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ABSTRACT:

In a high tuition fee environment, International University (TU) and other Vietnamese universities
have to compete with each other fiercely to survive and develop. This study was carried out to assess
the improvement of the employability of IUs students from 2011 to 2017, especially when TU has
established many skills clubs. In this siudy, the ability of IUs students was compared to the ability of
students from other universities and also requirements of the labor market. The studys results show
that [Us' efforts have improved the employability of its students. However, IUs’ efforts have made
limited impacts and it is necessary to develop other approaches to solve the unemployment issue.
This study is expected to bring many benefits to universities which have expensive training and

education programs.
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1. Introduction

Traditionally, Vietnam educanon was for the
elite. Only lalented students could be admined to
state-owned universities. The goal of these stdents
was to look for a place w the public admynistration
system or state-owned companies after graduagon.
Their living was then sufficient and their career
advancement came along with smooth transition
based on seniority. However, this is no longer true
regarding extensive changes in Viemams socio-
economic system. The percentage of enterprises n
the non-state owned sector has been increasing, and
foreign invested companies have played a key role
in the growing econory. As a resull, state-owned
companies have been facing stiff competition, and
the public administration system had to adapt to the
new trend. Life-time employment 1s no longer
guaranteed, Jife-time learing is a must, and the best
way to remain employed is to acquire new skills
required in the labor market.

Vietnam education has been desperately
changing to meet the domestic and ternational
labor demands of the growing economy. Almost all

universities in Viemam have set up “advanced™
programs to keep up with the change. These
programs share common ideas where English is used
as the means of 1eaching with curricula adopted from
high ranking universities all over the world, classes
are small and well-equipped, access to the most
updated materials js granted, and as a consequence
tuition fees stay well above the normal. Intemational
University (IU) - a member of Vietnam National
University of Ho Chi Minh city - has been one of the
pioneers in this trend since its establishment in 2003.
1U has always been aware that 1ts long-term success
relies on how the Jabor market views its products,
namely uts graduates, and generic skills have
gradually gained a more significant role in getting
employed. Since its 1nitial start, TU set up its first
skills club with the aim to provide generic skills to
students in addition to technical skills which can be
acquired during class-hour activities So as to meet
ever increasing demands from the contemporary
labor market, the number of skill clubs in IU has
rapidly expanded to five in 2011 and end up at a total
of 20 until the end of 2016. However. these efforts to
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improve the employabiliry for [Us students are still
in doubt. In other words, TU is likely to look for the
answers 1o address the following management
question.

° “Are these clubs really of help to improve 1U
students employability skills”.

The answer for this question can be more crucial
bearing in nund that the number of unemployed
people with university education in 2016 stays close
200,000 or equivalent o 183%, and geuing
employed is the decisive factor for parents (o juslify
the investment in choosing these high-tuition fee
programs.

2. Literature review

There are many definitions of employability
skills. Robinson (2000) defines ‘Emp]oyablhry Skl“S
are those basic skills necessary for getting, keep

more important than the degree qualification in
getting a job. According to Adecco (2015),
companies prefer high levels of generic skills to
academic achievements in recruitment and
selection. These skills can help employees to get
along well with their colleagues and bosses, and
provide good, logical solutions to problem-solving.
Many organizations view employabiliry skills as
their key to success under the pressure of rapid
dramalic changes. However, the sets of
employability skills for numerous positions can vary
much from author (o author, and context to conlext.
(Youth Central) suggests the list of eight skills
applicable  across  all  ipdustries, namely
communication, teamwork, problem  solving,
initiative and enterprise, planning and organizing,
self-r learning, and technology.

and doing well on a job". Employability skills can be
distinguished from occupational or technical skills
by their generic nawre. They can be applicable
throughout various industries, business sizes, and
hierarchical levels from the bottom line to the top
management. According to Peter and Yorke (2005),
employability skills can be understood as "A set of
achievements, understandings and  personal
atiributes that make individuals more likely to gajn
employment and to be successful in their chosen
occupations”. The terminology “employability
skills” in this study represents transferable skills that
people must possess to become “employable”. The
term “employablity skills” can also be referred to as
“core skills™ “key skills”, “professional skills”, or
“career management skills” in various literature.
The common atmribute for all employability skills is
that they can be learmed. In other words,
employability skills can be acquired and developed
progressively.

In addition to knowledge and qualification,
employers usually require a set of skills from
candidates for a specific position. Those skills are
not sufficient but a must for employees to perform at
the best of their ability. Nowadays, no matter how
good a graduale qualification is, he/she is very likely
1o compele with his/her equally well-academically
qualified counterparts. Applicanis can increase their
chance of getting employed by showing these skills
10 their employers. Ascher and Davison (2008)
confirmed that generic skills and personality are

96 6 4 -Thang 3/2019

(University of Kent) mentions the following top ten
skills: verbal communication, teamwork,
commercial awareness, analyzing and investigating,
initiative/self-motivation, drive, written
communication, planning and organizing, flexibility,
and time management. The comprehensive list of
employability skills seems to be endless, and this
poses a lot of difficulties to evaluate srudents across
different majors and workplace. In order to
overcome that obslacle, competency dictionaries
come into use.

Competency was first defined as a personal
atmbute leading 1o successful performance
(McClelland, 1973). However, researchers have
continued to refine the term. Parry (1996) defined t
as “a cluster of related knowledge, skills and
attitudes (KSA) that affects a major part of ones job
(a role or a responsibility), that correlated with
performance on the job, that can be measured
apainst well-accepted standards, and that can be
improved via training and development.” Lately,
Sampson and Fytros (2008) described competency
as the fundamental attribute of the person which
underlies the successful performance in a job.

“Competency dictionaries is a term of art that
describes a tool or data structure that includes all or
most of the general competencies needed to cover
all job families and competencies that are core or
common (o all jobs within an organization.”
(Wikipedia). There are many dictionaries of
competency which are wrinen by varjous
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organizations in different sectors, such as the
Behavior Competency Dictionary of Organizational
Readiness Office (BCD of ORO) in Canada, the
Competency Dictionary of Harvard University, the
Behavioral Competency Dictionary of British
Council (BCD of BC), and the General Competency
Dictionary (GCD) for the Public Sector of the
Phillipine  Government.  Different competency
dictionaries can cover different lists of employability
skills. Nonetheless, some dictionaries provide the
proficiency scale while others do not. The decision to
choose which competency dictionary as an
instrumentation tool for this study is its ability to
quantitatively measure these skills. In other words,
whether could we measure these skills using an(a)
interval/ratio scale? The pretty obvious answer is
competency dictionaries with proficiency scale
should be selected. Taking this into account, the
BCD of ORO, the BCD of BC, and the GCD are
good candidates for this study. However, the BCD
of ORO provides proficiency scales of ove to five
whereas the BRO of BC, and GCD offers one to four
only. That means the BCD can help to capture more
information than the other two. In addition, each
proficiency level is illustrated using behavioural
indicators. Each competency scale is cumulative, 1 ¢.
all behaviors at lower levels are applicable at higher
level. This can help to significantly reduce the
subjectivity in scale mapping for respondents.

The employability skills in  competency
dictionaries can be classified into “generic”,
“technical”, and “job-specific” sklls. In this
research, we target all business students in U
regardless of their majors or industry sectors. Hence,
it is quite inappropriate to cover all skills, but
“generic skills”, i.e. skills can be applied across
agreat dealof subject domains. The term
“employability skills” and “generic skills” can be
used interchangeably from now on in thus study.

Over the last few decades performance
management has moving from outcomes-based
approaches to competency-based ones. The
inclination toward competencies makes it easier for
employers to take employees behaviors into account
while optimizing their performance for the sake of
companies strategies and objectives. There are
plenty of studies about the role of employability
skills 1 helping students get employed worldwide

(Baker & Henson, 2010; Wilton, 2011; de Guzman
& Choi, 2013; Asonitou, 2015), and in Vietnam
(Tuan, 2011; Barker, 2014; Truong & Laura, 2015;
Nghia, 2017). IU has been trying hard to improve
students employability with many newly setup skill
clubs so that swmdents can choose the most
appropriate  club to learn/hone new  skills.
Nevertheless, there are few studies about whether
these clubs can really improve employability levels,
and in Vietmam there is absolutely not such any
studies. In this case, a longitudinal smdy about
students employability skills taking the number of
generic skill clubs into account could shed the light
into the management problem by breaking it into
following questions.

* How well do IUs students meet the requirements
in the contemporary labor market?

“ How good are 1Us students in comparison with
others in advance programs?

"Do these clubs really improve students
employability skills? Are IUs swdents better at
generic skills in comparison with those in the past?

3. Methodology

The BCD with the proficiency scale is used in this
study as the instrumentation. There are 24 skills 1
this dictionary. A focus group was conducted among
four TU students, four IU graduates, and three
employers/manager to scrutinize these skills, and
they agreed to drop three skills Developing Others,
Impact and Influence, and Visioning and Strategic
Direction. However, the English skill was inserted.
This is understandable as English is the first
language for Canadians, but not for Vietnamese.
The proficiency scale of Intemational Englsh
Language Testing System ([ELTS) was selected for
instrumentation.

In the 201 | survey, data were collected from 70
IUs semor business students, 44 IU business
graduates who just graduated about one year, and 80
employers/managers in various organizations in Ho
Chi Minh city and adjacent provinces  In this 2017
survey, 98, 79, and 209 responses are received from
the above groups, respectively. In addition,
questionnaires are also distributed to senior business
students 1n other universities, namely Hoa Sen
University, University of Finance and Marketing,
and University of Technical Educauon who have
also been studying m “advanced” programs in order
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to see how well TU students have performed in
comparison with their peers One hundred and eight
responses are collected.

In this research, the following comparisons in al]
generic skills are conducted:

“ IU senior students (2017) vs 1U senior students
(2011)

° 1U senior students (2017) vs employers (2017)

“ IU senior students (2017) vs students in other
universities (2017)

* Employers (2017) vs employers (2011)

* 1U graduates (2017) vs employers (2017)

” 1U graduates (2017): what they possess vs what
they expect to have to excel at their current positions

In this study, independent sample T-tests are
used (o detect any significant differences between
any two groups, except paired sample T-tests are
used for the last companson above.

4. Findings

Table | shows that U senior students in 2017 are
better than the cohort in 2011 at five (5) generic
skills. English is the most improved skill with the gap
of 0.55. However, the majority of skills (17) show no
improvement.

U senior students in 2017 are bener than other
universities students in Decision Making and
English. With the objective of becoming a leading
university in Viemam to provide highly competent
labor sources, it seems that U needs to equip its
sudents with more skills at higher proficiency scale
to stay ahead in competition, especially in the
context that the Vietnameses English proficiency
level has been on the rise. In addition, 1U semor
students in 2017s English proficiency in general has
surpassed the employers demand. This has made the
gap between JU senior students and other
universities students become less meaningful in the
recruitment and selection process. Furithermore, 1U
graduates in 2017 think they are not good enough at
all skills needed except Enghsh to excel at their
current positions. In other words, getting employed
is just one jnitial start, but being a mediocre
employee hinders/stops  him/her  from career
advancement or even get fired.

U senior students in 2017 fall short at five (5)
skills by comparison with present employers
requirements. Nonetheless, TU graduates in 2017
fall short at 13 skills. This can be interpreted as [U
senior students tend to highly evaluate themselves
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but they change their mind when facing practical
problems at work.

Finally, the requirements of employers have
been increasing. This study finds the gap between
“2017" and *201 1" in 13 skills. It is quite interesting
that all five skills which are improved by IU senior
students (2017) by comparison with the cohort
(2011) are also required at higher levels by
employers (2017) in comparison with employers
(2011). This can be interpreted as 1U students have
been aware with the labor market trend, and trying
to keep up with the change.

5. Conclusions and implications

Nowadays, IU in particular and Vietnam
universities in general should be aware of the hiring
preference of employers in competency and steer
effort toward improving their students employability
skills. The various newly setup skills clubs can partly
help IU students get employed, but this is not
sufficient. Clubs activities cannot totally replacc real
life problem work-out, and this kind of research
should be conducted regularly to help universities
know how well they serve the skilled labor market.
In addition, the mapping between the activities
offered by clubs for skill improvement and the
comprehensive list of skills in the competency
dictionaries has not yet been done. Therefore, the
following questions remain unanswered.

“ How 15 the overlap between clubs activities to
improve skills?

° Whether do the clubs activities cover all skills
uneeded for graduates to successfully enter the labor
market?

For the time being, dictionaries of competence
have not known by many Vietmamese students,
especially who just enter tertiary education. The
majority of them are not aware of neither the list of
possible generic skills nor the proficiency scale for
each skill. The consequence is that.

- They do not know whether a skill is needed in
their future career

- If they know a skill is needed, they do really
know whether they are sufficiently proficient, or
they should put more effort to improve

- They cannot set up a comprehensive list of skills
needed with required proficiency levels to improve.

- They cannot set priority for each skill. Hence,
they try to improve their skills by accident or by
convenient.
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Another striking point should be noted is that the
companisons of IU semor students (2017) and 1U
graduates (2017) with employers (2017) have
many things in common. In the self-assessment of
IU senior students (2017), four in five skills which
should be improved are repeated in the self-
assessment of TU graduates (2017). Ths could be
understood as the assessments consistence thanks
to the proficiency scales in the dictionary of
competency. However, students tend to be more
generous when evaluating themselves. In other
words, if they find themselves in the middle of two
consecutive scales, they are inclined to “round up”.
Table 1 illustrates this well when IU senior students
(2017) thinks they fall short at only five skills but
when facing reality IU graduates fall short at 13
skulls in (heir self-assessment. In other words, when
facing reality IU graduates could round down their
proficiency levels. The self-confidence in
academic or simulation situations could be replaced
by uncertainty or doubt while trying to work-out
practical problems,

TU graduates (2011) exceed employers
requirement (2011) at communication and English
skills (Tuan, 2011). In this study, IU graduates (2017)
are only berter at English.

This results are repeated in the study in 2017 It
indicates the good practice of communication and
English in IU. However, not only the shortages in
three skills of Change Leadership, Networking,
and Organjzational & Environmental Awareness
of TU graduates (2011) in comparison with
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NGHIEN CUU THEO THOI GIAN VE K¥ NANG
TUYEN DUNG CUA SINH VIEN VIET NAM

@ 7S NGUYEN MINHTUAN
Khoa Quan tri Kinh doanh - Trudng Bai hoc Quéc 16,
Baihoc Quéce gia Thanh phd H& ChiMinh

TOMTAT:

Trong m&i trudng hoc phi cao, Pai hoc Quéc (& (TU) va c4c trudng dai hoc Viét Nam khéc chiuv sy
canh tranh rat khdc 1iét d€ 8n 1ai va phat mién. Nghién céu ndy nhim didu wra xem cic ky ning
ruyén dung cba sinh vién U da dugc cdi thién nhu thé ndo it nam 2011 dén nam 2017, dic biét trong
béi cnh IU dé thanh 1dp rdt nhidu ciu lac b6 k§ ning. Nghién citu néy cling so sénh sinh vién TU v6i
cdc mudng dai hoc khac va yéu cdu cha thi trrdng lao dong. K&t qud cho thiy ahitng nd luc cha TU da
ci thién cdc ky ning twyén dung clia sinh vién, Tuy nhién, tdc ddng cia ching khd han ch& va cin
¢6 nhidu cdch ti€p cin mdi hon d€ gidi quyét van d& that nghiép. Nghién cifu nay 6 thé dem lai
nhiéu 1¢i ich cho cdc trudng dai hoc cung c4p chudng trinh dAo tao véi hoc phi cao.

Tir khéa: Tir dién nang luc, kha ning tuyén dung, theo thdi gian, cau lac bd k§ nang.
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