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Abstract 
This paper investigates barriers affecting the university students’ employability.  The crucial one is the 
lack of or ineffective work integrated learning (WIL).  It is vital to note that student exposure to real life 
at the workplace enhances their learning and increases their employability.  It enables them to bridge 
a gap between theory and practice.  The study aims to identify and assess barriers to university 
students’ employability in order to propose effective initiatives that will enhance students’ work-
readiness and employability.  The question at the heart of this research is:  How and to what extent 
employability barriers affect students?  Researchers have written some work on student employability 
and WIL.  However, identifying barriers to employability needs further investigation.  This paper 
contributes to the debate of student employability and WIL implementation. The constructivist research 
paradigm underpins the study leading to qualitative route.  Vocational development theory has been 
used to explain the phenomenon.  The evident imbalanced supply-demand equation concerning 
employability could be addressed by adequate WIL. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
There are a lot of barriers that hinder student employability. The study will identify those that are 
pertinent to the topic.  The lack of workplace knowledge and experience is critical to university 
students, lack of efficient leadership, lack of work-readiness, lack of altruists and lack of 
proactiveness.  It is vital to note that student exposure to real life at the workplace enhances their 
learning and increases their employability. It enables them to bridge a gap between theory and 
practice.  Students with no experience of organisational knowledge fail to contextualise what they 
learn from school.  Consequently, they tend to suffer from entry shock when they discover that 
organisational life is different from what they expected.  Hence, students who underwent work 
integrated learning (WIL) are more preferable to employers than their counterparts because they 
minimise unnecessary recruitment and training costs.  The study aims to assess barriers that hinder 
students’ employability.  The paper intends to address how and to what extent employability barriers 
affect students.  Researchers have written some work on student employability and WIL. However, 
identifying barriers to employability needs further investigation.  This paper contributes to the debate of 
student employability and WIL implementation. The study is qualitative in nature.  Vocational 
development theory explains the phenomenon. 

2 CONSTRUCTIVIST RESEARCH PARADIGM 
The philosophy underpinning the study is a constructivist research paradigm.  The ontological position 
of constructivists is that there is no single truth or reality and the reality needs to be interpreted.  
Moreover, constructivists perceive the reality as a human construct, which is subjective [5] & [6].  In 
addition, it places the researcher within the research context [5].  It further allows the researcher to 
bring his/her personal values into the study [6].  Thus, constructivists use qualitative approach to 
discover the multiple realities. In trying to find out more about the barriers to Language Practice 
graduates’ employability, I have used action research as both the research design and instrument.  I 
did that based on my experience as a work integrated learning (WIL) coordinator at Language Practice 
Programme at Durban University of Technology.  I have chosen the qualitative route in order to 
develop theory and to bring about change at the programme under study. 

3 RESULTS 
In order to address the aim and research question, various barriers to employability have been 
identified and explained in detail including the lack desirable skills, work experience, finance, lack of 

Proceedings of EDULEARN17 Conference 
3rd-5th July 2017, Barcelona, Spain

ISBN: 978-84-697-3777-4
4392



flexibility, low and unpaid placements, lack of connections, university and employer location, lack of 
exposure, inadequate university career fairs, etc.  The study proposed various initiatives to address 
these barriers to graduate employability in order to enhance students’ work-readiness and 
employability.  The initiatives include various skills employers require; entrepreneurship and business 
simulation and exposing students to professionals in the field of study.  The built-in workplace 
exposure is crucial.  It would be necessary to offer programmes or short courses accredited 
professional bodies. Improved communication between institutions and employers needs to be 
ensured.  Universities need to create a central database of employers.  Employers may need to 
minimise students fears on various issues concerning placement.  All programmes at DUT particularly 
Language Practice would need to implement adequate WIL in order to address imbalanced supply-
demand equation concerning employability.  

4 DISCUSSION 
Employability is not about securing a job. It is a set of achievements-skills, personal attributes and 
understanding-that makes graduates stand a good chance to attain employment and succeed in their 
chosen career that benefits them, the workforce, the community and the economy [4] & [10].  In 
addition, employability places greater emphasis on ability and less on employment. The focus is on 
developing fundamental critical skills, reflective abilities with the intention of empowering, developing 
and enhancing students’ employability [2]. 

Various barriers exist that prevent graduates from getting jobs.  The most prevalent barrier is that 
some graduates have insufficient of or no work experience [1]. on one hand, employers are unable to 
meet the demand of all institutions when they request studen placement opportunities.  On the other 
hand, Institutions cannot assist all students to get placement, as this is a time-consuming exercise.   

It must be noted that employers sometimes do not appreciate abilities, skills and aptitudes graduates 
offer because of their past experiences and media caricatures [8]. Employers assume that graduates 
would have technical and discipline competences.  Over and above, employers need students to have 
broader skills and attributes such as communication, teamwork, leadership, problem solving, conflict 
management, critical thinking, managerial skills, etc. This is confirmed by the Vocational development 
theory as it maintains that students’ talent could be matched with their job traits [3]. However, a 
traditional lecture-based curriculum might not entrench these skills.  Real world, simulated and 
experiential learning [9] could instil these skills.  Hence, it is fundamental to develop confidence, self-
esteem and student aspirations.  Furthermore, it is critical to educate students about critical analysis, 
personal values and employee rights when preparing them for the workplace.  It is worth noting that 
exposure may remove those preconceived assumptions.  An institution could invite employers in and 
allow its best students out to craft and disseminate a positive image. 

Corporate human resource systems create barriers for applicants in various ways by requiring lengthy 
experience or failure to take into consideration certain group of candidates such as previously 
disadvantaged students or students with disabilities. [1]. Therefore, institutions would need to work 
directly with employers in order to tackle these issues.  

The supply-demand equation seems not to balance because the supply outweighs the demand.  
There is an oversupply [1] of language practitioners; while the number of employers is low.  
Consequently, students end up undertaking the Postgraduate Certificate in Education (PGCE) in order 
to switch to teaching.  Some employers are not aware of this specific course offered by because they 
employ language teachers or anyone who has done relevant languages they require.   

Research has demonstrated that adequate work placement increases employability and has a wide 
range of benefits to all stakeholders.  It is also the most crucial recruitment factor.  However, lack of 
work integrated learning (WIL) is another barrier for Language Practice students as they do not have 
formal work integrated learning.  WIL provides a route into employment as students tend to be 
recruited by their internship/placement organisations [1]. The students are expected to go for WIL on 
Wednesdays with no supervision.  As a result, most students do not bother looking for any placement 
since it is not compulsory.  They focus on their assessments as they have too many subjects.   

It is a standard practice that during placement, both employers and institutions should provide mentors 
and supervisors, respectively.  Mentors on the employers’ side provide induction and orientation to 
students.  Whereas, universities need to send supervisors who will monitor and assess students [7] 
during their placement.  Most programmes at Durban University of Technology adhere to this.  
However, Language Practice does not as there is no formal WIL.   
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Moreover, the location of the employer can be a barrier, which could prevent students from going for 
WIL or internship. Similarly, institutions in rural areas or less populated areas grapple with getting 
placements for their students because employers are few [9].  It is difficult for students to travel long 
distances for work placement due to financial constraints and the time factor.   

There is lack of consistency across organisations because employers allow managers to use their 
discretion as far as placement is concerned.  Some organisations have higher employee turnover.  
Thus, the change of a manager means the change of student placement policy [4].  Some institutions 
properly coordinate placements by using experienced staff members; as a result, they have successful 
WIL and higher rate of graduate employment [2].  However, other institutions have less successful 
WIL and low graduate employment because lecturers who are academics with packed teaching 
workloads [10] coordinate their WIL.  In some programmes, WIL co-ordination is given to junior or new 
staff members, as it is perceived as a burden.  Such programmes view WIL as something that has 
adverse effects on their teaching.  Those programmes hinder the effectiveness of WIL.   

Other employability barriers include unpaid or low paid work placement, social mobility, lack of 
flexibility, finance and perceived relevance. Low paid or unpaid placement or internship is another 
barrier to employability because students cannot be able to commute to their placements and maintain 
the dress code.  Flexibility in terms of experience is vital to students accessing employability 
opportunities and ability to network [7].  Although it has been noticed that some students do not 
possess networking skills.  Students from disadvantage background are less successful to access 
employability.  Similarly, some students do not value work placement or internship if it does not relate 
to their profession.    

It is worth noting that in order to address employability issues, students need to develop effective 
interpersonal communication and networking skills to enhance their employability.  They have to 
develop all other skills including literacy, numeracy and ICT skills as employers envisage [2]. In 
addition, problem-based learning or inquiry has a potential to address employability if it could be 
structured in such a way that it could include communication, project management, critical thinking, 
leadership, teamwork and problem solving skills that employers seek from graduates [10].  The most 
and important manner is to identify and address gaps in skills to help students get jobs.  It is 
fundamental to get feedback from former and current students through national student survey, 
subject evaluation questionnaires, lecturer evaluation questionnaires, etc. Former students can 
provide essential employability related tips [1]. It would also be necessary to coach students on 
building confidence, issues of etiquettes, appropriate dress code, attitudes, behaviour and speech [7].  
Similarly, a mentor may be required who can model or educate students on the issues of how to be 
presentable.  As a result, time must be set aside to talk about these issues.  Therefore, these skills 
should be embedded as part of module outcomes and be assessed.   

University programmes need to include a built-in exposure to workplace and attainment of work 
experience which involves work placements such as site visits, internships, professional mentoring 
and sandwich courses.  Another crucial step is entrepreneurship initiative where students would 
simulate businesses or run real businesses [4]. Furthermore, lecturers could expose students to 
professionals in the of study by [7]: inviting visiting lecturers and speakers from industry; inviting 
professionals, they meet at conferences and get involved in their events and offer programmes [2] and 
courses that are accredited by professional bodies.  Therefore, programmes should ensure that 
students see the connection between the course and employability activities as the Vocational 
Development Theory explains.  This will make students to be confident in their curriculum vitae.   

It is crucial to ensure improved communication between institutions and employers.  Institutions would 
need to inform employers about what they have to offer concerning students’ knowledge and skills [1].  
Additionally, universities need to engage employers in skills training and course consultations.  
Institutions would need to create an accessible central database of employers who offer work 
placements and their field [2].  Employers could state the number of placements they have per annum.  
Most importantly, potential employers would need to allay student fears by addressing the issues of 
low pay, poor conditions and making students run errands.   

4.1 Frank Parson’s Vocational Development Theory 
Parson developed a theory of matching careers to personality, skills and talents.  Parson believed that 
happens when students: 

− Understand their characteristics including interests, abilities and aptitudes; 
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− Have a clear knowledge of the labour market and jobs; and 
− Have objective judgment of the relationship between traits and the labour market [3]. 

The theory believes that students’ talents and job traits could be matched.  It further suggests that 
adequate matches would lead to securing employment, job success and satisfaction.  People perform 
better when they work in jobs that match their abilities.   
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