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Abstract
Studies examining the importance of employability skill development from students’
perspectives are rather limited. For this reason, the purpose of this study is to investigate the
basic transferable academic skills, personal attributes and any other crucial employability
skills that help future employees be easily integrated in a workplace. As a sample, twenty
applied English language students from the Higher Institute of Languages in Gabes, Tunisia
constituted the basic informant group. Upon the completion of their internship period, they
provided data necessary for this research paper by filling in a questionnaire. The qualitative
analysis of the research findings revealed that the trainees valued skill development as they
were equipped with considerable knowledge in dealing with ICT usage, in displaying good
communication skills and in possessing a rich repertoire of financial and legal terminologies
useful for any business field. The findings have also revealed that the trainees held a wide
range of intelligences, displayed active problem solving, demonstrated critical thinking skills,
showed creative reasoning, and maintained developed self regulatory and metacognitive
strategies. Other pertinent factors that help them be integrated within the workplace include
the willingness to be cooperative, motivated and flexible.
Keywords: employability, academic skills, employability skills.
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1. Literature review
The literature review focuses mainly on displaying a clarification of the concept of
employability skills followed by a scrutiny of the intersection of employability with the higher
educational context.
1.1 Clarification of the concept of employability skills
Occupying the central interest of “the 21st century workplace”, employability has been viewed
as “necessary for career success at all levels of employment and for all levels of education”
(Overtoom, 2000, p. 1). It includes “more potential as a term to signal the qualities needed for
success not only in paid employment but also in other domains of life” (Australian Council
for Educational Research, 2001, p. 6).
Searching for the major features that might characterize every individual worker (Zegward &
Hodges, 2003), various attempts have constantly been made to deconstruct the essential
components of employability skills. Yahya (2005) associates employability skills to a number
of achievements namely the willingness to cooperate with others, to take part in collaborative
work, to be faithful to work ethics, to abide by the instructional rules of work and to know
how to interact with others. Sipon (2003) conceives employability skills in terms of being a
“team player, respectful of others and good communication skills” (2003, p. 5). According to
Baxter and Young (2000), the essential and required employability skills are founded upon
positive thinking, adequate professionalism, sound problem solving, qualified managerial
skills, promoted interpersonal bonds, and efficient direction. Furthermore, Hapidah and Mohd
Sahandri (2011) link employability skills to exploratory attitudes as well as to educational,
connectivity and personality traits.
In this respect, developing a set of positive personal characteristics as an essential integral
element of employability skills has been echoed in the literature by various researchers
(Hodges & Burchell, 2003; Zaharim, 2009; Fugate et al., 2004; Rasul et al., 2010; Lankard,
1990). In this respect, De Grip, Loo and Sanders (2004) argue that recruits’ personal attributes
revolve around “the capacity and willingness of workers to remain attractive for the labour
market (supply factors), by reacting and anticipating on changes in tasks and work
environment (demand factors), facilitated by the human resource development instruments
offered to them (institutions)” (p. 249).
Beside its interconnection with supply, demand and institutional factors as it is argued by De
Grip, Loo and Sanders (2004), employability is strongly tied to the development of generic
skills. The latter refer to “the skills which can be used across a large number of different
occupations. They include the key competencies or key skills but extend beyond these to
include a range of other cognitive, personal and interpersonal skills which are relevant to
employability” (Kearns, 2001). For other scholars namely Australian Learning and Teaching
Council (2011), Brand (2005), Taylor (2005) and Esposto and Meagher (2007), employability
relates to the possession of basic core ability skills.
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A part from the development of generic and core ability skills, Knight and Yorke (2003)
pinpoint to another aspect that is quite pertinent to the concept of employability. They stress
the paramount role of metacognition which is regarded as “the continued learning that
professionals need to do if they are to grow and to keep pace with changes in the demands of
their work. Those professionals who lack the reflective capacity are likely to be professionally
frozen” (p. 8).
In addition, employability is linked to the development of entrepreneurial, ethical and
professional skills (Zepke & Leach, 2010) which guarantee the learners’ smooth future
integrity within a business field and develop their sense of risk – taking. As such, the different
sub – skills comprised within the notion of employability help in the consolidation of
‘employability competence’ which serve in “perform(ing) effectively in the workplace,
including communication, interpersonal, and problem-solving skills, organisational and
process management skills, and management of one’s own knowledge according to the
requirements of the job” (Fernández, 2007, p. 43).
Therefore, employability skills encapsulate a range of characteristics that make an employee
seems attractive to potential employers (Bridgstock, 2009). They can be summarized into
“a set of achievements – skills, understandings and personal attributes – that make
graduates more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen occupations,
which benefits themselves, the workforce, the community and the economy” (Knight

and Yorke, 2006).

1.2 Employability and the context of higher education
The concept of employability needs to need nurtured and incorporated within educational
curriculums (Hind et al., 2007) in order to meet the requirements of the business field and
labor market (Kasa, 2006). The proliferation and development of competent future
professionals cannot be achieved unless universities succeed in accentuating the learners’
employability skills (Knight and Yorke, 2006; Ryan, 2005; Riveira Rico, 2004; Kokkos,
2013; Tuning, 2010). In this respect, Kirby (2000) maintains that “education and training are
the main instruments available to governments and the community to prepare individuals for a
rapidly changing, increasingly demanding world of work, and to improve their employability”
(p. 37). When examining the characteristics of a number of graduates, Riveira Rico (2004)
finds out that among the employability skills which might be useful in future workplace are
the quest for knowledge and the devotion for making progress. Once they are at the
workplace, recently graduated workers are encouraged to make use of the set of knowledge
and skills that have already been acquired from their universities (Crebert, Bates, Bell,
Patrick, and Cragnolini, 2004a). The importance of integrating employability and generic
skills in university courses where the focus is on the development of “Key Competencies
(which) are not only essential for participation in work, but are also essential for effective
participation in further education and in adult life more generally (Australian Education
Council, 1992, p. 7).
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1. Experimental part
The experimental part specifies the central research questions, describes the major research
objectives, presents the basic informant group, provides an idea about the main research
elicitation instrument and outlines the carried out research method.
2.1 The research questions:
The present paper seeks to address the following research questions:
• What are the basic transferable academic skills that learners make use once they are in a
field work?
• How do employability skills facilitate the integration of learners in a work place?
2.2 Objectives:
The major objectives of this research paper reside in the following:
• Learners succeed in transferring a number of skills they have developed at their educational
settings to their benefits when they are enrolled at any work place.
• Employability skills play a significant role in the assimilation of learners into their future
workplaces.
1.3 Participants:
Twenty applied English language students (business learners) studying at the 3rd year
university level took part in this study. They were enrolled at the Higher Institute of
Languages in Gabes, Tunisia. Their voluntary contributions and participations constituted the
main thrust of the present research paper.
1.4 Research instrument:
A questionnaire survey is the basic research instrument used in this study for the elicitation of
the learners’ responses. The questionnaire includes four major questions that help in achieving
justifiable replies to the previously mentioned research questions. The specified questions
seek to determine the academic subjects that were practically helpful, find out the different
skills and types of intelligences the trainees relied on for the accomplishment of their work
assignments, identify whether the trainees managed a number of problems solving situations
and specify the factors that assist their integration into the workplace.
1.5 Research method:
By the end of the academic year, the 3rd year applied English language students are compelled
to carry out internship training in any official institutions such as Tunisie Télécom, maritime
ports, banks, ect. When the internship training is over, they are expected to write a brief
memoire in which they report, discuss and evaluate the tasks and the experiences they
http://www.ijhcs.com/index
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witnessed. Through random sampling, 20 learners were included in this study upon the
completion of their internship period. They were requested to fill in the questionnaire survey
in order to know more about the basic academic skills they transferred to work and to come
up with a potential set of employability skills that learners might have needed for their
integration in their actual work situations.
2. Research findings and discussion:
Concerning the informants’ abilities in putting into practice the knowledge acquired from
their university courses, the questionnaire findings reveal that all the participants in this study
succeed in transferring a number of academic concepts, skills and principles to the workplace.
The different internalized ESP courses strengthen the trainees’ mastery of key competences
that prepare learners to go along with the demands of the job market. As such, a clarification
of some examples of useful courses comprises the following:
• Courses of oral presentation help the trainees gain the skills necessary for conducting and
managing verbal communications, discussions and interactions with others. The trainees did
not only benefit from structuring convincing and coherent speeches but also held adequate
non – verbal communications at work. Consequently, they were endowed with good strategic
planning and logical transmission of information that supported them in getting into contact
with other co – workers.
• Courses of financial English help learners put into practice the theoretical basic content
knowledge of finance, deal with different types of written and oral documents (corporate,
academic, press) related to finance, comprehend and communicate appropriately in a
corporate context related to finance and use adequately the suitable lexical jargon related to
finance in its appropriate context.
• Courses of Legal English help students enhance their knowledge of the business world, with
a special focus on law. They also enable learners to gain some basic content knowledge of law
by internalizing a set of basic vocabulary related to law. These courses support the learners’
understanding of different types of written and oral documents (corporate, academic, press)
dealing with law. Further, they back up the trainees’ abilities in expressing themselves about
issues pertinent to law in a corporate context.
• Computer science courses (dealt with in the first years of the university level) enable the
trainees to acquire a basic set of ICT skills which serve for management and organizational
purposes. The workers’ endowment with a range of technology skills contributes to the
successful accomplishments of work tasks.
As it is mentioned above, the trainees are equipped with considerable basic knowledge,
potentials and skills that are very instrumental for carrying out their work successfully. Hence,
the tertiary level plays a significant role in developing competent and skillful trainees.
By reflecting upon the earlier findings, the present paper challenges a number of previous
researches that treat the graduates as individuals who lack the necessary competences needed
for the business field (Bakar and Hanafi, 2007; Brown, Hesketh, and Williams, 2003; Crebert,
Bates, Bell, Carol – Joy and Cragnolini, 2004b; Yusof, 2004).
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In addition to the possession a rich repertoire of knowledge about the business field, the
trainees’ proficiency in dealing with the different work assignments is justified by a number
of skills that were practiced during work time. The trainees found themselves able to draw
upon their multiple intelligences. The latter makes reference to Gardner’s Theory of Multiple
Intelligences (1983) which comprises ‘linguistic intelligence’, ‘Logical-mathematical
intelligence’, ‘Musical intelligence’, ‘Spatial intelligence’, ‘Bodily – kinesthetic intelligence’,
‘Interpersonal intelligence’, ‘Intrapersonal intelligence’ and ‘Naturalistic intelligence’.
Among the previously mentioned types of Gardners’ intelligences, the trainees argue for their
numerous abilities in:
• Demonstrating the possession of linguistic knowledge which reveals their ability to
comprehend and use a wide range of words needed for the type of business they carried out;
• Revealing conceptual and logical thinking;
• Indicate spatial – visual intelligence which highlights their capacity to process images,
figures, tables and pictures and to depict the meaning they convey;
• Displaying accurate kinesthetic intelligence which shows their ability to be in command of
their own body movements and gestures and to make use of other objects (i.e., PowerPoint)
go along with body movements;
• Showing a degree of interpersonal commitment which testifies their ability to maintain
appropriate social interactions;
• Maintaining positive intrapersonal attitudes which reveal their capacity to understand and
reflect on inward values, beliefs and ideas.
Therefore, the trainees’ capacity to draw upon a multitude of intelligences gives an idea about
the different talents and mental aptitudes people might possess (Gardner, 2006).
Despite showing a high level of proficiency and competence in performing the job
requirements, the trainees pinpointed to a crucial trouble they had faced. The use of English
language was not very common in the different organizations they were temporarily enrolled
at. In Tunisia, the predominant language that has been utilized in the business field is the
French language and to a lesser degree the Arabic language. Despite the existence of such
trouble, language choice was not a real hindrance for the third year applied English language
learners and did not prevent them from producing high quality work (as it is determined by
their company supervisors and university supervisors).
Being equipped with considerable knowledge and high proficiency level, learners express
their abilities to solve diverse problems that they have encountered at work. Consequently, the
questionnaire findings reveal that every single trainee has experienced problem solving
situations. The latter has a pivotal role to play in reducing chaos (Meyer, 2000) so as to reach
a solution. The nature of problems that the trainees faced in their workplaces includes
technical and human troubles. As far as the technical side is concerned, some informants
complaint about the recurrent weak internet connection. Concerning the human side, some
other informants report the existence of internal (between co – workers) communication
breakdowns inside the organization. In such working situations, the informants argue that they
could develop problem solving strategies. In the first already mentioned example, the trainees
looked for other alternatives that might help them pursue their work such as the use of faxes.
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While in the second trouble, the trainees admit that they were successful in alleviating the
tension between some co – workers and helped them reach a consensus. Therefore, the
learner informants argue for their abilities in dealing with the different work conflicts that
might emanate. They approached problem solving following a number of steps: identifying
the source of trouble, communicating the trouble with other co – workers, trying to offer
potential practical solutions or comprehensible plans, deciding cooperatively how to
overcome the problem then acting on the agreed upon decisions. Similarly, Toohey (1999)
argues that problem solving strategies incite workers “to analyze problems, to generate a
range of possible solutions, to evaluate the alternatives systematically before choosing and
implementing the best” (p. 138). As such, the informants demonstrate their potentials in
developing high – order critical thinking skills and in conducting creative reasoning. Through
problem solving, they manage to develop their metacognitive skills (Gelbal, 1991; Schraw,
1998; Ozsoy, 2007, 2008; Flavel, 1976) and to promote their self – regulatory strategies
(Williams, 2004; Murtagh & Todd, 2004). The former includes two basic types which can be
manifested into ‘executive management strategies’ and ‘strategic knowledge’ (Hartman,
2001) while the latter refers to the intersection of a number of cognitive strategies such as
repeating, clarifying, justifying, grasping, recalling and organizing information (Pintrich & De
Groot, 1990).
Thus, problem solving helps produce good listeners, active members, critical thinkers,
dynamic negotiators, strategic workers, solution seekers, reflective evaluators and decision
makers.
Concerning the factors the supported the trainees’ integration into the work place, the research
findings reveal a positive tendency towards shared collaborative work, a developed sense of
motivation and a nurtured willingness for adaptability. Each will be clarified as follows:
In this research study, the findings reveal that learners accentuate on the significant role of
collaborative work in their workplaces. The workers’ involvement in group – based
assignments has also been stressed by a number of researchers namely Bhave, Kraimer and
Glomb (2010), Bell (2007), Frey and Osterloh (2002) and Van Lange (2006). As it is reported
by the learner informants, cooperation results in a number of achievements. It helps create
respectful and stress – free working conditions where workers can maintain friendly
interpersonal relationships. For example, learner (9) argues that “pressure, stress or
exhaustion that might emanate from the intensified demands of the work load can be easily
surmounted when the tasks are shared with the rest”. Beside strengthening social ties, the
proliferation of team work spirit sustains the trainees’ abilities in conducting negotiations or
communications whether directly or indirectly (via emails). It promotes information – sharing
which ensures better understanding and helps reach joint decision – making. In this respect,
Harris (1980) points out that “there are alternative choices to be considered, and in such a case
we want not only to identify as many of these alternatives as possible but to choose the one
that best fits with our goals, objectives, desires, values, and so on”. Therefore, cooperation in
the workplace develops the workers’ positive interdependence which might only lead to
bridging the gaps of misunderstanding and minimizing any potential complaints or managerial
conflicts. For instance, learner (2) states that “our group discussions and negotiations with our
co – workers help us overcome any troubles, whether they are procedural, organizational or
http://www.ijhcs.com/index
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administrative ones, in order to reach common goals”. Consequently, cooperation has a
central role in promoting good work ethics (Miller, et al., 2002; Nill and Schibrowsky, 2005).
In addition, it leads to the development of leadership skills (Yukl, 1994, p. 5). Similarly,
Alban – Metcalfe and Alimo – Metcalfe (2009) argue that a successful team work testifies the
effectiveness of “an engaging style of leadership” (p. 14). Thus, cooperative working
environments reduce job dissatisfaction (Jha & Bhattarcharrya, 2012) and help workers
achieve a sense of empowerment that would nurture ‘a sense of competence’, ‘a sense of
personal choice’, ‘a sense of personal impact’, ‘a sense of value’ and ‘a sense of security’
(Whetten & Cameron, 2011, p. 472 - 273).
In such reported collaborative working settings, the trainees’ level of motivation soars. In his
definition of motivation, Helepota (2005) refers to “a person’s active participation and
commitment to achieve the prescribed results”. In this paper, the questionnaire findings reveal
that the assigned work help learners develop perceived higher self confidence, positive self –
esteem, increased self – assertion and promoted self – reliance. For instance, learner (17)
maintains that “I performed the tasks I had to do with much enjoyment, engagement and
passion”. Therefore, achieving motivation at work is necessary as it guarantees the learner
trainees’ engagement in performing the job requirements which in its turn might be
incremental in increasing profitability (Davidmann, 1989). Similar to the findings achieved in
this study, many other researchers have advocated the important impact of motivation on
every single worker (Lawler, 1968; Atkinson, 1964; Scott, 2010; Ryan and Deci, 2000; Deci
and Ryan, 1985; Cho and Perry, 2012; Herzberg, F. 1968; Steers, Mowday & Shapiro, 2004).
The present findings indicate that learners’ motivation is depicted through their sense of
satisfaction, devotion and enthusiasm which justify their high commitment to work and
punctuality. In this case, the learner informants’ motivational attitudes are not linked to
financial or material needs (the participants are unpaid trainees) but rather to moral purposes
(they enjoyed and loved what they were doing). However, earlier researches tend to associate
motivation to high paid salaries or rewards. For example, Taylor (2005) argues that "it is
impossible ... to get a workman to work much harder than the average men around them
unless they assured a large and permanent increase in their pay”. Therefore, motivation in the
case of the 3rd year applied English language students is rather a moral value that is cherished
by all members of this study.
As opposed to previous researches that deal with the resistance to change (Dent & Goldberg,
1999; Bovey and Hede, 2001; Zander, 1950; Agócs, 1997), the findings in this paper highlight
the trainees’ openness to change which is manifested through their adaptive attitudes and
behaviour. The latter has been described as “the extent to which an individual adapts to
changes in a work system or work roles” (Griffin et al., 2007, p. 329). Learner (4) states that
“sometimes, I had to deal intelligently with unanticipated work situations and cope well with
the swift nature of work assignments”. Overwhelmed by their desire to fit in working
conditions, learners admit their ability to deal with change, which testifies the fact that is a
sense of responsibility and interest that ultimately urge them to be active and productive. In
the same vein, Oreg, Vakola and Armenakis (2011) emphasize key concepts that have to
characterize the workers’ performance. They allude to the vital role of one’s devotion,
eagerness, openness, and readiness to change. Other researchers such as Griffin, Neal and
Parker (2007), Pulakos, Arad, Donovan and Plamondon (2000) and Ployhart and Bliese
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(2006) stress the importance of interpersonal adaptability in the workplace. The latter is
defined as “the fit of an individual’s interpersonal behavior, thoughts, and emotions within an
interpersonal interaction in order to achieve the goals afforded by the situational demands of
the interaction” (Oliver and Lievens, 2014, p. 5). Through examining workers’ performance,
Klein et al. (2006) identify a set of interpersonal skills that might be beneficial in producing
high quality work. According to them, successful workers should have “goal – directed
behaviors, including communication and relationship building competencies, employed in
interpersonal interaction episodes characterized by complex perceptual and cognitive
processes, dynamic verbal and nonverbal interaction exchanges, diverse roles, motivations,
and expectancies” (p. 81).
To conclude, three main elements have been emphasized by the learner trainees in their
attempt to identify the real factors that supported their integration in the work place. They can
be exemplified through cooperation, motivation, and adaptability which all testify a range of
personal attributes that assist in the development of employability skills.
3. Conclusion
In total contrast with a number of studies that stress the failure of higher educational settings
in addressing the potential employability skills needed by industries (Oresanya et al., 2014;
Mir, Rosell and Serrat, 2003; Robinson, and Garton, 2007; García and Mora, 2004), the
findings achieved in this study highlight a close intersection between the basic developed
academic skills and employability skills. The different courses taught at the tertiary level have
proved beneficial in equipping the trainees with considerable basic knowledge in maintaining
ICT usage, in displaying communication skills and in gaining financial and legal
terminologies that be used in business. The production of skillful trainees is also justified by
the extent to which they were viewed as proficient in carrying out the recommended work
tasks. Based on Gardners’ Theory of Multiple Intelligences, the trainees indicate that they are
endowed with a wide range of intelligences namely linguistic intelligence, conceptual and
logical thinking, spatial – visual intelligence, kinesthetic intelligence, interpersonal
intelligence, intrapersonal intelligence. During their internship period, the informants have
also displayed active problem solving. The latter testifies the trainees’ high – order critical
thinking skills, creative reasoning, and maintained self regulatory and metacognitive
strategies. Other pertinent factors that help them be integrated within the workplace include
cooperation, motivation and adaptability. In brief, the trainees’ basic transferable academic
skills, different types of intelligences, problem – solving skills, various personal attributes
assist in the development of employability skills.
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Appendix:
A questionnaire survey for the 3rd year Applied English language students
By reflecting upon your internship training experience, you are kindly invited to reveal your
responses to the following questions.
• Were you able to put into practice some concepts you studied at university?
 Yes.
 No.
Explain
……………………………………………………..……………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
………...…………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………..…………………..………………………………..
• To what extent were you proficient in dealing with the different assignments allocated
to you? Justify.
………………………………………………………………...…………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………...…
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………..………………………………………………………………..
• Were you able to solve some problems that you encountered by yourself? Give
examples of problem solving situations.
………………………………………………………………………..….………………………
………………………………………………………………………..….………………………
………………………………………………………………………..….………………………
………………………………………..………………………………………………………….
• What are the factors that facilitated your integration into the work place?
 Cooperation.
 Motivation.
 Individualism.
Justify or state other factors if needed
………………………………………………………………………..….………………………
………………………………………..………………………………………………………….
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