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Abstract

Purpose: This paper aims at analyzing the skills and competences acquired by students
during their university studies, in order to identify the extent to which they fit into
society’s labor market demands.

Design/methodology/approach: We use data from a survey for firm supervisors
corresponding to practices in the Faculty of Economics and Business for the course
2013-14. We analyze the achievement of basic and specific competences and other

training project skills, distinguishing by degrees.

Findings: Companies find some lacks in the ability to manage time properly, in being
versatile, in the communication skills, the ability to work as a team and specially in
having an entrepreneurial view. At the university level, this requires training processes

more oriented towards experimentation and problem solving.

Research limitations/implications: The database used refers only to one Faculty of
the University of Barcelona. It would be interesting to collect more data and extend the

results to a more general context.

Practical implications: 1t might be interesting both for firms and universities to move

closer to one another in a cooperative way. More programs are needed to further
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enhance the employability of graduates and encourage the mobility of teachers in order

for them to spend some time performing their research directly at a firm.

Originality/value: This paper explores the immediate and direct relationship
established between the university and the labor market through the training period

students make during the final stages of their studies.

Keywords: Competences, Abilities, Skills, Internship practices, Firm-university collaboration

Jel Codes: A23, 120, M53

1. Introduction

It seems that in our society certain disconnections exist when it comes to coordinate business
and society needs with what is offered at university. In fact, one of the main problems that we
have in higher education is the so-called education paradox: it is difficult to understand how a
high rate of youth unemployment can live together with the evidence that organizations cannot
find people with the right training. Not to mention the fact that the mismatch between demand
and supply is higher when it comes to talk about vocational training. Something does not work.
In recent literature there is a growing interest in skills and competencies that students acquire
during their university studies, analysing how they fit for the current job market, both at
regional (Mora, Garcia-Aracil & Vila, 2007a, 2007b; Mora & Félix, 2009) national (Marzo,
Pedraja & Rivera, 2009) and supranational level (Bridgstock, 2009; Nusche, 2008).

A hundred years ago the university was not directly linked to the labour market, first of all
because many of the students came from wealthy and influent families and the excellent ones
could devote themselves to the academic career. However, when a majority of people managed
to become university students a different role for university came into play: it partly targeted
at the labour market. That is necessary, since university has to train future workers, but it is

also dangerous, since it should focus not exclusively on that.

Since some years ago we face the so-called education paradox: how is it possible that youth
unemployment is so high and even so companies do not find people with the right training?
Something is not working and we need to find out a solution as soon as possible. At this point
the next question to be put is the following: if the market is unable to absorb the graduates,
who is to blame? The university? The administration poor planning? The production system? Is
it the demand side or the supply side of the economy that fails? How much is the economic

model to blame for that? And the education system? Obviously, turning towards a new
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economic and educational model requires a tot of time and changes, which need to be

prepared in advance.

One of the current debates in our country between labour market and university is twofold:
employers who demand a strict low profile, but trained to manage a firm; and businessmen
who complain about the university devoting too much effort to train people with too much
general knowledge. At this point we must understand that university is not a vocational school
and to do so the debate should be reallocated. This gap between demand and supply of
graduates’ competences has to be amended as soon as possible. There are different ways to
succeed in doing it, for instance, increasing the information and guidance of students in the
years previous to university studies, analyse the economy needs in-depth, train students

jointly with companies at the end of their studies, etc.

In recent literature there has been a growing interest in the skills and competencies that
students acquire during their university studies and how these fit with the current job market
(Cajide, Abeal, Barreiro, Zamora, Exposito & Mosteiro, 2002; Mora et al.,, 2007a, 2007b;
Garcia, 2007; Marzo et al., 2009; Martin, Rabadan & Hernandez, 2013; Garcia-Aracil & Van der
Velden, 2008; Hernandez, Martin, Rabadan & Leguey, 2007; Ugarte & Naval, 2008; Corominas,
Saurina & Villar, 2010; Guerrero & De los Rios, 2012; Alcafiiz, Riera & Claveria, 2013; Harvey,
2000; Heijke, Meng & Ris, 2003; Garcia & Mora, 2000; Allen & Ramaekers, 2006; Biesma,
Pavlova, Van Merode & Groot, 2007; Nusche, 2008; Bridgstock, 2009; Pagani, 2009) to name

a few, both at national and European level.

Our work aims at studying further aspects related to the competencies acquisition level of
university students and their ability to adapt to the workplace as soon as they get into it in
order to see the shortcomings and strengths already developed within their university studies.
To do this we explore the immediate and direct relationship established between the university
and the labour market, through the training period students make during the final stages of
their studies. In particular, we are going to study the point of view of the employees through
the assessment of the competences students show and acquire when they carry out the
subject “integrated practices” at a firm. The main purpose is to define and clarify the contents
of competencies students must finish acquiring once graduated, so that teachers can focus on
the implementation of activities in their classes, and assessment practices as well, both

intended for improving their level of achievement.

Often a great range of doubts concerning this topic arise to teachers when it comes to dealing
with the most relevant skills, how to foster them in class, so that the students end up with a
high level of competences, thus easing their access to the labour market. From our first results

we will try to identify those actions and activities that can be carried out optimally at the
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university level in order to strengthen them. Nevertheless, we will also try to find out those for
which there is still a long way to go in order to adequately focus our efforts, the main purpose
being to ensure that students attain the skills they are demanded both from the university and
from the labour market. In addition, the conclusions coming from the analysis we undertake
may be useful to the academic community when approaching high-standards at teaching level,
resulting not only in the acquisition of disciplinary knowledge, but also in a progressive

achievement of professional competences throughout the student's university years.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Next we set out our case of analysis, then we

explain the results and finally we conclude.

2. Case of Analysis

In line with the current legislation, which allows the collaborative work between companies and
institutions with universities to foster internship agreements for last year university students,
the University of Barcelona (UB) offers a course of integrated practices thanks to the

agreement for cooperative education between firms and tertiary education institutions.

Internships at UB are a specific training for the students to have a first contact with the labor
market. These practices allow them to put into practice what they learn in their classes and
also complement their education in a more realistic way. Practices may be mandatory or
optional, depending on the Degree they are enrolled in. For undergraduates they will have a

maximum of 60 credits, which will be offered at the end of the curricula.

With the aim to bring closer the labor market and the academia, the UB makes available to
companies the application “FeinaUB”. This service can be accessed electronically by all
university students, no matters their Degree (out of 70 degrees offered by the UB). It is also

available as a career service for graduates.

For any company or institution to host a student, they just need to register into the
application, publish their offer, wait for CVs, select the candidates to interview and choose the
student. The manager of the faculty takes care of the whole process. Once the student starts
working at the firm he will have two supervisors: the academic, from the university, and the
firm supervisor, from the enterprise. When the practices come to an end the firm supervisor

will send a report to the academic supervisor explaining the progress of the student’s work.
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The collaboration between companies and universities is based on an agreement specifying the
students work plan or project training. It details all relevant information concerning duration of

internship, schedule, tasks, responsibilities and supervisors’ personal information.

Each faculty has its own external academic practices rules. More specifically, the Faculty of
Business and Economics regulation was approved by the Academic Committee on the 27th of
April, 2012. Afterwards it was approved by the Governing Board on the 8th of May, 2012. This
Faculty offers a relative high number of four-year-degrees. Each of them covers 240 ECTS
credits divided into Basic Training (BT), compulsory (CO), electives (OT), internships (PR) and
final degree paper (FDP). In particular the studies adapted to the European Higher Education

Area (EHEA), which are currently offered, are:

+ Bachelor of Business Administration (BA)

« Bachelor of International Business (IB) entirely taught in English. The curriculum also
includes some specific compulsory subjects, such as Business English, second language
for business (to choose between French, Italian, German and Mandarin) and a third
optional language for business (to choose between the same above-mentioned
languages). In the fourth year of the degree it is highly recommended for students
either to attend the International Work Experience (24 ECTS credits) or carry out an
international exchange program (with a minimum of 30 ECTS credits coursed in a

foreign university).

+ Bachelor of Economics (ECO)
+ Degree in Sociology (SOC)

« Bachelor of Statistics (STA). It is an inter-university degree (UB-UPC).

The weight of integrated practices can vary between 6 and 24 ECTS credits, which are always

part of the elective ECTS credits.

Our analysis is focused on the Faculty of Economics and Business and covers the period from
November 2013 to July 2014. As mentioned, each student who enrolls in internship practices
has a mentor, who is responsible for the student and shall make a report at the end of the
semester, derived mainly from the survey the firm supervisors are committed to fill in at the
end of the business practices. We use the data corresponding to last year practices covering
the degrees of Business Administration, Economics, Sociology and Statistics, which amounts to
185 students.
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Table 1 below shows the distribution of students among the four degrees, leaded by BA (79%).
This is entirely consistent with the data registration of the faculty, since BA is the degree with

the highest humber of students enrolled.

Degree Students Percentage
BA 147 79%
ECO 24 13%
STA 6 3%
SOC 8 4%
All together 185 100%

Table 1. Students enrollment by degree

BASIC COMPETENCES Oto 10
Ethics. Ethical Commitment: critical attitude consistent with ethical and
deontological aspects.
Responsibility. Skills and Learning Responsibility: analysis and synthesis
capacity, global vision, knowledge applied to technical skills.
Teamwork. Teamwork: ability to contribute to a common project and to work in
interdisciplinary and multicultural teams.
Entrepreneurship. Creative and Enterprising Capacity: ability to formulate,
desigh and manage projects and find new knowledge.
Sustainability. Ability to Assess the Social and Environmental Impact of the
projects, to put into practice integrated and systemic visions.
Communication Skills. Communicative Ability: ability to understand and
express themselves, both orally and writing in Catalan and Spanish, skills and
abilities in a third language, high achievement of the specialized degree
language and information search ability.
Comments

SPECIFIC COMPETENCES Oto 10
Decision Taking. Decision-Making Capacity
Firm Knowledge. Ability to Analyze Organizations and their Environment:
degree of knowledge of the organization’s internal dimension of stakeholders,
organizational culture, economic, legal, political and sociological aspects of the
firm.
Act Globally. Ability to Act in a Globalized Environment: ability to assess the
internationalization strategies of the organization and to understand the
implications of the government policy.
Comments

Table 2. Survey for firm supervisors. Competences (own elaboration from UB Economics

Faculty Career Service information)

Firm supervisors make an assessment of the student's learning project answering a set of
questions divided into three main sections referring to Basic Competences, Specific
Competences and other training project skills. To assess the degree of achievement of
competences and skills supervisors graded each of them using a 0-10 scale, where 0 implies
no competition at all and 10 meant that the competence was reached at the highest level.

Regarding the third group, it should also be assessed the degree of completion (full, null or
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partially). In case of partially completion the reasons must be specified in the comments

section provided.

Full / Null /

Partially Yy

Other training project skills

Being on time. The student was punctual.

Total working hours completed. The student worked all the practice
hours.

On schedule Practices were finished in the internship period.

Task completion. The student carried out the tasks planned in the training
project.

Fitted profile. The student fitted the expected professional profile.
Motivation. The student has been involved and motivated at work.
Prone to feedback. The student was receptive to criticism.

Versatility. The student was versatile.

Time managing. The student planned and managed time appropriately.
FINAL QUALIFICATION (0 to 10)

Table 3. Survey for firm supervisors. Skills and final qualification (own elaboration from UB Economics

Faculty Career Service information)

The tables above (Tables 2 and 3) summarize the competences and skills to be gained during
the integrated practices course, which are the ones the firm supervisors were asked to

evaluate.

3. Results
3.1. Basic and specific competences

With respect to the basic skills achievement we do not observe large differences among the
means by degrees. Figure 1 shows a good summary of this situation. The hexagons
representing the averages of each competence for each degree analyzed are very similar to
each other. In fact, the basic competences averages are almost identical for Responsibility,
Entrepreneurship and Sustainability. The average for Responsibility ranges from 8.50
(Sociology) to 8.83 (Economics and Statistics). Statistics students face the lowest value for

Entrepreneurship (7.83), whereas Sociology students rank last for Sustainability (8.00).

The most significant differences can be observed when we move to Ethics, Communication
Skills and Teamwork. In all cases the lowest value corresponds to Statistics students (green

line), and the highest to Economics (red line). The values for Ethics rank from 8.17, to 9.04, a
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0.87 points difference. Regarding Communication Skills the difference jumps to 1.16 between

the same two degrees. Finally this gap increases to 1.25 for Teamwork.

—BA EconomiEENICS— statistics Sociology
Communication skills . Responsibility
Sustainability “ Team work
Enterpreneurship

Figure 1. Basic competences averages comparison

When looking at the specific skills something similar occurs (Figure 2). In this case, we see
that the triangles are almost identical. Decision taking averages are practically the same in the
four degrees analyzed. The same holds for Firm knowledge. With respect to that we just want
to highlight the fact that the lowest average (7.92) corresponds to Economics. However the
means corresponding to Act Globally have a higher variance and they also have a relatively
similar behavior to that described above for Communication Skills, Teamwork and Ethics:

Statistics students rank last with 9.17, 0.58 points below BA and Economics.
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—BA Economics Statistics Sociology

Decizion taking
10,00 4,

Actglobally : Firm knowledge

Figure 2. Specific competences averages comparison

Although each item is rated from 0 to 10 we made a scale conversion in order to detect more
differences among the obtained ratings and also to ease our analysis. The scale conversion was

the following:

«  When an item is measured from 0 to 5 we have interpreted that the competence or skill

is not achieved and therefore the student is graded with Fail.

« If the rating is 6 or 7 the degree of achievement is low and is graded as Low.

« A rating of 8 means that the competence or skill has been remarkably achieved and can
be graded as Medium.

* A rating of 9 implies that the competence or skill was highly accomplished and can be

graded as High.

* A rating of 10 means that competence or ability has been fully achieved and can be

graded as Complete.
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Communication skills
Sustainabili
ustainability = Eail
Enterprensurship B Low
Team work » Medium
Responsibility m High
| ]
Ethics Complete
T T T T
1] 50 1040 150 200

Figure 3. Basic competences frequencies distribution

Actglobally
M Fail
W Loy
Firm knowledge
u Medium
B High
Decizion taking N Complete
1 1 1 1

0 50 100 150 200

Figure 4. Specific competences frequencies distribution

The frequencies distributions for the basic and specific competences are showed in Figure 3
and Figure 4 respectively. Communication Skills, Teamwork and Responsibility are the core
competences that fewer students fail. On the other hand, Teamwork jointly with Ethics are the
ones with the highest level of achievement. As a result the global averages for these two
competences, no matters which degree we are analyzing, are the highest. Moving to specific
competences Firm Knowledge is also in line with the core competence Teamwork, with the
largest degree of completely achievement by students and also presenting the lowest number

of students who fail.
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3.2. Other training project skills

Other aspects to be highlighted are the ones referring to the completion of duties (Figure 5).
The assessment coming from the firm supervisors is very good. A very high percentage of
students have been always on-Schedule, closely followed by those who had their total working
hours completed. Besides, more than two thirds have been on time. At a second level we find
completion task, motivation, fitted profile and versatility, with a little bit more than 50% of
students with the highest grade. Finally, the worst rated aspects are time managing and prone
to feedback.

According to that we can say that students generally accomplished with the planned tasks,
schedule and made the hours specified in the contract. On the other hand, they were quite
motivated and versatile but might not know the best way to organize their time and did not

handle very well with criticisms and comments coming from their bosses or colleagues.

Time managing

Versatility
Prone to feedback
o M Fail
Motivation
W Low
Fitted profile
» Medium
Task completion
B High
Onschedule
B Complete

Total working hours ...

Beingon time

0 50 100 150 200

Figure 5. Other training project skills frequencies distribution

Final
e qualification
BA 8.92
ECO 8.79
STA 8.67
SoC 9.13
All studies 8.90

Table 4. Final qualification by degree
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Finally, the global qualification of the integrated practices is 8.90 and it does not differ
significantly from one degree to another. The highest value corresponds to Sociology (9.13)
and the lowest, to Statistics (8.67). However, since the vast majority of the students come
from BA (8.92) it is not easy to appreciate such variability on the overall average qualification
(8.90).

4. Conclusions

The competences acquisition by students’ debate is not new, but it started a long time ago.
Lots of researchers have extensively analysed it. In fact, a lot of studies have shown that the
level of competences acquired by students is usually below the level required for the job.
Nevertheless if the labour market keeps complaining about the poor training of the students
finishing their studies, it is obvious there is something that has not been thoroughly analysed
or it has not been performed as it should. Therefore we should insist on it. In this line in order
to improve the training of our students it might be interesting both for firms and universities to
move closer to one another in a cooperative way. So as to do that it may be necessary to
modify some aspects of the university governance and encourage the willingness of firms to
collaborate. In addition, we would need more programs to further enhance the employability of
graduates and encourage the mobility of teachers in order for them to spend some time
performing their research directly at a firm. That is to say, we must modernize the university
with larger flexibility to respond quickly to the demands of the knowledge society and the

international context.

However, the debate based on how to reallocate the education efforts towards the demand side
should have a long-term vision. It can only be based on a high demanding one, on an efficient
and competitive production model in the long run. Thus we need to promote a cultural change
(Brennan, 2008) focused not only on the students but on all the actors involved in the
educational process. Students must have a broad vision, provided by professors and driven by
the administration, in cooperation with the family, society and especially the business world.
This last actor must also improve some aspects, the ability to state their demand, being among

them.

Notwithstanding, a certain degree of consensus seems to be reached when it comes to say that
we need to promote innovative teachers committed to teaching (Carreras, Martinez, Carrasco,
2006), and a close relationship between university and firms. Moving to the first aspect, to
successfully include some changes in the teaching methods, we need to deeply analyse the

exact students’ needs, lacks and requirements in terms of competences and then promote
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them in a generalized way. With respect to the second one, it should be encouraged the
presence of university members in the professional world to adapt their knowledge to reality
and ensure that the syllabus includes some of the skills and competences future workers will
be required when entering the labour market (Hodges & Burchell, 2003). Current trends show
the growing need for professionals trained to do things, people who can independently solve
problems and doing it in an adaptive way. This requires training processes more oriented
towards experimentation and problem solving. Our results show the need for motivated
people, who act globally, with a vast knowledge of the firm and the market situation.
Companies find some lacks in the ability to manage time properly, in being versatile, in the
communication skills, the ability to work as a team and specially in having an entrepreneurial
view. Those seem to be the main aspects in which our studies need to insist in order to better

train our students according to the labour market demands.
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