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Abstract: Graduates' employability is a commonly highlighted issue in tertiary education due to today's job market
that highly expects the limited vacancies to be filled with competitive and competent graduates. Higher education
institutions play a significant role in ensuring and understanding the skills that are needed by the graduates to meet
the demand of the professional industry; hence, better job opportunity for the graduates. Work Based Learning
(WBL) is one of the platforms for students to gain actual working experience in addition to developing career
management competencies to prepare for starting a career. The purpose of this study is to explore the career
management competencies that students can master through WBL. This study is a qualitative study that uses
analysis of documents and interviews as the primary methods of data collection. Document analysis has been
conducted to explore the key elements of competence from the theoretical and literary perspective. Semi-structured
interviews were carried out on five selected research experts from various backgrounds and positions in the WBL
implementation in polytechnics. Coding and analysis process were conducted based on the recorded transcript of
the interview. The collected data were analysed based on the themes that answered the research questions. This
study has identified 20 sub-elements covering three key elements of career management competency in the
implementation of WBL, namely learning and work exploration, career development, and personal management.
The findings of this study are intended to be used as the basis for an effective application of career education in the
WBL implementation.

Keywords: Career management competencies, Work Based Learning, tertiary education

1. Introduction

The current job market is very competitive and in order to compete, graduates need to have high marketability.
Employers are selective in recruiting workers to fill vacant positions in the organisation and expect the workforce
generated by higher education institutions to be adequately capable in their field of work. As such, higher education
institutions play a major role in ensuring and understanding skills that accommodate industry demands, so that
graduates have a better career opportunity (McMurray, Dutton, McQuaid, & Richard, 2016). In addition, graduates'
employability is not only measured by outstanding academic achievement but also covers the skills and quality needed
by the industry and the job market.

The number of graduates produced by higher education institutions in Malaysia is increasing each year. From
2016 to 2017, the number of graduates graduating increased from 238, 187 to 255,099 graduates (Ministry of Higher
Education Malaysia, 2018). This increment will cause competition among graduates in the currently limited
employment opportunities. To make matters worse, if the increase in the number of graduates is not accommodated by
job opportunities that are suitable to graduates’ qualifications and field of study, it will create more serious issues such
as unemployment and employability among graduates (Ismail, Ishak Yusof, & Sieng Lai wei, 2011; Yusof, Jamaluddin,
& Lazim, 2013).
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One of the factors that contribute to the unemployment problem among Malaysian graduates is the poor quality of
the graduates (Hanapi & M. Safarin Nordin, 2014; Ismail et al., 2011). Meanwhile, Sharmila Jayasingam, Yuji
Fujiwara, and Ramayah Thurasamy (2016) highlighted that Malaysian graduates today are too choosy when applying
for jobs which affected their employability. Based on statistical reports in The National Graduate Employability
Blueprint 2012-2017 issued by the Ministry of Higher Education Malaysia (2012), the most common problems
identified by employers are poor command of English (55.8%), poor character, attitude or personality (37.4%),
unrealistic salary and benefit (33%), mismatch of skills (30.2%), choosy in job or company (27.7%), no demonstrated
ability to solve problems (25.9%) and having no in depth skill and knowledge (23.8%). This finding affirmed that the
graduates are weak in the aspect of employability skills and do not show good personalities to remain competitive and
get better job opportunities.

Most Malaysian graduates have a low level of career readiness (M. Izwan Mahmud, Sidek M. Noah, Jamaludin
Ahmad, & W. Marzuki W. Ahmad, 2016) and are not actively considering their future career until they graduate
(Perrone & Vickers, 2003). According to the studies by Zaliza Hanapi and Mohd Safarin Nordin (2014), they found
that most university students do not have proper planning and strategies for their future career due to the lack of
information on the prospect and potential of their careers despite the specificity of their field of study. However, this
low level of adequacy is not solely due to lack of students’ involvement but also the role of the higher learning
institution itself, which does not equip students with the strategies or capabilities needed to comply with the job
requirements (Jackson & Wilton, 2016). Clearly, collaboration and understanding between industries and institutes of
higher learning are required to make sure students have the skills and qualifications aligned with the industry needs.
Therefore, Bridgstock (2009) recommended that career management competency development has to be initiated in the
early stage of the university programme and there should be an assessable course work component.

Career development learning in developing career management competency can be well-oriented through Work
Based Learning (WBL) (Jackson & Wilton, 2016; Watts, 2006). However, the preliminary study results found that
there was not enough exposure to the students on specific career management skills that could help them in starting a
career. Moreover, there are also several issues in the WBL implementation that are parallel to the argument that the
constraints to apply career education in WBL include the difficulties of the stakeholders to understand the diversity of
terms and types of workplace learning approaches and the lack of management support at the workplace which made it
difficult for the parties of interest to carry it out (Cleary, Horsfall, Muthulakshmi, Happell, & Hunt, 2013; Jackson &
Wilton, 2016). Based on the discussed research, there is a need to conduct a comprehensive study to enhance the role of
WBL in developing the career management competencies required by the students in preparation for entering the real
world of work. To achieve this objective, this study explored the elements of career management competency in the
WBL implementation that can be mastered by students based on document analysis and expert opinion.

2. Career Management Competencies

2.1  Defining Career Management Competencies

Career management competencies is defined as the ability to proactively navigate the career world and successfully
manage career development based on lifelong learning skills and adaptability (Bridgstock, 2009). Australia's Blueprint
for Career Development (MCEECDYA, 2010), developed between 2003 and 2008 defines career management
competencies as something more than technical skills and abilities, but also involve skills, knowledge and attitude in
order to secure a good career which can be developed and enhanced from time to time.

Based on literature reviews, there are various models of career management competencies that outline some of the
major domains. As an example, the DOTS Model developed by Watts (2006) is a model that can be used to organise
experience through WBL in the development of career education (Reddan & Rauchle, 2012). This model consists of
four domains, namely self-awareness, decision-making skills, opportunity awareness, and transition learning.
Bridgstock (2009) introduced a career management competencies model to improve the employability of graduates
which emphasises on the domain of self-management skills and career building skills. Akkermans, Brenninkmeijer,
Huibers, and Blonk (2013) developed a three-dimensional career competencies model: reflective, communicative, and
behavioural competencies, where each dimension contains two career competencies.

The Australian Blueprint for Career Development Framework (MCEECDYA, 2010) was developed to support
career development programmes in Australia. The Blueprint consists of 11 competencies comprising three main
domains namely personal management, learning and work exploration, and career building. The domain listing of
career management competencies discussed above proves that there is a diverse domain of career management
competency and it is moulded based on the needs and focus of the research conducted. In short, the domain of career
management competencies is based on three key elements of self-management, career, and learning process (Hooley,
Watts, & Sultana, 2013).

Career management competencies are crucial for long term career development (Jackson & Wilton, 2016). From
an individual point of view, career management can help to develop an understanding of career choices (Miller &
Liciardi, 2003) and promote reflection on career options and pathways (Greenbank, 2011). In order to obtain and
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maintain employment in a constantly changing labour market, one needs career competencies that can help them
manage their career well (Jos Akkermans et al., 2012; Heijde & Heijden, 2006). In summary, career management
competencies can help individuals make career choices and foster personal development as well as highlight the
potential of individuals in their profession. Therefore, in order to produce competent students, career education that
provides technical information, skills and career awareness is essential (Ayranci & Ercan, 2011). Higher education
institutions should play a vital role in providing education and awareness on career management in order to have a
positive impact on students’ development and progress.

2.2 Role of Work Based Learning in Development of Career Management Competencies

The term Work Based Learning (WBL) encompasses a variety of purposes, but clearly the main location of learning is
the workplace and basically, the basic concept of WBL aims to add layers of experience in existing conceptual
knowledge. According to the Malaysian Qualifications Agency (2016), WBL is a subset of learning at the workplace
and in particular it refers to the achievement of organised learning outcomes acquired through experience of performing
roles or work functions. Felicity and Linda (2013) explained that WBL is a programme that provides internships,
mentoring, workplace simulations and apprenticeship together with lecture learning in which students undergo out-of-
classroom learning that enables students to gain real-time working experience.

Watts (2006) explained that the WBL programme can be well-planned in collaborating academicians and
employers in order to motivate students to be more active and positive in the career development process. Learning
environments through WBL can stimulate the development and application of career competencies because students
have the opportunity to gain real work experience (Kuijpers & Meijers, 2012). This is also explained by research
findings by Jackson and Wilton (2016) which demonstrated that learning at work is a good platform to develop self-
awareness competency among students; thus, it also has a positive influence on the development of decision-making
skills, opportunity awareness, and transition learning.

Through WBL, students can increase their readiness to work in terms of non-technical skills development such as
self-efficacy, team skills and teamwork (Smith & Worsfold, 2014). In addition, WBL can also contribute to enhancing
students' understanding of skills and specific roles in real-world employment (Jackson, 2015). Overall, it can be
concluded that various contexts of real-time work experience enriched through the WBL implementation can provide
opportunities for students to develop their early career.

3. Methodology

This study used a qualitative approach with the aim to carry out a deeper exploration of the elements of career
management competencies that students can master in the implementation of Work Based Learning (WBL). This is in
line with the study by Smith and Morse (2005) which clarified that qualitative studies are appropriate for measuring
something subjective, difficult to evaluate, and has broad concepts such as competency studies. Purposive sampling
method was used to determine the selected participants to meet the criteria required in responding to the questions of
the study.

3.1  Participants

In this study, the researcher selected five experts for face-to-face interviews: expert 1 is referred to as P1, expert 2 as
P2, expert 3 as P3, expert 4 as P4 and expert 5 as P5. All the experts are from various backgrounds and positions in the
WBL implementation in polytechnics. According to Creswell and Plano Clark (2011), the sample size is dependent on
the questions and also the qualitative approach used; for case studies, the number of participants required is usually
between 4 to 10 respondents. The rationale for this specialist selection is to gain a wide range of different experience
and perspectives on career management competencies based on their respective field of expertise in the WBL
implementation, especially in polytechnics. Berliner (2004) explained that those with experience in a field for over five
years can be classified as experts. While in education, experts refer to individuals with more than five years of
experience and based on their specific experience (Akbari & Yazdanmehr, 2014).void hyphenation at the end of a line.
Symbols denoting vectors and matrices should be indicated in bold type. Scalar variable names should normally be
expressed using italics. Weights and measures should be expressed in SI units. All non-standard abbreviations or
symbols must be defined when first mentioned, or a glossary provided.

3.2 Data Collection Procedure

To explore the elements of Career Management competency in the implementation of WBL, this study used two
methods, namely (i) based on the analysis of the documents by making literature review through the integration of
models and theories related to career management competencies as well as the implementation of WBL and (ii)
interview with the stakeholders in the implementation of WBL in Malaysian polytechnics.

The interviews were semi-structured interviews. This is because individual semi-structured interviews allow the
interviewer to personally prompt individuals about their view, opinion or understanding in the subjects of the study
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(DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). In order to maintain a clear focus in line with the selection of interviewing
techniques, careful preparations are necessary to obtain maximum input to answer the research questions (Turner,
2010). Hence, the researcher made early planning in two important aspects of preparation i.e identifying individuals to
be interviewed and preparing the interview protocols. Preparation of this interview protocol included developing,
organising and validating interview questions. In addition, the researcher also obtained the experts’ permission to be
interviewed.

The interview process was done within two months. Each interview session took approximately 30 minutes. Some
principles were applied and emphasised at this stage such as making appointment, explaining the purpose of the study,
showing confidence to interview, explaining the interview format, informing the interview duration and ensuring that
the installed recording devices did not interfere with the interview session.

3.3  Data Analysis

The analysis of the interview data began once the first interview process took place. Data obtained from audio
recording were transcribed in verbatim form and verified by the participants to ease the researcher in making further
analysis. This is in line with Merriam's (2009) view that verbatim transcription is the best database for analysis. After
conducting the transcription process, the researcher compiled and segregated the data according to the importance of
the study so that non-essential data could be isolated. Subsequently, the coding and analysis process were conducted
based on the recorded transcript of the interview. Coding is a method that allows researchers to include passages or
sentences to groups that have the same meaning or are categorised as "family" because of characteristic similarities
(Corbin & Strauss, 2008). In this stage, researchers use interpretation skills to find frequent, unique, relevant and
interesting codes for coding purposes. The final analysis process was thematic and narrative analyses where the
researcher reported the findings in the form of storytelling supported by the interview quotes.

4. Results and Discussion

This study has met the research objectives of identifying all of the possible competencies perceived by experts of WBL
as important with regard to the WBL implementation. The results of the analysis obtained from the literature review
and interviews found three key elements of career management competencies in WBL, namely Personal Management,
Learning and Work Exploration, and Career Building. In each of these elements, there are several sub-elements of
competence from the perspective of the research experts who has been chosen in the WBL implementation in
polytechnics. The findings of the interview analysis conducted on five experts related to the study were supported and
in parallel with the analysis of the documented data.

4.1 Elements of Personal Management

Personal Management is a competence related to individual perceptions and appraisal of themselves in terms of value,
ability, interest and goals (Bridgstock, 2009). The study by Eby, Butts, and Lockwood (2003) showed that students
with clear career goals, realistic assessment of their capabilities and abilities have better employability than other
students

Table 1 - Sub-elements of Personal Management

No Elements P1 P2 P3 P4 Ps
Personal Management

1 Positive self-image \ \ \ \
2 Effective communication \ \ \ \ \
3 Improving self confidence \ \ \
4 Maintaining good relationship \ \ \
5 Environment adaptation \ \ \ \
6 Personal and work balance \ \
7 Creative and innovative \ \ \
8 Sensitive to change \ \

The summary of interview in Table 1 shows eight sub-elements under the personal management competence. Sub-
elements that can be mastered through WBL are positive self-image (4 experts), effective communication (5 experts),
improved self-confidence (3 experts), maintaining good relationships (3 experts), adapting to the environment
(4 experts), work and personal balance (2 experts), creative and innovative (3 experts), and sensitive to change
(2 experts). Here are some of the interviews excerpts with the research experts with regard to personal management
competencies:
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“In my opinion, a lot can be achieved through personal management. For example, positive self-image which
shows they can work better compared to other graduates in different industries... ”(P2)

“I think there are many improvements in personal management...Before, he was not articulate. But since he was
sent to the industry, he was given the same treatment and training as the existing employees, thus, he had the
chance to develop his communication skill...” (P4)

”...which means we will polish his leadership skill, social skill and others. And also communication skills. When
they are in the workplace, the environment is different from the classroom. They have to mingle with all the other
staff and they will get early training and exposure...”(P5)

Based on the findings presented, it was observed that workplace learning through WBL can equip students with good
personal management elements. The results of personal management competency are similar to those obtained by other
studies (Akkermans, Schaufeli, Brenninkmeijer, and Blonk, 2013; Bridgstock, 2009; Kong and Yan, 2014; Vaughan,
2011; Watts, 2006) that considered positive self-image, effective communication, improved self-confidence,
maintaining good relationships, adapting to the environment, work and personal balance, creative and innovative, and
sensitive to change as competencies with the highest importance for career development. Clearly, more exposure on
workplace learning helps students develop their interpersonal interaction and positive attitude. This is in line with
Reddan and Rauchle (2012) who emphasised that the development of personal management competency will enhance a
student's long-term employability.

4.2  Elements of Learning and Work Exploration

Work exploration is defined as an active act to explore and find relevant opportunities related to work and career (Jos
Akkermans et al., 2012), while learning is a process where students can transform information into meaningful
knowledge. Therefore, students need to be exposed to learning environments that could enable them to make their own
choices, motivate themselves and have the ability to achieve their career goals (Kuijpers & Meijers, 2012).

Table 2- Sub-elements of Learning and Work Exploration

No Element P1 P2 P3 P4 P5
Learning and work exploration

1 Explore career information \ \ \ \
2 Use career information effectively \ \ \ \
3 Relate learning to career goals \ \
4 Build work networking \ \ \

5 Mastering knowledge in a specialised field \ \ \ \ \

The findings of the interviews as illustrated in Table 4.2 show five sub-elements under the Learning and Work
Exploration competencies. All five experts stated that students can master knowledge in specialised field, four experts
(P1, P3, P4 and P5) stated that students can master, explore and use career information effectively, three experts (P1,
P2 and P4) stated that students can master the elements of network building and two experts (P3 and P5) stated that
students can master elements of relating learning to career goals through WBL. Here are some of the interview excerpts
with the research experts related to learning and work exploration competencies:

“...for example, from the previous first batch, three students worked in the same industry that was involved in
WBL and the others explored the industries that are in their expertise such as ASTRO and a few advertising
companies. This is because during WBL in the industry, they have started making portfolios and obtaining
recommendations from those companies which allow students to easily secure a job position...”(P4)

“...Some devices were not repairable or still under the warranty thus students need to be in contact with
suppliers or vendors. Students got the chance to build connection and network with other companies.
Unintentionally, they can use this networking to look for job opportunity after they graduated... ”(P2)

Based on the results, it was found that WBL also appeared to positively impact the development of Learning and
Work Exploration competencies. This is consistent with the findings of Werbel (2000) in which graduates who are
active in the career exploration process will have a good level of job readiness and gain a lot of success. Similarly,
Mcllveen et al. (2011) found that learning activities that include career education in WBL can help the students’ career
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development. Therefore, as students, they must always be sensitive to the changing working world to align their
interests and goals in the right direction of work.

4.3  Elements of Career Building

Table 3- Sub-elements of Career Building

No Element P1 P2 P3 P4 Ps5
Career Building

Career planning v

g -

Improve decision making skills
Teamwork ability

g -
g

Master managing skills

2. 2 2 2 2

2

Enhance report writing skills
Ability to present \ \
Master good English proficiency

~N N R W N =
R

\/

The thematic analysis carried out in this study also identified seven sub-elements under the career building
competencies as set out in Table 4.3. Through WBL, three different research experts have stated that students can
master elements such as career planning, decision-making skills, teamwork ability, enhancing report writing skills and
being able to present, four experts (P1, P3, P4 and P5) stated that students can master the elements of managing skills
and two research experts (P4 and P5) said that students can master good English proficiency. Here are some of the
interviews excerpts with research experts related to career building competency:

“...These students had the opportunity to be on the site to meet vendors, suppliers and had been assigned with
projects to be managed. This is where students could develop various working skills and competencies.” (P1)

“Actually, after WBL, students were able to make better decisions with better self-confidence. For example, in a
travel agency, they were not trusted but after training and facilitating, the students were given the authority to
make decisions....”(P3)

”....another required skill is the ability to explain. As a technical person, these students will just do their work and
not talk to anyone. That is the nature of the job. So, in this industry, we want to train students to be able to explain
to the user about the damage and other related issues. Here is where the element of presentation comes in... ”(P2)

The results of career building competency are similar to those obtained by previous studies that considered career
planning (Akkermans et al., 2013; Bridgstock, 2009; Watts, 2006), decision-making skills (Vaughan, 2011; Watts,
2006) and teamwork ability (Kong & Yan, 2014) as crucial career abilities. The findings affirmed that real-time
experience through WBL can expose students to a variety of generic skills that can help in the development of the
students’ careers. This is in line with the argument of Kong and Yan (2014) stating that experiential learning can
increase interest in the field, increase satisfaction, and further promote generic skills such as analytic reasoning,
problem-solving and critical thinking. Additionally, students can enhance their learning experience and better adapt
their knowledge through activities in experiential learning.

5. Conclusions

This study has shown that the opportunity to gain real work experience through Work Based Learning (WBL) can help
students master the career management competencies needed to start and build their future career. The findings of this
study have found 20 sub-elements comprising three key elements of career management competencies in the
implementation of WBL. These elements of competence are able to mould students into flexible workers as required by
the employers. Furthermore, it is hoped that this study can be used to plan career education programmes in WBL more
effectively and bring benefits to the students. This is because emphasis on the development of this competency will
make the students more ready and competent to work and be marketable in the increasingly competitive work market.
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