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Abstract 

  

Graduate standards and employability have been a significant issue in Cambodia over 

the past decades. An extensive review of the literature indicated that Cambodia has 

enjoyed high levels of enrolment in HE; however, there is also an accompanied high 

level of graduate unemployment. Though the exact official unemployment rate 

among new graduates is hard to track, at least 30 percent were unemployed in 2010.  

The purpose of the study is to investigate the challenges faced by university graduates 

when preparing for their employment after graduation in Cambodia to better 

understand the context of the problem and ways to address it. To this end, the study 

looked for an international model and examined perspectives of university executives 

at an Australian university with regards to the issue of graduate employability and its 

solutions.  

A qualitative research methodology was employed. The study used interviews as the 

means of data collection. The interviews were based on issues identified in the 

literature review as key areas around which universities structure implementation of 

graduate employability policies.  

The findings of the study showed that the challenges and issues of graduate 

employability in Australia are the consequence of imbalanced perspectives between 

relevant stakeholders on the issues concerning integrating work experience, 

identifying and teaching relevant skills and graduate attributes, course currency, and 

teaching workload.  

 

 

 2 



Declaration 

This research thesis, to the best of my knowledge and belief, is original except where 

due acknowledgement has been made. This work has not been submitted previously, 

in whole or in part for the purpose of another academic reward. The content of this 

thesis is the result of work which has been carried out since the official 

commencement date of approved research program; and, any editorial work paid or 

unpaid, carried out by a third party is acknowledged, and ethics procedures and 

guidelines have been followed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 3 



Acknowledgements 
This success would not have been achieved without the sincere help, support and 

encouragement of many people. Some of them deserve special mention. 

First of foremost, I would like to express my profound gratitude to the Department of 

HE in Cambodia for their effort in initiating HE Quality and Capacity Improvement 

Project known as HEQCIP. This has opened a wide door of opportunity for me to 

improve my academic and professional experience in the field of Education.  

I am also very grateful to my supervisors, Professor Peter Kell, Dr. Ania Lian, and 

Professor Koo Yew Lie. This work is a long journey which I could not sustain 

without your unwavering faith. Your guidance, assistance, wisdom, humour and 

patience were appreciated and important to get me through this research. You will 

continue to inspire me in all my future endeavors. 

I also would like to extend my sincere thanks to Professor Sue Shore, Director of 

International Graduate Centre of Education, for her support in all the steps of my 

research from the beginning. 

I am also very grateful to my parents who make sure everything was alright back 

home. This has provided me emotional support from the beginning of the study. 

I wish to thank my parents-in-law for the great care and support they gave to my 

toddler son back in Phnom Penh. Without them, this study would not have been 

possible. 

I cannot thank enough to my wife for her support. Without her, my everyday 

activities, including cooking, earning extra money would have been a big hindrance 

for this study to be completed. 

I would like to also thank everybody who has helped me with everything, including 

accommodation, many lifts home, and dinner invitations. Those have been a big part 

of the success of this study. 

 

 

 4 



Table of Contents 

Abstract ................................................................................................................ 2 

Declaration ........................................................................................................... 3 

Acknowledgements .............................................................................................. 4 

Table of Contents ................................................................................................. 5 

Field of Research Code .......................................................................................... 7 

Abbreviations ....................................................................................................... 7 

1. Chapter 1: Introduction ................................................................................. 8 

1.1 Motivation for the study ................................................................................................ 8 

1.2 Problem statement ....................................................................................................... 11 

1.3 Research questions ...................................................................................................... 12 

1.4 Significance of the study ............................................................................................. 12 

1.5 Outline of the thesis .................................................................................................... 13 

2. Chapter 2: Review on HE and Graduate Employability: Global Perspectives . 15 

2.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................. 15 

2.2 Globalisation and HE: Issues on graduate employability ........................................... 16 

2.3 Graduate employability issues: Global perspectives ................................................... 17 

2.4 Who is responsible for the employability of graduates in the 21st context? ................ 23 

2.4.1 Graduate employability issues: HE factors ........................................................... 24 

2.4.2 Graduate employability issues: Student factors ..................................................... 25 

2.4.3 Graduate employability issues: Labour market and economic factors.................. 27 

2.5 Global trends in Quality Assurance ............................................................................ 30 

2.5.1 History and evolution of Quality Assurance .......................................................... 31 

2.5.2 Relevance of Quality Assurance to HE and employability .................................... 31 

2.6 Graduate employability in Australia: Issues and management ................................... 34 

2.6.1 Financing HE institutions ...................................................................................... 35 

2.6.2 Quality assurance and accreditation in Australia ................................................. 36 

2.6.3 Graduate attributes and employability skills in Australia ..................................... 38 

2.6.4 Challenges in Australian Higher Education .......................................................... 42 

2.7 HE and employability in Cambodia ............................................................................ 42 

2.7.1 Background of HE in Cambodia ............................................................................ 43 

2.7.2 Commercialization of HE ...................................................................................... 45 

 5 



2.7.3 Fragility of quality assurance in Cambodian HE .................................................. 47 

2.7.4 Employment in Cambodia: Skills shortages and mismatches ................................ 51 

2.7.5 Cambodian job market analysis ............................................................................. 52 

2.7.6 Graduate employability: Concerns in Cambodian Higher Education .................. 57 

2.8 Conceptual framework and rationale of the Study ...................................................... 58 

2.8.1 Conceptual framework ........................................................................................... 58 

2.9 Rationale of the study.................................................................................................. 59 

3. Chapter 3: Research Methodology ............................................................... 61 

3.1 Research design ........................................................................................................... 61 

3.2 Data Collection ........................................................................................................... 65 

3.2.1 Interviews ............................................................................................................... 65 

3.2.2 Site ......................................................................................................................... 66 

3.2.3 Participants ............................................................................................................ 67 

3.3 Data analysis ............................................................................................................... 68 

3.4 Limitations of the study .............................................................................................. 69 

4. Chapter 4: Divergent perspectives among stakeholders on graduate 

employability: perspectives of university executives ........................................... 71 

4.1 Roles of university and university executives in Graduate Employability ................. 71 

4.2 Issues of graduate employability in Australia: Perceptions of university executives . 76 

4.2.1 Integrating work experience .................................................................................. 78 

4.2.2 Identifying and teaching relevant skills and attributes .......................................... 80 

4.2.3 University perspectives .......................................................................................... 81 

4.2.4 Employer perspectives ........................................................................................... 82 

4.2.5 Student perspectives ............................................................................................... 83 

4.2.6 Course currency ..................................................................................................... 84 

4.2.7 Teaching workload ................................................................................................. 85 

4.3 Conclusion .................................................................................................................. 86 

5. Chapter 5: Discussions, implications, and future research ............................ 87 

5.1 Study overview ........................................................................................................... 87 

5.2 Discussions of the results ............................................................................................ 89 

5.3 Implications ................................................................................................................. 97 

5.4 Conclusion and recommendations for further research ............................................... 99 

6. Bibliography .............................................................................................. 101 

7. APPENDIXES .............................................................................................. 120 

 6 



 

Field of Research Code 

130103: HE in Educational Systems 

Abbreviations 

ACC   Accreditation Committee of Cambodia 

AEC    ASEAN Economic Community 

ASEAN   Association of Southeast Asian Nations 

AUQA   Australian Universities Quality Agency 

CoBI   Confederation of British Industry 

GA     Graduate Attributes 

HE   Higher Education 

HEIs    Higher Education Institutions 

ILO   International Labour Organisation 

MoEYS  Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport 

OECD   Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

QA    Quality Assurance 

RCG   Royal Cambodian Government 

TEQSA  Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency 

TQM   Total Quality Management 

WIL     Work Integrated Leaning 

 

 

 7 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organisation_for_Economic_Co-operation_and_Development


1. Chapter 1: Introduction 

This chapter provides a brief background of the present study. It makes reference to 

the historical, economic and political tensions which have shaped Cambodian social 

context and the educational landscape as a result. The chapter identifies the problem 

that the study set out to address, research questions and the terms in which the 

significance of the study is explored and evaluated.  It also provides a short 

description of each chapter to illustrate  

1.1 Motivation for the study 

This study is situated in the context of Cambodian Higher Education (HE) and, 

specifically, in the kinds of developments that regulate its current university graduate 

attribute and employability. In other words, it examines the kinds of tensions which 

emerge from (a) the more recent attempts of Cambodia to internationalise its 

economy, (b) the challenges which this transition presents to the students, and (c) the 

HE sector which is being criticized as under-resourced, and lacking in skills and 

knowledge necessary to prepare students for the 21st century challenges. Next it 

looks at how those tensions influence graduate employability among university 

students in Cambodia.  

It is almost a cliché to say that the world is changing at an unprecedented rate. Over 

the past decades, it has become a challenge for people to depend on lifetime 

employment with the same organisation. Shifting jobs and workplaces has now 

become so common among employees. Hence requiring skills and capacities, which 

are termed by Forrier and Sels (2003) as lifetime employability, go beyond the old-

fashioned requirements of studying the content of the disciplines. 

Since the study covers the concept of graduate employability, it is important to define 
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the term well, so that the scope of the research can be narrowed down to a feasible 

manner. The topic of graduate employability has been a controversial issue as it 

reflects on the quality of HE.  Many researchers have looked into the notion of 

graduate employability from different angles and came up with various definitions. In 

fact, over the past decades, the notion of employability has been seen to be 

continuously shifting over time (Brown, Hesketh, & Williams, 2002). In the past, 

employability was seen in terms of bureaucratic career structures (Forrier & Sels, 

2003). Only white-collar workers were able to have a stable career progression. Since 

large corporations underwent rapid restructuring, lifelong employees became 

incompatible with the needs for flexibility. As a result, many corporations looked for 

employees who were categorized as “surplus” employees (Sennett, 1998). In order 

words, they looked for people who were employable both internals (in their current 

position) and externals in the labour market (Sennett, 1998). Contemporary concepts 

of employability are not far different from the past. According to Hillage and Pollard 

(1998, p. 1) employability is the potential of a student obtaining a first job, 

maintaining it and seeking a new one if needed. Harvey (1999: 4), adding to this, 

describes employability as the strong intention of university graduates to express their 

attributes which are considered necessary by the employers. Employability by Forrier 

and Sel (2003) is the ability to be employable both internally and externally.  

In Cambodia, the issue of graduate employability is important because despite high 

levels of enrolment in HE, there is also an accompanied high level of graduate 

unemployment. Ford (2006) shows that, though the exact official unemployment rate 

among new graduates is hard to track, at least 30 percent are unemployed. Among 

those, 90 percent are graduates from local private HE institutions (HEIs). 

Through centralized government control, insufficient financial support, especially the 
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fundamental one namely lecturers’ salary (US$75 per month), public HEIs are 

perceived as handicapped (Ford, 2006). Ford described public HE as still being at a 

formative stage. Being poorly paid, many academic staff from public universities are 

seen to teach at multiple universities (Vann, 2012). This has resulted in the students’ 

sense of dissatisfaction in the quality of university teaching.  

Therefore, the issue of the pathways which the Cambodian government creates to 

assure the quality of the HE programs is of high relevance. In 2003, through World 

Bank support, the Cambodian government established an assessment program known 

as Accreditation Committee of Cambodia (ACC). It was designed to restore in place 

the quality of HEIs after a period of the uncontrolled growth of private HEIs (Vann, 

2012). However, according to Ford, this program was not well implemented through 

centralized control of the government (Ford, 2006). Ford further asserts that despite 

the first few positive steps of the ACC program, which helped to clearly define the 

definition of university and institute, ACC has not been involved much in the 

assessment practice. This, according to Ford, is due to the management being not an 

independent body. After the establishment of the program, ACC was brought under 

the control of the Council of Ministers. Some of the ACC staff were political 

appointments and they lacked of expertise in running the program (Vann, 2012). 

Also, they are not qualified to run the program. To respond to the malfunction of the 

quality assurance program, there are a number of negative criticisms as quality of HE 

in Cambodia is at the crossroads not knowing where to go (Chen, Sok, & Sok, 2007). 

The prime minister of Cambodia, Hun Sen, also expressed negative reaction, during a 

graduation ceremony, toward HE in Cambodia (Kohsontepheap, 2009). He stressed 

that the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport (MoEYS) must prioritize and address 

the issues of quality of HE. 
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The problem of quality assurance, like many other problems in Cambodia, finds its 

origins in the fact that Cambodia is a country which still lacks in resources and the 

infrastructure. As a result, Cambodia needs to look for examples from overseas. 

While many countries also learn from external examples, Cambodia does not have the 

sufficient infrastructure, or indeed the funds, to develop and implement the required 

policy processes in order to offer and maintain internationally competitive programs. 

1.2 Problem statement 

With poorly functioning public universities, ineffective quality control programs, and 

rapid growth of local private HEIs, what does the graduate employability prospect 

hold for HE graduates in Cambodia?  

Although there is an extensive body of literature around the issue of graduate 

employability and its relevance in most parts of the world, little research on this area 

has been conducted in Cambodia. This research study is of great importance in filling 

this gap. 

The research problem as mentioned above was drawn from a broad review of relevant 

literature on the issue of graduate employability around the world, especially 

Australia and Cambodia, combined. Perspectives from the key stakeholders were 

explored and included academics and employers in Australia.  

This study sought to document and analyse the issues, structures and processes of 

policy implementation around graduate employability and employability skills in 

Australia. Drawing from this study, there are potential implications that are applicable 

to the Cambodian context in order to improve the transition from HE to employment. 

The aim of the study is to focus on HE graduates and the challenges they face when 

 11 



planning their professional careers.  

To this end, the study will seek to: 

(1) Examine similarities and differences in the process of policy development and 

implementation with regard to graduate employability skills in Cambodia and 

Australia; 

(2) Identify issues which, if addressed by the Cambodian HE sector, can assist in 

reducing a great deal of anxiety when it comes to graduates looking for, or 

developing their own, job opportunities. 

1.3 Research questions 

1. How do the policy-makers and universities in Australia ensure employability of 

university graduates?  

2. What are the key challenges that the Australian HE needs to address in order to 

ensure employability of its graduates? 

3. How are the similar challenges addressed and resolved in Cambodia? 

4. On the basis of the analysis conducted to contrast Australian and Cambodian 

experiences in supporting graduate employability, what emerges as the key 

challenges that university graduates in Cambodia are currently facing when 

planning their professional careers? 

1.4  Significance of the study 

The study was conducted to provide some insights and contributions to Cambodian 

HE. Little attention has been paid on the issue of graduate employability in 

Cambodia. There is only a limited amount of literature in this area. This study is, 

therefore, aimed at bringing this issue back to the attention of policy makers and 
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university leaders.  

By understanding the perspectives of the university executives in an Australian 

university on graduate employability in both its policies and implementation, the 

researcher was able to suggest some effective and feasible policies of graduate 

employability for beneficial use in the context of HE in Cambodia.  

The argument behind the interviews of different stakeholders in Australia was 

because Australia is now in the process of learning to adjust its Quality Assurance 

processes to the new demands for a diversified and standardised HE. The interviews, 

therefore, aimed to provide some insights regarding the ways in which Australian 

academic address these demands. Data analysis was to reflect the challenges and the 

strategies from which the Cambodian system would learn and adapt from the 

Australia system. 

The results and findings gained from the study have identified the challenges that 

students in HE in Cambodia are currently facing when planning their professional 

careers. This study has also suggested some suitable initiatives to tackle the issues of 

graduate employability in Cambodia. 

1.5 Outline of the thesis 

This thesis consists of five chapters. The first chapter has an overview of the study by 

highlighting the issues of graduate employability in different contexts. Chapter two of 

the study focuses on the literature concerning HE and graduate employability on a 

global perspective. It was developed to frame the study. Chapter three describes the 

research methodology of the interviews conducted with Australian university 

executives. This includes the methods for data collection and its organization. 

Chapter four illustrates the challenges that Australian universities experience when 
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addressing the issue of graduate employability, strategies they created for addressing 

these challenges and any tensions that these strategies may be generating. The 

interviews showed that Australian participants think of employability largely as a 

pedagogic and a teaching workload issue. The interviews are structured in relation to 

questions that interrogate the ways in which the participants framed the social, 

political, financial, and historical and cultural factors which they consider when 

designing and implementing graduate employability policies. Chapter five illustrates 

the discussion of the findings which indicates that HE providers should prepare 

students to be “global and local-ready”.  
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2. Chapter 2: Review on HE and Graduate Employability: Global 

Perspectives 

2.1  Introduction 

This chapter begins with the review of the literature from the global perspective to 

discuss the influence of globalisation especially on HE and graduates’ employability. 

The chapter continues to discuss the emerging issues of graduate employability 

through discourses in HE, graduate labour market, and other relevant sectors. The 

chapter also highlights the factors contributing to the problem of graduate 

employability through arguments from different researchers. The literature helps to 

frame the issues of graduate employability around several areas including social, 

political, resources and finance, and stakeholders.  

This chapter also discusses the challenges of graduate employability in Australia and 

the strategies which Australian universities create in order to (a) adjust their offerings 

to the local and global needs; (b) embed their programs within the needs of the local 

and global markets; and (c) increase flexibility of their offerings, including the mode 

of delivery, in order to account for the changing demographics of their student 

population. After framing the study through literature review, the chapter concludes 

by discussing the conceptual framework and rationale of the study.  

The extensive review of the literature argued that graduate employability is a 

complex issue and that it needs to be addressed in consideration of diverse factors 

that shape current education and work policies. It involves many stakeholders, 

including global and local governments, employers, industry, students, academic 

associations, professional accrediting bodies, and quality assurance body, and whose 

common goals are not shared or well-communicated (Lie, Pang & Mansur, 2008). 
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2.2 Globalisation and HE: Issues on graduate employability  

The past two decades saw an era of complicated connections between economy, 

culture and politics (Rizvi & Lingard, 2000). Appadurai (1996) termed this 

phenomenon globalization. The emergence of globalization has brought about radical 

impact not only on the way people live but it has also influenced various other 

aspects, including decision making and authority of the state (Scott, 2000). Lian 

(2004) sees the globalization as a world where there is unprecedented rate of change, 

to a large degree as a consequence of the radical growth of technology. Fazal, Rizvi 

and Lingard (2000) described globalization as a powerful tool that has dramatically 

changed the way people live. They also asserted that through cross-national exchange 

of information, like never before, people have been more capable of connection 

despite long distances (Rizvi & Lingard, 2000).  

Globalization has enabled people to learn about different parts of the world, even the 

remotest ones, through mass media. It has created a “new” experience and also 

opportunities for people to improve their lifestyles and career choices. Though the 

rhetoric of globalisation may be perceived as advantageous for us all, there have been 

concerns that the benefits may not be evenly shared. There are a number of major 

concerns found in the literature with regards to the influences of globalisation. First, 

there is a fear of economic globalisation. The influence of globalisation has caused 

stratified and unequal societies. Those who are able enjoy cultural goods and services 

and those are not are clearly separated. Added to the economic globalisation, cultural 

globalisation is also seen to contribute to the world’s anxiety about control (Rizvi & 

Lingard, 2000). Many fear that globalisation creates another form of colonialism in 

which cultural tastes, images, and attitudes become the same for everyone, 

everywhere. Additionally, globalisation has also led to major concerns regarding 
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“possessive individualism’ through media and technology. This encourages a new 

form of “entrepreneurial self” which maximizes individual benefits rather than 

common goods (Rizvi & Lingard, 2000). 

In relation to educational theory, globalization causes significant influence on 

practices, norms, and policies in a global rather than national scene (Rizvi & Lingard, 

2000).  In other words, it shapes educational policy text production and policy ideas 

in a way that responds to the needs of global capitalism rather than of specific 

countries or individuals (Ngo, Lingard, & Mitchell, 2006). Scott (1998, p. 122) 

pointed out “all universities are subject to the same processes of globalization – partly 

as objects, victims even, of these processes, but partly as subjects or key agents of 

globalisation”. He further adds that “globalization is inescapably bound up with the 

emergence of a knowledge society that trades in symbolic goods, worldwide brands, 

images- as-commodities and scientific know-how” (Scott, 1998, p.127). Describing 

HEIs (HEIs), Scott (2000) argued that globalisation has also been influencing 

universities in three ways. First, it affects the university because of its close 

identification with the national cultures. The second influence is the impact on 

standardization of teaching through communication and information technology. The 

third influence is the undermining of the global market on the high public expenditure 

on which universities depend (Scott, 2000). Scott (2000) suggests that there is a 

possibility for universities to reach back to their earliest memories and become the 

leading institution in the knowledge society. He says that universities still possess 

global affinities and international networks. However, these ambitious anticipations 

do not guarantee the university’s future (Scott, 2000). 

2.3 Graduate employability issues: Global perspectives 

Through the influence of globalization, the 21st century has seen a radical change in 
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the HE sector. The significant change is the increasing demand for HE. As evident in 

the study of Kell and Vogl (2012), not only the number of local students but the 

number of international students is also increasing exponentially. According to 

OECD, international students are referred to “students who have left their country of 

origin and moved to another country for the purposes of study” (OECD, 2007, p.314). 

Statistics show that the number of international students has doubled up from 600,000 

to 1.2 million between 1975 and 1990. It continued to increase intensely to 2.9 

million by 2006 (Douglas & Edelstein 2009; Ruby, 2009). 

Review of the literature suggests that this exponential increase in the demand for 

students has caused the massification of HE which then led to a number of tensions in 

graduate planning and employability. One example is increased competition in the 

labour market (Barrie, 2005, 2006; Tomlinson, 2012). Barrie and Tomlinson argued 

that education is becoming a commodity, while it does not necessarily guarantee 

future employment for university graduates (Barie, 2005, 2006; Tomlinson, 2012). 

Besides, the need for HE in the 21st century also causes challenges for relevant 

stakeholders, especially employers and the industry (Jackson, 2014a). Fraser and 

Thomas (2013) explained that due to excessive number of graduates, employers have 

become more selective in their recruitment process by emphasizing skills that are 

perceived to be beneficial to the development of their organization in a global context 

(Fraser & Thomas, 2013). Some research with regards to graduate attributes (GAs) 

suggests that many relevant stakeholders, including employers, parents, students, and 

some academics emphasize a need to create graduates who are adequately prepared 

for work (Jackson, 2014a).  

The following section discusses the emerging issues of graduate employability on a 

global, regional and local agenda. 
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Globally, the issues of graduate employability have been affecting many countries, 

ranging from developing countries concerning those in Southeast Asia to economies 

including China, European countries and the United States especially since the 2008 

world financial crisis (Li & Zhang, 2010; Pillai, et al. 2012; Bell & Blanchflower, 

2011; Tomlinson, 2012). The report by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) 

showed that global unemployment has increased from 5.7% in 2007 to 6% over a 

year course in 2008 (Mohideeen, 2009, p. 1). The increase in the unemployed 

reported by ILO was 3.5 million in 2008 and Asia has surprisingly accounted for 33% 

of this figure. In China, Li and Zhang (2010) reported that between 800 thousand to 

one million university graduates remained unemployed six months after their 

graduation in 2008 (MYCOS Institute of Research, 2009). They argued that there was 

an issue of oversupply of young graduates into the labour market, which has caused 

an increase in the total unemployment rate (Li & Zhang, 2010). In the US, youth 

unemployment was regarded as the most pressing economic and social problems 

since 2008 financial crisis (Bell & Blanchflower, 2011). Statistics in Eurostat 

indicated that the percentage of unemployment rate among youth has increased from 

11.5% in 2008 to almost double at 18.2% just within two years in 2010 (Bell & 

Blanchflower, 2011). Bell and Blanchflower (2011) further argued that being 

unemployed during early adulthood is likely to cause long lasting effects that will 

impact on labour market outcomes later in life. 

Regionally, the issue of graduate employability also affects Europe significantly. The 

unemployment rate remains unacceptably high (Mourshed & Suder, 2014). Mourshed 

and Suder (2014) explained that youth employment issue is not a new phenomenon in 

Europe and this figure has been increasing over the last 20 years. In the past five 

years, especially during the global financial crisis, the issue became more 
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pronouncing. 5.6 million adults were reportedly unemployed. Ironically, businesses 

across Europe have claimed that finding young people with the skills they need is still 

a struggle (Mourshed & Suder, 2014).  

In Asia, regardless of being the fastest growing region in the world, the concern over 

escalated unemployment rate was still inescapable, which has impacted the region 

mainly in the discourse of economic development and stability (Kell & Kell, 2014). 

Youth was reported the most affected group of people by unemployment or 

underemployment in Asia (Kell & Kell, 2014). Kell and Kell (2014) found that there 

was 15% of youth unemployment in Asia. This figure is expected to increase due to 

the fact that younger workers are likely to lose their jobs when compared to more 

experienced ones (Kell & Kell, 2014).  

These regional issues give a significant lesson for the nations in newly developed 

region such as the Association of Southeast Asian Nations to be aware of the issue of 

graduate employability. By the end of 2015, there will be an integration of ASEAN 

Economic Community (AEC) that will initiate free flow of goods, services, 

investment capital and skilled labour in the region. This integration will create both 

challenges and opportunities for the ten member States in Southeast Asia (ILO, 

2013).  

The economic success in the region is seen as significantly depended on the 

distribution of labour force and the equitable sharing of the benefits. Each member 

state has significant focus on human resources that needs to be reinforced. Lessons 

learned from the better performing countries in the region show that investments in 

developing human resource result in the highest return if they are aligned with a 

country’s economic goals (Aring, 2013). The investments will need to contribute to a 
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leveraging knowledge, skills and creativity for ASEAN’s labour force of 317 million 

women and men (Labour force estimates based on ILO, 2011b). The report indicated 

that national qualification frameworks need to be developed, implemented and linked 

with an ASEAN qualification framework.  

However, the process is said to be long and arduous owing to the different stages of 

development of the ten nations. 

Given the hugely ambitious intentions of the AEC (the free movement of 
goods, services, investments, skilled labour, and freer flow of capital), it 
is likely that full integration across all ten member States, will take 
several years. Clearly not all members will be ready to recognize the 
skills and professional qualifications of all migrant workers, from 2015. 
It is likely that this will be achieved progressively over several years. 
However, by 2015, all countries will have at least begun the journey 
(Lythe, 2013a). 

 

Based on the current educational development status of all the member states, skill 

mismatches and labour shortages have seen to be an overarching challenge for the ten 

ASEAN countries (Aring, 2015). There have been complaints from employers as 

their growth has been constrained due to missing skills and labour shortages. As 

reported by employers, there are some significant skill gaps in both technical and 

‘soft skills’ among the ten member states. The majority of the reports stress the 

importance of soft skills which includes problem solving, time management, creative 

thinking, and interpersonal communication. A poor command of English and fewer 

technical skills also cause challenges to employers (Aring, 2015). This issue reflects 

the lack of alignment between ASEAN countries’ education and training systems 

with the needs of industry, especially emerging industries that can provide higher-

quality jobs.  
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According to Aring, the issue of skill mismatches and under population of skilled 

labour will not be restricted to single nation but will extend to the overall economy of 

the region (Aring, 2015). Some of the consequences are high staff turnover, salary 

inflation and hard to fill vacancies. This then will lead to the rise of wages. 

Professionals will be seen moving to another workplace for better pay. The influence 

will also extend to employers who will have to settle with fewer or less professionals 

with poor results and low productivity. 

On a national scale, the literature suggested that different countries have different 

employability issues. In Japan there were only 68.8% of university graduates in Japan 

who had secured employment in 2011, leaving more than one third of them 

unemployed (Kell & Kell, 2014). This was reported as the lowest record level Japan 

has experienced since 1986. According to Kell and Kell (2014), graduate 

unemployment issue was closely related to the practice of tradition and culture, and 

the political environment of a country. In Japan, the tradition of being with “life time” 

employer was considered to be a foundation for career development among Japanese 

graduates. Failure to achieve this will be regarded as the cause of limited career 

opportunities and resulted in low wages later in life. This view is contradictory to the 

demand of employers. Studies showed that employers are disinclined to risk their 

growth to higher labour cost. Another cause of unemployment in Japan lies within the 

high expectation of graduates which aim at working for big corporations such as 

Sony and Toshiba rather than small to medium-sized corporations (Kell & Kell, 

2014).  

Another example of how India understands the issue of employability also reflects the 

relation of traditional/cultural practice and the socio-political atmosphere of the 

country to graduate employability. A significant issue faced by India today, is the age 
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group stratification of the population. More than half of the Indian populations are 

under the age of 25 years. It is estimated that 1 million population will be entering 

workforce every month over the next decade. India is concerned that its economy 

which only had a19% growth from 2010 to 2011 will not accommodate the massive 

demand of employment (Po & Chang, 2011).   

Most Indian employers see the problem of graduate unemployment as a result of the 

university’s inability to equip students with the skills they need for employment (Po 

& Chang, 2011). They further associated the problem with a focus on rote learning 

rather than focusing on critical thinking skills. Business executives also criticized the 

curriculum for being out of date and not sufficiently covering the real world of work. 

While Indian education experts claimed that the system is producing qualified 

graduates, the majority of them are considered by employers as unemployable (Po & 

Chang, 2011). Responding to this desperate shortage of skilled labour, some 

companies initiated a 72-day training course in order to alleviate the skill gaps (Po & 

Chang, 2011). 

2.4 Who is responsible for the employability of graduates in the 21st 

context? 

There has also been concern about who should be responsible for the employability of 

university graduates. There are divergent perspectives on the matter in the literature. 

An extensive body of literature helped form a complex argument on this issue and 

indicated that there are a number of different factors contributing to this continuously 

emerging graduate employability issues. Some researchers claimed that it is the 

university that is chiefly responsible for producing graduates with the skills needed in 

a dynamic labour market (Tomlinson, 2012; Schultz, 1961; Becker, 1962; Maclean & 
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Ordonez, 2007, p. 125). On the other hand, other researchers saw employability as a 

joint responsibility of a range of stakeholders including university, employer and 

industry, government, students, and most importantly the economy (Harvey, 1999; 

Thurow, 1975).  

2.4.1 Graduate employability issues: HE factors 

Prevailing dialogues among some groups of writers have leaned towards questions 

such as, the economic role of graduates and strategies with which HEIs can better 

prepare students to fit into the dynamic labour market. These discussions followed on 

the heels of federal policies that urged HEIs to respond to the new economic 

imperatives (Brown & Lauder, 2009).  

Tomlinson (2012) has argued that the industry today has concerns that HE is not able 

to meet the graduate labour market needs. This has led to the loose relationship 

between HE and industry (Tomlinson, 2012, p. 410). Tomlinson claimed through 

different studies that this may have been a consequence of a new variety of degrees 

which produce a more heterogeneous mix of graduates and state-driven efforts to 

increase university outputs as well as competition in global graduate labour markets 

(Tomlinson, 2012). 

Human capital theorists argue that the HE system is responsible for a more 

productive workforce and that individuals acquire professional benefits from HEIs 

(Schultz, 1961; Becker, 1962). In the Malaysian education system, Maclean and 

Ordonez (2007) argued that HE systems are required to produce graduates with 

readymade skills and ability to “use logical-abstract thinking to diagnose problems, 

research and apply knowledge, propose solutions, and design and implement those 

solutions, often as a member of a team” (p. 125). They say the role of HEIs is “to 
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cultivate the development of multi-dimensional potential of the individual, both for 

himself or herself, and for society, more specifically, education, if it is to develop this 

potential and capability, must see that the several learning needs of the individual are 

met”. They have a broader view of the role of university other than providing trained 

people for the workforce. 

2.4.2 Graduate employability issues: Student factors 

Another factor contributing to the problem of employability lies within students 

(Harvey, 1999). A survey indicated that students in the UK are “overly optimistic” 

about how skills and experience gained at university prepare them for workplace. 

More than 90 per cent of university graduates reported that they were satisfied with 

skills and experience at university (Grove, 2015). As previously stated, there has been 

5.6 million unemployed youth in the 2010s. The figure is continuously growing while 

employers reported not being able to look for graduates with the skills they need 

(Mourshed & Suder, 2014).   

Responding to the issue, Harvey suggested that in order to strengthen the 

employability among graduates in Britain, it is important for students to keep 

themselves updated with what is needed from the employers (Harvey, 1999). He said 

that employers tend to look for graduates who possess good interpersonal and 

communication skills, have teamwork, and demonstrate flexibility and adaptability in 

working environment (Harvey, 1999). This perception is not just a recent 

phenomenon. In the book “Generating Inequality”, Thurow (1975) claimed that the 

productivity of graduates relies more on the experience involved in the workplace 

rather than their education. For these reasons, the employability of HE graduates is 

not solely the result of the HE system performances alone but the linkages that HE 

has with employment and industry. 
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Grove (2015) also supported this idea by stating that “students must understand that 

they will need to adjust their skills over the years and undertake additional training or 

education if necessary.” He continued that “the role of universities has evolved to 

where its purpose is not simply to instill knowledge and information, but to teach 

students how to continuously learn on their own throughout their life” (Grove, 2015, 

p.1). 

Another study by Brooks and Everett (2008) illustrates that, though some graduates 

perceive their higher-level degree is a tool to safeguard their occupation life, many 

still seek further after-graduation professional training. Continuous training and 

lifelong learning are now perceived as compulsory to keep up with the demands from 

employers. In their sample study, Brooks and Everett (2008) found that the training 

and workshop graduates have been undertaking are work-related or work-based. This 

suggests that graduates see the higher degree level study as inadequate to prepare 

them for work (Brooks & Everett, 2008).  

Extra-curricular activities have started to become effective strategies for achieving 

what is termed positional advantage qualifications (Smetherham, 2006).  Owing to 

the dynamic state of the labour market where there is a surplus of labour, there have 

been growing concerns over the downturn in the value of formal qualification. 

Consequently, a shift in focus among graduates who do not find work has been 

towards undertaking voluntary work, travel, and unpaid internship to enhance their 

employability skills with actual employment experience in an unpaid capacity. This 

also makes them to ‘stand apart’ from other applicants and to add value to their 

existing credentials and will place them in a better competitive position. 
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2.4.3 Graduate employability issues: Labour market and economic factors 

Over the past three decades, the structures of HE and the economy have significantly 

reshaped the inter-relationship between HE and the labour market (Tomlinson, 2012). 

The key influences have come from the massification of HE and the mechanisms by 

which HE is funded. HEIs are now much more reliant on the funding from individual 

private expenditure in the form of student fees.  In the United Kingdom, for example, 

the HE system has been pressured by the government to improve the quality of 

graduates to meet the demand of the labour market. At the same time, the government 

has reduced the funding on HE while increasing the expectation on them to produce 

highly qualified graduates (DFE, 2010). This highly qualified graduate is also 

expected to keep up with the flexible, globalised post-industrialised knowledge-

driven economy (Hassard et al., 2008).  

In the past, the role of HE was perceived to be a positive platform providing 

graduates with opportunities to integrate successfully into economic life (Johnston, 

2003). Traditional HE was seen as the dominant stakeholder to facilitate and 

anticipate what the organization and individual had to offer to respond to the 

economic needs. HE also helped to contribute skilled, professional and managerial 

workers for the sustainability of the economy of that time (Johnston, 2003). This 

achievement was generally typified by a flexible and open-ended relationship 

between the knowledge produced by the universities and those skills required by the 

employers. Little (2008) claimed that the looseness of the relationship between HE 

and the labour market has in fact created more viable opportunities for graduates and 

employers. They argue that employers in more flexible economies like in the UK tend 

to be more inclined to accepting of a generic academic profile that allows more room 

for graduates with various technical and job-specific demands as well as a broader, 
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general and liberal education. 

Gradually, there has been a noticeable change in this inter-relationship between HE 

and the labour market in a way that HE becomes a supplier of higher-level graduates 

to meet with the demands of the labour market (Scott, 2005). This change has 

coincided with attempts to increase outputs from the university system (Harvey, 

2000; Brown & Lauder, 2009). 

The relationship change between HE and the economy has created a set of dilemmas 

especially in the role of HE in meeting the demand from the labour markets (Morley 

7 Aynsley, 2007). According to Naidoo and Jamieson (2005), the cause of the 

dilemma is because HEIs have been strongly influenced by both internal and external 

market forces leading to their activities becoming more attuned to the demand of the 

employers and seeing a new student as a ‘consumer’.  

Consequently, these conflicting agendas and different expectations over the purpose 

of a university education have created a number of tensions and potential issues, 

which include and are not limited to the equity and access to the labour market of all 

groups in the community. The introduction of mass HE and recently market-driven 

reforms has arguably caused profound structural inequalities which the massification 

of HE was intended to eliminate. The influence of mass HE has encouraged the 

participation and reduction of class and cultural divisions and provided experience in 

both HEIs and opportunities for participation in the labour market (Strathdee, 2011).  

The issues of graduate employability have also mapped on to wider debates regarding 

the rapidly changing nature of employment and its influences on the graduates 

(Leadbetter, 2000; Sennett, 2006; Fevre, 2007). In this new ‘knowledge-based’ 

economy, individuals are expected to be highly flexible and adapt to the changing 
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dynamic labour market. Harvey (2000) in his study (as explained in the relationship 

between HE qualification and employment, p.7), argues that with many more 

graduates and expanding numbers the once said truism that university education is ‘‘a 

passport into employment’’ is no longer the case. Harvey adds that a university 

degree should now be perceived simply as ‘first-base’ in the requirement process to 

employment. Another claim from Clarke (2008) shows that, in the era when 

employments are less likely to be attached to any particular organization, graduates 

and workers needs to continuously brush up their skills and knowledge. This means 

that individuals can no longer rely on any pre-existing skills to assure their future 

employment security nor any long-term career progression (Clarke, 2008). 

The changing nature of employment has attracted different visions towards it. On the 

optimistic side, the economy has been perceived to be ready to capture graduates with 

skills and intellectual capital (Leadbetter, 2000). It creates competition among 

graduates for creativity and abstract thinking. Today’s labour market also unlocks 

graduate employment agility which has not been possible in the traditional practices 

of the labour market. According to Becker (1993), the labour market becomes more 

open for graduates to trade using their skills at different stages of their career. Based 

on this positive view, labour market returns are promising should students be able to 

capitalise upon the true value of their skills and have flexibility in their working lives. 

On the negative side, the nature of employment is becoming more demanding and 

insecure (Sennett, 2006). Graduates who used to enjoy relatively stable and coherent 

employment in the past, have to, nowadays, consider a more short-term and 

transactional environment which puts pressure on graduate career management. 

Employment has become more uncertain which may consequently leave graduates 

unemployed or underemployed. Highly educated graduates in this dynamic economy 
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may find themselves being part of a new middle class formation which is competing 

with their cohort in a cost-driven market for skilled labour. 

From previous research, the transition from HE to labour market has become a major 

challenge among graduate and non-graduate youths when looking for well-paid jobs. 

It can be concluded that the issues around graduate employability emerged due to the 

influence of globalisation which has led to a shifting relationship between HE and the 

labour market. This shifting has significantly changed the conventional perspectives 

on graduates, the value of their qualifications and how they enter the labour market. 

Graduate employability is characterized by a set of series of challenges occurring not 

just in formal participation in HE, but extended to the coordination, management and 

regulation of graduate employment throughout the whole course of graduates’ 

working lives.  

In short, the issues of graduate employability are the tensions arising from HE in 

assuring quality management and from the labour market in graduate employability 

skills.  The following section discusses the employability-related role of relevant 

stakeholders including, but not limit to, HE systems, industry, and professional 

accrediting bodies and draws the management process of graduate employability in 

Australia. 

2.5 Global trends in Quality Assurance 

This section explores and documents the concept of Quality Assurance (QA) 

specifically in the HE sector. This elaboration comprises of two sub sections. The 

first part provides a brief overview of the history of quality assurance. The second 

part looks into how this approach of quality assurance influences HE, and most 
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specifically on graduate employability. 

2.5.1 History and evolution of Quality Assurance 

The importance of the notion quality is not a new phenomenon. Its origin can be 

traced back to as early as medieval Europe during which the craftsmanship model 

was adapted mainly in the pre-industrialized world. By the mid-1750s, quality was 

assured through product inspection practiced in Great Britain and was followed by 

industrial revolution in early 1800s (Shah, et al., 2011). 

After World War II, quality assurance was developed through what was then was 

called as Total Quality Management (TQM). TQM was founded and promoted in the 

United States but was most effective. In Japan where it was implemented most 

effectively in the revived and re-constructed manufacturing industries (Deming, 

1993). Later, TQM was practiced in the West where TQM emphasized the 

importance of the involvement of all the people in the organization in the production 

process. In other words, this model of quality assurance gives value to process over 

product (Stubbs, 1994). 

It was not until in the mid-1980s was quality assurance introduced to the education 

sector. Prior to then, education enjoyed a level of independence and academic 

autonomy with less accountability but education was still mainly established among 

elites (Lim, 2001). 

2.5.2 Relevance of Quality Assurance to HE and employability 

According to Frazer (1994), the concerns about quality in HE come from several 

different contributors. To understand this concern, it is important to take stakeholders 

into account as they are the main contributors to graduate employability. Those 

stakeholders include governments; the tax payers; employers who provide jobs to 
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graduates; students and their parents who pay up-front fees, professors and managers 

in universities (Frazer 1994).  

The importance of Quality Assurance started with the rapid increase of student 

enrolments and the pressures for a better service from public HEIs (Rath, 2010; Vann, 

2012). This resulting demand for an expansion of public funding has also led to the 

demand for a greater accountability as well as to the competition among public HEIs 

for students and resources. Second, there have been questions about how quality can 

be measured in the era of new technology development and the introduction of 

distance education (e-learning) has emerged. Lastly, globalisation has also place a 

new emphasis on quality assurance. Due to globalisation students can further their 

education anywhere in the world. This has created global interest in to quality 

assurance at the national and international level. There are some examples of 

international and regional quality assurance bodies that include Global University 

Network for Innovation (GUNI), European Network for Quality Assurance (ENQA), 

ASEAN University Network (AUN) (El-Khawas 2006; Harvey 2002; Lim 2001; 

Stella 2007). 

Since the early 1980s, Quality Assurance has become the key point in discussions 

about HE. In Europe, several factors contributing to Quality Assurance and its 

controversies were seen as the center of attention among public. Referring to the 

study by Van Vught and Westerheijden (1994), the imbalance of public expenditure 

and the increase in the number of student enrolments, fields of study, and 

departments were accountable for the public expenditure for HE have posed a lot of 

questions to the process of Quality Assurance.  

The second issue that placed Quality Assurance at risk is the retrenchment in public 
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funding in the HE sector. Last but not least, Quality Assurance was really influenced 

in the era of technology in which students were informed from different perspectives 

as to which field of study was regarded as important. In the United Kingdom (UK), 

for example, quality was given top priority in the HE in 1984 (Van Vught & 

Westerheijden 1994). The UK prioritized the strong tradition of external quality 

audits with more focus on outcomes and standards (Shah, et al., 2011).   

In Asia and the Pacific Region, issues on Quality Assurance were also seen within 

HE sector, though it might be of a different form from how Europe and the West in 

general experienced it. The first issue deals with the funding per capita reduction. In 

order words, HEIs in many Asian countries received a budget cut in their public 

funding. Therefore, in order to be sustainable, universities need to be efficient in the 

use of resources in teaching and learning (Harman, 1996; Lim, 2001). The second 

issue is the diversity of labour market demand and the rapid growth of international 

students’ mobility. This has pressured, for example, universities in Australia and New 

Zealand to pay more attention on maintaining and enhancing quality in order to 

attract a large number of fee-paying students (Harman, 1996; Lim, 2001). The third 

issue of Quality Assurance lies in the provision of education among private HEIs. In 

some countries, the presence of these institutions has facilitated the education system 

and the economy of the countries as they provide quality education. However, in 

countries, quality of education was left at their own risk, especially when there is a 

tension between profit and quality (Harman, 1996; Lim, 2001).  

Taking everything into account, the issue of graduate employability is a global issue 

and is not limited to certain countries or regions. The involvement of many important 

key stakeholders including the government, industry, employers, students and other 

external bodies, has created greater demand for quality systems. The literature 
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suggests that the understanding of the relationship between HE, labour market, and 

Quality Assurance is dynamic and the issues of graduate employability are related to 

the quality systems in HE. The following section examines the development of 

graduate employability in Australia and how they deal with those issues.      

2.6 Graduate employability in Australia: Issues and management 

The issue of graduate employability is not a recent phenomenon. In the 1996 Census 

of Population and Housing, up to 46% of graduates were regarded as “over-educated” 

in Australia (Kler, 2005) or a temporary mismatch primarily afflicting recent 

graduates with limited post-study experience (Caroll & Tani, 2013). The concept of 

over education has been used to explain the situation in which graduates were 

employed in occupations that do not require or are less likely to require higher level 

qualification (Freeman, 1976; Duncan & Hoffman, 1981). Dockery and Miller (2012) 

stated that there is a high degree of occupational and educational mismatch in 

Australia. 

In recent years, Australia has experienced a strong growth in HE sector (Gribble, 

2014). The massification of HE has also caused an expanding supply of graduates 

into the labour market (Brown, et al., 2010). It is now a point of concern whether the 

labour market in Australia can accommodate such growth in the HE sector. For 

graduates, this phenomenon is translated as an intensified competition not only 

among local university graduates, but also international graduates to enter a 

competition within crowded graduate labour market (Gribble & Blackmore, 2012). It 

can also be seen that some recent graduates secure jobs that do not require degrees (Li 

& Miller, 2013).  

This issue of graduate employability was also seen affecting international students. In 
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a hope to address skill shortages in key areas using external labour, Australia has 

acted on the policy of study-migration pathway in 1999. This has resulted in a rapid 

growth of international students especially those looking to migrate to Australia 

(Gribble & Blackmore, 2012). This trend, however, has caused concerns around the 

graduate labour market outcomes among international students even though they have 

an Australian qualification (Gribble & Blackmore, 2012).  

2.6.1 Financing HE institutions 

In the era of technological advancement, demand for skills has dramatically increased 

in order for countries or individuals to compete on an international arena (Armstrong 

& Chapman, 2011). In order to achieve this, Armstrong and Chapman added that 

most countries pursue three common goals: larger quantity with good access, higher 

quality, and constant or falling public spending. They argued that the first two are 

possible only at the expense of the third (Armstrong & Chapman, 2011).  

Recent publications showed that public HEIs have been put under financial pressures 

from reductions in funding from the federal government (Armstrong & Chapman, 

2011). Owing to reduced public funding, many public universities have now become 

more dependent on international student enrolments as a major source of revenue. 

Bourner and Millican (2011) stated that student enrolments are the major financial 

supply for university operations (Bourner & Millican, 2011). 

Another pressure confronting universities was students’ high expectation. Studies 

show that students have high expectations about their degree and how it helps them to 

achieve employment (Jackson, 2014a; Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2010; Roy 

Morgan Research, 2009).  Consequently, Australian universities have been positioned 

in competition with private providers in attracting student enrolments who are active 
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mostly in business courses (Ryan, 2010).  After two years of the introduction of 

private providers in Australia in 2006, they have attracted at least one out of ten 

tertiary students in business courses (Parker, 2010). 

2.6.2 Quality assurance and accreditation in Australia 

The growth in such competition has urged all HE providers to place significant 

attention on internationally recognized standards. Freeman says that, in order for 

public universities or private providers to be accredited, it is now a requirement since 

2009 that their courses need to meet a threshold of academic standards and meet 

specific learning outcomes (Freeman, 2010; Nicoll, 2010). Since 2009 the Tertiary 

Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) is responsible for monitoring the 

quality of Australian universities (Freeman, 2010).  

The purpose of this agency was to respond to maintain Australia’s reputation as a 

quality provider of HE and keep Australia as a country of preference in the 

international market. TEQSA has replaced the previous national body for regulation 

and quality assurance of tertiary education, known as Australian Universities Quality 

Agency (AUQA). AUQA’s tasks were primarily to audit the performance of tertiary 

education providers on the basis of fitness-for purpose. AUQA’s efficiency was 

questioned and TEQSA replaced AUQA with a broader scope and a tighter set of 

quality regulation including provider standards, qualifications standards, information 

standards, research standards, and last of all learning and teaching academic standards 

(Freeman, 2010). 

TEQSA is now obliged to regulate all providers to ensure minimum standards are met 

under the national protocols for HE providers. This is done through its principles of 

reflecting risk, implementing proportionate regulation, and regulatory necessity. In 
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order to be provider of HE, universities, university colleges and Australian campuses 

of overseas providers need to be registered under TEQSA’s remit. University and 

non-university HE providers also need to have their courses accredited and re-

accredited in order to be registered (Freeman, 2010). 

Supporters of TEQSA claimed that there are some benefits of TEQSA in improving 

the accountability of management and the quality of reporting they receive. Bruce 

Baird, in a report on international education also suggested that TEQSA is important 

for giving advice on corporate governance processes (Baird, 2013). 

TEQSA draws attention to important areas and outcomes including student retention 

and progress, financial sustainability and graduate employability and given that this is 

important for universities, this acts as the catalyst of facilitating monitoring process 

between the two (Baird, 2013). 

Though the supporters of TEQSA saw this new regulating system as a cutting-edge 

development for the international recognition of HE quality assurance (Bradley, 

2011), some criticized that there was not enough evidence and the lack of clarity in its 

roles in assuring the quality of HE in Australia, especially on how the underlying 

principle of proportionate risk was being interpreted and applied (Edward, 2011).  

There are some potential dangers in risk-based approach on governing bodies of 

universities (Baird, 2013). The first hazard is that the extensive number of 

requirements set by TEQSA will cause the imbalance between conformity to the 

requirements and stifle innovation within the university sector (Carnegie & Tuck, 

2010). The second danger is the growing costs of compliance including the expense 

of allocated personnel and the time in undertaking various audits and data collection 
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Responding to the extensive criticisms among the university sector, the federal 

government decided to implement an amendment of the policy through a 

comprehensive review of HE regulation. The government proposed to change some 

policies within TEQSA for: 

• Quality assessments of HE providers; 

• The delegation of decisions; 

• Extending periods of accreditation or registration; 

• The appointment of commissioners; 

• The roles and responsibilities of the Chief Commissioner and Chief Executive 

Officer; 

• Notifying providers of decisions; 

• The scope of ministerial directions; and 

• Ministerial approval being required for legislative instruments which 

determine fees to be charged. 

 

In summary, quality assurance in Australia is now an important element in HE 

system. Its objective is to ensure and maintain the standard of tertiary education 

providers and to allow HE in Australia to maintain its international status. This is a 

contested space that lacks support from all of its relevant stakeholders including 

unions and some universities. There are many criticisms, especially from the 

governing bodies of university about the lack of clarity of the policy and on the 

inability to substantiate the implementation of procedures on the ground. 

2.6.3 Graduate attributes and employability skills in Australia 

Graduate attributes and employability skills, within Australia HE system have 

received a considerable attention from the public over the last decade (Oliver, 2011). 

However, the use of these two terms has been confusing and the two terms are often 

interchangeable.  For example, the Department of Education, Employment and 
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Workplace Relation (DEEWR) defined them as “In the HE sector, graduate 

employability skills are generally referred to as graduate attributes” (DEEWR, 2013). 

Some international activities have intensified this focus on graduate attributes when 

quality assurance, uniformity and comparability of degrees are seen as a matter of 

priority (Hughes & Barrie, 2010). Moreover, graduate attributes was also initiated by 

the idea of vocationalism, mass education, and marketization, and the increased 

student mobility (Green, et al., 2009; Kell & Vogl, 2012). Graduate attributes have 

been regarded by many as essential assets not only in HE but it contributes to the 

economy of Australia as a whole through improved employment market demand 

(Barrie, 2004; Campbell, 2010). Barrie et al. (2009) stated that many people agreed 

on the fact that graduate attributes provide assistance to HE in informing curriculum 

design and the provision of learning experiences at a university (Barrie, 2009). There 

have been numbers of concepts from different authors to articulate the concepts of 

graduate attributes (Green, et al., 2009). Those include lifelong learning skills, 

interpersonal skills, students ‘capability to judge their own academic and professional 

performance (Boud, 2000; Barrie, 2004; Moore, 2004; Kirkpatrick & Mulligan, 

2002).  

The recently established tertiary quality regulator, TEQSA, also incorporates graduate 

attributes within their policy. In the legislation, there are two clauses that emphasize 

the importance of graduate employability. TEQSA stated that, in order for courses to 

be approved, universities are obliged to “provide for appropriate development of key 

graduate attributes in students including English language proficiency (TEQSA, 

2011, p.14)”. They further added that “The HE provider is able to demonstrate 

appropriate progression and completion rates and that students who complete the 

course of study have attained key graduate attributes including an appropriate level of 
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English language proficiency (TEQSA, 2011, p. 17)”. 

When Graduate attributes came into existence, it has had significant impacts on the 

operation and management of universities in Australia, particularly when most of the 

concepts are derived, to a large extent, by external stakeholder expectations including 

government and business (Boud, 2000; Barrow, 2004), and when it has become a 

condition set by the federal government in university public funding (Barrie, 2005).  

This trend has given rise to the debate over the traditional role of HE. Many authors 

claimed that, to keep up with this ‘knowledge society’, university teaching practices 

need to change in order to facilitate the development of capable citizens who can 

negotiate its inevitable uncertainties (Barrie, 2005).   

Responding to the ‘new’ agenda of graduate attributes, universities have developed 

policy dealing with this requirement. While, some universities having been seen 

developing the statement of graduate attributes posted on their website (Barrie, 2005), 

some other took the attempts to incorporate the concepts of graduate attributes with 

their existing curriculum through the development of ‘curriculum maps’ (Hager, 

Holland & Beckett, 2002). Some other universities even developed academic 

literacies, work integrated leaning (WIL), and peer/self-assessment learning and 

teaching strategies (Boud, 2000; Kirkpatrick & Mulligan, 2002). 

Regardless of the many initiatives, Barrie and other scholars continued to argue that 

the implementation of graduate attributes is still ‘patchy’ (Barrie, 2005, 2006; 

Chanock et al., 2004). Those scholars significantly stressed the lack of conceptual 

clarity as a key contributor to the problem. They stated that policy makers described 

graduate learning outcomes by using vague and generic terms which often caused 

confusion among people “on the ground” during implementation stage. Some 
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examples include adjectives such as ‘generic’, core’, ‘transferable’, problem solving 

skills, critical thinking skills, and decision making skills’ and so on. Barrie ironically 

put is as “put the cart before the horse” when the development of the graduate 

attributes is a rush process (Barrie, 2006). 

What are these things that universities call generic attributes? This is a more 
fundamental question than what combination of skills, attributes and knowledge 
should be included on the graduate ‘shopping list’: it is about the nature of 
things on the list, and the nature of the list itself (Barrie, 2006, p.215).   

Another issue in graduate attributes is pedagogical challenges. In fact, successful 

graduate skill development largely depends on appropriately designed assessment that 

is self-directed, reflective and authentic (Kift, 2002; Luca & Oliver, 2002). However, 

the rapid establishment of the attributes has resulted in the inability among many 

Australian academics to incorporate yet clear strategies dealing with the list of 

attributes in their disciplinary contexts (Barrie, 2005; De la Harpe, Radloff & Wyber, 

2000; Scoufis, 2000). Some scholars criticized teaching staff for how they continued 

to employ their conventional teaching strategies which revolved around an exclusive 

focus on content, teacher-centered strategies, which lead to poor graduate outcomes 

for their students (De la Harpe, Radloff & Wyber, 2000). 

Increasing student enrolments also contributes to the issue of graduate attributes, 

providing the fact that it leads to the decrease in expenditure per student, and 

ironically creates a difficult task in developing graduate attributes (AVCC, 2003). 

Some studies strongly argued that the issue of increasing enrolments has encouraged 

the practice of ‘horizontal’ strategies in degree programs (Kirkpatrick & Mulligan, 

2002, p. 87). This has been perceived as an effective tool to revolve problems arising 

from large number of students. However, this approach has left vertical structures of 

the program vulnerable, which resulted in a failure to provide students with the 
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proposed graduate attributes through their study (Kirkpatrick & Mulligan, 2002, p. 

87). Furthermore, in order to continue to attract more and sustain the remaining 

number of enrolments, some universities moderated course assessments and 

facilitated more intakes per annum (Kirkpatrick & Mulligan, 2002, p. 87). A business 

lecturer, for example, complained that ‘if you make the assessments too difficult [the 

students] will go somewhere else’ (p.87). The same study continued to argue that, by 

doing so, the courses became fewer in number and repetitive. This trend, 

consequently, poses a negative impact not only on the specific disciplinary subject, 

but largely on the graduate attributes of the students throughout their academic 

endeavor (Kirkpatrick & Mulligan, 2002, p. 87).  

2.6.4 Challenges in Australian Higher Education 

In summary, the issue of graduate employability is among other concerning issues in 

HE sector in Australia. Studies suggested that the root cause of these problems lie in 

the struggle for funding. As competition intensifies, not just within Australia but 

worldwide, and the influence of public funding reduction, many HE Institutes strive 

to receive international recognition in order to survive. This trend involves 

compliancy and accountability from tertiary education providers which has imposed 

expanding numbers of problems including, but not limited to, compromised quality, 

less room for innovation, and poor management and assessment of graduate 

attributes.  

2.7 HE and employability in Cambodia 

The problems of graduate employability in Cambodian HE and the sub sectors 

presented in this chapter are largely rooted in its turbulent history and the shift of one 

different political agenda over the last 40 years (Cuyno, 2009). Devastated by 
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genocide and several years of communism, Cambodia found itself in need of 

rebuilding its intellectual and middle class sectors at a time when more than 80 

percent of its population still lived in the rural regions of the country (Vann, 2012). 

The reports by the different national and international organisations presented in this 

chapter illustrates the gravity of the situation and the impact of recent educational 

policies on the key aspects of university management process that are responsible for 

addressing challenges concerning graduates’ employability. This section discusses 

how historical events have affected HE in Cambodia, especially how it has shaped 

and affected the current status of accessibility, quality, relevance, finance and 

governance of the system. 

2.7.1 Background of HE in Cambodia 

Over the past three decades in the history of Cambodia, the HE system has 

experienced dramatic shifts. During the Khmer Rouge regime in between 1975 to 

1979, there was significant depletion of human resources owing to the genocide and 

there was destruction of the Cambodia HE infrastructure including universities 

previously established by King Norodom Sihanouk and General Lon Nol (UNESCO, 

2009).  

Clayton (1998) stated that there were more than 80% of intellectuals including 

university professors who were killed (Clayton, 1998). The purpose of education 

during the Khmer Rouge regime was a tool to instill the political ideology of 

socialism among Cambodian students and to enable an agrarian revolution in 

Cambodia (Clayton, 2005). 

When Vietnamese troops occupied the country, they influenced HE system to follow, 

but not exclusively, the “Marxist-Leninist Theories” which also served a utilitarian 
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purpose for both technical and political training (Clayton, 2005, p. 511). 

It was not until the late 1980s, the rehabilitation of the system brought back 

university operations which included the revival of the faculties of economics, law 

and medicine within the University of Phnom Penh. Only Bachelor’s degree 

programs of very limited fields of study were provided during this period and all were 

funded by government. Under these arrangements there was no tuition fees charged 

from students and admission was exclusively through competitive entrance exams. 

Specialised fields were not available in Cambodia and to undertake post-graduate 

study qualified students had to go abroad to Vietnam or the Soviet Union (Dy, 2013).  

In 1993, with UN support, Cambodia made the transition to a democratic society 

undertaking general elections. The period marked a growing prosperity in the country 

through technical and financial supports from a number of international donors, who 

also helped the new government of Cambodia to restructure its education system. The 

HE system was seen to be vulnerable and in need of reform and restructuring and was 

characterized by low numbers of high school graduates entering HEIs (Sloper, 1999).  

To respond to the potential demand for HE, Cambodia favoured private HE in the 

mid-1990s allowing private providers to enter HE market (Madhur, 2014). In 1997 

the first private HE institution, Norton University, was introduced to the sector and 

the initiative made it easier for secondary graduates to pursue their HE study with a 

wide variety of degree choices (Chet, 2009). By 2000s, a growing volume of foreign 

investment was seen in the country and this stimulated demand for more qualified 

and skilled people and led to the boom in enrolments. 

As a consequence of this rapid growth the problems around quality arose with 

demands that government put in place regulatory frameworks and quality control 
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mechanisms.  

In summary, HE in Cambodia was inadequate to meet demands until the introduction 

of private provider policy from the Royal Cambodian Government (RCG). Since 

then, public and private HEIs have played an important role in accommodating the 

expanding demand from high school graduates. However, the private sector grew 

rapidly over public institutions and this has caused a concern about the quality of HE 

in Cambodia. 

2.7.2 Commercialization of HE 

Privatization has played an important role in expanding HE in Cambodia after 

Cambodia changed to a free market society (Rath, 2010). There were three reasons 

for the rapid growth of private HEIs in Cambodia. First, the privatization of HE 

initiated by the prime minister of Cambodia, Hun Sen, was expected to promote 

quality of HE through competition between public and private HEIs. The second 

reason was due to the political atmosphere of that time. Cambodian politics of the 

time involved a power-sharing agreement. Therefore, decisions had to be made with 

the agreement of both parties. The last reason was related to financial issue. The 

Cambodian government did not want to further stretch a limited education budget by 

financing more public HE institutions. Private HEIs being self-financed did not 

require any financial support from the government.  

When the first private HE institution, Norton University, was introduced to the sector 

a large volume of foreign investment entered the country and this created the need for 

more qualified workforce (Chet, 2009). Seeing this concurrent development, the 

investors started to invest heavily in the education field with the country experiencing 

an enrolment boom in HE institutions, most of which is in the private sector. 
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According to Sloper (2004), the total enrolment in private HEIs in Cambodia in 2004 

was approximately 83% of all enrolments. 

Though it may be seen as beneficial for the development of HE in Cambodia, private 

HEIs in the country have created as many problems as they have created 

opportunities. During the late 1990s, Cambodian public HE was limited and not 

capable of accommodating the growing demand of people for training and education 

(Pit & Ford, 2004).  From the statistics compiled by the Department of HE it can be 

seen that the number of total enrolment more than doubled over the course of four 

years, rising from 57,828 in 2004 to 135,671 in 2008 (MoEYS, 2008). In the study of 

Ford (2006) on Cambodia HE, Ford argues that the majority of private providers in 

Cambodia depend entirely on the income from students’ enrolment for sustainability. 

This means these providers are totally profit-oriented and maximizing the quantity of 

students which creates vulnerability around quality (Ayres, 2000).  

Issues such as loose licensing, cheap tuition fees, and inadequate policies for 

students’ admission typified private HEIs in Cambodia. In the statistics compiled by 

World Bank, 111 private providers were allowed to operate various programs ranging 

from undergraduate degrees to doctoral programs with the tuition fees being as low as 

USD400 per annum (World Bank, 2010). One of the worst outcomes for quality of 

HE in Cambodia is the fact that some institutions have operated a two-year program, 

under the banner of being an “associate degree” (Ford, 2006). This allows students 

without high school diploma admissions to start their study in the course and after 

completion they can transfer to year 2 or 3 in an undergraduate program at those 

institutions. This practice leads to the increase in the number of graduates but there 

are questions about employment opportunities becoming too narrow with such a basic 

qualification. 
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In summary, HEIs in Cambodia were not established within a well-structured and 

administered policy. The Cambodian government allowed the operation of the private 

HEIs to grow rapidly without regulation and supervision. There has been a growth in 

the number of the private institutions in several parts of the country. 

2.7.3 Fragility of quality assurance in Cambodian HE  

Though there have been reforms to improve HE in Cambodia, it is still widely 

acknowledged that quality in the sector is still vulnerable and this conclusion is 

supported by a significant number of studies on Cambodian HE (see Chet, 2006; 

UNESCO, 2009; World Bank, 2010, 2012; Ahrens and McNamara, 2013) who have 

argued that the essential resources for effective HE system are the expansion in time, 

money, and good academic guidance and supervision. However, Cambodia has 

experienced a radical lack of all these elements (Ahrens & McNamara, 2013). The 

following section discusses the tensions in quality assurance in Cambodian HE. 

Mass demand in HE is the first issue of quality assurance in Cambodian HE in its 

management ability (Ahrens & McNamara, 2013). Since 1997, Cambodian 

government allowed a free growth of private HE to accommodate the massification of 

HE then. This has challenged the government in its capacity in monitoring and 

evaluation in order to ensure effective and quality HE provision. However, due to 

insufficient resources and ineffective governance and management systems, the 

Royal Cambodian government of did not have effective quality assurance systems set 

in place (Sothy, et al., 2015). Chet (2006) commented on this issue as following:  

There are many examples around the world where some professions [which 
are] needed for social and national development are neglected in order to serve 
what are often short-lived global market forces. Additionally, rapid expansion 
of HE without sufficient quality assurance systems in place can lead to the 
creation of institutions of dubious quality weakening the whole system. 
Cambodia is currently exposed to both these dangers”.  
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Another study responding to the same issue argued that the consequence of having 

more graduates than the economy can absorb is the result of unplanned changes 

within HE sector (O’Brien, 2004). Hoem (2011) applied this claim to the Cambodian 

context by asking questions that go:  

There are enough HEIs to accommodate those born in the 1980s and 1990s, but 
quality of education needs to be improved. Should the country continue to offer 
low-to-medium quality tertiary education, even at the nest of the HEIs? Should 
differentiation occur in which some institutions are focused on research and 
others on teaching? Should no more schools of, for example, business, be 
allowed to open, encouraging instead the development of programs that meet 
national priorities and needs? Should institutions be asked to combine in order 
to make better use of limited human and financial resources? Should some 
institutions be closed if they canned meet at least 75 per cent of the criteria for 
the establishment of a university? Should new institutions be given permission 
to open only in provinces that are at present poorly served by the existing 
HEIs? There are some of the questions that need to be addressed by the 
government and stakeholders (students, parents, employers, etc.) 

Financing HE is the second issue affecting quality assurance in Cambodian HE. The 

issue of university being asked ‘to do more for less’ is rooted deeply in the 

management of HE in Cambodia, especially among public HEIs (Ahrens & 

McNamara, 2013). The existence of private HE providers has assisted Cambodia in 

leveraging the mass demand for tertiary education among high school graduates. 

Table 1: Distribution of students by degree level and education provider, 

2012/13 

Education 

provider 
Associate Bachelor’s Master’s Doctoral 

Public HEI 5456 96459 3402 138 

Private HEI 18222 119594 11595 925 

Total 23678 216053 14997 1063 

 Source: MOEYS Department of HE 2013 
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The above table demonstrates the distribution of the enrolment of high school 

graduates into tertiary education. There were 255,791 students enrolled in HEIs in 

2012/13. The table showed that private HEIs absorbed almost two third of the total 

number, which is 150,336 while public HEIs accommodated only 105,455 (see Table 

1). One study argued that Royal Cambodian government seemed to fall in the private 

goods arena when it comes to the issue of public-private good question (Ahrens & 

McNamara, 2013). Budget allocation for public HEIs was seen unable to sustain 

university operations. Ahrens and McNamara (2013) indicated that the Royal 

University of Phnom Penh, for example, received USD89 per student per year from 

the government to cover everything except wage expenses. This is perceived as 

significantly insufficient for the development of resourceful libraries, new courses, 

laboratory facilities, research programs, and let alone equipment maintenance cost. 

Another report on Cambodian HE in 2015 revealed that Cambodian government 

prioritized equitable access to quality, especially among provincial public universities 

due to unevenly shared resources with universities in Phnom Penh. The prime 

purpose is just to enhance equitable access among poor rural students rather than 

quality (Sothy, et al., 2015). 

Furthermore, the issue of this financial constraint also caused concerns in quality 

assurance for research and institutional development (Sothy, et al., 2015). The study 

claimed that despite public HEIs being poorly funded, private providers continued to 

focus on developing and strengthening social science courses leaving the field of 

science and technology at its own risk, providing that it is costly to invest in the 

related facilities (Sothy, et al., 2015). 

Curriculum development issues also affect the number and quality of graduates. 

Extensive literature argued that it is important to incorporate stakeholders’ 
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perspectives by taking in their needs in the industry as part of curriculum 

development process (see Barrie, 2004, 2005, 2006). However, there has been 

criticism on the curriculum development in the HE sector in Cambodia for paying 

little attention to consultation with employers and businesses or industry, but taking a 

supply-oriented approach to education rather than a learning outcomes or 

competencies-based one with a focus on knowledge, skills, attitudes and values 

(Sothy, et al., 2015). Consequently, the assessment of the core abilities of tertiary 

graduates has rarely been done and mostly graduates were reported by employers as 

lacking of key employability skills. 

Accreditation system in Cambodian HE has been established but its effectiveness is 

questionable. In 2003, with the World Bank support, the Cambodian government 

established an assessment program known as Accreditation Committee of Cambodia 

(ACC). It was designed to restore in place the quality of HEIs after a period of the 

uncontrolled growth of private HEIs (Vann, 2012). However, according to Ford 

(2006), this program was not well implemented through centralized control of the 

government. Ford further asserts that despite the first few positive steps of the ACC 

program, which helped to clearly define the definition of university and institute, 

ACC has not been involved much in the assessment practice. This, according to Ford, 

is due to the management being not an independent body. After the establishment of 

the program, ACC was brought under the control of the Council of Ministers. Some 

of the ACC staff were political appointments and they lacked expertise and 

qualifications to run the program (Vann, 2012). Also, they are not qualified to run the 

program. There are a number of negative criticisms about quality of HE and 

Cambodia is at the crossroads not knowing where to go to respond to them (Chen, 

Sok, & Sok, 2007). The prime minister of Cambodia, Hun Sen, also expressed a 
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negative reaction, during a graduation ceremony, toward HE in Cambodia 

(Kohsontepheap, 2009). He stressed that the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport 

(MoEYS) must prioritize and address the issues of quality of HE. 

2.7.4 Employment in Cambodia: Skills shortages and mismatches 

There are a number of factors leading to the high end skill gaps and mismatches in 

Cambodia.  

Firstly, Cambodia is disconnected from the market and fields of study when it comes 

to producing high-level skills. In the year of 2009 and 2010, there were only 1.4 

percent enrolling in science and mathematics, less than 3 percent in engineering, and 

10 percent in business management, while more than half of all bachelor students 

were enrolled in accounting, finance, and business. Surprisingly, agriculture and off-

farm activities which are the main local industries received only 2.3 percent of all 

student enrolments (World Bank, 2012). Part of the explanation as to the low 

enrolment in high-level skills is rooted in inability to access reliable information on 

study and career opportunities and the lack of understanding among students about 

the skills demanded by the employers.  

The issue of skills gaps and mismatches in Cambodia also arise from the employer 

side. Industries wage signals not appealing enough for entrants. Moreover, they have 

no room to communicate skills needed from students. They are ineffective in 

influencing various stakeholders including the students, the National Training Board 

(NTB), and government to initiate skills development policies (World Bank, 2012).    

Skills markets also share a part in this matter. Nowadays, markets in Cambodia 

encounter three main challenges which halt the development of labour market and 

graduate employment in Cambodia. The first challenge is to integrate a community of 
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skill providers around the goals of a national development strategy. The second 

challenge is to define the roles of public and private sectors. Whilst, the last challenge 

is to strengthen market institutions for skills development and facilitate access to 

information. It is believed to be the responsibility of the government to take a lead in 

monitoring performances and creating appropriate policies.  

Secondly, the inadequate quality of education is another principal problem leading to 

these skill gaps. The lax control on quality assurance from the government on the 

operation of private HEIs plays a key role in graduate employability. In the study of 

Ford (2003) regarding Cambodia accreditation system, he contends that Cambodia 

aims at improving the quality of private HEIs despite its uncontrolled growth. 

However, the poor quality of HE in Cambodia still alarmingly persists (Chet, 2009). 

Vann (2012, p.1) claimed in his PhD thesis that “many private institutions were 

springing up, with most being unaccredited and widely perceived to be of dubious 

quality”. The total number of enrolments to private HEIs recorded in 2004 was 83% 

(Sloper, 2004; World Bank, 2010). Therefore, the rapid growth of the private HEIs 

along with the lax control on the quality assurance has resulted in the degrees gained 

from those private HEIs not being recognized among the employers. Consequently, 

most of the new graduates were left unemployed (Ford, 2006). Feeling insecure about 

employment, students started to take up academic courses with multiple tertiary 

institutions. Some private sector employers, for example, note that an engineer with a 

graduate degree from Cambodia has only skills comparable to a first or second year 

engineering student in some of the neighboring countries (CDRI, 2014).  

2.7.5  Cambodian job market analysis 

This section describes multiple dimensions illustrating the factors which affect the 

graduate job market in Cambodia. 
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From the literature review, the productivity of a nation in this knowledge-based 

society is largely dependent upon the link between successful graduate outcomes and 

the understanding among stakeholders towards it (Coates & Edwards, 2011). From 

the viewpoint of Stakeholder Approach Theory, the more the stakeholders’ benefits 

are maximized the better the benefits are to the organizations or society (Foster & 

Jonker, 2003, 2005). Mitchell, Agle, & Wood (1997) stated that stakeholders are the 

groups of people that are influential in the performance of any organization. Foster & 

Jonker (2007) supported this view by claiming that failure to meet the needs and 

expectation of the stakeholders will partly result in problems for the organization. For 

many years, this theory about stakeholders has been extensively used in the quality 

management for organizational improvement. This concept has also been utilized in 

assessing the quality of HE, and it has been claimed that “if a theory of quality 

management in the stakeholder theory is to be of value, it needs to be applicable to all 

forms of organizations, not simply to those focusing on profit” (Foster & Jonker, 

2007, p. 686). Srikanthan (2005) and Srikanthan & Dalrymple (2007) argued that, in 

order for the quality of HE to be accepted community-wide, views of stakeholders 

need to be taken into account. Some key stakeholders in HE involve government, the 

appropriate funding body, academic staff, employers, students, and society. 

In Cambodia, however, the trend shows the opposite. Relevant stakeholders including 

students, employers, and HE providers, present a different point of view towards the 

quality of graduate outcomes in Cambodia. Therefore, the development of the nation 

and particularly HE itself is affected. 

A detailed discussion about the stakeholders’ perceptions on quality of HE in 

Cambodia will be based on the study of Vann (2012) who has done an extensive 

research on the area. From the result of his study, various stakeholders perceived HE 
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in Cambodia as of dubious quality, especially since the emergence of privatisation of 

HEIs (Vann, 2012). 

a. Stakeholder factors 

Literature review suggested that there is a dichotomy of perceptions from different 

stakeholders on the value of quality of education in Cambodia. In a study done by 

Vann (2012) concerning quality of education in Cambodia, he found that the majority 

of students interviewed in his study reported quality of education as dissatisfactory 

(p.87). Most students saw the process of private HE in Cambodia as profit-oriented 

leaving quality at its own risk. Another concern raised by students involved the 

course curriculum. Some students complained that the course were not up to date and 

irrelevant.  

Ironically, the quality of education among teaching staff was perceived as acceptable. 

Vann reported that the teachers’ comment about the quality of HE in Cambodia was 

acceptable following the social and political chaos in the country. They stressed that 

Cambodia has just gained full “democracy” over the last ten years. Therefore, 

Cambodia is still a young country, and this level of quality is acceptable. Teachers 

seemed to judge the quality of HE through the employment outcomes of their 

students, regardless of whether the job the graduates are recruited for matched with 

their trained skills at the university. They explained that university graduates were 

employed by not only local companies, but by international ones as well as non-

governmental organisations.  

From the perspective of employers, the quality of HE in Cambodia was perceived 

differently. The employers from the public sector saw quality of education as 

acceptable for two reasons. The first reason was based on a judgement from a 
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historical view. They stressed that never before in history has Cambodia experienced 

large numbers of students enrolling in HE institutions. The second reason was the fact 

that staff members in their ministries have significant improvement in their skill upon 

completing their study in Cambodia.  

Private and foreign employers, on the other hand, claimed that the quality of HE in 

Cambodia needed “much” improvement. They argued that most HEIs  in Cambodia 

are profit-oriented and complained about graduates lacking both critical and 

analytical skills as they have been “spoon-fed” facts through the education system in 

the university in Cambodia.  

In summary, stakeholders’ perceptions toward quality of HE in Cambodia do not 

align with universities and HEIs. This disagreement, therefore, presents a big 

challenge for the HE sector, especially for graduates who are looking for 

employment.    

b.  Political factors 

In Cambodia, as stated in page one of the Educational Strategic Plan 2006-2010, the 

Ministry of Education, Youth and Sport in Cambodia (MoEYS) aims to “establish 

and develop human resources of the very highest quality and ethics in order to 

develop a knowledge-based society within Cambodia” (MoEYS, 2005a). There are 

some other reform strategies to reform HE in Cambodia such as the establishment of 

Accreditation Committee of Cambodia (ACC); however, the capacity to promise the 

positive change is still minimal.  

With the approaching ASEAN integration at the end of 2015, most ASEAN countries 

have been in a process of preparing themselves in response to the expectations of this 

future regional integration. It can be seen as well that many have been actively 
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involved in strengthening the socio-economic bond with other nations in the region. 

For Cambodia, this integration presents both benefits and challenges (Kosal, 2011). 

Cambodia, as well as other ASEAN countries will benefit a lot from this integration 

as it aims to accomplish a single market and production base as one of the goals of 

the ASEAN Economic Community (AEC). Countries in the region will enjoy their 

productivity and the increase of people’s income. Also, this integration will enable its 

related nations to freely invest across the border. However, what presents as a 

challenge for Cambodia is the lack human resources. This was raised by Dr. Mey 

Kalyan, Secretary of State of the Council of Ministers in Cambodia who said that 

Cambodia will experience a higher rate of unemployment due to an influx of skilled 

labour from other countries in the region (Kosal, 2011). 

c. Economic factors 

This section describes how Cambodia’s economic situation, especially the labour 

market trend in Cambodia, affects the employability of university graduates.  

From 1998, Cambodia has enjoyed strong economic growth, even faster than other 

comparable post-conflict countries in recent times (Hill & Menon, 2013). According 

to Youth Employment and Social Dialogue Project, 2007 was a significant year to 

mark the prosperous economy of Cambodia. 2007 marked a dramatic growth of the 

GDP in Cambodia by an estimated 9.6 per cent. There were also 2860 new registered 

businesses operated in the same year. 

However, despite the growth of Cambodia’s economy, there is a serious labour 

mismatch between the demands from employers and the supply from HE graduates. 

On the supply side, it is noticeable that there is a dramatic increase in the number of 

HE graduates, especially those from the business related fields, including business 
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and management, accounting, banking, finance and economics. This rapid growth 

resulted from the policy of public and private partnerships first established in 1997 

and the high number of students completing high school (Vann, 2012). According to 

MoEYS (2009), the total number of enrolment to HEIs in Cambodia reached 137,400 

in 2008-2009 and was expected to rise to around 220,000 in the next five years. 

Along with this growth, there is variability in the quality and employability of the 

graduates supplied by universities in Cambodia. This large gap is the result of the 

education provided by poorly funded universities with weak course curricula and 

poor teaching methods. As a result, it presents difficulties for employers to fill the 

positions with “employable” graduates. 

On the demand side, however, Cambodia’s economy is believed to be unable to 

accommodate the big increase in the number of annual university graduate with jobs 

at their level of qualification. According to the Review in 2013 of HE in Cambodia 

by the International Labour Organisation (ILO) which covered the sample size of 

125,315 employments, it shows that Cambodia has produced between 2010 and 2012 

another 19,000 new jobs which is equal to a 17.6 per cent increase (ILO, 2013). The 

sector, which contributes to the highest growth in employment, is garments, apparel, 

and footwear (67.5 percent), followed by finance and accommodation at the rate of 

8.2 per cent and 8 per cent respectively. In fact, the garment sector provides mainly 

elementary occupations or low skilled work (ILO, 2013).  

2.7.6 Graduate employability: Concerns in Cambodian Higher Education 

In conclusion, despite the societal evolutions overtime, Cambodian HE sector, 

especially graduate employability, is still an expanding concern among relevant 

stakeholders. To respond to the massification of HE, the Royal Cambodian 

government has legislated a policy allowing private providers to mushroom in the 
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sector. This has helped accommodate the mass demand for tertiary education among 

high school graduates, but at a cost to quality assurance. Owing to the fact that 

investing in science and technology facilities is costly, private providers have 

neglected those courses and focused mainly on social science courses which have 

then flooded the labour market with graduates with business related degrees. Another 

concern lies in the agenda of Royal Cambodian Government. To spread the provision 

of tertiary education out among provincial universities, the government prioritized 

equitable access to education above quality. This is one of the key dilemmas that this 

study investigates. 

2.8 Conceptual framework and rationale of the Study 

2.8.1 Conceptual framework 

In Australia, universities rely on policies and standards in order to regulate the quality 

of their programs and the student intake. The QA regulated by processes which 

involve community consultation resulting in the federal, state and territory 

governments drafting policies addressing different aspects of managing HE 

institutions.  

The intake is regulated by HR policies which determine the funding. So e.g. Charles 

Darwin University gets a limited funding for postgraduate programs which then is 

distributed among the Schools according to the criteria accepted by the university and 

probably negotiated with the federal government.  

Understanding how this process actually translates on the ground is critical to inform 

the relationship between policy development and implementation. It is also important 

in order to analyse ways in which it can be of value, or not, to the policy development 

and implementation in countries like Cambodia which are less regulated and where 
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the QA controls are more a matter of internal decisions of a specific HE institution.  

This study therefore explores the practical workings of the ways in which universities 

deal with policies and regulations, and it does so in the context of a single chosen 

institution as an example. It is expected that the interviews which are conducted with 

this purpose in mind will offer a relatively rich picture of the challenges which that 

institution encounters, many of which are also likely to be experienced by other HE 

establishments in Australia.  

2.9  Rationale of the study 

There has been doubts regarding the validity of this kind of reasoning considering 

and has shown that the assumptions on which these methods built have been 

constructed within the positivistic paradigm of thinking, i.e. a paradigm where 

researchers look for evidence that validates, instead of questioning, their beliefs.  

Positivistic or uncritical studies are those that assert the relevance of the questions 

they ask, rather than argue them out from theoretically informed positions; i.e. when 

putting them in a dialogue (Lian, 2006).  

Lian has showed an example of the critique of this kind of thinking in her PhD thesis. 

It comes from Popper discussing the theories of Marx, Freud, and Adler as a case in 

point: 

These theories appeared to be able to explain practically everything that 
happened within the fields to which they referred. The study of any of them 
seemed to have the effect of an intellectual conversion or revelation, opening 
your eyes to a new truth hidden from those not yet initiated. Once your eyes 
were thus opened you saw confirming instances everywhere: The world was full 
of verifications of the theory. Whatever happened always confirmed it. […] The 
most characteristic element in this situation seemed to me the incessant stream 
of confirmations, of observations which “verified” the theories in question; and 
this point was constantly emphasized by their adherents. A Marxist could not 
open a newspaper without finding on every page confirming evidence for his 
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interpretation of history [...] The Freudian analysts emphasized that their 
theories were constantly verified by their “clinical observations”.  [..] I could 
not think of any human behaviour which could not be interpreted in terms of 
either theory. It was precisely this fact – that they were always confirmed – 
which in the eyes of their admirers constituted the strongest argument in favour 
of these theories. It began to dawn on me that this apparent strength was in fact 
their weakness (Popper 2002: 45-6). 

Popper reminds researchers that the strength of a study is not in the explanations he 

or she constructs, but in the understanding of the limits of these explanations. This 

form of process assures a critical approach to the process of data collection and its 

interpretation. In this study, the framework developed to analyse data allows to 

interrogate the issues which the interviewees have raised from a number of 

perspectives in order to gain a more critical (enriched) reading of their statements. 
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3. Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

This chapter outlines the research design and the rationale of the study. It also 

describes its methods of data collection and analysis, research ethics and study 

limitations. 

3.1 Research design 

The purpose of the study is to identify the perceptions of the Australian university 

executives and their approaches to planning, implementation, and evaluation of 

graduate employability strategies in their particular university.  

The argument to select an Australian university to interview different groups of 

people was because Australia has been renounce for its advance education. It has 

moved toward a point that it regulates and adjusts its quality assurance in order to 

meet higher demands for the diversified and standardised education. It was believed 

that this study would provide essential insights and lessons for Cambodian HE to 

learn and adapt in order to develop their own system. 

The study expects to find out about the practical challenges that graduate 

employability policies present to managers, course planners and unit coordinators. 

The findings will provide a frame of reference for comparing the Australian context 

with the situation in Cambodia. The opportunities that the process of planning creates 

for graduate employability will be illustrated. The challenges that the process presents 

for students in HE in Cambodia when designing their professional careers will be 

discussed in relation to the research findings and the understanding developed in the 

course of the literature review. This study will also suggest some suitable solutions to 

tackle the issues of graduate employability in Cambodia.  
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At the heart of the study is the understanding that most change management 

processes developed in context, to some degree, is shaped by the financial, political, 

social, historical, and cultural agenda of the stakeholders. In order to explore the 

participants’ understanding of these different agenda, interviews were chosen as a 

method for data collection. Executive staff were chosen as participants. This included 

managers, course planners and unit coordinators. 

The questions of the interviews focused on the policy development process, quality 

assurance mechanisms, graduate attributes and the academics’ personal experiences 

in grappling with the promises and the difficulties of the planning and 

implementation processes. 

Qualitative research methods were used for data analysis as the most suitable to gain 

perspectives on a range of issues and solutions that the participants saw as relevant in 

their context of responsibilities. The following structure was adopted:  

• First, the initial scoping of the policy areas and issues that the participants 

identified as relevant to graduate employability was conducted. The issues 

and the actions that the participants identified as relevant to these areas 

provided a framework for further analysis (Table 2).  

• Next, all data was organized in relation to the different types of agenda that 

the participants addressed (economic, political, social, and 

historical/cultural). In each of these, the data showed the range of policy 

areas and issues that the participants identified as relevant. 

• For each agenda, the policy areas and issues raised by the participants as 

relevant were further organized in relation to three questions. The questions 

made it possible to link the following: (a) understanding of the impact of 
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the agenda expressed on the policy areas relevant to graduate employability 

and issues; (b) the actions that the participants felt were needed to develop 

these areas and issues, and (c) the actual actions that the participants 

identified as completed or, at least, initiated in their context of 

responsibility. All responses were grouped into themes and perspectives 

within the themes. (Table 3)  

This data organization was able to offer a multi-dimensional spectrum of perspectives 

in which the participants framed the job of graduate employability policies. The 

organization also made it possible to reflect and compare the extent to which different 

agendas were engaged and recognized as relevant.   

Table 2: Scoping the “job” of graduate employability policies 

Scoping the “job” Policy areas Issue 
Issue 
Issue ….  

Actions to do? Policy areas  Issues: 
• Actions 
• Action 
• Action 

 

Table 3: Linking the participants’ understanding of the different agenda which form 

the policy context with policy areas and issues.   

Policy context 
(Understanding of the agenda) 

Policy areas Issues 

Understanding the impact Policy area 
 

Issues: 
• Actions 
• Action …. 

Policy area Issues: 
• Actions 
• Action …. 

Actions to do (vision) Policy area 
 

Issues: 
• Actions 
• Action …. 

Policy area 
 

Issues: 
• Actions 
• Action …. 

Actions completed in your area 
of responsibility. 

Policy area 
 

Issues: 
• Actions 
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• Action …. 
Policy area 
 

Issues: 
• Actions 
• Action …. 

 

The questions in the left-hand column were motivated by and adapted from the 

research framework used by Professor Clayton Christensen from the Harvard 

Business School who in his books and public lectures emphasizes the focus on the 

“job to be done” 

And if we understand experiences that we need to provide that then tells us 
what we need to integrate and how we need to integrate it so that we can 
provide the experiences to get the job done perfectly (Christensen, 2011, p.4-5).  

Ania Lian showed that the framework can be implemented in education. This 

framework was argued in 1959 by Ted Levitt who advocated that the job of business 

“is not to make products or services, but to create and keep a customer” (Christensen, 

1997, p. 292). In terms of the notion of “the job to be done” Levitt’s principle can be 

translated as follows: “People don’t want a quarter-inch drill, they want a quarter-inch 

hole” (Christensen, p. 292). In other words, people do not want a product; they want 

an experience or an outcome.  

Thus in order to keep the focus on “the job to be done”, the questions in the left-hand 

column identify the nature of the job of the employability policy as indicated by the 

participants, the experiences that need to be provided to “do the job” and how these 

understandings were reflected and implemented in the areas of responsibility of the 

participants. The responses were then related to the data elicited when scoping the 

areas of the “job” as indicated by the participants.  

Qualitative research methodology 

Qualitative research methodology has been popular to obtain the participants’ holistic 
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view, rather than numeric analysis of data. According to Ayres, Jacobs, Sorensen, & 

Razavieh (2009), qualitative research method guides the research to assess a 

phenomenon through the total picture rather than breaking it down to variables. 

Creswell (2005) looks at this method as “a type of educational research in which the 

researcher relies on the views of participants; asks broad, general questions; collects 

data consisting largely of words (or text) from participants; describes and analyzes 

these words for themes; and conducts the inquiry in a subjective, biased manner” (p. 

56). Merriam (1998) claimed that the researchers in qualitative research are interested 

in the meaning people have constructed. 

The elements embedded in the qualitative research methodology as described above 

make it the most suited methodology for the study that sought to investigate the key 

challenges that tertiary students encounter when planning their professional careers.  

The methodology of this research project is shaped by the literature review, which 

has generated the conceptual framework for this study.  

3.2 Data Collection 

In order for this research project to be done, the researcher relied on the data collected 

exclusively from semi-structured interviews. 

3.2.1 Interviews 

The research was conducted through individual face-to-face interviews with different 

stakeholder groups as the chief data collection technique. It was used as the means of 

data collection to provide a wide range of data sources. Since this study seeks to 

understand perceptions of related stakeholders concerning the quality of HE, the 

researcher has been influenced by the study of Shanahan and Gerber (2004) in the 

way that they investigated the quality mechanisms of HE in an Australian university.  
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The reason for adapting interview as the means of data collection lies in the nature of 

the study itself as it involves investigating people’s perceptions. According to Punch 

(1998), when looking into people’s perceptions, meanings and definitions of 

situations and constructions of reality, interview makes the best tool for data 

collection. Furthermore, interview also allows the researcher to validate the data 

collected through the respondents’ reactions. This gives light for better understanding 

the feelings, experiences, and emotions of the respondents (Mullins & Kiley, 2002; 

Minichiello, Aroni, & Hays, 2008). 

After the analysis of the literature, a set of questions was developed and used as the 

means for the data collection. At the same time, key stakeholders that are relevant in 

the study were also identified.  

Once the ethics committee approved the project, the researcher sought to arrange an 

interview meeting with the identified respondents at their convenience. The 

interviews lasted from 30 to 45 minutes.  

To set a comfortable environment for the interview session, the researcher started 

with self-introduction and details of the research project. Then, the researcher 

informed the participants about the recording of the interview and asked for their 

consent through a consent form. The identified interview questions were then asked 

and answered. 

3.2.2 Site 

The study was conducted at a university in Australia which was given the pseudonym 

of Tropical University (P).  Currently, The Tropical University has been 

acknowledged by the Good University Guide as a world-class university. The 

Tropical University is one of the few Australian universities to offer the full spectrum 
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of education options and has vocational education and training certificates and 

diplomas together with undergraduate and postgraduate degrees. It is also a research 

intensive university with specialisations in the environment, health and education. 

Currently, the Tropical University attracts students from around the world. There are 

more than 22,000 students enrolled. 

3.2.3 Participants 

The researcher interviewed four key stakeholders in the field of graduate 

employability and three are males. Since this research focuses on the graduate 

employability, the selection of the participants was based on their knowledge of the 

related themes. 

The researcher selected university academics whose work is at the executive level. 

The participants had backgrounds in the areas of course and design development, 

employment and career counseling, and course co-ordination as they should have 

experience relating to the field the researcher is exploring. The researcher provided 

the participants with pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality of the participants. For 

example, instead of participants’ real names, Bennie, Dennis, George, and Henry 

were used in the data descriptions. The following is the brief vignettes of the 

participants. 

Bennie is one of the senior lecturers at the School of Engineering and Information 

Technology at The Tropical University. Her teaching involves web and net, 

interaction design, and project management. Her teaching career has spanned more 

than 40 years. She has involved most of her time in technology, as she is interested in 

innovation. Apart from teaching, Bennie also has another role at Tropical University 

as Associate Dean for Teaching and Learning at the faculty. Her responsibilities in 
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the role are to facilitate the accreditation and reaccreditation process of the courses in 

her faculty. As part of this she also oversees curriculum development and suggests 

insight for curriculum improvement. 

The next participant is Dennis. He has been with the university for five years. He is a 

senior lecturer at the School of Business.  He also has the role as the Chair of 

Teaching and Learning.  He sits on the Faculty Board for Teaching and Learning, and 

as a member of the Faculty Board. He interacts and has strong networks with 

business and teaches students. 

A third participant George comes from the School of Education at the Tropical 

University. His responsibilities at the university involve two parts. The first part deals 

with teaching and researching academic at the School of Education as an associate 

professor. The other part of his duty is a leadership and management role within the 

faculty as Associate Dean for Teaching and Learning. He has been with the university 

for over 25 years. 

The last participant of the study is Henry. Henry is the Education, Employment and 

Training Advisor at the Chamber of Commerce.  His job is to promote education and 

to, in particular, promote vocational education and training mainly focusing on 

employability. In order words, he looks at the skills that are needed for people to be 

able to get a job and also to sustain a job. 

3.3 Data analysis 

Since the data obtained was all audio recorded, it had to be first transcribed to text in 

order to ease the process of data analysis. Therefore, the researcher, due to time 

constraint and difficulty in understanding acronyms and strong accents, was advised 

to consult a professional transcription company. The service was financed by the 
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university under the postgraduate research funding scheme available at the university. 

Once the data has been transcribed, the researcher began the analysis. 

The researcher was influenced by Punch’s suggestions on how to analyse qualitative 

data. According to Punch (2005), qualitative data should be classified into two main 

categories which involve inferential (or pattern) codes (higher-inference pattern 

codes), and descriptive codes (low-inference descriptive codes). Inferential codes 

refer to codes that are more inferential beyond the data. It incorporates bigger 

meanings than does the descriptive codes which points at summary or texts from the 

interviews (Punch, 2005). 

With this suggestion, the researcher then grouped the data into four main sectors in 

which similar issues in each category were discussed. Those sectors include (1) 

integrating work experience; (2) identifying and teaching relevant skills and 

attributes; (3) course currency; (4) teaching workload. 

3.4 Limitations of the study 

There were a number of limitations encountered by the researcher during the course 

of the research project. First, the number of the participants was small (four 

participants). Therefore, the data collected from the interviews provided little basis to 

generalize the more broadly issues on graduate employability. 

Another limitation of the study is the homogeneity of the participants. The researcher 

targeted only stakeholders, three of whom were university executives and one was a 

member from the chamber of commerce.  

The next, if not the key, limitation of the study is its methodology. There can be other 

ways of contextualizing the research questions. The researcher approached the 
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questions by seeking to identify some variables that interact with the processes which 

impact on how universities translate graduate employability through policies, QA and 

teaching.  

The researcher could have also contextualized the variables further by looking at 

different critiques of the systems, forms of innovation and levels of satisfaction with 

change reported by the students in different countries. An experimental study in the 

future could engage with a university in Cambodia and introduce and test a more pro-

active approach to graduate employability. This could provide insights regarding 

what it may take to consider, implement, and evaluate in Cambodia. 

Last but not least, due to the fact that this research is just the fulfillment of a Master’s 

degree with time limitation and is undertaken only at one university in Australia, its 

findings may not be extended to cover the whole Cambodian HE. However, it may be 

worthwhile and applicable at the university level, and it may also shed light to future 

researchers who are interested in graduate employability and quality assurance both 

in Australia and Cambodia. 

In conclusion, the sample is indicative of the challenges that Australian academics 

experience when grappling with the problems of diversification of the HE system and 

standardisation. The interviews show that despite hours of training, research and rich 

support that Australian academics have access to, problems like engaging students 

with work experience; identifying relevant skills and attributes, to name a few, still 

persist. The fact that the data shows limitations in the ways in which Australian 

academics deal with these challenges shows that their criticism of the current system 

seems to reflect insufficient understanding and engagement on their part in change, 

rather than “realities of the liberal era” as this is frequently presented to be.  
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4. Chapter 4: Divergent perspectives among stakeholders on 

graduate employability: perspectives of university executives  

This chapter presents the data and findings derived from the in-depth interviews 

conducted at the Tropical University in Australia in 2014. The interview data is 

compiled from discussions with university executives, who were the participants of 

the study. Australian university executives argued that graduate employability was a 

divergent issue with diverse perspectives among relevant stakeholders, especially 

concerning pedagogy, assessment, and teaching workload. This section will present 

data and discuss these issues. 

This chapter will, therefore, be discussed in three sections. The first section elaborates 

on the roles of university and university executives in graduate employability. The 

second section looks at the issues around graduate employability through the 

perspectives of the Tropical University executives. The last section of this chapter 

explains resolutions as to how the emerging issues should be addressed.  

4.1 Roles of university and university executives in Graduate 

Employability 

The sample size of participants involved in this study was four. Among those, three 

are males. The four participants hold senior positions in different faculties at The 

Tropical University. Three participants have the role as the Associate Dean of their 

faculty and the Chair of Teaching and Learning and also a member of the faculty 

board. One of the participants is the Education, Employment and Training Advisor at 

the Chamber of Commerce. They have all been in their position for over 15 years. 

Their roles as the university executives spans a significant number of policy areas, 

which will be detailed in the following section. Aside from their executive roles, a 
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part of their roles involved monitoring the development of the set policy with 

students and teaching academics to ensure the “best” teaching and learning practices 

were achieved. 

There are several policy areas that university executives said they were responsible 

for. Those include suggestions on (1) course currency process; (2) curriculum 

development process; and (3) graduate employability process. 

The first policy area is about course currency which involves the introduction of new 

courses and course re-accreditation process. The introduction of new courses requires 

a consultation processes within the university itself and the involvement of external 

bodies. Internally, the consultations would generally involve academics, students, and 

other executives in order to discuss and agree about the suite of courses that each 

faculty has to offer. Externally, consultations are used to consider demand for a 

course, integrate with the professional body accreditation requirements, and articulate 

what businesses actually need from graduates. These consultations are generally seen 

as a big part of the consultation process with industry groups, government and 

professional accrediting bodies being participants. One of the respondents said that: 

As part of the accreditation process within a university, proposers of new 
courses have to show that there’s been some sort of consultation within 
industry group.  So, within my discipline of IT, we meet with our industry 
colleagues twice a year – no, three times a year; beginning, middle and end 
(Ben).  

Once new courses have been identified, there is a follow up process that includes the 

consideration of resources and planning processes, such as accreditation, quality 

assurance, and curriculum development.  

Aside from introducing new courses, university executives are also responsible for 

course re-accreditation process. To comply with recent federal government recent 
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regulations, the process is conducted on a yearly basis, but it takes almost two years 

before a new course will be initially taught and delivered to students. University 

executives, teaching academics, and students are invited to give feedback on the 

content activities and on what needs to be changed, updated or re-examined. It is 

compulsory for all the courses at the Tropical University to be regularly assessed and 

re-accredited in order to assure that the contents are up to date and responding to the 

changing demand of the economy. 

The second policy area is the processes of curriculum development. The role of 

university executives now is to oversee how the established curriculum is 

implemented on the ground. During each academic year, after the curriculum has 

been made possible for teaching academics and students to use, there is a process of 

review, including students’ feedback. In other words, they influence what is to be 

taught, how it is to be taught, and what is the sequence of content and concepts that 

are developed. The executives also take into account any suggestions from industry 

and the accrediting bodies to influence their curriculum development process. One 

participant said that:  

When we design a new course, we usually design a course for a three-year 
period. We usually consult with industry. We consult with the government and 
bearing in mind that government is the biggest employer in the region.  So you 
make sure you consult with them at least and some of the industry bodies as 
well as the professional bodies that are in town.  Very importantly, if you don’t 
get that input, you're likely to miss the boat (Henry).  

As a result, the executives make suggestions about what should be in the overall 

curriculum, as well as provide data that benchmarks what the faculty will use to 

evaluate themselves against other courses around the nation and globally. Ultimately, 

the goal of the curriculum development process is to improve teaching and learning 

experience and sustain the credibility for the re-accreditation process. 
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The third policy area is graduate employability and the process. The Tropical 

University has established a set of graduate attributes and graduate employability 

skills that are to be embedded in their curriculum. The graduate attributes of The 

Tropical University refer to “those skills, qualities and understandings that should be 

acquired by students during their time at the university regardless of their discipline 

of study. The attributes accord with the University’s strategic directions and values, 

focusing on student-centred learning and supporting the effective construction and 

application of their knowledge” (The Tropical University Website). 

The attributes involve two main categories: (1) Core Attribute and (2) Generic 

Attribute. Core Attribute comprises of Personal practical knowledge, Citizenship, 

and World View. Generic Attribute consists of Acquisition, Application, Creativity, 

Knowledge base, Communication, Teamwork, Social Responsibility, Flexibility, and 

Leadership. The objective is to ensure that the potential employers can assume that 

graduates from The Tropical University are prepared to become active citizens in 

tomorrow’s world and will have acquired these attributes. 

Along with graduate attributes, The Tropical University also established a set of 

graduate employability skills to prepare their vocational education and training (VET) 

graduates for the world of work. These skills have been identified by employers 

around Australia and closely examined by the Australian Chamber of Commerce and 

Industry. There are eight employability skills that employers are looking for and 

those are adapted at The Tropical University. Those include technology skills, 

problem-solving skills, planning and organising skills, self-management skills, 

initiative and enterprise skills, learning skills, communication skills, and teamwork 

skills. These skills are included in all training packages used in VET and learning 

outcomes in HE. The VET training packages will have an Employability Skills 
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Summary for each qualification that provides general information about industry 

application of the skills. Application of these is further embedded in the units of 

competency. 

The role of university executives is then to encourage best practice among their 

academic staff to include graduate attributes and employability skills in their course. 

Their role outside of the university is to establish strong connections between related 

industry, students, and prospective graduates. In order to do so, the executives work 

closely with the industry and develop some mechanisms to have graduates involved 

with the employers and industry. The idea of “Innovative Universities” is claimed to 

be an effective initiative in liaising students with the industry. One of the respondents 

raised that, saying: 

Tertiary education, I think one of the most important things there is it’s called a 
group of eight.  There is some – they call them the innovative universities and 
The Tropical University is one of them that offer work integrated learning 
opportunities (Henry). 

There are also some mechanisms including, a “Code Fair” in which graduates have an 

accelerated interview session with employers. The university and industry have 

developed a placement program that allows graduates to have the real workplace 

experience as quoted from one of the respondents: 

 I think one of the ways of transitioning people into the world of work, 
particularly for undergraduate university students, is to offer them that, some 
sort of a practicum or some sort of opportunity to engage in the world of work 
and understand what the pressures, and so on, are required at work (Dennis). 

It can be argued that there are a number of significant roles relating to graduate 

employability that the university needs to deal with from within and outside of the 

university. Within the university, the executives are responsible for ensuring the 

courses are up-to-date and relevant to the demand in the employment market. In order 
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to achieve this, there are extensive consultations involving industry’s ideas and 

suggestions as to what needs are offered and how it is offered and what revisions and 

changes are needed to courses. The courses also need to be re-accredited which 

normally takes place every two years. Moreover, the executives also need to ensure 

the established policy is well communicated on the ground with faculties and schools. 

In order words, they are accountable for the curriculum development in order to 

generate “the best” practice and experience among teaching academics and students. 

University executives also work closely with the relevant industry in developing 

programs which encourage close attachment between graduates and employers. The 

programs range from a code fair where graduates have the chance to meet the 

employers to placements where graduates get “hands on” experience at the 

workplace. 

4.2 Issues of graduate employability in Australia: Perceptions of 

university executives 

This section explores issues of graduate employability through the perceptions of the 

university executives at the Tropical University. The literature and the interviews 

indicated that, the issues of graduate employability are not isolated. They emerge 

from the inter-relations between different sectors and divergent ideas held by 

different stakeholders, which has helped formulate the conceptual framework of the 

study. This research study argued that the issue of graduate employability is the 

product of diverse and conflicting perspectives among stakeholders on pedagogy, 

assessment, and teaching workload. This is evident from one of the participants 

saying that:  

 I think some of the biggest challenges are getting people to – at all levels, 
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internally and externally, to understand what a graduate is and at a grass-roots 
level, what they need to be.  For example, internally, there's certain skills that 
we need to get through to graduates.  With improved research into education, 
there are better models for teaching and learning. However, to get people to 
take those models up and understand how to use them and why they're using 
them is a real tension (Dennis).  

The issues of graduate employability are thus categorized under four main themes 

including, but not limited to, (1) integrating work experience; (2) identifying and 

teaching relevant skills and attributes; (3) course currency; and (4) teaching 

workload.  

Relevant skills and attributes have also been perceived by all the participants as 

important in assisting university graduates to be prepared for the world of work. All 

participants questioned its successful implementation and there are different 

perspectives from employers, university and students. Employers, for example, tend 

to adhere to their own beliefs about what they see as the right skills and attributes for 

graduates regardless of comments and ideas from the university. From the university 

perspective, issues like the absence of management strategies on graduate attributes, 

questionable course learning outcomes and assessment remains unresolved by many 

university academics. Students often placed to one side and have high expectations 

that their university degree will find them for a job. Some students may be perceived 

to have an introvert personality due to the nature of the course they study. For 

example, some ICT students work mostly with computers and other electronics 

during their study and have little contact with people. They are seen as silent and poor 

at verbal communication skills, and this has a negative effect on their graduate 

employability as employers want them to communicate effectively. 

Some graduate employability related issues were also identified in the process of 

course currency. All participants stressed that having up-to-date courses was crucial 

 77 



to equip students with skills and attributes responding to the fast paced world of 

work. The case was that some academics were seen as being not ready for change and 

they tended to stick to the traditional way of pedagogy and assessment. Accreditation 

bodies and other agencies were also not ready for change. Because course currency 

processes required resource and flexibility, this inflexibility is an obstacle for 

universities but is often explained by tight annual budgets. Also, slow reaction time 

within university to implement innovation and change made it more difficult. 

Last but not least is the issue of teaching workload. The interviews suggested that 

while given less financial supports, the university was asked to do more by the 

government. 

The following section elaborated in detail the issues gained from the interviews. 

4.2.1  Integrating work experience 

According to the interviews, it appears that three out of four respondents have placed 

a positive emphasis on the importance of workplace experience as a crucial factor in 

determining graduate employability upon graduation. The three participants shared 

similar rationales about workplace integration. They used synonymous terms such as 

placement, practicum, and internship to refer to mechanism engaging work 

experience integration. Furthermore, it is important for the employer to “try before 

they buy”. In order words, it is a good opportunity for employers to observe the 

potentials of the graduates. A participant contended that:  

They actually need to see how a person doing a job on their job. They can see 
how they interact or what happens, and so on.  So that gives the employer a 
really good opportunity to do exactly as I said, try before they buy (Henry). 

Henry continued to address the importance of practicum especially among practical 

professions such as nursing and engineering. He believed it helped incorporating real 
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work experience for university graduates. 

I think, in particular, for many of the practical professions – and by that I mean 
nursing, engineering – many of those sort of professions actually require a 
practicum. […] In other words, where the person has actually got to go out into 
the real world and do work in the real world in a work situation.  And we find 
that, for instance, accountants don’t need to do that, so accountants find that 
when they’ve completed a university degree they’ve got to then go and learn 
how to work (Henry). 

The interviews, however, suggested some emerging issues with regards to integrating 

work experience. Three issues were commonly raised in the interviews concerning 

integrating work experience. These three were (1) small availability of placements in 

the employment market, (2) negative perceptions from employers towards 

placements, and (3) poor network among international students. 

Though placements were thought to be important, in The Tropical University and the 

surroundings, supply is limited for long-term placements providing the fact that the 

place is smaller compared to other parts of Australia. One participant argued that:  

We had what was called a cooperative program where students would spend six 
months working with industry.  While industry was very happy to support it, 
when we put the program up, when it came the time for them to actually 
provide placements for students, we couldn’t get them placed.  There was no 
point continuing that program, so it was very difficult.  I think in larger places 
those programs went very well in Melbourne, and some of the programs in 
Melbourne, but it’s very difficult to do here because we’re so much smaller 
(Ben). 

Apart from the availability of placements some are also not so welcomed by some 

employers specifically in ICT industry. They perceived placements as a waste of 

resources. One participant said that: 

Most industries think it is time-consuming to have an intern.  So interns are not 
something that is actually good even if they work for nothing, because it takes 
away the time that someone could be working in a project, that could be 
charged out for, to actually look after the intern.  We did try to have a work 
placement program in our undergraduate degree and it failed miserably; we 
just couldn’t get any placements (Ben). 
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Social networking also plays an important part in preparing graduates for 

employment. Master’s students in ICT, for instant, are required to do placement in 

order to graduate. However, they do not know many people in their study field. So, 

the placement opportunity is small for them as Ben stated:  

Master students have to do a placement as part of their program.  That’s quite 
tricky in an industry where money is always tight, so getting students 
placements is very difficult.  It’s difficult because all the students that come 
onto our program are international in the Master’s program and they don’t 
know anybody in Darwin so there’s no networks for them to tap into to actually 
get a placement and then within the IT industry (Ben). 

It can be concluded that the employability of university graduates partially depends 

on work experience through placement or internship. In order for that to be 

successfully implemented, the significance of integrating work experience should 

well be communicated and made understood by relevant stakeholders. 

4.2.2  Identifying and teaching relevant skills and attributes 

The interviews suggested that it is important to introduce to the students with the 

right skills and attributes needed in this fast paced and dynamic employment market 

demand. This was perceived by the participants to be the tasks of all relevant 

stakeholders including employers, university, students and others. However, the 

responses from the participants seemed to reveal an imbalance of expectations among 

them with regards to what should be the “right” materials to be incorporated in the 

course curriculum. There seemed to be a conflict of philosophical positions, in 

respect to processes of teaching and learning, contents and around pedagogy. One of 

the participants argued that:  

There are broader graduate attributes that are either imposed on us by various 
external bodies, such as professional accrediting bodies, who expect certain 
attributes, in terms of graduates, in terms of employability or registration 
within a profession.  But the university itself has some generic graduate 
attributes that define what believe a graduate should have.  So it’s a matter of 
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balancing, then, the content, the expectations of the professional staff teaching 
at the university, the expectations of the external accrediting bodies and 
employers, in terms of graduate attributes and also then the university’s own 
sense of graduate attributes (George). 

4.2.3 University perspectives 

The issues about graduate employability also arose in interviews with university staff. 

One participant claimed that it is a challenging task for university to gather all 

information to make an informed decision about what to include in the curriculum. 

Dennis contended that:  

The other challenge is to be able to bring all the data together.  All the 
information together so that you can design a course that conforms to what the 
professional body wants; conforms to what is required in the industry and 
conforms to the demand of the students.  There's a large international demand 
for certain courses (Dennis). 

Compounding this complexity, half of the participants indicated that the bureaucratic 

system at the university is a time consuming process and frustrating practice. 

Therefore, it hindered the university from “picking up” on an opportunity and being 

flexible on time. George argued that:  

[…] and one of the problems we have in that is we have very, very, poor 
reaction time.  So while we might want to do something differently and 
introduce a new course to pick up on an opportunity, very often it takes a year 
to do that.  So responding quickly is hard for an institution like us.  So that 
causes a problem.  And we need to be able to respond quicker and to pick up on 
opportunities (George). 

Two participants argued that another issue affecting graduate employability from 

university’s end is that the graduate attributes at the university were not up to date 

and not well implemented. George argued that: 

Now those graduate attributes were developed some years ago.  Now I’d be 
guessing the dates.  You’d have to ask further to research when they were 
actually put in place.  But they are at least five, maybe seven years old.  And my 
view is that they’re in need of a refresh (George). 

Ben contended that: 
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It’s very ad hoc would be my first comment. There has been a set of graduate 
attributes identified; it was identified probably around 10 years ago. There was 
a project that actually worked on that.  So it was identified but there were no 
change management strategies put in place to implement it in any way (Ben).   

Ben continued to argue that some teaching academics were still stuck with their 

traditional ways where teaching was seen as the main delivery of content. Ben 

strongly argued that:    

[…] we play lip service to it.  We say we do it, but I think there’s been no 
curriculum mapping to actually see how it happens. It is easy to tick the box to 
say, yes, we are doing that, and then not worry about changing the mindsets of 
people (Ben). 

Sharing similar concerns, George contended that most of the teaching staff were still 

stuck in their old ways of teaching which was not responding to the new forms of 

student engagement. He said that:  

I think, teaching and learning - well, learning at university has changed now, 
such that students engage differently and, I think, we need to use different 
approaches to best engage students in learning experiences.  So there’s a new 
generation of kids coming out of schools, for example, that are mobile savvy, 
that are social network savvy, that learn – they engage in learning when they 
want to, that don’t always fit into a pre-defined agenda, and I think we need to 
think further about how we can adjust our teaching in order to best match those 
learning approaches.  There are other structural impediments, I think, that 
need to be changed and they’re difficult.  The university is still stuck in a model 
of semester based teaching and learning, with predefined times.  We define 
times of enrolment, of finishing a semester that everyone tracks down this 
schedule week by week in a sequence of scheduled activities.  We’re still stuck 
in a model which is about face-to-face, so we do this via video conferencing 
techniques and we do it through synchronistic modes.  But very often students 
don’t always have to learn in those kinds of face to face modes, there are 
alternative ways to this (George). 

4.2.4 Employer perspectives 

The following sections depicted issues arising from employer perspectives. The 

interviews showed that, some employers were not satisfied with the skills and 

attributes that students had. They tended to have their own view of what is relevant in 

the world of work and disregard the skills that were grounded in research context as 
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argued in George’s quote:  

It’s not just the university’s research, but the sectors research, that indicate 
certain attributes that are required in graduates, in order for them to be able to 
do the job within the industries.  But the employing agencies are disregarding 
those or not recognising those then we have a problem.  The other issue is to do 
with pedagogy and assessment more often, that employers have views about 
what should be taught and how it should be taught.  And, very often,– 
sometimes those views are in conflict with what universities would consider to 
be best practice, in terms of pedagogy and assessment processes (George). 

Literacy and numeracy skills, especially English language skills were among the 

topics frequently raised in the interviews as one of the important factors employers 

were looking for in their employees. However, some employers can be seen as having 

a biased perception toward native English speaking employees as opposed to those 

who are non-native English speakers as claimed in Ben’s comment: 

Because there’s still a level of bias, perhaps, to people that speak English as 
their first language in the employers.  And to a certain extent I can understand 
that you want someone that’s going to be able to read and write in the language 
of the business.  And if you can’t clearly communicate with customers - already 
it’s an issue with IT, when English is your second language it becomes a double 
issue because it’s communication first and then it’s being able to be understood 
as part of the process (Ben). 

George also shared similar concerns regarding quality of graduates. He said that 

employers often complained about students’ lack of literacy and numeracy skills. 

Some students were reported as not being able to write correct paragraphs in a 

professional manner. 

 I know we get a lot from time-to-time, employers would complain about the 
quality of graduates.  There are issues that come up, for example, typically, 
they’ll complain about literacy skills, you know, graduates can’t write or can’t 
put sentences together.  Sometimes there will be numeracy complaints about the 
numeracy skills of graduates (George). 

4.2.5 Student perspectives 

Some participants argued that students were also the cause of their own employability 

issues because some students expected that the university will just pass them without 
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meeting requirements. Based on their experience as an employer, one of the 

participants said that this is the biggest issue in graduate employability in his School 

of Business at the Tropical University.  

Another issue for students is their introvert personality derived from the nature of the 

course of their study. One participant argued that some students mostly from the field 

of ICT had problems communicating with people due to the nature of their course 

which exclusively involved working with computers. Ben claimed that: 

So for IT, we’ve had a lot of feedback from employers that they want people 
who can work in teams and talk to people.  So in IT, particularly, students that 
come into IT are often very introvert. They couldn’t talk to people. They had no 
idea what good job skills were. They had no idea how to actually work in a 
workplace, and they had no idea how to work in teams (Ben). 

Last but not least, Ben claimed that the issue of graduates being unable to tap into the 

world of work lay in graduates’ perception of themselves about their readiness for 

employment. One of the perception barriers was graduates perceived English 

competency. 

They found it very difficult to get jobs in the IT industry because of a perception 
about their language skills; so their English is not good enough.  So they might 
be good at IT but they have a real trouble getting a job because there’s still a 
level of bias, perhaps, to people that speak English as their first language in the 
employers.  And to a certain extent I can understand that you want someone 
that’s going to be able to read and write in the language of the business.  And if 
you can’t clearly communicate with customers - already it’s an issue with IT, 
when English is your second language it becomes a double issue because it’s 
communication first and then it’s being able to be understood as part of the 
process.  So that is a bit tricky and I feel a bit sorry for some of those students 
who really would like to work in IT; sometimes they don’t get the opportunity 
(Ben). 

4.2.6 Course currency 

Course currency was perceived by all participants to be a crucial element in 

equipping students with up to date skills and attributes responding to the dynamic 

nature of the employment market. However, the university executives were strongly 
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convinced that there were still difficulties in its process. Some participants said that 

academics were not ready to change when it comes to updating the contents and 

pedagogy. 

The other problem is that university academics themselves are very 
conservative.  And all of us, including me and others, my colleagues, we’re all 
stuck in our own model of learning and teaching, based on our own experiences 
and past practices. But many academics in this university will be teaching how 
they were taught, will be teaching the content that they will be taught.  They 
will have a view about what’s important, based on their own experiences, but 
they’re not fully considering the emerging environment of the professions that 
their graduates are going into and what kinds and knowledge they need 
(George). 

Not only were the academics not willing to change so were the accreditation agencies 

and other professional bodies. George raised that: 

So the change is difficult, because of the inertia that needs to be broken in the 
external agency accrediting agencies and bodies and external bodies, and 
within our own institutions, as well, because we have reluctance for change 
within our own academics (George). 

4.2.7 Teaching workload 

Although there was one among the four participants had a concern over this point, the 

issue of teaching workload was regarded as pivotal as it dealt with the university’s 

finances and graduate employability. The fact that the university was asked to ‘do 

more with less’ created dilemmas. The university, therefore, needed to be accountable 

for all the activities in order to be funded by the federal government. For this reason, 

university depends on the number of enrolment as the main source of financial 

support. Henry argued that: 

The enrolments carry the students – the students carry the money.  So each 
enrolment carries money that come from the government, if they are local 
students, or if they’re international students, that the student pay in fees. So, 
that sustains the university in an environment in which funding is actually 
dropping. […] so in an environment when funding is getting tighter and tighter, 
the only way to actually increase the funding is to increase the student 
numbers.  If universities aren’t growing substantially they are going 
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backwards, which means that then there’s pressure on staffing.  And once you 
get the staffing pressure where you can’t employ people, you have to retrench 
people, and then the university starts to collapse (Henry). 

4.3 Conclusion 

The interviews helped to show that the concept of graduate employability is largely 

relevant to course design and teaching workload.  

The interviews provided insights as to how the participating university executives 

construct the concept of graduate employability in relation to their understanding of 

the needs of relevant stakeholders, such as university, employers, industry, students, 

accreditation bodies and other professional bodies. It is evident from the findings that 

the culprit in this very issue was derived from the conflict of philosophical positions 

and the imbalance expectations among the stakeholders. There were listed issues that 

were found in four categories concerning integrating work experience, identifying 

and teaching relevant skills and attributes, course currency, and teaching workload. 
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5. Chapter 5: Discussions, implications, and future research 

This chapter discusses the findings in relation to the research questions in Chapter 1. 

The chapter begins with an overview of the whole study and a short summary of the 

findings. The chapter identifies emerging tensions reported by the participants 

relevant to the contemporary debate in the current context of graduate employability 

in the 21st century.  In relation to the employability issues in Cambodia, 

recommendations are proposed and their impact on relevant stakeholders considered. 

This includes HE institutions, employers and industries, and most importantly fresh 

graduates.  

5.1 Study overview 

This study is a response to the increasingly complex landscape of HE in Cambodia, 

the growth of HE providers, and what seems to be a lack of processes which would 

regulate this growth and the quality of the HE sector. These considerations are 

important for Cambodia to provide graduates with relevant skills and to alleviate its 

unemployment (see Sothy, Madhur, & Rethy, 2015).  

As discussed in Chapter 2, graduate employability problems existed in Cambodia in 

late 1990s, specifically after the massification of HE and the legitimate introduction 

of private HEIs in Cambodia (Vann, 2012). The mass demand for HE along with the 

increasing number of unemployment rates and skills mismatches (Aring, 2015) is a 

concern among stakeholders. 

Chapter 2 showed that the concern with graduate employability is not particular to 

only developing countries; it extends to other regions and global agenda. Chapter 2 

illustrated this by examining the situation in the European Union (Bell & 

Blanchflower, 2011). The example of EU was used to show what may be of relevance 
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for the prospective integration of the ten Southeast Asian nation (Kosal, 2011). The 

study also analysed approaches to graduate employability in other developed and 

growing economies including USA, China, Japan, and India (Kell & Kell, 2014). 

Through the analysis of the literature, Chapter 2 showed that problems with graduate 

employability in the developed countries are often caused by oversupply of higher 

level graduates; inability of the universities to equip students with skills needed by 

the employers (quality assurance, graduate attributes, and employability skills); the 

inability of the economy to accommodate mass demands for employment; 

underfunded universities; and unrealistic students’ expectation.  

Chapter 2 provided a bird’s eye view on the complexity of the problem and claimed 

that it is derived from multiple contexts including social, political, historical/cultural, 

and economic contexts. The interrelationship of these contexts has played a 

significant role in formulating the framework for the conduct of the study. It has 

helped to frame and sharpen the research questions. It has also influenced the 

decision on research methodology. 

The results of the study indicate that university graduates today are placed in the 

middle of the tension generated by the different perspectives of diverse stakeholders, 

including students themselves, towards employability of university graduates and this 

is influenced by the dynamic nature of the employment market in the 21st century. 

The study found four significant findings that contribute to the employability 

prospect of graduates.  Those include (1) work experience integration; (2) identifying 

and teaching relevant skills and attributes; (3) course currency; and (4) teaching 

workload. 
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5.2 Discussions of the results 

This study investigated how Australian universities addressed issues around graduate 

employability policy establishment and implementation through the lens of university 

executives. The findings suggested that the issue of graduate employability is 

persistent and even intensified in an advanced Australian HE sector. The interviews 

showed that the issue is derived from the dynamic and changing nature of the 

employment market demand and the divergent understanding of graduate 

employability among relevant stakeholders. This chapter discusses the four major 

findings of the study. 

Finding 1 – Integrating work experience 

The analysis of the data shows that it is important for university students to engage in 

work experience during the course of their study. All participants agreed that 

integrating work experience is important for graduates to gain skills and opportunities 

to engage with employers and acquire first hand and authentic workplace experience. 

This helps students develop interpersonal skills, teamwork skills, and other relevant 

skills needed by the employers and the job itself. 

Like the literature, the data agreed that integrating work experience during the course 

of study is beneficial to the employability of university graduates. Studies from the 

literature also supported the fact that placement is beneficial to help equip students 

with workplace experience necessary for upon their graduation. Archer (2010) 

claimed from his research among hotel managers that, one year placement at a 

workplace provided a majority of employment related skills learnt, in particular, 

communication. He added that it was seen even more valuable than those learnt on a 

degree, although the managers still recognised that some skills that were developed 
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when they were on a degree programme are still important in a graduate's 

employability (Archer, 2010). 

Purdie, McAdie, King, and Drysdale (2013) agreed on the importance of work in 

programs with his study about work integrated learning also known as WIL. They 

claimed that WIL has significant influences on student attitudes rather than 

behaviours.  One of the effects is to help students to be more optimistic and confident, 

where they are perhaps better equipped emotionally to face the challenges of the 

employment market and life beyond. This evidence has, therefore, increased in 

agency and confidence, adds further impetus for the use of WIL in education (Purdie 

et al., 2013).  

The participants suggested that they are not sure how work placements could be 

better managed and assessed. 

It can be understood from the data that, there are not enough mechanisms to ensure 

that all students in professional degrees get the chance to do a placement in an 

industry during their course of study. The participants did not mention if work 

experience integration is already embedded as a part of the curriculum. Information 

on the assessment of integrating work experience was also missing from the data. 

Even though the issue of work experience integration is important, it should not be 

the sole obligation of the university. Students also share this responsibility by 

learning how to market themselves in the world of work. In order words, students 

should be willing to get involved in work environment through unpaid internship or 

part-time paid work. 
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Finding 2 – Identifying and teaching relevant skills and attributes 

University perspectives 

The study shows that all participants agreed that relevant skills and graduate 

attributes are a potential contributor toward the employability of the graduates, which 

is well aligned with the literature. A study conducted by Sleap and Reed in 2006 

regarding work skills developed at university claimed that additional work related 

skills such as team communication, presentation skills, time management and arguing 

skills should be included in the curriculum through small group work, work-related 

projects, debates and group presentations. Those skills were claimed to have a 

positive impact on university experiences and in students’ working life (Sleap & 

Reed, 2006). In their study, however, some physical education and sport science 

graduates reported that there were not many work related skills that had been 

incorporated in the curriculum (Sleap & Reed, 2006). Another study also confirmed 

that the importance of graduate attributes is widely acknowledged and discussed 

(Daly, et al., 2011).  

Over the past years, the focus of graduate attributes and employability skills has 

shifted from mapping and describing generic skills to one which investigates how 

these skills are acquired and developed and the teaching and learning strategies 

employed in the process for that to happen (Hoban et al., 2004; Bowden et al., 2000). 

It appeared to have the tension of different perspectives on the value of graduate 

attributes and employability skills development. 

A survey found that, three models of delivery of graduate attributes have been widely 

acknowledged, discussed and used among Australian universities. Those include 

embedded (McDonald, 2004; Molyneaux, 2004), dedicated (Billing, 2007; Atkinson, 

et al., 2000), and infused models (Al-Mahmood & Gruba, 2007). The embedded 
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model appeared to be the most commonly used by most Australian universities, 

because it involves subject teachers in generic skills as well as their discipline. 

Moreover, it relates these skills to a subject context which is considered as 

educationally sound.  

Extensive collections of literature showed that, there is no general agreement among 

academics and employer groups about how to develop students’ proficiency with 

these skills (Daly, et al., 2011; Billing, 2007; Al-Mahmood & Gruba, 2007; 

McDonald, 2004; Molyneaux, 2004). A study from Daly, et al., (2011), for example, 

also showed that some tension is still emerging from the divergent understanding 

among teaching academics. The commitment to promoting these skills is not uniform 

among academics. Some academics argued that it is not their responsibility and 

claimed that it is beyond their expertise. The problem of accommodating this extra 

component in an already crowded curriculum remains significant. Barrie (2004) also 

shared the same concern. He commented that “the experiences of authors reporting in 

the literature on initiatives to foster the development of such attributes ... would 

suggest the need to question the extent to which this rhetoric does reflect a shared 

understanding.” (p. 263). 

From the interviews, the participants said that teaching academics do not have a 

shared value of graduate attributes. The executives mentioned that some staff were 

conservative and stuck to their own traditional ways of teaching which revolved 

around teacher-centered, semester-based pedagogy (Interview with George, p.7). 

George also claimed that the established attributes of the university website has been 

there for more than seven years, and he was convinced that little focus having been 

made to the refresh of them attributes (Interview with George, p.9). Another 

participant from the interviews also shared similar concern. Ben argued that teaching 
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academics do not care much about improving the employability skills and attributes 

embedded in the curriculum. Ben used the phrase “lip service” (Interview with 

George, p.9) to refer to as the bureaucratic practice of ticking the box regardless of 

the actual actions taken (Interview with Ben, p.9). According to the literature 

regarding graduate attributes, these tensions do not guarantee any sustainability for 

graduate employability because skills and attributes are continuously changing in 

response to the dynamic world of work (see Al-Mahmood & Gruba, 2007; Barrie, 

2004, 2005). 

Although the data showed that the issues of skills and attributes lie mainly in the 

performance of teaching academics, this data cannot be used to overgeneralize this 

claim for at least two reasons. The first one is that the data was collected from a 

homogeneous group of participants who were executives. Their main roles were to 

deal more with policy rather than pedagogy. The study missed out the view from 

other important stakeholders including, especially, teaching academics on the ground 

level, who would have provided great insights to balance out this issue. The second 

reason is that there is often a miscommunication between policymakers (executives) 

and those implementing it (teaching staff). The bureaucratic practices of top-down 

leadership within university is well documented in the literature that most teaching 

academics are not aware of what and how to teach, especially when management 

strategies and attribute pedagogy are not clearly mapped out in the policy (Scott & 

Scott, 2015; Blackmore, 2001). 

Employer perspectives 

The issues of identifying and teaching relevant skills and attributes also emerged in 

the findings as derived from the employers and industry. One of the participants 

stated that there were at least two tensions emerging from the employer’s 
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perspectives. The first tension was the dissatisfaction of the employers on the skills of 

graduates including employability skills, attributes, literacy and numeracy skills. The 

second tension was that employers seemed to have their own set of skills expected 

from the graduates regardless of what provided by university. 

According to a study on employers’ perception, employers tend to have their own 

view about what is needed for graduates to be employable and sometimes these are 

formed without evidence. The study showed that the requirements of employers on 

graduate capabilities have increased and they still hold the perception that graduates 

upon their graduation are still not ready for employment regardless of strategies used 

by universities to embed employability skills into the curriculum. Some of the 

insufficient basic skills perceived by the employers include areas such as 

communication, time management, a willingness to face up to and learn from errors, 

listen openly to feedback, an ability to work in teams with people from different 

backgrounds and flexibility and adaptability (Shah, et al., 2015).  

Though it may be arguable that graduates are graduating with deficiency of skills, 

universities do not have total responsibility if things are to improve. The fundamental 

solution to the issues lie within a genuine engagement between university and 

external bodies including employers and industry, and other professional accrediting 

bodies in establishing informed and relevant quality courses. 

Student perspectives 

There are at least three employability issues derived from student’s perspectives, as 

claimed by the participants in the interviews. The first issue is the over optimism of 

the students. The second issue involved the introvert personality of graduates which 

was reported by a participant as derived from the nature of the course of study itself. 

The last issue is the incorrect perception of the students with regards to their 
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readiness in employment, especially their English competency. 

The findings seemed to align well with a number of research studies on “implied 

student” by Ulriksen (2009) that said in order to seek graduate level employment, 

there were unspoken assumptions made on how graduates should behave and conduct 

themselves around the process of socialization into a specific culture (Caldwell & 

Cattermole, 2014).  

In the past, HE, students, and employers were predominantly of the same social and 

cultural background. However, with the influence of globalisation and massification 

of HE, this is no longer the case. Most universities now are attempting to 

internationalize their students experience in the competition for more enrolments 

(Kell & Kell, 2014). Employers have also increased their requirements expected from 

graduates as to be “ready” for functioning in their organization (Shah, et al., 2015). 

Consequently, graduates are expected to adapt to the culture of the institution where 

they are studying and the organization that will employ them.  

Even though the current discourse on graduate employability mainly circles around 

generic skills that a graduate should possess, Redmond (2006) argued that at least 

part of developing a graduate identity requires the individual to engage in the 

development of the “soft currencies” of “personal capital”, such as appearance, accent 

and charisma. Pavlin (2010) added that the determinants of employability do not lie 

totally in educational curricula but there are also other factors including work 

experience, family backgrounds, and knowledge of the societal trends and culture 

which are influential (Pavlin, 2010).  

Finding 3 – Course currency 

The current discourses of HE on the global agenda have been driven by 
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employability-related matters, especially, in the context of globalisation, and 

internationalization of HE (Kell & Vogl, 2012; Hughes & Barrie, 2010; Campbell, 

2010; Green, et.al, 2009; Barrie, 2004). An up-to-date and relevant curriculum is, 

therefore, crucial not only for the future of university graduates but also for the 

survival sustainability of HEIs themselves (Douglas & Edelstein, 2009).  

The findings of the study also agreed with this claim regarding its importance but 

stated that the success of relevant curriculum relies on the policy establishment and 

implementation process. The latter one appeared to be a tension as all the participants 

complained that staff members were not ready for updated course and pedagogy 

(Interview with George, p.7-8). Literature also voiced concern over the issue of 

renewal within university, especially in teaching and learning. Marginson (2009) 

found that universities, especially, research-intensive institutions prioritize research 

activities to build scholarly reputations, research funding from the government, and to 

maintain promotion criteria. This has caused limited or even non-existent time to 

focus on the improvement of teaching and service or leadership responsibilities. This 

may be due to the perception that a good researcher is a good teacher (Marginson, 

2009). Scott and Scott (2015) also pointed out that a number of government 

regulatory authorities including Australian Universities Quality Agency, the New 

Zealand Qualifications Authority, and the United Kingdom’s Quality Assurance 

Agency for HE are concerned with HE quality issues due to university being 

insufficiently proactive in taking ownership of their renewal (Scott & Scott, 2015).  

Similar to finding two the issue of the conservativism of teaching staff is not an 

isolated issue. There is room for argument about this because the lack of clarity and 

unclear directions has to be countered with mapped out management strategies about 

how updating curriculum can be carried out effectively. Voices from the teachers at 
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the ground level were unfortunately missing from this study, which is another 

limitation to this study.   

Finding 4 – Teaching workload 

Among all the four participants, only one mentioned about the issue with regards to 

university being asked to “do more with less” regardless of the importance of 

university financial sustainability and employability of graduates (Bourner & 

Millican, 2011). According to the interview with George (p. 21), this notion of “doing 

more with less” refers to the erosion of public funding from universities on per capita 

basis. At the same time, universities have to be accountable to their own activities in 

order to be granted with public finances. 

In the era of knowledge-based economy, universities are expected, as evident in many 

studies, to educate decision makers and produce highly qualified graduates in all 

social spheres in order to benefit the economic development of a country 

(Medvedeva, 2015; Becker, 1993). This process has caused high expenditures, and 

Medvedeva argued in his study that “it is by no means all states are able to financially 

support the system of HE.” (Medvedeva, 2015).  

5.3 Implications 

After synthesizing the findings with the literature review, the study has several 

implications for relevant stakeholders in Cambodia including, but not limited to, 

students, HE institutions, employers and industries. The researcher acknowledged 

that there might be flaws in the findings due to the study limitations. However, some 

insights did emerge and are of value to consider in Cambodia. 

Implications for students 

From the perspective of university executives, students should proactively seek out 
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work experiences and learn to take responsibility for their own employability skills 

upon graduation from university. Students need to be able to market themselves. It is 

important for students to understand and develop the skills that are needed by the 

employment market in which they will be recruited. It is well grounded in the 

literature that the most needed skills include teamwork, problem solving, critical 

thinking, debate, small group presentation etc. (Daly, et al., 2011; Sleap & Reed, 

2006). In order to achieve this, students are suggested to get involved in part-time job 

opportunities during the course of their study in order to acquire hands-on experience 

at the workplace. 

Another important recommendation for students is to keep close connections with 

relevant employers. It is evident not only in this study but also in the literature that 

students should do so through various non-academic activities including, 

volunteering, attendance at employment workshops or career fairs for example. And 

these capabilities and capacities of the students can be communicated through to 

employers. 

Implications for HE institutions 

Identifying and teaching the relevant skills and attributes is crucial in assisting 

graduates with their employability. This is congruent with an extensive body of the 

literature. There are some implications for the Cambodian HEIs to effectively tackle 

the issue of employability in Cambodia. 

In order to establish an up-to-date and relevant curriculum for the current labour 

market in Cambodia, it is important that universities need to have meetings on a 

regular basis with relevant stakeholders including government, employers, and 

industries to voice out their needs and expectations from prospective graduates. This 

may not be an overnight success, but it needs to start now. 
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Communication within HEIs plays a crucial role in achieving the goal of graduate 

employability. Therefore, university leaders need to reach a common understanding 

of the curriculum objectives by being open and by combining both the top-down and 

shared leadership together to insure the inclusiveness and effectiveness of the 

institutional governance system. 

The study suggested the benefits of work integrated learning. Universities need to 

host regular workshops, conference, or career fairs in which students are exposed to 

their prospective employers. This allows students to market themselves and also learn 

what is expected from them. Universities should also incorporate students’ 

placement/internship into the curriculum with concrete assessment criteria. It would 

then be compulsory for students to acquire hands-on and authentic workplace 

experience which would be beneficial to their professional life. It also opens the 

opportunity for employers to “try before they buy” (Henry).  

Implications for employers and industries 

Employers and the industry play a significant role in students’ employability. In turn, 

students’ employability skills and attributes also contribute to successful operations 

of the institution. Therefore, it is important for employers/industries to be actively 

involved in this process though a number of activities. It is suggested that 

employers/industries should be able to identify the skills needed within their 

institutions and communicate them with HEIs during meetings. Employers/industries 

should also be willing to provide placement opportunities to students. 

5.4 Conclusion and recommendations for further research 

In conclusion, this study has provided an in-depth discussion on the fact that the 

problem of graduate employability is not limited to only developing countries. It is 
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rather a global issue. The problem increased in the era of massification of HE due to 

dynamic labour market and skill shifts. In Cambodia, the literature suggested that 

several factors are contributing to this issue, ranging from the reduced public funding 

for universities through to the inability of the economy to absorb mass numbers of 

graduates. The study focused on the mechanisms utilized by Australian universities to 

address the problem of graduate employability from the perspective of university 

executives.  

The study showed that the problems are caused by the divergent perspectives of 

potential stakeholders on the curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment. In terms of 

research questions, this finding indicates that stakeholders need to work in a more 

integrated, supportive and imaginative manner for each party to benefit and for the 

students to better understand the benefits of the complex skills required in the current 

labour market. Internationalisation is one such skill, although underestimated 

universities. From the perspective of the Cambodian universities, closer 

collaborations with international universities and overseas labour markets would 

mean for the students, and their teachers, a gain in experience and skills required to 

build national capacity. Australia too can benefit from such relationships with 

students developing international experience, networks and a capacity to build 

relationships and talents which are critical for Australia to remain a key economy 

provider in the region and a quality education provider.   
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7. APPENDIXES

APPENDIX A: Interview Questions 

1. Could you please tell us introduce yourself and your job?

2. How long have you been involved in doing the job and how do you like it?

3. Would you mind raising the challenges and advantages of your job?

4. How is your job related to graduate attribute and employability?

5. What is your understanding of Graduate Attribute and Employability?

6. What do you see as issues in Employability?

7. What are your ideas on graduate employability?

8. How are the policy and procedure developed? How are they implemented and
communicated by academics and students?

9. Who do you think are the stakeholders in graduate employability? What is the
influence of stakeholders?

10. How to get the confidence of stakeholders in the process?

11. What is the influence of external environment of Graduate employability?

12. What do you think are the roles of university in Graduate Attribute and
Employability?
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APPENDIX B: Consent form 
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APPENDIX C: Ethics clearance 
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