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ABSTRACT 

Today customary workplace practices have changed drastically due to globalisation and technological 

advancements, with an accompanying shift in demand in the skills required by employers. Employers expect 

employees to possess relevant personality traits and employability skills to accommodate the ever changing 

demands of work. Equipping learners with appropriate skills to enter the workforce is increasingly seen as a 

requirement of education. However, little has been done to assess the learners’ perception of their own 

employability skills. It is important to understand and bridge the gap between what is delivered by institutions 

and how learners understand and perceive employability within their programmes and courses. More so for the 

learners in Open and Distance education who are isolated, highly heterogeneous and geographically dispersed. 

This paper highlights an exploratory study on the perception of learners of National Institute of Open schooling 

(NIOS) India, towards their own employability skills and what they believe is important for employers. It 

provides an insight into the skill level competence of the learners. The findings reveal that while the learners 

were generally competent in 10 employability skills, they were not excellently or very well competent in some 

employability skills indicating extensive opportunities for augmenting the skills through courses and 

programmes delivered by the institution. 
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1.0 BACKGROUND  

The economic advancement of any country depends on qualified and skilled human resources. However, with 

the rapid advancement and adoption of digital technologies, there is disruption in the business models around 

the globe and organizations are transforming not only their structures, but also their workforce capabilities. 

Advances in robotics, artificial intelligence, and machine learning are ushering in a new age of automation, as 

machines match or outperform human performance in a range of work activities, including ones requiring 

cognitive abilities. Such growing automation needs and demand for digitization are changing the nature of work 

and putting pressure on the present workforce. In other words, the employment landscape is changing swiftly, 

and new jobs are emerging. Today’s job market and in-demand skills are hugely different from the ones of 10 or 

even 5 years ago and the pace of change is only set to accelerate. The need of the hour is building a skilling 

system to match the new requirements, a system that responds well to business needs while opening 

opportunities for all. 

India is a young nation with more than 54 percent of its total population below 25 years of age, and 62 percent 

in the working age group of 15-59 years. More than 12 million youth between 15 and 29 years of age are 

expected to enter India’s work force every year for the next two decades. According to the India Skills Report 

2018, the major issue will be a lack of skilled workers impacting the manufacturing sector.The government’s 

recent skill gap analysis concludes that by 2022, approximately 109 million more skilled workers would be 

needed in 24 key sectors of the economy. This skill assessment clearly indicates the scarcity of skilled workforce 

in India who can take the jobs.  

Equipping learners with appropriate skills to enter the workforce is seen as a major requirement of education. 

However, little has been done to assess the learner perspective of whether they believe employability skills are 

included or developed. Learners’ own perceptions of how well‐prepared they are to face the world of work 

clearly influences their confidence and, ultimately, performance. Failure of learners to appreciate what 

employers expect of them leaves the former ill‐prepared not only for entry into the labour market but also to 

cope with changes. 

 

2.0 EMPLOYABILTY: CONCEPT AND MEANING 

 'Employability' refers to the competencies and abilities that graduates need to enhance employment 

opportunities in the labour market, as well as the economic and social development of the country (Jeswani, 

2016; Phago & Thwala, 2015). As cited by Orji (2013),  Yorke and Knight (2006), defined employability as: “a 

set of achievements – skills, understanding and personal attributes that make graduates more likely to gain 

employment and be successful in their chosen occupations…” (p.8).  
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Yorke (2005) considers employability to a graduate’s achievements and his/her potential for obtaining, and 

succeeding, in graduate level job-placement.  

Martin et al. (2008) noted that gaining employability skills should be seen as “a continuum of learning that 

supports job progression, not just entry into the workforce”. 

According to Toland (2011) as cited by Orji (2013), employability skills are non-discipline specific, 

economically valuable skills required to get initial employment, progress in a job, as well as securing another 

job when desired. 

However, the set of skills, competency or attributes that constitute employability skills have been a concern to 

various studies and institutions. Martin et al. (2008) states, “the employability landscape is complex…” (p.1). 

Skills needed for employability depend on many different factors such as job type, industrial sector and career 

stage. This makes it difficult to create one universally relevant definition or list of employability skills. Martin et 

al. (2008) identified and based their study on 14 employability skills: communication, team-working, problem-

solving, literacy, numeracy, general information technology (IT), timekeeping, business awareness, customer-

care, personal presentation, enthusiasm /commitment, enterprising, vocational job seeking and advanced 

vocational job-specific skills. Falconer and Pettigrew (2003) identified skills considered important in graduates 

and professionals as: team work, oral and written communication, problem solving, information handling, 

negotiation, listening, planning, resourcefulness and innovation.  They also state that self-reliance, self-

discipline, the ability to work harmoniously with others and the ability to apply knowledge to solve practical 

problems, as transferable skills, which should be incorporated into the curricula of programmes. 

Levels of employability skills determine job readiness of a learner as he/she completes education. Job readiness 

refers to learners equipped with suitable skills and be prepared for work in the relevant field (Harvey, 2001).  

Research has shown that developing these skills while in school can be associated with positive economic and 

work outcomes in later life too (Carniero et al. 2007; Taylor, 2017). The issue of lack of skills needed for work 

is voiced not only by policy makers and employers. Learners also regularly challenge the lack of curriculum 

time dedicated to preparing them for the world of work. A recent survey of 1,001 secondary school learners 

conducted by the Career Colleges Trust found that learners overwhelmingly thought they were being prepared to 

pass exams rather than developing skills for their future career or preparing for the workplace (Career Colleges 

Trust, 2015). Mann and Huddleston (2015) found that many recruiters reported that employability skills were 

often severely lacking in young people applying for roles. They summarised the challenges facing young people, 

and in doing so highlight the need to develop key competencies before they reach the labour market. Hence, 

structural changes in how employers recruit and what skills are required by the modern labour market have 

significance for schools and for young people. 

 

3.0 THE STUDY 

Considering learners of open and distance learning, who are isolated and at a distance having freedom to study 

at their own pace, place and time, developing employability skills becomes a concern. Do they get opportunities 

to develop their employability skills through the course and programmes provided? What are their perceptions 

of their level of preparedness across business and management sectors? When individuals’ perception is 

considered it has been shown that people often behave, feel, and think based on their perceptions rather than the 

objective reality (Kirves, 2014). An individual who believes they are highly employable will think it relatively 

easy to acquire new employment (Berntson and Marklund, 2007).  

This concern provoked an exploratory study with the learners of the National Institute of Open Schooling 

(NIOS), India, to find out their perception of their own employability skills. The learners of NIOS are mostly in 

the age range of 14-25 years of age and would be a part of the future workforce. 

3.1 Methodology of the Study 

For gathering information “as it is” on learners’ employability skills without changing or modifying the situation 

under investigation, the study used survey research design which involved the collection of information from a 

sample of learners of the NIOS through their responses to predetermined questions. No cause and-effect 

relationship was sought. 

3.2 Participants and Procedure 

In the NIOS the learner population is highly distributed all over the country. To support these learners, the NIOS 

established Regional Centers in different parts of India.  One such Regional Center (RC) is located in Kolkata, 
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catering to the regions of West Bengal, Andaman & Nicobar Islands, and Sikkim. This center like other RC’s, 

provide the facility of On-Demand-Examination (ODE). This is a facility provided to take examinations in a 

subject of choice, whenever learners are ready to do so, and as many times as they want to, until satisfied with 

their performance. Every Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday of the week, learners can visit the RC to appear in 

ODE provided they have registered for the subject examination in advance. For the purpose of convenience and 

for time constraints, the following was considered for the sample study:  

• Data to be collected from a group of learners who come to the RC in Kolkata on Tuesday, Wednesday 

and Thursday of a week when ODE is conducted. The RC in Kolkata was chosen because the 

researcher was based in the city of Kolkata. 

• Learners who reside in, and in the neighbourhood of, Kolkata are expected to visit the RC to avail of 

ODEs.  

• Data to be collected after the ODE is over in the RC. 

3.3 Measuring Instrument and Data Collection 

The data was collected using a questionnaire “Learner Employability Skills Questionnaire (LESQ)” which 

captured learners’ assessments of their employability skills. The LESQ was adopted from the study by Orji 

(2013) where 10 employability skills are listed, viz: communication, problem-solving, team work, planning and 

organizing, creativity/innovation, independent study, numeracy, ICT, self-management and time management. It 

is a 32 item questionnaire with 5 point rating ranging from ‘Excellently (5)’ to ‘Not at all (1)’. The items were 

grouped according to the 10 skills categories. Using the 10 employability skills, this study also administered the 

questionnaire and sought to ascertain the employability skills level of the NIOS learners. 

The descriptions of employability skills considered are as follows: 

1. Problem-solving:  Analyzing facts and circumstances and applying creative thinking to develop appropriate 

solutions.  

2. Independent study: Self-motivation to learn new things, learning from mistakes, accepting 

criticism/feedback, identifying and accessing learning opportunities.  

3. Numeracy skills: Manipulation of numbers, general mathematical awareness and its application in practical 

contexts.  

4. Communication skills: Application of literacy, ability to produce clear, structured written work and oral 

literacy, including listening and questioning.  

5. ICT skills: Basic IT skills, including familiarity with word processing, spreadsheets, file management and 

use of internet search engines for information retrieval.  

6. Team working skills: Respecting others, co-operating, negotiating, persuading, and contributing to 

discussions.  

7. Self-management: Readiness to accept responsibility, flexibility, time management, readiness to improve 

own performance.  

8. Planning and organizing skills: Preparing for and coordinating task for self and others, taking initiation and 

making decisions, being resourceful.  

9. Creativity/innovation: Devising new and better ways to handle tasks, bringing creative, innovative 

ideas/products, brainstorming and thinking outside the box.  

10. Time management: Time consciousness, time management and prioritizing, meeting work deadlines 

 

The data was collected on three consecutive days viz, Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday of the last week of 

March 2019, from 46 learners of NIOS visiting the RC to appear in ODE in a subject of their choice. Due to the 

commencement of the Public Examinations and countrywide general election, the facility of ODE was 

suspended by the NIOS from April onwards until June 2019.  The researcher did not get the opportunity to 

collect data beyond a week. As a result, this study is exploratory. This limitation is acknowledged. 

 

4.0 RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

While it is desirable that all questions included in a data collection instrument be answered by all intended 

respondents, a certain percentage of non-response (NR) is inevitable. In this case also some learners did not 

complete some questions and that has been reported as the percentage of learners for whom no response was 

available for a given question. Also, for some questions, no response meant not willing to share or 
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incomprehensible. Self-reporting on a given scale is always subjected to unknown biases among the 

respondents. Attempt was made to reduce it by providing a comfortable environment, a purposive introduction, 

a bilingual (English and Hindi) questionnaire for easy comprehension with no time limit and anonymity.  

The characteristics of the sample of learners (N=46) is shown in Table 1. 

 

Table 1: Summary of Participant Characteristics 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

  

                                 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Since majority of the learner population in NIOS is in the age range 14-25years, the average age in the sample is 

within this range. The male and female percent of learners in the sample is in accordance to the percent in the 

total population in NIOS. Regarding employment status 45.65 % of learners in the sample are unemployed. 

Looking into the age range it is found that more than half (55%) in the age range 17-28yrs are unemployed…i.e. 

more than half of the sample of youths is expected to enter the work force.  

In response to whether the learners thought that the 10 Employability skills considered are important today to 

the employers, 86.96% feels that they are important out of which 35% respondents are Females and 65% males. 

 

Table: 1presents the learners’ responses to 32 employability skills statements. Except Statement 10 (2.00) and 

Statement 24 (2.89), the mean scores of all the other 30 Statements are more than the assessment point (3.0) 

ranging from 3.09 (Statement 25) to 4.26 (Statement 20). Being unemployed, it appears that most learners may 

have perceived statement 10 (i.e. “I place much value on respect for others”) to have no connection with 

finding a job and hence did not respond.  However, for Statement 24 (i.e. “I can solve problems using math and 

science concepts”) learners perceived themselves to be not competent which could be caused by the existence of 

a weak mathematical foundation. Learners in NIOS mostly have prior school learning experiences. The entry 

requirement demands that for Secondary level, learners possess a Certificate of Class VIII pass or Self 

Certificate stating that they have knowledge up to Class VIII, and for Senior Secondary level, learners possess a 

certificate of the secondary examination passed from a recognised Board of Secondary Education.  

 

Combining/categorizing similar statements, Table 2 reveals means of the employability skills category for 

communication, problem-solving, team work, planning and organizing, creativity and innovation, independent 

study, numeracy, ICT skills, self-management and time management. Fig: 1 illustrates the frequency of 

competency response for category wise employability skills of the sample of learners.  

 

Gender Percentage 

Male 56.52 

Female 41.30 

Age group Percentage Average age 

17-28yrs 71.74 

25.78yrs 29-40yrs 21.74 

41-52yrs 6.52 

Courses of Study Percentage 

Secondary Level 15.22 

Sr. Secondary Level 84.78 

 

Employment status Percentage 

Unemployed (UE) 45.65 

Employed (E) 23.91 

No Response (NR) 30.43 

Age group Employment status (%) 

E UE NR 

17-28yrs 9.09 54.55 36.36  

29-40yrs 50 30 20 

41-52yrs 100  0 0 
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Table 1: 

Frequency, Mean scores and Standard deviation of responses to items on Learners Employability Skills.  

 

Skill 

Statement 

Excellent Very 

well 

Somewhat Just a 

little 

Not 

at all 

N 

Mean 

Std. 

dev. 

Assessment 

Statement 1 19 18 3 1 1 42 3.89 1.48   C 

Statement 2 12 24 2 2 2 42 3.65 1.48 C 

Statement 3 14 15 7 5 0 41 3.50 1.56 C 

Statement 4 13 13 12 4 2 44 3.54 1.35 C 

Statement 5 7 15 13 5 2 42 3.17 1.42 C 

Statement 6 20 17 2 1 1 41 3.85 1.59 C 

Statement 7 24 8 4 3 3 42 3.76 1.69 C 

Statement 8 18 13 8 1 2 42 3.70 1.55 C 

Statement 9 6 21 7 5 2 41 3.20 1.50  C 

Statement 10 14 4 2 0 0 20 2.00 2.35 NC 

Statement 11 13 18 8 2 1 42 3.61 1.45   C 

Statement 12 11 22 7 2 0 42 3.65 1.37 C 

Statement 13 10 18 8 2 0 38 3.26 1.69 C 

Statement 14 18 15 8 2 0 43 3.87 1.34 C 

Statement 15 14 17 7 1 2 41 3.54 1.59 C 

Statement 16 15 15 7 1 1 39 3.46 1.72 C 

Statement 17 22 15 2 1 2 42 3.91 1.56 C 

Statement 18 11 22 4 2 2 41 3.50 1.56 C 

Statement 19 14 21 2 2 3 42 3.63 1.55  C 

Statement 20 31 9 1 1 0 42 4.26 1.47   C 

Statement 21 22 17 2 0 1 42 4.02 1.47 C 

Statement 22 21 16 4 2 0 43 4.02 1.34 C 

Statement 23 15 12 9 3 2 41 3.43 1.63 C 

Statement 24 7 13 7 11 3 41 2.89 1.55 NC 

Statement 25 11 14 6 4 5 40 3.09 1.74 C 

Statement 26 20 16 3 2 0 41 3.85 1.56 C 

Statement 27 19 11 7 3 1 41 3.63 1.64 C 

Statement 28 19 11 5 3 2 40 3.52 1.76  C 

Statement 29 12 17 6 5 1 41 3.41 1.57 C 

Statement 30 14 13 8 2 4 41 3.35 1.68 C 

Statement 31 14 15 8 3 1 41 3.50 1.57 C 

Statement 32 12 13 7 6 2 40 3.20 1.68  C 

*Assessment point: Mean = >3.0 (Competent); mean < 3.0 (Not Competent); 3 is the total average score, 

C=Competent   NC=Not Competent 
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Table 2: 

Mean scores, standard deviation and overall mean of responses to items on 10 Employability skills 

 

Overall mean = 3.53 

Std. deviation = 0.26 

*cMean = mean for employability skill sub-categories   

 

 

 

S/N Employability skills 

categories 

Skill statements 

 

N Mean Std. 

deviation 

*cMean & (std 

deviation).  

1. Communication Statement 1 42 3.89 1.48 3.68 (0.20) 

Statement 2            42 3.65 1.48  

Statement 3              41 3.50 1.56  

       

2. Problem solving Statement 4  44 3.54 1.35 3.52(0.34) 

Statement 5   42 3.17 1.42  

Statement 6   41 3.85 1.59  

       

3. Team work Statement 7 42 3.76 1.69 3.39(0.65) 

Statement 8            42 3.70 1.55  

Statement 9              41 3.20 1.50  

Statement 10 20 2.00 2.35  

Statement 17 42 3.91 1.56  

Statement 18 41 3.50 1.56  

Statement 19 42 3.63 1.55  

       

4. Planning & 

organizing 

Statement 11 42 3.61 1.45 3.51(0.21) 

Statement 12            42 3.65 1.37  

Statement 13              38 3.26 1.69  

       

5. Creativity/Innovation Statement 14 43 3.87 1.34 3.62(0.22) 

Statement 15            41 3.54 1.59  

Statement 16             39 3.46 1.72  

       

6. Independent study Statement 20 42 4.26 1.47 4.10(0.14) 

Statement 21            42 4.02 1.47  

Statement 22              43 4.02 1.34  

       

7. Numeracy Statement 23 41 3.43 1.63 3.16(0.38) 

Statement 24           41 2.89 1.55  

       

8. ICT skills Statement 25 40 3.09 1.74 3.52(0.25) 

Statement 26            41 3.85 1.56  

Statement 27              41 3.63 1.64  

       

9. Self- management Statement 28 40 3.52 1.76 3.47(0.08) 

Statement 29            41 3.41 1.57  

       

10. Time management Statement 30 41 3.35 1.68 3.35(0.15) 

Statement 31            41 3.50 1.57  

Statement 32              40 3.20 1.68  
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Fig 1: Frequency of Competency Response to Employability Skills categories 

 

 
 

Fig 2: Category wise Employability Skills of the Sample of Learners. 

 

Fig 2 clearly illustrates the ranking of employability skills competency as perceived by the sample learners 

which is given in Table 3.   
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Table 3: Ranking of Employability Skills Competency as Perceived by the Learners 

  

   
    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is seen that Independent study (4.10) is the highest ranked employability skills competence as perceived by 

the learners.  Learners learning in an Open and Distance Learning (ODL) institution like the NIOS are 

conditioned to develop the ability to learn independently and take the habit of independent study into the 

workplace. This is supported by Dewi (2013).  Independent study empowers and teaches learners to learn by 

themselves (Williamson, 1995) and to become motivated and trained in their responsibilities as well as in their 

learning ability (Broad, 2006).  

On the contrary, the least ranked employability skill in which learners perceived themselves as least competent 

is Numeracy skills (3.16). As cited by Mutodi and Ngirande (2014), perceptions and beliefs about mathematics 

(numeracy) originate from past experiences; comprising both cognitive and affective dimensions (Aguilar, et al. 

2012). From a cognitive point of view it relates to a person’s knowledge, beliefs, and other cognitive 

representations while from an affective domain it refers to a person’s attitudes, feelings and emotions about 

mathematics.  

From Table 3, it is worth noting that learners’ perceptions of competency vary across the various categories of 

employability skills. The order of competency is as follows:  

Independent study > Communication > Creativity/Innovation > ICT Skills > Problem- solving > Planning and 

Organizing > Self-management > Team work > Time   Management > Numeracy.  

Though learners showed competency in all skills (mean scores > 3), only the first 6 gave “Very Well” 

competency (mean scores ≥ 4 (rounded off).  

For Self-management, Team work, Time management and Numeracy the NIOS learners in the sample perceive 

themselves to be somewhat competent. These four skills relate to managing resources and the self to achieve 

work-related tasks and deliver work on time. According to Palvalin( 2017), self-management practices have a 

larger impact on the quality and quantity of individual output and the quantity of team output in workplaces. 

Improving self-management skills is the key to increase all productivity dimensions and in particular the quality 

of the output. Therefore, teaching self-management skills will prepare learners in environments where there is 

little guidance, structure and monitoring. 

The way jobs are designed in today’s workplace also requires people to interact with each other and work in 

teams to achieve their organisational goals (Seth and Seth, 2013).  The ability to interact productively and 

effectively within a culturally diverse workforce, often spanning a multitude of generations with competing 

priorities and varying characteristics (Bennett et al., 2012), is imperative in the modern world of work. To 

inculcate this skill in distance learners is an issue. But with the use of modern technology strategies, like 

blended learning or online discussion forums with f2f (face to face) interactions in the study centers, it is 

possible. Studies (Bonk,et.al.,  2002;  Jones and Cookeb, 2006)  reveal  that  the  real  potential  of  blended  

learning  strategy  can  be  exploited  to  develop  team  working  skill. 

Poor numeracy poses a financial cost to the individual and a cost to the economy. If productivity levels are to 

rise, good number skills are essential for the workforce in every industry. They are also vital in everyone’s daily 

life (https://www.nationalnumeracy.org.uk/sites/default/files/nn124_essentials_numeracyreport_for_web.pdf).  

This skill can be enhanced by incorporating and integrating numeracy across the curriculum. Numeracy should 

be considered as an equal and supporting partner in helping learners learn to cope with the quantitative demands 

of modern society. 

Considering that the sample learners were at school level from NIOS, the findings are interesting in that they 

negate the commonly held view that school graduates are lacking in employability skills (Parker, 2011; Dixon, 

2013) as cited  by Orji, 2013. 

 

Skills ranking Employability skills Category Mean 

1 Independent Study 4.10 

2 Communication 3.68 

3 Creativity/Innovation 3.62 

4 ICT skills 3.52 

5 Problem Solving 3.52 

6 Planning & Organisation 3.51 

7 Self- Management Skills 3.47 

8 Team work 3.39 

9 Time management/prioritizing 3.35 

10 Numeracy skills 3.16 

https://www.nationalnumeracy.org.uk/sites/default/files/nn124_essentials_numeracyreport_for_web.pdf
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5.0 CONCLUSION  

According to Rothwell et al (2009), learners perceive that engagement with their studies has limited influence 

on their employability. But it is becoming increasingly important for learners who could be employees and job 

seekers, to equip themselves with the relevant skills and competencies, along with education, to remain relevant 

and progress in a competitive workforce. Learner employability skills have increasingly become the concern of 

stakeholders in education and indeed the employers. 

This study was centered on Open Schooling learners’ employability skills. It was found that the learners were 

generally competent in 10 employability skills but they were not excellently or very well competent in some 

employability skills like Self-management, Team work, Time management and Numeracy. This indicates 

opportunities for augmenting these skills through courses and programmes delivered by the institution.  

However, this study was unable to examine the impact of social class on perceptions of employability. Many 

studies have shown that social class is yet another demographic characteristic that may influence perceptions. 

There was no consideration of contextual factors which may play an important role in individual perceptions of 

employability. This may be particularly important for new graduates who are unique in their transition from 

education to work (Berntson et al., 2007). Considering the limitations of the study, the following is 

recommended:  

• Courses and programmes to be designed by integrating varied types of curriculum activities to enhance 

employability skills. Seth and Seth (2013) points out that 85% of employers believe that the quality of the 

workforce can be improved by including employability skills in the curriculum. 

• Opportunities to be provided for peer interactions using technology like online discussion forums;  

• Opportunities for team work in study centers; 

• Assessment of the employability skills development in the learners during their course work to get a feedback 

and modify strategies if needed. 

• Further research is warranted to better identify which employability skills may be lacking, to be clearer on the 

exact skills needed by the learners, and provide direction for setting tasks and enhancing the curriculum. 

It is worth mentioning that the employability skills demanded by various employers across the globe are in a 

state of flux and that the job market dynamism created by socio-technical and socio-economic factors continue 

to shape the facets of global employability skills. Building a skilling system to match the new requirements, a 

system that responds well to business needs, while opening opportunities for all people is the need of the hour.   
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