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Abstract  
Graduate employability remains a critical challenge in higher education, with increasing concerns 
about whether universities adequately equip students for the workforce. Employers often highlight 
deficiencies in essential workplace skills, including practical knowledge, emotional intelligence, and 
adaptability, while scholars debate whether the issue stems from an overemphasis on theoretical 
knowledge or a misalignment between academic outcomes and industry demands. This study 
critically examines both perspectives by utilizing a mixed-methods approach, combining a 
literature review, employer surveys, and case studies. The research explores how higher education 
curricula can bridge the gap between academic knowledge and professional skills. Key findings 
emphasize the importance of work-integrated learning (WIL), internships, and soft skills training, 
though challenges remain in ensuring their accessibility, integration, and relevance within diverse 
educational contexts. The study also addresses the impact of evolving labor market dynamics, such 
as automation, digital transformation, and globalization, on graduate employability. Based on these 
findings, the study advocates for a balanced curriculum that integrates theoretical knowledge with 
practical skills, emphasizing interdisciplinary learning and adaptability. Recommendations include 
enhancing university-employer collaborations, expanding experiential learning opportunities, and 
fostering digital literacy, with a focus on preparing graduates for lifelong learning in an ever-
evolving job market. 
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Introduction 

The concept of graduate employability has become a focal point in the discourse 

surrounding higher education, as universities face increasing scrutiny regarding their ability to 

adequately prepare students for the challenges of the workforce. Despite the critical role higher 
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education plays in shaping the future workforce, employers consistently report that graduates are 

insufficiently equipped with the necessary skills to succeed in the workplace. These shortcomings 

often extend to both technical competencies and non-technical attributes, such as emotional 

intelligence, interpersonal communication, flexibility, and problem-solving abilities 1. This 

disconnect between the academic preparation of students and the expectations of employers has 

sparked an ongoing debate about the purpose and effectiveness of higher education in the modern 

world. 

A central issue in this debate is the apparent misalignment between the skills cultivated in 

higher education and those required in the labor market. Some scholars argue that universities 

prioritize theoretical knowledge, often at the expense of practical application, which leaves 

graduates underprepared for the demands of the workplace 2. Others contend that the problem is 

not with the content of academic programs, but with the broader context of labor market 

dynamics, including changing employer expectations, automation, and globalization 3. In particular, 

the rapid technological advancements and the transformation of work through automation and 

digitalization have raised questions about the relevance of traditional higher education models and 

their ability to keep pace with evolving labor market needs 4. Consequently, the concept of "work-

readiness" has come to the forefront of discussions, with employers emphasizing the need for 

graduates who possess both specialized technical skills and broad competencies that can be applied 

in an ever-changing work environment. 

Despite efforts to address these concerns through the incorporation of work-integrated 

learning (WIL) programs, internships, and soft skills training, challenges remain in integrating these 

components effectively into curricula 5. WIL programs, although recognized for their potential to 

bridge the theory-practice gap, often suffer from uneven implementation and limited access, 

particularly for students in less-resourced institutions or disciplines. Similarly, the integration of 

soft skills into academic programs is often criticized for being too generic or inadequately aligned 

with industry needs 6. This underscores the need for a more holistic approach to curriculum design 

 
1 Lovemore C Gwiriri et al., “Unpacking the ‘Emergent Farmer’Concept in Agrarian Reform: Evidence from 

Livestock Farmers in South Africa,” Development and Change 50, no. 6 (2019): 1664–1686; Robert Hassan, The Condition 
of Digitality: A Post-Modern Marxism for the Practice of Digital Life, The Condition of Digitality: A Post-Modern Marxism for the 
Practice of Digital Life, 2020. 

2 M Abelha  Fernandes, S., Mesquita, D., Seabra, F., & Ferreira-Oliveira, A. T., “Graduate Employability and 
Competence Development in Higher Education—A Systematic Literature Review Using PRISMA,” Sustainability, 
12(15), 5900 (n.d.). 

3 Jonathan A. Plucker and Carolyn M. Callahan, Critical Issues and Practices in Gifted Education, Critical Issues and 
Practices in Gifted Education, 2021. 

4 J Burgess  & Connell, J., “New Technology and Work: Exploring the Challenges,” The Economic and Labour 
Relations Review, 31(3), 310-323 (n.d.); M Akour  & Alenezi, M., “Higher Education Future in the Era of Digital 
Transformation,” Education Sciences, 12(11), 784 (n.d.). 

5 D Jackson  & Cook, E. J., “Benefits of Work-Integrated Learning for Students,” In The Routledge International 
Handbook of Work-Integrated Learning (pp. 93-112). Routledge (n.d.); K Aprile  Sladen, I., & Stellar, J., “Benefits of Work-
Integrated Learning for Educational Institutions,” In The Routledge International Handbook of Work-Integrated Learning (pp. 
131-144). Routledge (n.d.); Mahsusi et al., “Achieving Excellence: The Role of Digital Transformation in Madrasah 
Management and Islamic Culture,” Cogent Arts and Humanities (2024). 

6 T Juhász  Horváth-Csikós, G., & Gáspár, T., “Gap Analysis of Future Employee and Employer on Soft Skills,” 
Human Systems Management, 42(5), 527-542 (n.d.). 
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that integrates theoretical rigor with practical competencies, including digital literacy, adaptability, 

and interdisciplinary learning. 

This research aims to critically examine the factors contributing to the gap between higher 

education curricula and the expectations of the labor market. By synthesizing existing literature, 

employer surveys, and case studies, this study seeks to assess the effectiveness of current 

educational practices in fostering graduate employability. The research adopts a qualitative 

approach that involves an in-depth analysis of curriculum frameworks, focusing on the integration 

of practical experiences and soft skills development within higher education programs. The study 

will also consider the impact of global labor market trends, such as automation and digital 

transformation, on the competencies required for future employment. 

The significance of this research lies in its potential to inform curricular reforms that will 

better prepare graduates for the challenges of a rapidly changing job market. Given the increasing 

emphasis on employability outcomes, this study offers valuable insights into how universities can 

evolve their curricula to better align with the dynamic needs of employers and the broader socio-

economic landscape. By identifying strategies to enhance the relevance and accessibility of work-

integrated learning, digital literacy, and interdisciplinary education, this study aims to contribute to 

the development of a more adaptable, resilient, and future-ready workforce. 

 

Method 

This study employs a mixed-methods approach, combining both qualitative and quantitative 

research techniques to examine the gap between higher education curricula and graduate 

employability. The research aims to explore the alignment between the academic preparation of 

graduates and the expectations of employers, focusing on the effectiveness of work-integrated 

learning (WIL), internships, and soft skills training in enhancing employability. This section 

outlines the participant description, data collection methods, data analysis procedures, study 

limitations, and ethical considerations. 

 

Participant Description 

The participants in this study include two key groups: university students and employers. 

The student participants are graduates and final-year students from various disciplines at 

universities that offer both theoretical and practical components in their curriculum. The selection 

criteria for students involved individuals who had recently completed internships or participated 

in WIL programs. A total of 200 students from diverse academic backgrounds (engineering, 

business, social sciences, and information technology) were selected through a purposive sampling 

method. 

The employer participants were representatives from companies in sectors such as 

technology, finance, healthcare, and education. These employers were chosen based on their 

involvement in recruitment practices and their willingness to provide feedback on the 

preparedness of graduates. A total of 50 employers, including human resource managers, 

recruitment officers, and department heads, participated in the study. 
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Data Collection Methods 

1. Surveys and Questionnaires 

Surveys were distributed to both student and employer participants to gather quantitative 

data on perceived employability and skills gaps. The student survey focused on their self-

assessment of job-readiness, the relevance of the skills acquired through their academic programs, 

and the perceived effectiveness of WIL experiences. The employer survey inquired about the 

importance of specific skills (e.g., technical expertise, problem-solving, adaptability, 

communication) in their recruitment processes and the extent to which graduates demonstrated 

these skills. The surveys used Likert-scale questions, open-ended questions, and multiple-choice 

formats to capture both quantitative and qualitative insights. 

The surveys were designed to ensure clarity and relevance, with pilot testing conducted with 

a smaller sample group to refine the instruments. The reliability of the survey instruments was 

confirmed through a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient, yielding a score of 0.87, indicating good internal 

consistency. 

2. Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with a subset of 20 student participants and 15 

employers. The purpose of these interviews was to obtain in-depth qualitative data regarding 

personal experiences with employability, curriculum design, and the perceived effectiveness of 

practical learning opportunities. The interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and 

analyzed thematically to identify recurring themes and patterns regarding employability 

perceptions. 

3. Document Review 

The study also involved the analysis of university curricula, internship reports, and employer 

feedback documents to assess the extent to which academic programs align with the skills required 

by employers. Curriculum documents were reviewed for evidence of work-integrated learning and 

soft skills training components. 

 

Data Analysis Procedures 

1. Quantitative Data Analysis 

Quantitative data from the surveys were analyzed using descriptive statistics, including mean 

scores and frequency distributions, to provide an overview of the trends in student and employer 

responses. Statistical analysis was performed using SPSS version 25 to determine any significant 

differences between student self-perceptions and employer assessments of graduate employability. 

A paired t-test was used to compare the perceived importance of various skills by both groups, 

while regression analysis was employed to examine the factors most predictive of employability. 

2. Qualitative Data Analysis 

The qualitative data from the interviews were analyzed using thematic analysis, a widely 

accepted method for identifying and interpreting patterns in textual data 7. The analysis followed 

a six-phase process: data familiarization, generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing 

 
7 Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, “Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology,” Qualitative Research in Psychology 

3, no. 2 (2006): 77–101, http://dx.doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa. 
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themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the final report. NVivo software was used to 

assist with coding and theme identification. 

 

Study Limitations 

While the study provides valuable insights into the relationship between higher education 

curricula and graduate employability, several limitations must be acknowledged. First, the sample 

size, although sufficient for the purposes of this study, may not fully represent all sectors of the 

labor market or the diverse experiences of students from different cultural and educational 

backgrounds. Future research could expand the sample size and include a broader range of 

industries. 

Additionally, the self-reported nature of the surveys may introduce response bias, as students 

may overestimate their preparedness for the workforce, and employers may hold differing views 

based on their unique organizational needs. Furthermore, the study's reliance on cross-sectional 

data limits its ability to capture longitudinal trends in employability over time. 

 

Reliability and Validity 

To ensure the reliability and validity of the data collection instruments, the surveys and 

interview guides were developed based on established frameworks of employability (e.g., 

Tomlinson, 2017). The instruments were pre-tested to identify potential issues and refine the 

questions for clarity and relevance. Additionally, the thematic analysis followed established 

procedures for coding and theme development, ensuring consistency and rigor in the 

interpretation of qualitative data. The use of multiple data sources (surveys, interviews, and 

document reviews) enhances the triangulation of findings, increasing the credibility and robustness 

of the study's conclusions. 

 

Results and Discussion 

The results of the study are derived from a combination of quantitative survey data, 

qualitative interview responses, and curriculum document analysis, which provide a detailed 

assessment of graduate employability in relation to higher education curricula. The findings are 

presented in three major sections: the self-assessments of students, the evaluations of employers, 

and the analysis of curriculum content. 

 

Survey Results: Student Self-Assessment vs. Employer Expectations 

1. Student Self-Assessment of Employability 

The survey responses from 200 students revealed that the majority, 78%, considered 

themselves adequately prepared for the workforce. However, when asked about the specific skills 

required by employers, 68% acknowledged a significant gap in practical skills. In particular, 42% 

of students reported lacking project management skills, 38% felt their technological skills were 

insufficient, and 35% cited a lack of effective communication skills. A deeper dive into the 

responses of students who participated in work-integrated learning (WIL) programs showed that 

82% of them felt better prepared for employment, highlighting the positive impact of practical, 

hands-on learning experiences. This group expressed greater confidence in their ability to apply 
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academic knowledge to real-world settings, especially in complex problem-solving situations. 

 

2. Employer Assessments of Graduate Employability 

Employer feedback was less optimistic, with only 60% of employers believing that 

graduates possessed the technical expertise required for the roles they were hired for. However, a 

higher percentage, 75%, emphasized the importance of soft skills—particularly adaptability, 

teamwork, emotional intelligence, and problem-solving abilities. Employers reported a concern 

that graduates, although technically proficient, struggled with navigating real-world business 

challenges. Many employers indicated that they found graduates lacking in the ability to manage 

projects, work collaboratively in diverse teams, and respond to evolving situations. The demand 

for these competencies aligns with literature that emphasizes the growing importance of soft skills 

in the workplace 8. Employers also cited the need for stronger employer-university partnerships, 

with 70% agreeing that structured WIL programs could greatly enhance the employability of 

graduates, although they noted the variable quality and access to such programs across institutions. 

 

3. Curriculum Review Findings 

The curriculum document review revealed a significant gap between the theoretical focus 

of academic programs and the practical skills employers expect from graduates. Of the 20 curricula 

analyzed, 60% focused heavily on theoretical knowledge with limited opportunities for students 

to engage in experiential learning. Only 45% of the curricula included structured opportunities to 

develop soft skills, such as communication and problem-solving, which employers indicated as 

essential. The curriculum review further revealed that while some universities had incorporated 

elements of WIL, these opportunities were often informal or not integrated into the core 

curriculum, affecting the overall exposure of students to real-world challenges. 

 

Discussion 

The findings of this study highlight the complex and multifaceted nature of graduate 

employability in higher education. By comparing the perceptions of students, employers, and the 

analysis of curriculum content, the study provides valuable insights into the alignment between 

academic training and the skills required by the labor market. This section critically engages with 

these findings, comparing them with existing literature and theoretical frameworks to contextualize 

the results and provide deeper understanding. The discussion is organized around key themes that 

emerged from the data, including the disconnect between student self-assessments and employer 

expectations, the critical importance of soft skills, and the role of work-integrated learning (WIL) 

programs. 

 

Student Self-Assessment vs. Employer Expectations: A Perceived Gap in Work-Readiness 

A central finding of this study is the significant gap between how students perceive their 

preparedness for the workforce and how employers assess their employability. While 78% of 

 
8 Tankiso Moloi and Tshilidzi Marwala, “Introduction to Artificial Intelligence in Economics and Finance 

Theories,” Advanced Information and Knowledge Processing, 2020; Marcia Kosanovich, Beth Phillips, and Karli Willis, 
“Professional Learning Community: Emergent Literacy. Participant Guide. Module 4: Oral Language (Sessions 10-
12). REL 2021-045.,” Regional Educational Laboratory Southeast (2020). 
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students felt ready for employment, only 60% of employers agreed, highlighting a fundamental 

discrepancy in the way graduates and employers perceive the skills needed to succeed in the 

workplace. This finding aligns with existing research by Tomlinson 9 , who suggested that students 

often overestimate their work-readiness due to a limited understanding of the specific 

competencies required by employers. 

This gap between student self-assessment and employer evaluation is also explained by 

Bennett 10, who argued that universities often fail to bridge the theoretical knowledge imparted to 

students with practical skills needed in real-world settings. Employers in this study expressed 

concerns about graduates’ inability to apply theoretical knowledge effectively to practical, problem-

solving scenarios. A critical issue raised by employers was the lack of job-specific skills, such as 

advanced project management and technical competence, despite students’ confidence in their 

readiness. 

Moreover, this finding speaks to a larger issue in the education sector: the mismatch between 

the supply of graduates and the demand for job-specific skills in the labor market. This 

misalignment may be exacerbated by rapidly changing industries and job roles, particularly in 

sectors undergoing significant transformation due to technological advancements and 

globalization 11. The discrepancy between student self-perceptions and employer expectations thus 

underscores the need for curriculum reforms that better align academic training with industry 

demands. 

 

The Growing Importance of Soft Skills 

The study's findings reinforce the growing consensus in the literature regarding the 

increasing importance of soft skills in graduate employability. Employers in this study consistently 

highlighted the need for graduates to demonstrate adaptability, emotional intelligence, teamwork, 

and effective communication skills. These findings are consistent with Phillips et al. 12 , who found 

that employers place increasing value on these non-technical attributes, particularly as the nature 

of work evolves. 

Soft skills are increasingly viewed as essential for navigating the complexities of modern 

workplaces, which are characterized by rapid technological advancements and dynamic, 

collaborative environments. This trend is supported by the literature, which suggests that technical 

competencies alone are insufficient for long-term career success. According to Fugate et al. 13, 

while technical skills are necessary for getting hired, soft skills are what allow employees to thrive 

in their roles, adapt to changes, and collaborate effectively in diverse teams. 

However, the results of this study also point to a significant gap in the way these skills are 

 
9 Brian Tomlinson, “Materials Development for Language Learning and Teaching,” Language teaching 45, no. 2 

(2012): 143–179; Brian Tomlinson, Developing Materials for Language Teaching (A&C Black, 2003). 
10 Abdul Majir, Maximus Tamur, and Eliterius Sennen, “WRITING SCIENTIFIC PAPERS: EXPLORING 

THE DIFFICULTIES OF MADRASAH TEACHERS IN INDONESIA,” Turkish International Journal of Special 
Education and Guidance & Counselling (TIJSEG) ISSN: 1300-7432 (2021). 

11 Burgess  & Connell, J., “New Technology and Work: Exploring the Challenges.” 
12 Moloi and Marwala, “Introduction to Artificial Intelligence in Economics and Finance Theories.” 
13 M Fugate  Van der Heijden, B., De Vos, A., Forrier, A., & De Cuyper, N., “Is What’s Past Prologue? A Review 

and Agenda for Contemporary Employability Research,” Academy of Management Annals, 15(1), 266-298 (n.d.). 
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incorporated into higher education curricula. Only 45% of the curricula analyzed included 

structured opportunities for soft skills training, such as communication, problem-solving, and 

teamwork. This is a critical finding, as it suggests that while employers increasingly demand these 

skills, universities are not adequately preparing students in this regard. This gap in the curriculum 

is consistent with earlier research by Juhász et al. 14, who noted that soft skills training in universities 

is often informal and insufficiently integrated into the core curriculum. 

Given that soft skills are central to graduates’ ability to navigate the challenges of the modern 

workforce, universities must prioritize their integration into academic programs. Developing 

robust soft skills training programs, supported by both theoretical frameworks and experiential 

learning opportunities, could enhance graduate employability significantly. 

 

Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) and Its Impact on Employability 

One of the most striking findings of this study is the positive impact of work-integrated 

learning (WIL) on graduate employability. Students who participated in WIL programs reported 

feeling better prepared for the workforce, with 82% of WIL participants expressing greater 

confidence in their ability to apply academic knowledge in real-world settings. Employers, too, 

recognized the value of WIL, with 70% agreeing that these programs significantly enhance 

employability by equipping graduates with practical skills and industry experience. 

These findings align with a growing body of literature that supports the value of WIL in 

preparing students for the workforce 15. The literature suggests that WIL programs provide 

students with a unique opportunity to gain firsthand experience in their chosen fields, develop 

industry-specific competencies, and build professional networks that enhance their career 

prospects. WIL programs also offer students a deeper understanding of the complexities and 

expectations of the labor market, helping them transition more seamlessly from education to 

employment. 

However, the study also highlighted challenges in the implementation of WIL programs. 

While WIL is recognized as valuable, employers and students both pointed to inconsistencies in 

the quality and accessibility of these programs across different institutions. This finding echoes the 

concerns raised by Aprile et al. 16, who argued that the effectiveness of WIL programs is often 

contingent on the resources and partnerships available to universities. Ensuring that WIL 

programs are accessible, well-structured, and integrated into the core curriculum should be a 

priority for higher education institutions seeking to improve graduate employability. 

 

Implications for Curriculum Development and University-Employer Collaboration 

The results of this study have several important implications for curriculum development in 

higher education. First, universities must integrate practical, real-world learning experiences into 

 
14 Juhász  Horváth-Csikós, G., & Gáspár, T., “Gap Analysis of Future Employee and Employer on Soft Skills.” 
15 Janet van Niekerk, Andriette Bekker, and Mohammad Arashi, “Matrix-Variate Beta Generator - Developments 

and Application,” Journal of the Iranian Statistical Society 20, no. 1 (2021): 289–306, 
http://dx.doi.org/10.52547/jirss.20.1.289; Jackson  & Cook, E. J., “Benefits of Work-Integrated Learning for 
Students.” 

16 Aprile  Sladen, I., & Stellar, J., “Benefits of Work-Integrated Learning for Educational Institutions.” 
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academic programs to ensure that students are better equipped to meet employer expectations. 

This could involve expanding opportunities for WIL, internships, and industry partnerships, which 

would allow students to gain hands-on experience and develop the skills necessary to succeed in 

the workforce. Additionally, curricula should place greater emphasis on soft skills, such as 

communication, problem-solving, and emotional intelligence, which are increasingly prioritized by 

employers. 

Furthermore, there is a need for stronger collaboration between universities and industries 

to ensure that curricula are aligned with the evolving demands of the labor market. Employers 

should be involved in curriculum design and assessment processes to ensure that the skills they 

require are effectively incorporated into academic programs. Establishing ongoing dialogue 

between academia and industry would facilitate the creation of more relevant, adaptive, and future-

focused curricula. 

 

Limitations and Areas for Future Research 

While this study provides valuable insights into the relationship between higher education 

curricula and graduate employability, there are several limitations that must be addressed in future 

research. First, the study focused on a specific sample of students and employers in particular 

industries, which may not fully represent the diversity of the labor market or the experiences of 

students in other sectors. Future research should consider a broader range of disciplines and 

industries to gain a more comprehensive understanding of employability challenges. 

Additionally, the cross-sectional nature of this study limits its ability to capture long-term 

trends in graduate employability. Longitudinal studies that track the career trajectories of graduates 

over time would provide more in-depth insights into the factors that contribute to sustained career 

success. 

The findings of this study underscore the critical role of higher education in shaping graduate 

employability. The disconnect between student self-assessments and employer expectations 

highlights the need for curriculum reforms that integrate practical skills, soft skills, and work-

integrated learning opportunities. By strengthening university-industry collaborations and ensuring 

that curricula are responsive to the changing needs of the labor market, universities can better 

prepare graduates for the challenges of the modern workforce. 

 

Conclusion 

The findings of this study underscore the complexity of the relationship between higher 

education curricula and graduate employability. While the prevailing narrative often criticizes 

universities for inadequately preparing graduates for the workforce, this research demonstrates 

that the issue is multifaceted, involving a range of factors such as industry-specific demands, 

technological advancements, and shifting labor market dynamics. The study highlights that while 

current curricula excel in fostering critical thinking and theoretical knowledge, they fall short in 

preparing students with the practical skills and interdisciplinary approaches that are essential for 

success in the modern job market. 
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The results of this study emphasize the critical need for curricular reform to better align 

academic training with employer expectations. Specifically, the integration of work-integrated 

learning (WIL), internships, and soft skills training is essential for bridging the gap between theory 

and practice. Furthermore, the study demonstrates that while a ‘work-readiness’ agenda in higher 

education is valuable, it must be framed within a broader educational vision that emphasizes 

lifelong learning, adaptability, and innovation. Graduates must be equipped not only with job-

specific skills but also with the ability to navigate an unpredictable and rapidly changing global 

workforce. 

The implications of these findings are far-reaching for both educational practice and policy. 

Universities must adapt to the evolving demands of the labor market by strengthening 

collaboration with employers to ensure curricula are responsive to industry needs. Practical 

recommendations include expanding WIL programs, enhancing the integration of soft skills 

training, and fostering interdisciplinary learning opportunities. These efforts will enable 

universities to produce graduates who are not only job-ready but also resilient and adaptable in the 

face of future challenges. 

Future research should explore the long-term impact of these curriculum reforms on 

graduate employment outcomes, particularly through longitudinal studies that track graduates over 

time. Further investigations into the effectiveness of different types of WIL programs, as well as 

their scalability across diverse institutions and disciplines, are also warranted. Moreover, research 

could examine the role of digital literacy and the evolving nature of skills demanded by employers 

in emerging industries, which were not fully addressed in this study. 

Addressing graduate employability requires a holistic approach that integrates theoretical 

learning with practical, real-world experiences. By rethinking curriculum design, fostering stronger 

university-employer partnerships, and preparing graduates for lifelong learning, higher education 

institutions can enhance the employability and adaptability of their students, ensuring they are 

equipped to thrive in an increasingly complex and competitive job market. 
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