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Abstract

Bangladesh Open University (BOU) is the sole public university of Bangladesh that operates their education through
open and distance learning (ODL). In 2021, BOU started its offshore certificate programmes i.e., SSC and HSC (2
years programme) for Non-Resident Bangladeshis (NRBs) in South Korea, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and Qatar
in order to improve the soft skills of the overseas students. The aim of this study is to find out the impact of BOU’s
certificate programmes on overseas students’ soft skills development. Mixed methods research design has been used
while conducting the study. The survey questionnaire has been used for quantitative purposes, while in-depth
interviews have been used for qualitative purposes. In survey questionnaire, 100 overseas students who enrolled in
the certificate programme of BOU participated according to simple random sampling, while 5 overseas students have
been selected for in-depth interviews according to convenience sampling. The study reveals that overseas students’
soft skills e.g., problem-solving, communication, critical thinking, leadership, teamwork, adaptability, and time
management skills, have been improved significantly due to the enrolment of BOU’s certificate programmes. BOU’s
certificate programme helps Non-Resident Bangladeshis (NRBs) to become skilled labour from semi-skilled labour.
Being a full-time employee it is very difficult for the NRBs to continue their education, although BOU provides
utmost flexibility in their learning process.

Introduction

Background of the Study

Bangladesh has 108 private universities and 50 public universities (Bhuiyan, 2022). Bangladesh Open University
(BOU) is a public university that conducts its educational programmes via open and distant learning (Jahan et al.,
2012). In 1992, the BOU Act 1992 was enacted by parliament to ensure educational accessibility for all individuals,
regardless of age, gender, or location, by the utilisation of various information and communication technologies. BOU
comprises six schools that offer various academic programmes through both distance and in-person modalities
(Bhuiyan, 2024). Open School is one of the schools that offers undergraduate and postgraduate programmes along
with certificate programmes. To address the government's initiative of equipping remittance workers with skills, the
Open School of Bangladesh Open University (OS-BOU) has introduced offshore Higher Secondary Certificate (HSC)
programmes for Non-resident Bangladeshis (NRBs) in South Korea and Middle Eastern nations (Pamela, 2022).
Recently, OS-BOU has offered Secondary School Certificate (SSC) and Higher Secondary Certificate (HSC)
programmes for Non-resident Bangladeshis (NRBs) in South Korea, Italy, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Dubai.
BOU has a mixed learning model, offering full-day in-person tutorial services exclusively on Fridays and Saturdays
at its campuses and affiliated schools. To realise the government's SDG-4 implementation, BOU initiated a transition
from conventional ODL to technology-enhanced ODL utilising LMS and web 2.0 technologies (Mannan, 2016). This
transition establishes enduring learning possibilities for ODL learners inside the digital landscape (Bhuiyan, 2023).
The countries in which NRBs operate are geographically diverse, and their working hours differ from those in
Bangladesh. As the operational mode diverges from OS-BOU’s existing onshore educational programmes, OS-BOU
only depends on information and communication technology (ICT) to engage the learners. The tutorial classes have



been offered through online platforms, i.e., in Zoom (Pamela, 2022). Continuous and summative assessment has been
done in Google Classroom. OS-BOU arranges real-time remote online proctoring to conduct the final examination.

Objectives of the study: The objectives of the study are:

1. To find out why overseas students prefer BOU’s certificate programme.
2. To ascertain the impact of certificate programme on overseas students' soft skills development.

Research Questions: The study tries to address the following research questions which are:

1.  Why do overseas students prefer BOU’s certificate programme?
2. How has BOU’s certificate programme impacted overseas students’ soft skills development?

Significance of the Study

There exist few studies that discuss the impact of certificate programmes on overseas students’ soft skills development.
Therefore, this research has been conducted to find out why overseas students prefer BOU’s certificate programme
and how BOU’s certificate programme impacted overseas students’ soft skills development. This research will allow
BOU to ascertain its contribution to the development of soft skills among overseas students, as BOU primarily serves
underprivileged populations. The findings of this study will provide the BOU authorities with new insights for
implementing suitable measures for NRB learners at the SSC and HSC levels. The study's findings will illustrate to
policymakers the significance of certificate programmes, particularly for international students, in enhancing
employability skills through skills development.

Literature Review

The economic advancement and societal progress of a nation rely on the competencies and expertise of its human
capital. The presence of a more competent workforce enhances economic productivity, innovation, and
competitiveness (Diwakar & Ahmed, 2015). Employability refers to a collection of achievements, talents,
understandings, and personal traits that enhance graduates' likelihood of securing employment and succeeding in their
chosen professions, benefiting themselves, the community, the workforce, and the economy (Knight & Yorke, 2004).
Employability comprises the capacity to secure initial employment, sustain employment, and acquire new employment
opportunities (Wickramasinghe & Perera, 2010). All work-related competences, skills, attitudes, and qualities are
collectively referred to as employability or employability skills (Chiu & Chuang, 2016). Employability skills
significantly contribute to society by empowering individuals, reducing unemployment, fostering a positive work
ethic, enhancing entrepreneurial capabilities, alleviating poverty, and cultivating self-reliance (Emmanuel et al., 2014).

The open schooling initiative for NRBs in Qatar, initiated in 2021, is significant as it aligns with the government's aim
of enhancing the skills of remittance workers. Qatar is estimated to be the third-largest remittance-sending country to
Bangladesh, where the majority of non-resident Bangladeshis are employed in industries and construction. The need
for Bangladeshi labourers surged in recent years for the construction of stadiums for the FIFA World Cup 2022 in
Qatar. Consequently, BOU Open School developed the SSC and HSC (Niche-2) programmes for Qatar NRBs (Akhter
& Rahman, 2022). Higher education institutions, industrial firms, and graduating students regard employability skills
as crucial, a significance that has heightened due to the rapid technological advancements of the 21st century (Mackieh
& Dlhin, 2019). Employability skills not only confer a competitive advantage to industrial employers but also assist
recent graduates in obtaining, executing, and maintaining employment (Rosenberg et al., 2012). The majority of
employable skills consist of soft skills, such as problem-solving, effective communication, interpersonal abilities, and
team-building skills (Matsouka & Mihail, 2016). BOU takes the initiative to improve the soft skills of the overseas
students. In the context of Bangladesh, limited research has been undertaken on certificate programmes and soft skills.
No research has been undertaken on the effect of certificate programmes on the soft skill development of international
students. This study will address the deficiencies in the current literature and will enhance BOU's effectiveness in
promoting lifelong learning and self-directed learning among students.



Research Methodology

Research Design

This study employed a mixed-methods research methodology. Mixed methods research has been selected due to its
ability to offer a thorough response to the research questions, hence bridging the gap between theory and practice
(Creswell, 2014). This study aimed to assess the influence of BOU's certificate programme on the development of soft
skills among overseas students. To achieve a comprehensive understanding, both quantitative and qualitative data
have been gathered, as this field of research remains unexamined.

Description of the Research Context

This study has been conducted among the NRB students of Bangladesh Open University. The NRB students from
South Korea, Italy, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates are considered the population of this
research.

Sampling of the Research Participants

The total population was 400 NRB students of both the SSC (Niche-2) and HSC (Niche-2) programmes. Among them,
a total of 100 respondents were selected as samples for this survey to perform the research. Five students are chosen
for comprehensive interviews. Quantitative data was collected using simple random sampling in the survey questions,
whereas qualitative data was obtained using convenience sampling in the interviews.

Demographic Information of the Participants

Students(Age in years)
55 and above
45-54
35-44

26-34

25 and below

Figure-01: Students’ age who participated in the survey questionnaire

Figure 1 demonstrates demographic information of the respondents’ age in years (students) who participated in the
survey. The majority (51.9%) of the overseas students belong to the age group 26-34 years, 39.1% belong to the age
group 35-44 years, 7% of respondents are below 25 years old, 2% belong to the age group 45-54 years, and no students
belong to the age group above 55 years.

Figure 2 demonstrates programme-wise data of the students who participated in the survey. Out of 100 participants,
65% belong to the HSC (Niche-2), while 35% belong to the SSC (Niche-2) programme.



Students(Programme wise)

* SSC(Niche-2) = HSC(Niche-2)

Figure-02: Students participated in the survey questionnaire (programme wise)

Figure 3 demonstrates country-wise data of the students who participated in the survey. 37% belongs to the United
Arab Emirates, 35% belongs to Kuwait, 15% belongs to Saudi Arabia, 6% belongs to Italy, 4% belongs to Qatar, and
3% belongs to Korea.

Country wise students

Korea Saudi Arabia Kuwait United Arab
Emirates

Figure-03: Students participated in the survey questionnaire (country wise)

Method of Data Collection

A meticulously designed questionnaire has been created to gather quantitative data from the students. The
questionnaire has been prepared using Google Forms. The link was disseminated over many websites. Five in-depth,
one-on-one interviews have been organised via convenience sampling to gather qualitative data from the
students. Table 1 presents a summary of the research methods.

Table-01: Overview of the Research Methodology

Research Question Approach Method Instrument Sampling
method
1. Why do overseas students Quantitative Survey Questionnaire Simple
prefer BOU’s certificate Qualitative Semi- Interview Random and
programme? structured schedule Purposive
interview Sampling




2. How has BOU’s certificate Quantitative Survey Questionnaire Simple
programme impacted overseas Qualitative Semi- Interview Random and
students’ soft skills structured schedule Purposive
development? interview Sampling

Pilot Study

Out of the overall sample size, 30 responses were selected for the survey, and one respondent was chosen for the
interview to conduct the pilot study. The Cronbach’s Alpha value obtained from the 30 surveys is .85, exceeding the
minimum criterion of .70 (Mohajan, 2017; Tabata & Johnsrud, 2008).

Ethical Consideration

To mitigate potential risk factors, no identifiable information has been gathered, and the confidentiality and anonymity
of respondents have been preserved in this study. To ensure clarity on the study, general information sheets and ethical
consent forms for the survey and interview have been sent to the research participants to facilitate informed consent.

Limitation of the study

The study was conducted on a modest basis with 100 participants. Including additional participants may reveal a more
diverse perspective on how the BOU certificate programme impacts the soft skills development of international
students. The participants are only international students. Collecting replies from various stakeholders, such as faculty
members, the embassy, and the International Academic Programme Wing, will provide startling results. Participants
recruited for interviews using convenience sampling may introduce bias issues.

Results

Research Question-01: Why do overseas students prefer BOU’s certificate programme?

According to Table 02, it is shown that 45% of the overseas students enrolled in BOU’s certificate programme in order
to acquire employability skills, 12% of the overseas students enrolled to find a job, 12% enrolled to get a promotion,
13% enrolled to become a lifelong learner, 8% want to become an entrepreneur, and 8% enrolled in BOU’s certificate
programme to earn a degree, while 2% mentioned other reasons to prefer BOU’s certificate programme.

Table-02: Reasons to choose BOU’s certificate programme

Reasons to choose BOU's certificate

programme Students

To earn a degree 08%

To acquire employability skills 45%,

To find a job 12%

To become an entrepreneur 08%

To get promotion 129,

To become a lifelong learner 13%

Others(specify) 02%

Research Question-02: How has BOU’s certificate programme impacted overseas students’ soft skills
development?

95% of the overseas enrolled students think that BOU’s certificate programme improves their soft skills, while 5%
think the opposite (Figure: 04).



Do you think BOU’s certificate programme improves your soft skills?
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Figure-04: BOU’s certificate programme improves overseas students skills

The responses of 100 overseas students who enrolled in the certificate programme of BOU have been demonstrated
in Table-03. The mean of the communication skill is 3.99, which means that overseas students agree that their
communication skills have been improved through BOU’s certificate programme. The standard deviation of the
communication skill is 0.44, which means the responses may vary by 0.44. The mean of the problem-solving skill is
3.94, which means that overseas students agree that their problem-solving skills have been improved through BOU’s
certificate programme. The standard deviation of the problem-solving skill is 0.72, which means the responses may
vary by 0.72. The mean of the critical thinking skill is 3.86, which means that overseas students agree that their critical
thinking skills have been improved through BOU’s certificate programme. The standard deviation of the critical
thinking skill is 0.45, which means the responses may vary by 0.45. The mean of the leadership skill is 3.95, which
means that overseas students agree that their leadership skills have been improved through BOU’s certificate
programme. The standard deviation of the leadership skill is 0.48, which means the responses may vary by 0.48. The
mean of the teamwork skill is 4.07, which means that overseas students agree that their teamwork skills have been
improved through BOU’s certificate programme. The standard deviation of the teamwork skill is 0.81, which means
the responses may vary by 0.81. The mean of the adaptability skill is 3.83, which means that overseas students agree
that their adaptability skills have been improved through BOU’s certificate programme. The standard deviation of the
adaptability skill is 0.47, which means the responses may vary by 0.47. The mean of the time management skill is
3.97, which means that overseas students agree that their time management skills have been improved through BOU’s
certificate programme. The standard deviation of the time management skill is 0.82, which means the responses may
vary by 0.82.

Table-03: Overseas students’ responses on the soft skill development

Items Mean SD Decision

My communication skills have been improved through BOU’s certificate Agree
programme 3.99 0.44

I have achieved problem solving skills through BOU’s certificate programme 3.94 0.72 Agree
BOU’s certificate programme helps me to develop critical thinking skills 3.86 0.45 Agree
My leadership skills have been improved through BOU’s certificate Agree
programme 3.95 0.48

BOU’s certificate programme helps me to work in a team 4.07 0.81 Agree




BOU’s certificate programme improves my adaptability skills 3.83 0.47 Agree

BOU’s certificate improves my time management skills 3.97 0.82 Agree

Discussion

Research Question-01: Why do overseas students prefer BOU’s certificate programme?

From the descriptive statistics it is found that most of the NRB students enrolled in BOU’s certificate programme to
improve their employability skills (Table 2). The study of Bhuiyan et al. (2025) found that BOU’s postgraduate
programme improves female learners’ employability skills. However, the study of Akter and Bhuiyan (2025) found
that during covid-19 students dropped out from online classes, which indicates that their skills did not improve. The
study by Alexander (2020) stated that certificate programmes improve students’ skills. The diabetic certificate
programme enhanced students' understanding of illness state management and patient education abilities relative to
those who did not enrol in the elective (Ryan et al., 2007). There exists no educational institution except BOU, which
offers SSC and HSC programmes in overseas countries. In in-depth interview sessions, 4 out of 5 students give their
consent that they prefer BOU’s certificate programme, while one participant depicted some problems of overseas
programmes. One of the interview participants narrated that:

In earlier days me and my family faces financial hardship. It became a luxury for us to attend the school and
college level programme. Recently, Bangladesh Open University has introduced offshore Secondary School
Certificate (SSC) and Higher Secondary Certificate (HSC) programmes for Non-resident Bangladeshis
(NRBs) in South Korea and Middle Eastern countries. I personally prefer Bangladesh Open University’s
certificate programme as it gives me enormous opportunities to enroll in certificate programme .......
(Participant: 04)

One of the participants is not in favor of overseas programmes and argued that:

We come abroad in order to work and earn our livelihood. We remain busy with our duty and personal work.
Continuing Secondary School Certificate (SSC) and Higher Secondary Certificate (HSC) programmes along
with regular duty and work is very difficult for us to continue our academic activities. ...... (Participant: 03)

Another participant in favor of overseas programmes argued that:

Secondary School Certificate (SSC) Niche-2 and Higher Secondary Certificate (HSC) Niche-2 programmes
is a blessing for Non-resident Bangladeshis (NRBs). In order to upgrade our soft skills OS-BOU provides
convenience and flexible learning for us. We never think of completing SSC and HSC from abroad .......
(Participant: 04)

Research Question-02: How has BOU’s certificate programme impacted overseas students’ soft skills
development?

From the descriptive statistics it is found that 95% of the NRB students believed that BOU’s certificate programme
improved their employability skills (Figure 4). BOU’s certificate programme improves their communication, problem-
solving, critical thinking, leadership, teamwork, adaptability, and time management skills (Table 3). The research by
Bhuiyan et al. (2025) demonstrates that oral communication skills, creativity and invention, decision-making
capabilities, self-confidence, and the capacity for independent work have been improved through BOU’s postgraduate
programme. Aluko's (2009) study investigated the effects of a distant education programme on students' skill
development. The findings indicate that the programme positively impacted graduates' personal growth, professional
practice, educational institutions, students, and peers. These competencies cultivate self-sufficiency, assertiveness,
and professional effectiveness in female students. In in-depth interview sessions, 5 out of 5 students demonstrate their
positive feedback on soft skills development. Stating communication skills, one of the learners narrated that:

In our continuous assessment we need to present our tutor marked assignment (TMA) which helps us to
develop our communication skill. ....... (Participant:04)

One of the participants stated problem solving skills and narrated that:



Our tutor in the tutorial class give some group work and instructed us to solve the problem within a specific
timeframe which develop our problem solving skill... ... (Participant: 05)

Supporting the above statement another participants stated that:

In the tutorial class our tutor give us the opportunity to brainstorm different issues which develop our critical
thinking skill... ... (Participant: 01)

Stating leadership skills one of the learners narrated that:

In our group work one member need to be group leader who guide the whole group which develop our
leadership skill. ....... (Participant: 02)

Supporting the above statement another participants stated that:
In the tutorial class our tutor give us group work which develop our team work skill... ... (Participant: 03)
Stating adaptability skills one of the learners narrated that:

After so many years we are back in academic life. BOU's certificate helps us to become adaptive in our
work...... (Participant: 02)

One of the participants stated time management skills and narrated that:

In our summative and formative assessment we need to complete our assignment, exam and class test which
develop our time management skill. ... .... (Participant: 01)

Conclusion

Following the proliferation of COVID-19, the world experienced a rapid technological transformation in the
education industry, resulting in an escalating need for technology-enabled learning (Akter & Bhuiyan, 2022). In 2021,
the Open School of Bangladesh Open University (OS-BOU) launched certificate programmes (SSC and HSC) for
non-resident Bangladeshis in Qatar. After that, for the benefit of overseas students, OS-BOU expanded its academic
programme in South Korea, Italy, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates. The nations in which NRBs
operate exhibit geographical diversity, and their working hours differ from those in Bangladesh. Consequently, the
modus operandi diverges from the current onshore school programmes of OS-BOU, with the school entirely
dependent on information and communication technology (ICT) (Akhter & Rahman, 2022). The key objective of this
study is to find out the impact of BOU’s certificate programme on overseas learners’ soft skills development. The
findings of this study reveal that most of the learners enrolled in BOU’s certificate programme in order to acquire
employability skills. According to the survey questionnaire and in-depth interviews, it is found that overseas students’
soft skills, i.e., communication skills, problem-solving skills, critical thinking skills, leadership skills, teamwork,
adaptability skills, and time management skills, have been developed through the enrolment of BOU’s certificate
programme. As a tutorial class, learning, assessment, and the overall learning process were done online. Students
faced some technical problems in their learning process. So in the near future, if OS-BOU designed their learning
process through a blended learning approach, overseas students’ soft skills may be developed more and the number
of the students may increase. The findings of this study may significantly contribute to the realm of higher education.
The results gathered from this study can assist ODL educators in comprehending the transformation in teaching and
learning practices to enhance learners' employability skills in the ODL classroom. This research will assist other
practitioners in understanding the impact of certificate programmes on the development of soft skills among
international students.
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