work for the same aim: to
expose participants to authentic and relevant contexts at workplaces where they can apply
theory to practice. By joining the world of work, academics can enrich their understanding
about the real practices and develop more responsive teaching syllabi, with the final aim being
to provide students with more practical lessons both in and out of the university context. In
other words, UEC enhances experiential learning, which helps and also requires students to
integrate theory and practice (Cooper, Orrell, & Bowden, 2010; Ferns, Campbell, & Zegwaad,
2014; Ferns & Moore, 2012; Smith, Meijer, & Kielly-Coleman, 2010). In these ways, UEC
provides students with opportunities to reflect on the knowledge they have learnt in the
university context and apply that knowledge in practices at work to solve the real world
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problems (Patrick et al., 2008; Weisz & Smith, 2010). Similarly, the involvement of employers
in university practices, such as their engagement in course design or in delivery of lectures,
also improves the relevance of the lessons delivered for students. The partnership between
university and industry in any form, somehow connects the academic discipline knowledge
and the real experience at work, which has been seen by some, as contradictory. Nonetheless,
it is argued that the experience of professional life does promote knowledge development
(Ferns & Moore, 2012; Fry, Ketteridge, & Marshall, 2005). In other words, UEC provides
students with opportunities to connect skills and knowledge from different sources and
experiences, to apply theory to practice in various settings, to appreciate diverse points of
view and understand issues and positions contextually (Huber & Hutchings, 2004).

The collaboration and partnership between university and industry to provide educational
programs which combine and integrate learning and workplace application, provides students
with valuable opportunities to learn the tacit knowledge at work, and thus, enhance their
employability. It has been reported that one of the most difficult problems students experience
in the transition from university to work is to learn the tacit knowledge at the workplace (Beckett
& Mulcahy, 2006; Sternberg et al., 2000). This knowledge is needed for students to
successfully adapt to, select, or shape the real world environment (Sternberg et al., 2000, p.
104). Although this knowledge has nothing to do with the level of educational attainment
students reach, it is suggested that schools and universities can provide guidance and
intervention to develop occupational knowledge and skills (Artess et al., 2011; Chapple &
Tolley, 2000; Creed, Muller, & Patton, 2003; Harvey, 2005; Helyer, Lee, & Evans, 2011,
Lowden et al., 2011; Rust & Froud, 2011). One of the best ways to achieve this is to put
students in the real context of work, to learn and to develop their own understanding about
this tacit knowledge.

Similarly, UEC which provides students with opportunities to be exposed to the real world of
work, can help students develop skills in meaningful ways. The language of skills sometimes
appears overlapping and confusing, and is criticised for being unable to capture elements of
knowledge which remain specific and tacit (Beckett & Mulcahy, 2006; Tran Thi Tuyet, 2014;
Winch, 2006). Numerous advantages of work integrated learning for skill development have
been reported in the literature: it improves students’ critical thinking skills, time management
skills, decision making skills, teamwork and organisational skills. It also enhances their
adaptability and specific discipline skills, as well as broader transferable skills (Eames &
Cates, 2011, Ferns et al., 2014; Fleming & Eames, 2005; Smith et al., 2010).

By integrating theory and practice and creating opportunities for students to learn the tacit
knowledge and work related skills during their university program, the collaboration between
university and enterprise has provided students with opportunities to master their professional
knowledge in their specific disciplines and become familiar with organisational practices at the
same time. This improves the work readiness and competitiveness of students entering the
world of work after graduation. When students participate in work integrated learning programs
they may be better prepared to satisfy the new ‘picky’ requirements of employers in the labour
market. The experience students are able to gain during placements, internships or real life
projects also helps them to make better informed decisions about their career choice and path
(Zegwaard & Coll, 2011). In other words, it helps students to shorten their transition from
university to employment (Elder, 2014; Tran Thi Tuyet, 2014).

The collaboration between universities and enterprises is reported to bring benefits for not
only students, but also educational institutions, employers and the whole industry. As
universities connect with the world of work and provide authentic opportunities for students,
they become more responsive to industry and students’ expectations. This, on one hand, helps
universities satisfy the requirements of the neoliberal governments, and on the other hand,
improves a university’s image in competition for students (Cooper et al.,, 2010). The
collaboration to enhance graduate employability is also reported to open up other opportunities

Tran, Thi Tuyet (2016). Enhancing graduate employability and the need for university-enterprise collaboration. Journal of
Teaching and Learning for Graduate Employability, 7 (1), 58-71. 64



for universities and enterprises in research and development (Ferns et al., 2014). Moreover,
the close partnership with industry also provides chances for universities to revise and reflect
on their curriculum and practices in more responsive ways. By providing universities and
students access to the enterprise working context, employers are also giving themselves not
only an opportunity to open up other collaborations with universities, but also access to a short
term technical labour pool at low or no cost, exposure to fresh and different ideas, and the
opportunity to recruit high quality graduates before graduation (Tanaka, 2009). Furthermore,
many employers consider the collaboration as a way to increase their social responsibility and
to improve their corporate image. Ultimately, the collaboration between universities and
enterprises aimed at connecting theory and practice helps to increase productivity, efficiency
and effectiveness for the industry and increase the competitiveness of the whole economy in
the international market.

Challenges for UEC

UEC is reported to be an important and effective way to help universities to enhance their
graduate employability, and the collaboration is intended to bring benefits for not only students
and graduates, but also for the stakeholders, universities and enterprises. However,
developing an effective collaboration requires effort from both sides and a positive outcome
or impact does not happen by accident (Cooper et al., 2010). Both universities and enterprises
need to overcome many challenges in order to develop a workable partnership to help
students effectively integrate theory to practice. Some of the major challenges are discussed
below.

The most significant challenge for both sides is the requirement for them to step out of their
comfort zone. As learning at a workplace is socially distributed, co-produced and legitimized
by worker-learners and academics (Choy & Delahaye, 2011, p. 159), this requires a shift in
university culture, from delivering the model/program to enabling the partnership (Harvey,
2007). In order to ensure knowledge is integrated into the workplace, universities need to
place equal value on theoretical knowledge and practical knowledge (Orrell, 2011). This is an
uncomfortable challenge for universities. Similarly, the collaboration with universities to
provide practical lessons for students also requires employers to understand the curriculum
and pedagogy of their partner universities. Together they need to create authentic case
studies, role plays and scenarios which articulate the scope, nature and standard of required
Skills to students’ (Jackson, 2015, p. 362). When most employers in modern society are ‘time
poor’, being out of their comfort zone like this requires much time and effort; this is a real
challenge for them.

The development of a work integrated learning curriculum and assessment is another
significant challenge, especially for universities, because it may reduce their autonomy. The
curriculum needs to be designed to support the learning for both declarative knowledge, which
is the information passed in books and lectures about theory, and functional knowledge, or
the application of the theoretical knowledge in a real world situation (Billett & Choy, 2012;
Cooper et al., 2010). The challenge in developing curriculum is similar to the challenge of
developing assessment practices which requires the shared input of both universities and
enterprises. Designing assessment of students’ performance in practical settings in not easy,
as the assessment of the process in which students turn tacit knowledge into explicit
knowledge and integrate conceptual knowledge and practical experience is difficult and is
absent from the literature (Tynjal&, 2008, p. 140). Shifting curriculum and assessment this way
is both disagreeable and difficult for universities.

Another problem that both universities and enterprises need to tackle is how to devote quality
time to support students to acquire both declarative knowledge and functional knowledge
through the work integrated learning curriculum. Positive outcomes can only be expected if
sufficient preparation, assistance and support for students before, during and after work

Tran, Thi Tuyet (2016). Enhancing graduate employability and the need for university-enterprise collaboration. Journal of
Teaching and Learning for Graduate Employability, 7 (1), 58-71. 65



integrated learning experiences is provided (Billet, 2011; Coll et al., 2009). Universities need
to provide students with guidance, introduction and understanding about workplace and
workplace requirements. Enterprises also need to provide students with suitable induction,
training, a positive learning environment, guidance and mentoring (Peach, Larkin, & Ruinard,
2012). These can only be achieved through a strong partnership between universities and
enterprises (Choy & Delahaye, 2011; Cooper et al., 2010; Ferns et al., 2014; Patrick et al.,
2008; Peach et al., 2012). It also requires mutual understanding about each other’s practices
in order to design appropriate programs and to provide prompt support for students during the
process of integrating theory to practice.

Conclusion

Clearly the collaboration or the partnership between educational institutions and workplaces
has proved to be a practical way to increase university responsiveness for the economy, to
bring authentic lessons from the market into the university curriculum, to enhance skills
desired by contemporary employers, and thus, to enhance employability for students and
graduates. UEC is also reported to bring benefits for not only students and graduates, but also
for universities, enterprises and the overall society. Nonetheless, the development and
implementation of a sustainable and effective collaborative activity/program to enhance
graduate employability has brought many challenges for both universities and enterprises. It
takes them out of their comfort zone, requires them to develop understandings about each
other, to change their routine practices, and to set aside time, effort, human resources and
investment to develop and support UEC initiatives. Developing partnerships means that
diverse interests and expectations are represented. In order to develop effective collaboration,
strengths and threats need to be identified, and a common goal which addresses mutual
benefits to all stakeholders needs to be developed. Both partners need to work collaboratively
toward the common goal. The integration of theory and practice will only be enhanced when
strategies are adequately resourced and well prepared for all, not only students, but also
employers and university coordinators. This can only be achieved through a close partnership
between universities and workplaces (Choy & Delahaye, 2011; Cooper et al., 2010; Ferns et
al., 2014; Patrick et al., 2008; Peach et al., 2012).
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