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Abstract

This study was performed to identify the employability skills of technical students from the Industrial Training
Institutes (ITT) and Indigenous People’s Trust Council (MARA) Skills Training Institutes (IKM) in Malaysia.
The study sample consisted of 850 final year trainees of IKM and ITI. The sample was chosen by a random
sampling procedure from a population of 2520 students from both institutions. Trainees’ employability skills
were measured using a 40 item questionnaire adapted from the Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary
Skills (SCANS) report. In general, the majority of the trainees possessed a moderate level of employability skills
(Mean= 3.88, S.D= .49). Their basic skills were at the moderate level (Mean= 3.83, S.D=.9); thinking skills
(Mean= 3.73, S.D= .56); source skills (Mean= 3.83, S.D= .57); informational (Mean= 3.61, S.D= .76);
interpersonal (Mean= 3.92, S.D= .57); technical and system skills (Mean= 3.81, S.D= .67); and self-qualities
(Mean= 4.14, S.D= .55). There were no significant differences of employability skills between trainees from
IKM and ITT in term of gender, work experience, and between courses.
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1. Introduction

Of late, there has been global a shift in educational and labor policies that requires institutes of higher learning to
shoulder the responsibility for the employability of their graduates. In Malaysia, this responsibility is one of the
Key Performance Indicators (KPI) of higher learning institutions. Gone are the days when employers snap up
graduates even before they finish their final examinations. Educational institutions in Malaysia must now make
every effort to ensure that their graduates are employed within six months after graduation, and are required to
set out initiatives to make their graduates employable.

In order to remain relevant in the job market, workers must constantly adapt to changes and evolving
requirements in the work environment, including the use of new and emerging technologies (Butterwick &
Benjamin, 2006). As said by Opengart & Short (2002), job security orientation has changed to employability
security orientation. Thus, all graduates must have the skills not only to get a job, but also to remain employable
in the future. Globalization and the extensive use of ICT at the workplace has led to the emergence of a new
economy (Boutin, et al, 2009) which demands a new set of criteria from potential employees in order for them to
be successful on the job. The new economy requires teamwork and the abilities to cooperate in unclear
environments, to solve problems, to deal with non-routine process, to communicate effectively, and to see the
workplace environment in a broader context. Workers must function beyond what is expected of them, and must
possess those skills that they need to survive in the changing economy.

In addition to the changes in the global economy, the use of new technologies has made many existing skills
obsolete, thus requiring workers to constantly update their knowledge and skills. These changes, both in terms of
technological advances and organizational restructuring, coupled with slow economic development have resulted
in high unemployment among youths in many countries. Based on ILO report (ILO, 2010), youth account for
25% of the world working age population, yet they account for one-half of the global unemployment. In fact,
unemployment among youth was nearly three times higher than among adults in 2009 (13% compared to 4.9%),
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and in 2011, the unemployment rate among youth was projected to be about 12.7% (ILO, 2010). Thus, we need
to help youth acquire the employability skills that they need to enter the workforce.

With employability skills in hand, not only will they be employable by corporations or firms, but they should
also be able to generate jobs for others through creation of small businesses. In fact, small businesses contribute
to a large extent of economic development with the creation of many jobs. According to Edmiston (2007)
between 1990 and 2003, the small-business sector was responsible for 79.5% of US job creation. Robbins,
Pantuoso, Parker, and Fuller (2000) found that U.S. states with higher percentages of very small businesses (20
employees or less) have a more productive workforce and higher levels of GDP growth than states with lower
levels of very small businesses. Thus, creating small businesses may eliminate some of the unemployment issues
among youth, but to be able to create a new business one has to have the desired skills similar to what one needs to
be employed.

1.1 What is Employability Skill?

Employability skills refer to non-technical skills needed to effectively function as an employee and work for the
betterment of oneself and the organization. Yorke (2006) defined employability skills as a set of skills,
knowledge, and personal attributes that makes an individual more likely to secure and be successful in their
chosen occupation(s), to the benefit of themselves, the workforce, the community, and the economy. The
Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ACCI) and the Business Council of Australia (BCA) view
employability skills as “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” (ACCI and BCA, 2002).
Based on a review of related literature, Taylor (2007) concluded that it is not hands-on, job-related skills and
competencies that are being sought by employers, but a complex of attitudinal dispositions and affective
traits—those that youth, in particular, are said to lack. ACCI and BCA (2002) categorized employability skills into
two categories: attributes and skills. Examining these two categories, one may come to a conclusion that the
attributes need by the employers come from within an individual. Regardless of the amount of training given, one
may not acquire these attributes. It is built in the person and training can enhance these attributes.

1.2 The Study on Employability Skills

According to Mansfield (2001), the concept of “employability” was first proposed by Beveridge in the United
Kingdom in 1909. Since then, it has commanded a central place in the U. K. and many other European states
(McQuid & Linsay, 2004). Nowadays, employability is the magical word that is getting a serious attention by all
nations. A landmark study on employability skills was conducted in the U. S by National Center on Education
and the Economy in 1990, due to the declining skills of graduates and a possible global and long-term
economical impact. From that study, the United States Department of Labor published The Secretary's
Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills, or SCANS. Seven main categories of employability skills were
identified in the report: basic skills; personal qualities; thinking skills; resource management; information skills;
interpersonal skills; system management and technology use. The SCANS skills have subsequently been used as
an organizing framework for curricula in high schools across the United States and in the design of a variety of
government-sponsored job-training programs such as those funded through Job Corps, the Job Training
Partnership Act, and the School-to-Work Opportunities Act (Bates & Phelan, 2002). Recently, Mashburn (2009)
analyzed the 4-H curriculum in the US to determine the extent to which 4-H curricula included SCANS
competencies. Based on the study, the author suggested that curriculum developers should increase the inclusion
of SCANS competencies in 4-H curriculum.

Other studies on employability skills have been conducted in Canada, Australia, and the United Kingdom.
According to McLaughn (1995), in the late 1980s and early 1990s, employers and educators in Canada voiced
concern over the fact that Canadian youths were underprepared to participate in paid work. The Board then came
up with Employability Skill Profile in 1992 after a series of meeting with 100 human resource professionals. In
Australia in the early 1990s, the Mayer Committee was formed to develop a set of key competencies, formalized as
the “Employability Skills Framework.” In the UK, “key skills” describes generic and transferable skills that
people could learn and develop in a wide variety of situations. This contrasts with “essential skills” which are
fundamental for learners in achieving their full potential and participation in society.

1.3 TVET in Malaysia

In its national development plan for 2011-2015, the Malaysian government set out goals to become recognized as
a high-income economy and to increase the average per-capita income level from its current level of USD $7000 to
$20,000. In order to accomplish this goal, the country needs a highly skilled workforce. As with many developing
nations, Malaysia employs a Technical Vocational Education and Training (TVET) system, as laid out by UN
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(2006), to supply the bulk of worker skills development and produce employable graduates. TVET is essential for
enhancing global economic competitiveness, social inclusion, poverty reduction and sustainable development
(UIS, 2006).

In 2009, Malaysia’s skilled labour force stood at 28%, well below the average of 37.6% of other OECD nations;
Nor Mohammed Yakcop, Minister in the Prime Minister’s Department, has stated a target goal to raise that
percentage of highly-skilled labours to 40%. Many different government agencies take part in ensuring Malaysia
has the required number of high-skilled workers. For example, there are 23 industrial training institutes (ITI)
under the auspices of the Ministry of Human Resource with a student population of 7780 as of 2011. These
institutes offer various types of technical courses both at the certificate and diploma levels with the purpose of
producing high-skilled workers needed by the industry. There are 20 MARA skills training institutes (IKM)
under the auspices of the Ministry of Rural Development. IKM has a student population of 9803 as of 2013.
Similar to the ITI, IKM also offer courses in technical areas both at the certificate and diploma level and the
types of courses offered are almost similar for both ITI and IKM. As TVET is expected to play a big role in
reaching this goal, Malaysia must significantly increase enrolment in TVET programs. No one agency is
responsible for the delivery of TVET in Malaysia and many different approaches and curricula are employed
among the various agencies that offer such training. Thus, there is a need to streamline implementation and ensure
that the programs work efficiently in order to reach the end goal.

1.4 Objectives

The main objective of the study was to identify the employability skills that have been acquired by technical and
vocational students in Malaysia. We also tested four hypotheses:

1.5 Hypotheses

In this study we tested four hypotheses.

Ho1: The employability skills of ILP and IKM trainees do not significantly differ.

Hos,: The employability skills of trainees do not differ as a function of gender.

Hos: The employability skills of trainees do not differ as a function of program they enrolled in.
Ho4. The employability skills of trainees do not differ as a function of work experience.

2. Methodology

2.1 Sample

At the time of the study, there were 13 IKM and 14 ITI throughout Malaysia with a total of 2520 final year
students. We employed a simple random sampling procedure to select a sample of 850 final year trainees of the
27 institutes. Data were gathered with helps from enumerators who went to the institutes and administered the
instrument to trainees. All 850 trainees returned the completed instrument.

2.2 Measures

The instrument we used for the study consisted of 2 sections; demographics and employability skills. To measure
the employability skills of the trainees we used the instrument developed by the Secretary’s Commission on
Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS). The Commission categorized the skills into seven specific skills: basic
skills; personal qualities; thinking skills; resource management; information skills; interpersonal skills; system
management and technology use. While there are many employability skills measure, most focus on the same or
similar themes as the SCANS, so we are confident of its validity as a measure.

To ensure its reliability for use with our sample, we pilot tested it using a sample of 60 trainees from one of the
institutes. The estimated reliability coefficient was 0.94. The reliability of each specific skill was: basic skills (o=
0.79); personal qualities (o= 0.93); thinking skills (o= 0.90); resource management (o= 0.82); information skills
(a=0.85); interpersonal skills (o= 0.83); system management and technology uses (o= 0.85).

3. Findings
3.1 Demographic Characteristics of Respondents

A majority of respondents (72%) were male, while 28% were female; this ratio is quite common in many parts of
the world. Their ages ranged between 19 to 29 years old. Almost 91% of them were in the program at the
certificate level, while 9% were at the diploma level. Students were enrolled in an array of programs: electrical
(23.6%); electronic (17.7%); mechanical (32.2%); automotive (7.1%); and building (19.6%).
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Nearly 89% of the respondents indicated that their program of study requires them to undergo a 12-month
program of industrial training, yet at the time of our survey, 62% of them had not done so. That said, 63%
indicated that they had previous work experience, and were employed before their current course of studies.
When asked about their plans after graduating, 71% plan for further study, while the remainders intend to enter
the workforce immediately after graduation.

3.2 Employability Skills of Respondents

Using the SCAN instrument, we asked the respondents to what extent they believed they had acquired the skills
needed by employers. Their mean response provided a score of 3.88, with a standard deviation of 0.49. The
mean score for all 7 components of the skills are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Means and standard deviations of employability skills acquired by the respondents

Skills Means SD.
Basic skills 3.83 .59
Personal qualities 4.14 .55
Thinking skills 3.73 .56
Resource management 3.83 .57
Information skills 3.61 .76
Interpersonal skills 3.92 .57
System management and technology uses 3.81 .67
Overall mean 3.88 49

3.3 Hypotheses Tested

We tested four hypotheses to determine if employability skills differ among trainees as a function of selected
variables.

Ho;: The employability skills of ITI and IKM trainees do not significantly differ.

We found that employability skills of trainees from both institutions did not differ (t (g45) =515, p>0.05). Their
mean scores were similar, as shown in Table 2. Their employability skills were moderately high.

Hop;y: The employability skills of trainees do not differ as a function of gender.

We found that the skills are not a function of gender (t s45) =-.138, p>0.05). Regardless of the gender, trainees’
employability skills were similar and they were moderately high.

Hojs: The employability skills of trainees do not differ as a function of program they enrolled in.

We found that the employability skills of trainees differed as a function of program enrolled (F 4 s45) =2.51,
p=-04). Trainees enrolled in the automotive program had the highest mean score, followed by trainees in the
electrical program. Trainees in other programs obtained similar mean scores.

Hoy. The employability skills of trainees do not differ as a function of work experience.

The trainees’ employability skills also did not differ as a function of work experience. Regardless of whether
trainees have worked prior to their enrollment at the institutes, their employability skills were almost similar (t
(845) = -.536, p>005)

Table 2. Means and standard deviations of employability skills by institution, gender, program enrolled, and
work experience

Variables Means SD Test

Institution
IKM 3.86 .39 t(g4g) = 515, p>005
ITI 3.85 43

Work Experience
Yes 3.85 40 t(g45) = -.536, p>005
No 3.86 42

Gender
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Male 3.85 .39 t(g4g): -.138, p>005
Female 3.86 46
Program enrolled
Mechanical 3.85 0.40
Electrical 391 0.42 F (4,845) = 2.51 . p:04
Building 3.81 0.40
Electronic 3.82 0.42
Automotive 3.95 0.40

4. Discussion

The basic objectives of TVET education are to produce functional graduates with knowledge and skills, both in
terms of technical abilities and in terms of employability skills. This study illustrates that the employability skills
level of technical and vocational trainees were at the moderate level and can be improved further. People are
natural resources that can propel any country to a greater height if they have the skills that enable them to
manipulate their technical knowledge and skills. Most people attend educational institution for one main reason:
to get a qualification or a diploma in a certain area. But according to Brown and Hesketh (2004) and Lafer
(2004), qualification is only part of the answer for employability, and soft skills play a key role in the workforce
at both the top and bottom end of labor market. It is believed that without the employability skills there will be a
decline in competitiveness, diminishing economic return, and a bleaker future for all. Thus, it is important for
our TVET institution to develop and enhance students’ employability skills to meet the demand by employers. In
order to reach stated development goals and become recognized as an industrialized nation by 2020, Malaysia
must ensure that technical students have high employability skills.

Having employability skills will ease the transition from school to work, thus reducing the unemployment rate
among high school graduates. Due to the importance of these skills, students should be given opportunities to
acquire them, but not necessarily by developing a separate subject. Employability can be infused and integrated
across curriculum using different teaching approaches. For example, project-based learning, case studies,
problem-based learning, teamwork activities, and student leadership development activities can all be utilized to
provide students with the necessary skills. Thus, we suggest that all TVET institutions should consider designing
the curriculum with the objective of developing and enhancing students’ employability skills.
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