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Abstract

In the 10™ Malaysian Plan 2010-2015, the Government of Malaysia emphasized the mainstreaming of
vocational education in its pursuit to transform Malaysia into a high-income developed nation by
2020. To achieve this vision, Malaysia needs more skilled and semi-skilled workers to become
knowledge workers (k-workers). The 9th Malaysian Plan indicates that only 28 per cent of the
populations in Malaysia are highly skilled workers. To meet the emerging skill requirements for k-
workers, vocational education needs to be transformed to equip trainees with requisite skills. Past
studies show that in Malaysia there is a gap between the skills learned in training institutions and
skills required by employers. However, there are no studies and no model that explores the
development process of employability skills in training institutions and the industry. To address this
issue, we used a mixed research method (e.g. questionnaire, employability skills survey and grounded
theory) to explore the formation of skills in training institutions. The results showed a high level of
employability skills among trainees but also the need to consider a number of supporting factors to
ensure that skills learned can be applied in the work context.

1 Introduction

Malaysia aspires to reach the status of a developed nation by 2020. To reach that goal, the
Government has launched a number of initiatives, e.g. the New Economic Model (NEM),
Economic Transformation Programme (ETP), Government Transformation Programme
(GTP) and the 10™ Malaysia Plan (10MP). As part of the 10" Malaysian Plan, the Govern-
ment is planning to transform Malaysia into a developed and high-income country over the
next five years (Malaysia 2010). Statistics in developed countries such as Singapore, Ger-
many and Australia show that more than 50 percent of their workforce is skilled (Ministry of
Human Resources 2011; Government of Malaysia 2009).

An Asia Development Bank (ADB) report cited by Ab. Rahim and Ivan Hanafi (2007), which
looked at industrial workers in several countries, including Malaysia, revealed that technical
and vocational apprentices did not meet the quality requirements or had adequate motivation
levels to work after finishing their training. Faced with stiff global competition, there is rising
concern that the current graduates do not match the needs of businesses (Gurvinder & Sharan
2008). Thus, the trust of Malaysian employers in skills of their workers has to be low. The
worry is that as a consequence of a lack of confidence in the productivity and expertise of
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certain industries investors could withdraw their investment. Thus, improving skill levels of
apprentices should be a priority in order to enhance investors' confidence in Malaysia.

1.1 Employability skills: Key ideas

Employability and core ability skills are among popular terms used to refer to the required
competencies. These competencies were previously known under a broader concept of
generic skills (Bekri et al. 2011) or as generic capabilities, enabling skills or key skills (Bernt-
son, Naaswall & Sverke 2011). The use and popularity of the generic skills concept has
increased throughout the world and particularly in Australia since the 1980s. Regardless of
the origin of the term used, the objective of discussing these skills is the same, e.qg. to find the
basis for a set of skills that are important for workers to find and maintain gainful employ-
ment (Cassidy 2006; David & Guile 1998; Mohd Yusof et al. 2010).

The Conference Board of Canada (1996) in an article entitled Yukon Work Futures: Skills for
Today’s Workplace has defined employability skills as skills and individual qualities which
are required of employees when they start work. In today’s globalized world, many employ-
ers require employees who not only have technical or hard skills, but also generic or soft
skills (Mohd Yusof 2010). In turn, Overtoom (2000) defined employability skills as “trans-
ferable core skills that represent essential functional and enabling knowledge, skills, and
attitudes required by the 21st century workplace. They are necessary for career success at all
levels of employment and for all levels” (2).

On the one hand, Yahya and Rashid (2004) divide employability skills into three types,
namely; academic skills, self- management skills, and group skills. On the other hand, Gainer
(1988) groups employability as follows:

e Individual skills (communication skills, respect, computer skills and cultural skills),

e Skills covering individual reliability (individual management, ethical, and vocational
maturity)

e Economic skills (problem-solving skills, learning skills, employability and career
development skills).

e Group and organizational effectiveness (interpersonal skills, organizational skills,
negotiation skills, creativity, and leadership).

It is also acknowledged that generic skills are composed of a unique blend of competencies
depending on the occupation and position and can be transferred not only between
workplaces but also within and outside the country (Ab Rahim and lvan 2007; Fitrisehara
2008; Government of Australia 2007; Omar, Bakr & Rashid 2012). For example, teamwork
skills used in a fast food restaurant are transferable and applicable to working in a hotel
restaurant. Employability is therefore enhanced through adaptability of multi-skills based on
employer requirements (Overtoom, 2000; Safarin & Kamarudin 2004; Ab. Rahim & Ivan
2007). Nilsson (2010) also noted that employability skills include the ability to find a job and
maintain employment.
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With regard to the environment necessary to develop innovative employees, Kay, Fonda &
Haye (1998) identified four key points:

e First, all stakeholders - college staff, managers and students — need to work closely
together at the planning and implementation levels.

e Second, knowledge-based curriculum requirements have to be replaced with an
integrated learning system, more appropriately geared to the needs of business and
incorporating themes such as management, communication or information technology
into the integrated learning system.

e Third, teaching and learning should be a reflective process.

e Fourth, vocational qualifications should be acquired as part of this process. They are
important but should not be the ultimate goal for trainees.

In general, employability skills are non-technical and are one type of job skills that are as
important as technical skills (Rasul et al. 2009). Hence, there is a demand for critical employ-
ability skills that can be obtained through vocational training. Kilpatrick and Allen (2001)
recognize the increased importance of employability skills and emphasize the need for them
to be imparted in vocational training. In that regard, Noraini and Noor (2008) found that 80
per cent of their study respondents felt that in their training they were not only exposed to
academic and specialized skills but also employability skills, such as management and
teamwork. Often employability skills are considered less important for employment in
comparison with specialized skills and personal characteristics. However, this needs to
change given employer demand for workers who can cope with a variety of challenges in
constantly changing workplaces.

1.2 Employability skills in Malaysia

There seems to be a consensus among Malaysian employers that graduates are well trained in
their areas of specialization but lack employability skills (Nurita, Shaharudin & Ainon 2004).
While the teaching and learning of ‘hard skills’ is facilitated by a standard syllabus and
evaluation system, the development of ‘soft skills’ remains a difficult task as it involves less
measurable elements and varies highly with each individual according to their character and
background (Roslina Shakir 2009).

Abd Hair et al. (2004) conducted a study among students of the Industrial Training Institutes
(ILP) and the Mara Skills Institute focusing on the employee demand from employers and
labor supply generated by public training institutions. They found that employers require
employees to, not only master technical skills, but also demonstrate employability skills.
Employers emphasize computer skills, ability to continue learning and positive personal
qualities as important. Furthermore, they need employees to be flexible and stay committed to
their companies.

Thus, higher education especially vocational training in Malaysia needs to be developed to
include the teaching and learning of employability skills to enable students to transfer skills
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and knowledge to the changing workplaces after they graduate. In Malaysia, the Quek study
(2005) found that graduate workers consider interpersonal abilities, knowledge and skills,
such as flexibility, as very important in contributing to their success in the workplace. In
addition, they consider practical orientation abilities and cognitive skills as important for their
successful job performance. These employability skill are important for Malaysian graduates
to enable them to transfer learning from the classroom to the workplace and for successful
work performance (Quek, 2005).

1.3 K-Worker Framework in Malaysia

The K-Worker Competency Framwork, which in some respect is similar to the concept of
employability skill, encompasses three elements required to produce ’k-workers’. Our
research is based on Wan Seman’s (2007) discussion of the National Dual Training System®
(NDTS) which suggests that training in technical and vocational education should produce k-
workers by addressing three competencies: (1) technical competency, (2) social and human-
istic competency, and (3) methodological and learning competency (see Figure 1).

Social and
Humanistic
Competency
K-Worker
_ Methodological
Technical and Learning
Competency Competency

Figure 1. K-Worker Competency Framework
(Wan Seman, 2007)

' on 19 May 2004, the government of Malaysia decided to implement the National Dual Training System
(NDTYS). It created an agency under the Ministry of Human Resources, the Department of Skills Development
(DSD), previously known as the National Vocational Training Council (NVTC), responsible for the
introduction and implementation of the NDTS system. This initiative is expected to stimulate the production of
k-workers to meet the rapid development of the nation towards vision 2020. NDTS was introduced to produce
k-workers under a comprehensive and updated training system and to meet the needs of the industries (Wan
Seman, 2007)
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These three competencies are crucial for producing highly skilled workers. Technical compe-
tency should be the focus for any job. Nevertheless, it must be complemented by social and
humanistic competencies, as well as methodological and learning competency. Both compe-
tencies are very important, not only during hands-on training, but also for real work in order
to support lifelong learning.

2 Problem Statement

Malaysia implements Technical and Vocational Education (TVE) through the a system
comprising the Malaysian Skills Certificate (SKM), the National Dual Training System
(SLDN) and the National Modular Certificate (SMK) (Ahmad Tajudin Jab 2010). The
implementation of this system is based on an apprenticeships that involve on-the-job training
and learning in Public Skills Training Institutes (ILKA). The system aims to create highly
skilled k-workers who are important for Malaysia in its quest to achieve the status of a high
income country. To achieve this goal, it is important to increase the number of trainees in
TVE and improve the overall quality of training offered (Mohd. Gazali 2011). However, how
to create training that produces highly skilled k- workers through ILPKL remains to be
determined. This question is important because previous studies (Ministry of Human
Resources 2011; Centre for Instructor and Advanced Skills 2007; Rajiv 2009; UPM 2012)
found that there is a gap between the skills required by employers and the skills imparted in
training institutes in Malaysia.

3 Research Questions

The research questions are designed to overcome the research problem. The research problem
of existing skills gaps can be effectively explored by studying trainees’ inherent skills and the
formation process of these skills.

We identified three research questions to be addressed as follows:
RQ1: What is the level of employability skills among trainees in industrial training institutes?
RQ2: Are there any differences in the level of employability skills between genders?

RQ3: What are the factors that contribute to a higher level of employability skills?

4 Methodology

4.1 Mixed-method approach

This study researches modern apprenticeship training in industrial training institutes in
Malaysia. It uses grounded theory and analyses data on employability skills such as basic
skills, thinking skills, resource skills, information skills, interpersonal skills, system and
technology skills and individual characteristics.
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4.2 Participants and research instruments

Questionnaires were adopted from Mohammad Sattar et al. (2009) and were used as instru-
ments to measure employability skills. The questionnaire was divided into two section: (a)
demography and (b) skills constructs including basic skills construct, thinking skills
construct, system and technology skills construct and individual skills construct.

Random sampling method was used for data collection. Samples included trainees from
various disciplines and of different genders. A total of 35 respondents, who were undergoing
on-the-job training, responded to the questionnaires. 13 out of 35 respondents were further
interviewed to explore the factors contributing to higher levels of employability skills. Inter-
views were also conducted with employers and academic staff.

4.3 Limitations

This study is limited to one industrial training institute, the Industrial Training Institute of
Kuala Lumpur (ILP). The institute was chosen as a recognized training institution, e.g. a
center of excellence for industrial training in the automotive sector.

4.4 Data analysis

e Quantitative data was analyzed using the software SPSS version 19. Analysis was
conducted of frequency, mean, standard deviation, t-test and correlation to answer the
aforementioned research questions. Interpretation of results is based on the following

information.
Level Mean Range
Low 1-1.6
Moderate 1.7-3.2
High 3.3-5

e Qualitative data was analyzed using the software NVivo version 8. Open-ended
question were followed by verbatim transcription in which open, axial and selective
coding was utilized.

5 Study results

5.1 Quantitative research

5.1.1 Gender distribution and demographic information of respondents

Table 1 shows gender distribution and demographic information of respondents involved in
the study. Data shows that 71.4 per cent of respondents were male and 28.6 per cent were
female. It also indicates that 85.7 per cent of respondents are living in urban while 14.3 per
cent of respondents live in rural areas.
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Table 1:  Gender distribution and location

Demographic f %

Gender Male 25 714
Female 10 28,6

Location Urban 30 85.7
Rural 5 14.3

5.1.2 Mean and standard deviation analysis of employability skills

Table 2 shows that trainees have a high level of basic skills (Mean = 3.82, SD = 0.58). This
indicates that training institutes are effectively imparting these skills.

Table 2:  Mean and standard deviation (SD) of the basic skills construct

Criteria Mean SD

Reading 3.71 0.71
Writing 3.85 0.64
Calculating 3.57 0.50
Listening 4.00 0.76
Speaking 4.00 0.76

Overall Mean=3.82, S.D=0.58

Table 3 shows that trainees possess thinking skills at a high level (Overall Mean = 3.97, SD =
0.52).

Table 3:  Mean and standard deviation (SD) of the thinking skills construct

Criteria Mean SD

Creativity and Innovation 3.85 0.64
Decison-Making 3.71 0.71
Problem-Solving 4.14 0.64
Symbolic Interaction 4.00 0.76
Applying of Learning Methods 3.85 0.64
Reasoning 4.00 0.76

Overall Mean=3.97, S.D=0.52

Table 4 shows that trainees possess a higher level of resource skills than basic and thinking
skills (Mean = 4:14, SD = 0.53). This result indicates that trainees have well-developed skills
to explore available resources.
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Table 4.  Mean and standard deviation (SD) of the resource skills construct

Criteria Mean SD

Time Management 4.00 0.76
Financial Management 4.00 0.54
Resource Management 4.14 0.64
Human Resource Mgmt 4.14 0.64
Risk Management 4.42 0.50

Overall Mean=4.14, S.D=0.53

Table 5 shows the mean and standard deviation for information skills. Results indicate that
trainees have a high level of information searching skills (Mean = 3.89, SD = 0.53). These
skills are important for trainees to find material and information, and to improve their learn-
ing outcomes.

Table 5:  Mean and standard deviation (SD) of the information skills construct

Criteria Mean SD

Getting Information 4.00 0.54
Managing Information 3.85 0.64
Sharing Information 3.71 0.89
ICT Literacy 4.00 0.93

Overall Mean=3.89, S.D=0.53
Table 6 shows data on interpersonal skills which provides information on how trainees
socialize. Results show that trainees have a high level of interpersonal skills (Mean = 4:14,

SD = 0.54).

Table 6:  Mean and standard Ddviation (SD) of the interpersonal skills construct

Criteria Mean SD

Ability to be a member 4.28 0.71
Ability to share 4.14 0.64
Ability to maintain relationships  4.28 0.71
Leadership skills 3.85 0.64
Managing skills 4.00 0.76
Multi-culturalism 4.28 0.45

Overall Mean=4.14, S.D=0.54
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Table 7 shows data on system and technology skills. It indicates that trainees have a high
level of these skills (Mean = 4:02, SD = 0.55) and are, therefore, able to use systems and
technology well. This ability can help trainees to become highly skilled.

Table 7 Mean and standard deviation (SD) of the system and technology skills

construct
Criteria Mean SD
Knowing 4.14 0.64
Monitoring 4.00 0.76
Selecting 3.85 0.35
Using 4.00 0.76
Maintaning 4.28 0.64

Overall Mean=4.02, S.D=0.55

Table 8 shows the outcome for individual skills which vary according to individual under-
standing. Trainees seem to possess individual skills at a higher level than other skills (Mean =
450, SD = 0.31) which clearly indicates that training institutes have developed a training
system that enables trainees to acquire this competence without friends’ help

Table 8:  Mean and standard deviation (SD) of the individual skills construct

Criteria Mean SD

Accountability 4.28 0.71
Self Efficacy 4.57 0.64
Social Ability 4.57 0.71
Self Management 4.42 0.64
Integrity 4.42 0.76
Frugality 4.57 0.50
Adaptability 4.57 0.50
Self Regulation 4.71 0.45
Security 4.42 0.50

Overall Mean=4.50, S.D=0.31

Table 9 shows the differences between genders in terms of skill constructs that fall under
employability skills. The results show that there are no significant differences between the
genders in relation to employability skill, except in terms of interpersonal skills. This out-
come indicates that men and women think and act differently in regard to interpersonal
relations.
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Table 10: T-test analysis of differences in employability skills between genders

Dimension f Mean SD t df p
Basic Skills 026 319 0.79
Thinking Skills 013 26.1 0.90
Resource Skills 268 27.3 0.80
Information Skills 135 326 0.18
Interpersonal Skills 3.29* 315 0.02
System and Technology Skills 133 269 0.19
Individual Skill 120 240 0.24

Male 25 4.01 44

Female 10 4.10 49

Table 10 shows the correlation between the skill constructs under the broader term of
employability skills. Results indicate that all skill constructs are important for increased level

of employability skills.

Table 11: Correlation analysis on the relationship between different constructs of

employability skills (f=35)

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 Mean S.D
1.Basic Skills - 95* 67 91* 24* 85 382 .46
2.Thinking Skills - - 51 .80 07 72 414 51
3.Resource Skills - - - .66 .82 3.8 .76
4.Information Skills .08 .82 .38 - .38 89 414 56
5.S & T Skills 12 90 89 69 - 62 4.02 45
6.Individual Skills .21 87 .23 69 77 - 450 .31

*significant at 0.05 level

Results show that the highest mean for individual skills is 4.5 and the lowest 3.82, which is
still considerably high. Overall results shows that trainees possess a satisfactory level of
employability skills. The relatively high level of skills could be attributed to synergies bet-

ween training institutions and the industry.

5.2 Qualitative research

The study explores factors that contribute to the development of employability skills among
respondents. Findings show that there are six main factors that influence the development of
high levels of employability skills (see Figure 2).
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Figure 2: Factors influencing the level of trainees’ employability skills

The following are some statements and conclusions drawn from the qualitative discussions:

e Trainees’ characteristics

Trainee characteristics seem to contribute to the formation of high levels of employability
skills.

"I'm really interested in my studies. That's why | managed to be among the outstanding
trainees here".

e Trainees’ relationships with others

Students’ employability skills seem to be enhanced through their relationship with others
inside and outside their training institution. Relationships with parents, the community,
employers, seniors, and co-workers play an important role. Since Malaysia is a Muslim
country, the relationship with God seems to also be quite important.

“Friends and supervisors helped me, as well as the work here. During practical workshops, if
there is a problem, I ask my friend. If they do not know, then I consult with my seniors".
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e Instructors’ industry experience

An instructor’s industry experience is an important factor that can support students’ develop-
ment of technical and employability skills. Trainees appreciated the fact that their supervisors
shared their industry experiences with them. They felt that supervisors gave them a true
picture of the work environment.

e Instructors’ pedagogical skills

Instructors’ pedagogical skills seem to play a key role in ensuring improved levels of employ-
ability skills.

“Supervisors show us how to do things before we do them on our own. Subsequently, we are
able to do the job by ourselves, and if there are any mistakes, the lecturer will help”

“I love the way our lecturer teaches. He gives us a reason to practice.”

e Curriculum and training system

A training system is necessary to ensure quality of training and a recognized level of trainee
skills. Findings show that the system of curriculum-based training and industry involvement
can help trainees to successfully transition from school to work.

“During industrial training, | found that the work environment is similar to the training
environment in the Industrial Training Institutes (ILP). This makes it easier for me to adapt to
the working environment”.

"I am grateful for the training I get in the Industrial Training Institutes (ILP) as it helped me
to become a good employee. Good lecturers and facilities helped me to succeed".

e Training facilities
Training facilities need to comparable with those used in the industries.

"Training facilities used in our institute are the same as available in the industry. This allows
us to practice using the latest technology and gives us the comparative advantage in the
workplace".

"We are given the opportunity to try all the manufacturing tools to gain experience, but due
to insufficient time, we were unable to use all of the available machines."

6 Findings

Employability skills are skills needed by trainees to increase their employability and chances
of being promoted based on their satisfactory work performance. Overall, the study results
showed that trainees possess a high level of employability skills. Correlation analysis was
used to examine the skill constructs which all seem necessary for trainees. The findings meet
the purpose of this study which is to find the basis for a set of skills that are important for
trainees to become employable k-workers. It should be mentioned that all trainees who filled
in the questionnaires, completed their industry training with good results based on employer
reports.
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This study also showed that the training institute administrators recognize the skills gaps, and
should therefore take the initiative to ensure that employability skills are developed in
students. This is important because, not only technical skills, but also employability skills are
now a priority for industries (Rasul et al. 2009).

In addition, the study showed that there is no significant difference between genders with
regards to employability skills, except in relation to interpersonal skills. These findings are
inconsistent with the findings of Shakir (2009) who found different skill levels between the
sexes. The current study established that the only difference exists in the level of inter-
personal skills.

Finally, qualitative data shows that that there are six key factors that influence the develop-
ment of high levels of employability skills: (1) trainees’ characteristics, (2) trainees’ relation-
ships, (3) instructors’ industry experience, (4) instructors’ pedagogical skills, (5) curriculum
and training systems and the (6) training facilities.

7 Conclusion

The issue of skill gaps and mismatches between skills imparted by vocational institutes and
skills needed by employers can be addressed if trainers have the requisite skills and operate in
adequate environments. The factors making up this holistic approach to developing employ-
ability skills include trainees’ characteristics, trainees’ relationships inside and outside the
training institute, instructors’ industry experience, instructors’ pedagogical skills, curriculum
and training systems, and the quality of training facilities. Divergence between learning
outcomes and labour market needs can be addressed if trainees are able to adapt to new
working environments and have the ability and motivation to continue learning. Trainees who
start with little knowledge can thus become k-workers supporting the development of their
country.

To establish a holistic picture of employability skills for k-workers, we will continue the
study using grounded theory methods to explore the social processes that form the basis for
high levels of employability skills among trainees.
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