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Abstract

The concept of employability is getting increasing attention among different stakeholders. Especially in
Europe the relationship between education and workplace is a core focus of the entire higher education
sector, not least because of a fear of decreasing employment options and high unemployment among the
youth. This research focuses on employability skills in the 10 ETCs Junior Achievement Company program,
and the perceptions of involved teachers of the employment skills trained during the program.

Semi structured thematic interviews was conducted with 15 teachers involved in the junior achievement
company program. For comparative purposes, half of the respondents are teachers from higher education
and half of are teachers at the gymnasium level.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Finland is reforming its core national curriculum for education in 2016. One argument is a need to provide
young people with competencies needed in a rapidly changing society and working life [1]. There is a fear
that the focus in the current curriculum is not matched by requirements in the future [2]. As a consequence,
seven broad competencies have been working life competences has the implicit aim of increasing the
employability of young people.

The concept of employability is getting increasing attention among different stakeholders [3]. Especially in
Europe the relationship between education and workplace is a core focus of the entire higher education
sector [4], not least because of a fear of decreasing employment options and high unemployment among the
youth [5]. Furthermore, concerns have been raised regarding the gap between graduate employability skills
and the requirements of prospective employers [6] [7] [8] [9] [10] [11]. For instance one report found that 65%
of companies in felt that graduates are not prepared for work [12].

The education sector has responded with different efforts in order to enhance the employability of their
students [13] [14] [15] [16] [17] [18]. Also many non-government actors have started providing support. This
paper focuses on one program offered by Junior Achievement, the Junior Achievement Company program,
and how employability takes shape in this program.

2 THE CHANGING WORKING LIFE

There has been a dramatic change in working life and how work is conducted. Traditional industrial jobs are
disappearing, being replaced by knowledge and information intensive work [19] [20]. Completely new forms
of jobs and work forms are emerging [21]. Our understanding of how we work, where we work and when we
work is changing. Many researchers claim that new skills and competencies are needed in order to survive in
the information economy (see for instance [22]).

Working life is increasingly characterized by almost continuous change and turmoil and high intensity of work
[23]. This requires not only completely new work skills, such as information-processing skills, high-level
cognitive skills and interpersonal skills [24], but also skills related to regulating thinking, actions and life in
general [25] [26]. Some companies are raising concerns about the lack of skills of young workers [27], even
going as far as saying that a "majority" of young people are unprepared to succeed at work [28] [29]. Lay-off
will also be a reality employees during their career, probably several times during their career [30].

The changes taking place in working life has initiated a discussion about the skills needed in future working
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life as well as the role of education in providing these skills to young people (see for instance [31] [32] [33].
There seem to be a consensus growing that the changes taking place in the economy and working life
means that jobs and employment will be increasingly unavailable unless young people possess the right
employability skills [34]. What used to be "nice to have" skills are quickly becoming "must have" skills for
employment [35] [36]. Hence, employability has become a part of education on many levels [37].

2.1 Literature review of employability

Employability is a multifaceted concept, and there is no clear consensus about its meaning [38] [39]. The
concept has not been clearly defined and there is no agreement on what the actual employability skills are
and how employability could be assessed [40]. There are also different views on employability skills between
employers, academic and government bodies [41].

In the broadest sense, employability refer to an individuals chance of finding and acquiring (initial
employment), keeping a job (maintaining employment) as well as being able to handle the transition from
one job to within or outside the organisation (obtaining new employment) [42] [43] [44]. More specifically
speaking, employability concerns specific skills and competences to satisfy employers needs [45]. Peck and
Theodore [46] notes that employability refers to an individuals characteristics, attitudes to work and
behaviour on the job. It is also about a willingness to learn, to complete the work at hand well, attitude
towards work, and behaving according to requirements of the profession [47]. It can also be an aptitude to
carry out work and tasks properly, and an individuals ability to deal with different functions found in the labour
market [48]. In other words, employability skills are the non-technical skills, knowledge and understandings
that are necessary to gain employment, to enter the and to participate effectively in the workplace. [49] [50].

For the purpose of this paper, employability is broadly understood as an overarching capability which has an
impact on an individuals ability to function and perform in a workplace [51]. Employability skills refer more to
a set of personal qualities and personal habits, that makes a person attractive for potential employers.

2.2 Employability skills

Even though different employability skills are widely considered as a key to creating employable graduates
[52] much controversy surrounding them. There are difficulties identifying skills (see for instance [53] [54],
assessing future skill needs [55] [56], defining skills (see for instance [57] [58] [59], measuring skills or
outcomes of skills training [60] [61] [62] as well as how to develop and transfer skills [63] .

In order to generate an overview on what is currently considered important employability skills, there are
several reviews and empirical studies identifying employability skills. The main results from the studies and
reviews are summarized and compared in Table 2 and Table 3. Table 2 summarizes examples of skills/ skills
frameworks from research studies. Table 3, on the other hand, summarizes examples of skills/ skills
frameworks from various government and non-government association papers, handbooks a credentials.

To allow a comparison of different frameworks and typologies, some categorizations were done based on
similarities between concepts. For instance one category used in the comparison is learning, which captures
various references to learning in different papers, such as "life-long learning" "commitment to learning”
learning from x, y" . Another category created for the comparison is communication, which captures notions
such as "ability to communicate orally", "to make oneself understood orally" "to express oneself clearly" and
so on. Furthermore, skills and personality traits are not compared in separate tables, instead both skills and
personality traits are summarized in the same table.

- INSERT TABLE 1 HERE -
- INSERT TABLE 2 HERE -

Although the different typologies and frameworks cannot be compared to each other directly, there are still
some elements they have in common. For instance all or most of the papers highlight skills related to
problem solving, communication, teamwork, cooperation, professionalism, learning, time and self
management as well as skills related to ICT, technology and digital proficiency. Teamwork includes notions
such as collaboration, connecting with other people and social skills. Problem solving is often discussed in
relation to decision making and critical thinking. Professionalism seems to be a somewhat broad collection of
different aspects, such as dress, responsibility, reliability, work ethic, tardiness, dependability and
ethics/morals. Self management is about being effective, confident, and managing over both the career and
work life. . Learning skills is both about the capacity to learn as well as willingness to learn, often in order to
develop and have self direction. ICT, technological and digital relates skills in applying information



technology, using new technologies, managing information and the digital world.

Skills mentioned in some of the papers are for instance organizational, creativity, literacy, personal attributes,
leadership, dealing with uncertainty, initiative taking, listening, empathy and diversity. Organizational skills is
mentioned in the context of planning, coordinating and observing, and thinking. Creativity is related to the
capability of being imaginative, innovative, curious and entrepreneurial. Literacy/numeracy is seen as
important in order to solve problems, to understand written instructions, and in an ability in applying some
skills in relevance to the post. The personal attributes relates to enthusiasm, confidence, working under
pressure, dealing with uncertainty and embracing differences and tolerance. When discussing leadership,
the discussion is both about leading as well as accepting leadership. Empathy, in turn, is about the ability to
be compassionate, attentive and being able to relate to other people, including for instance customers.
Diversity skill is understood as skill to be flexible, adaptive and dealing with differences.

While previous studies focusing on employability skills in higher education have focused on different target
groups, such as working life, various interest groups and associations and educational planners, there is less
knowledge about the views of teachers. For instance Sumanasiri et al. [64] call for more research to
understand teacher perceptions. Previous studies focusing on higher education organisations have also
covered mostly the organisations' own range of courses and curricula, not taking into consideration a
growing number of non-profit and independent organisations offering courses and programs to higher
education students. Knowledge about the teachers perceptions about employability skills offered by
programs and courses from non-profit and independent organisations provide us with information about
alternative ways of increasing student employability skills in higher education. Hence, the purpose of this
study is to explore the perceptions of teachers involved in courses offered by non-profit and independent
organisations, specifically Junior Achievement, concerning what employability skills the teachers believe are
trained during the Junior Achievement company program. Not only gives the study an insight into the Junior
Achievement company program from an employability perspective, the study also offers an insight into what
teachers perceive as important working life skills.

The following research questions guide the research:
1) what are key employability skills trained during the course according to the teachers?
2) what differences are there in the perceptions of teachers from higher education and gymnasium?

This study is grounded in a qualitative research approach, and based on interviews with 8 higher education
and 7 gymnasium level teachers, representing different subject areas and high schools and gymnasiums.

3 METHODS

The design of this qualitative and explorative research draws on methods and procedures used in various
qualitative empirical studies, for instance [65] [66] [67] [68]. It also draws on research on qualitative methods
(for instance [69] [70] [71] [72] [73] [74].

3.1 The case - Junior Achievement Company program

Junior Achievement (henceforth JA) dates back to 1919, with a goal of increasing entrepreneurship in
society, improving working life competences of young people and financial literacy [75]. Globally, over 10
million young people take part in JA programs. JA was brought to Finland in the middle of the 1990s. In 2013
in Finland, more than 35000 young people took part [76]. This study focuses on the JA company program.
The JA Company program lasts for 8-9 months, usually starting in September and ending in April. During the
program, students form teams and each team founds a JA student company. The company is founded with
real funds and runs for one academic year, after which the company is liquidated. Each JA company team is
coached by one or several JA coaches.

The 10 ECTS company program was at the time of interviews (2014-15) offered to higher education students
only in Southwestern Finland. The first program run in 2004. In autumn 2015 and spring 2016 an additional
15 universities throughout Finland started offering the program under the name of JA Start-up. The JA
company program of 2014-15 in Southwestern Finland stared in September and ended in May. Students
from Turku University, Turku university of applied sciences and Humak university of applied sciences took
part. Students with different backgrounds were organised into multiprofessional teams of 5-6 students. Some
50 students finished the program, and they were coached by 4 teachers during the whole year. The JA
company program was offered in a handful of gymnasiums in Southwestern Finland. Typically 5-10 second
year took part, being coached by one teacher during the whole year.



3.2 Participants

Respondents were sampled theoretically. Interviews were conducted with 8 teachers from higher education
and 7 teachers from gymnasium. The teachers represented different universities and gymnasiums, and
different subjects. Selection of respondents was based on the following criteria. At the time of interviews, the
Junior achievement program was offered in higher education only in Southwestern Finland. All higher
education teachers that had been or was involved in the program was interviewed. Four of the higher
education respondents were teaching in the 2014-15 program, the rest of the respondents had been
teaching the course previously. All of the gymnasium teachers were teaching the course in 2014-15.

The regional YES center of Southwestern Finland provided a list of gymnasiums running the company
program. Each gymnasium offering the programm in Southwestern Finland was included in the sample. To
get more respondents, the greater Helsinki region YES center provided further contacts. The motivation for
including gymnasium teachers in the stud was to allow a comparison between the views of teachers who
teach students who aim at enrol higher education after graduation with teachers who teach students who will
enter working life upon graduation.

Table 3 List of respondents

Higher Education Teachers own subject area Type of HEI

[HEPP] Business administration Business college
[HEHA] Cultural management University of applied science
[HEMV] Design and art University of applied science
[HEVR] Business administration University of applied science
[HEPS] Management and entrepreneurship University
[HETP] Management and entrepreneurship University
[HEMJ] Entrepreneurship University of applied science
[HEPK] Creative industries University of applied science
Gymnasium Teachers own subject area

[GJA] History and social studies

[GRL] Mathematics / Information technology

[GTK] Entrepreneurship

[GAG] Principal

[GVU] Entrepreneurship

[GMM] Entrepreneurship

[GJK] Religion

3.3 Materials and data gathering

Data was collected though semi-structured interviews [77], to allow a level of flexibility. The interviews were
conducted between December 2014 and February 2015. A total of 15 interviews were conducted. The
respondents were contacted by e-mail with information about the research project and the request to
conduct an interview. Depending on the mother tongue of the respondents, interviews were conducted in
either Finnish or Swedish. All interviews were recorded digitally. The interviews were conducted at the
informants' workplaces, and all the interviews lasted between 40 and 60 minutes.

An interview guide with structured thematic questions was prepared in advance (see Appendix 1). The
questions were not send to the respondents in advance, to avoid the risk of respondents giving "standard
answers" to the questions if given time to acquaint themselves with them beforehand. In addition to general
introductory questions, the interview guide had four themes 1) background 2) skills in junior achievement 3)
working life skills 4) results and the future. Each theme contained 4--6 open ended questions.

3.4 Analysis procedures



According to [78], there are no direct rules for analyzing qualitative data. In order to ensure high quality of the
analysis process, the general rules of [79] has been used. The data was analyzed in four phases. The first
phases consisted of listening to the recordings several times. Notes were taken while listening, in order to
get an overall view of the data. During the first phase some overall topics and themes emerged. Based on
the notes relevant parts of the data was then transcribed word for word. The first phase of the analysis
process was ended with labelling and indexing the transcribed data. During the second phase of the analysis
process, the transcribed data was read and re-read. As the data became more familiar an initial open coding
process was conducted. Similar pieces of data were given codes based on similarity, reference to the
theoretical framework or various themes. Hence, a first organisation of the data was carried through. A more
focused coding process took place during the third phase of coding, coding data according to references to
employability skills. This part of the process identified several important employability skills. The data was
then sorted and cut into smaller segments and arranged according to identified skills. At the same time the
amount of data was greatly reduced. In addition to searching for patterns in the data, discoveries were also
identified based on frequency, inconsistency or absence of discoveries that had been expected. At the end of
the third phase, each emerging skills was given labeled. In the fourth phase, content analysis [80] [81] was
used to make meaning of the teacher's stories about employability skills. Finally, the outcomes of the
analysis was related to the theoretical framework (Table 1 and Table 2) and discussed by the authors.

4 FINDINGS AND CONCLUDING DISCUSSION

From the empirical data it is possible to identify and distinguish four employability skills that most teachers in
perceive are trained; self-directedness, group or team work, courage and self confidence as well as
communication and interaction (see Table 4). These four were most mentioned in both samples, although in
slightly different order. In the higher education sample, there were most references in the data to team work,
which was mentioned by seven of the respondents (n=7) and occurs 35 times in the data (f=35). In the
gymnasium sample, there were most references in the data to self-directedness (n=6, f=31). Other
employability identified in both samples are responsibility, networking, and time management. However, the
frequency and by how many respondents varies greatly between the two samples. Furthermore, there are
some skills that are unique to each sample. Life management skills and ability to view from different
perspectives is only found in the gymnasium sample, while skills related to customer contacting and idea
testing, listening and dealing with uncertainty is only found in the higher education sample

Gymnasium teachers consider creativity as an important skill, and the higher education teachers innovation
and problem solving skills. Concerning these two skills, it is likely that it is more a difference of vocabulary
than a difference of the meaning they give to the skill.

Table 4 - Comparison of teacher perceptions of skills

Gymnasium Higher education
Self-directedness (f=31, n=6) Team work (f=35, n=7)
Group work, working together (f=24, n=6) Self-directedness (f=24, n=6)
Courage, self confidence (=23, n=5) Communication and interaction (f=22, n=6)
Communication, interaction (f=14, n=3) Courage (f=21, n=7)
Responsibility (f=9, n=2) Customer contacting and idea testing (f=18, n=7)
Life management (f=9, n=3) Innovation and problem solving skills (f=16, n=4)
Creativity (f=8, n=3) Networking (f=11, n=5)
Failing (f=7, n=4) Responsibility (f=10, n=5)
View from different perspectives (f=6, n=2) Time management (f=8, n=3)
Networking (f=6, n=4) Listening (f=7, n=2)
Organising (f=6, n=2) Failing (f=6, n=4)
Time management (f=6, n=3) Deal with uncertainty (f=6, n=3)

The first research question in this study was what the perceptions of teachers are regarding employability
skills in the company program. As summarized in table 4, we obtained four employability skills or attributes
that all or most of the teachers perceive are trained during the program, i.e. self-directedness, team/group
work, courage and communication/interaction. Other employability skills trained during the program are
ability to deal with failures, responsibility, time management, networking, creativity and innovation.

The second research question was what differences there are in the perceptions between teachers from
higher education and gymnasium. There are some differences in the skills identified by the two groups of
teachers. Higher education teachers identified customer contacting and idea testing, problem solving skills,



listening and dealing with uncertainty. Gymnasium teachers brought up life management, viewing from
different perspectives and organizing.

One explanation that gymnasium teachers did not identify customer contacting and idea testing with
customers is probably doe to the fact that higher education teachers are more commonly cooperating with
working life in different parts of their work. For instance students are more in contact with working life the
further into their studies they are, there are research projects focusing on working life, and some courses
may involve working life in different ways, for instance through various learning projects. Another possible
explanation is that customer contacting is a crucial part of enterprising and starting up a company, and an
central part of the program. Building on this explanation, it is interesting that gymnasium teachers did not
identify this skill. One explanation might be that gymnasium teachers believe that most of their students will
continue to higher education after graduation, and will therefore in fact not start their own company, while
students in higher education are much more likely to start their own company during or after graduation.

Some of the differences between the two groups can be ascribed to the use of different vocabulary. For
instance gymnasium teachers were consistently taking about group work, while higher education teachers
consistently talked about team work. Also, gymnasium teachers were on a general level discussing the skill
for organizing, higher education teachers more specifically identified organizing in the context of teams,
tasks and roles. As work in business life is increasingly done in teams, a skill for organizing in fact refers to
organizing various aspects related to work in teams.

Somewhat surprising, the skills and attributes identified by gymnasium and higher education teachers to not
after all that different. We expected there would be greater differences since gymnasium education foremost
prepares students for entry into higher education, while higher education students are on the bring of
entering into working life. In fact, gymnasium teachers openly say that the only purpose of gymnasium is the
students examination/degree, which is then used as entry qualification for higher education.

When relating to the theoretical framework, findings in this study would add some skills and attributes to the
already quite long list of key employability skills and attributes. This raises a concerning issue. Typologies
and frameworks on key employability skills and attributes start to be so comprehensive that they risk
becoming self-defeating [82]. Also, when examining the backgrounds of the teachers involved in this study, a
large percentage has a business background or teaches a business subject. And even though the four most
mentioned employability skills and attributes are identified by most of the respondents, regardless of their
own subject, the findings raises the possibility that the employability skills identified in this study are more
appropriate for work in the business sector. Hence, if for instance including many teacher from another
subject area, there is a chance that even more new skills would be added to the list. This point is also raised
by Clark [83] who note that employability skills will vary in importance depending on the occupation, tasks
and occupational profile. It has caused Knight [84] to call employability a "Chameleon concept”.

In a study by Holmes [85], several employability frameworks developed in the 1990s are compared.
Somewhat surprisingly, considering that the economy and working-life is going through radical changes [86],
most of the skills identified in the 90s are the same skills identified in frameworks and typologies developed
after 2010. Why are skills requirements remaining the same, even though many traditional jobs are
disappearing for good and new jobs and roles are emerging [87]? Rotherham and Willingham [88] offers a
possible explanation. Even though competence requirements have remained the same, a major difference is
that success in the work place requires and depends these skills. In the 90s some of the skills were
classified as "nice to have", now are considered "must have" competences to succeed in working life.

The Junior Achievement company program runs outside of the higher education and gymnasium own
curricula. An interesting aspect is to what degree the teaching methods used in the company program are
also used by the teachers in their own core subjects. It is interesting to notice that all of the respondents
specifically stressed the point that during the program it is up to the students to find all the answer by
themselves. Such an approach provides a fruitful ground for developing student self-directedness. To what
extent teachers take this approach in their "normal" would be an interesting point of departure for further
studies. Furthermore, to what extent does institutional pressures from the rest of the own organisation
prevent the teachers from applying the teaching methods of the company program in the "normal" teaching?
Institutions are known to provide different kinds of pressure mechanisms preventing change and providing
stability and meaning to for instance organisations [89].
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Table 1 Examples of skills/ skills frameworks from research studies.

Wei-Cheng Hayhurst, | Lim, 2015 Knight, 2009 | Andrews and | Pool and Jackson & Mentioned
Chien, 2015 |2011 Higson, 2008 | Sewell, 2007 |chapman, 2012 |in

Communication X X X X X X 6
Cooperation X X X X X 5
Professionalism X X X X X 5
Learning X X X X 4
Time / self management X X X X 4
Work ethic X X, X X 4
Subject knowledge X X X X 4
Problem solving X X X 3
Creativity and innovation X X X 3
ICT, technology skills X X X 3
Planning X X 2
Team/Group work X X 2
Leadership and decision-making X X 2
Self-direction X X 2
Organisation and coordination X X 2
Relational skills X X 2
Confidence and influencing X 2
Working under pressure X X 2
Dealing with uncertainty and X X 2
adaptability

Critical stance X 1
Positive attitude X 1
Attention to detail X 1
Listening X 1
Foreign language X 1
Using feedback X 1
Jobb seeking / career preparation X 1

10



Table 2 Examples of skills/ skills frameworks from various association papers/handbooks.

Business/customer awareness

Casner-Lotto & |NSWD, |Youthcentral, AGDE, 2013 |ODEP, |WRC, |EDGE, |NWRC, |TEM, CBI, Mentioned
Barrington, 2009 | 2015 2015 2015 2015 2011 2015 2013 2007 |in
Problem solving X X X X X X X X X X 10
Communiccation X X X X X X X X 8
Teamwork X X X X X X 6
ICT, technology, digital X X X X X X 6
Professionalism X X X X X 5
Self management X X X X X 5
Organizing and planning X X X X 4
Personal characteristics X X X X 4
Diversity and differences X X X X 4
Reading/writing X X X X 4
Cooperation/networking/ interpersonal X X X X 4
Learning X X X 3
Leadership and decision making X X X 3
Initiative/enterprising X X X 3
Accepting supervision/ following instructions X X 2
Time management X X 2
Creativity and innovation X X 2
Planning 1
Ethics/Social Responsibility X 1
Project management X 1
§Dressing X 1
Problem solving using mathematics X 1
Stress management X 1
X 1

11




