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from graduates’ perspectives if they are to respond effectively to skills and
knowledge requirements of the industry. Globally, graduate employability
is a concept that is becoming increasingly popular in higher education sec-
tor. Therefore, this paper explores employability attributes that graduates
of English translation and interpretation (ETI) program need. A survey
with 48 ETI alumni of a university in the Mekong Delta of Vietnam reveals
the attributes that are important for the job market and those that gradu-
ates need more training on. The findings revealed that ETI students not
only need to reinforce their English linguistic knowledge, professional
knowledge and other skills and knowledge provided in the training pro-
gram, but also have to develop ‘key’ employability skills such as, commu-
nication, social and cultural skills in order to be ready for the labor market.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Graduate employability (GE) patterns seem to have
changed worldwide (Tran, 2016). The labor market
has become flexible and competitive. These changes
are caused by the expansion of the global economy,
globalization as well as the expansion of higher ed-
ucation (HE) provision, which are influencing the
hiring demands of employers (Al-Harthi, 2011; Cai,
2013). For employers, the decision to recruit a grad-
uate is based on the qualities and competencies of
the graduate student in addition to discipline-spe-
cific skills and knowledge. Brown and Hesketh
(cited in Tomlinson, 2008) claim that employers are
involved in employment discourse to performative
and organizational capabilities, behavioral compe-
tence, and the wider range of individual. To this end,
students and universities alike have recognized the
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changing nature of employability patterns, and are
trying to incorporate employability attributes in de-
gree program provision (Cai, 2013). This awareness
has led to studies to determine which employability
attributes (EAS) are sought by employers in a given
context.

In Vietnam, as elsewhere, employers’ concerns
about GE attributes have become more pronounced
(Hager and Holland, 2006; Tran and Swierczek,
2009; OECD, 2012). There are claims from differ-
ent stakeholders, especially employers, that gradu-
ate students from universities usually do not fully
possess the types of GE attributes essential for the
workplace. According to Marope (2006), there is a
general impression that most employers are dissat-
isfied with the quality of HE output. This observa-
tion is echoed by the Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development (2012), which states
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that university graduate students are often not ade-
quately prepared for work as well as the training are
not relevant to the demands of the workplace. This
organization also emphasizes that up to 60% of Vi-
etnamese graduate students are unable to secure oc-
cupation and of those who are employed, many need
to be re-trained or even do not work in areas of their
major. In reference to HE, Tran and Swierczek
(2009) have also identified an important challenge
facing human resources development in Vietnam.
This challenge includes an inadequate attention paid
to the development of GE attributes that has a nega-
tive impact on preparedness of university graduate
students for high-skilled jobs.

Although employers in Vietnam have raised con-
cerns about the lack of EAs in graduate students, no
research has investigated the issue of the EAs that
are important and essential for job performance;
those attributes that should be included in curricu-
lum; and those in which graduate students need
more training. Therefore, the purpose of this study
is to analyze the need for graduate attributes (GAS)
in Vietnam, as perceived by English Translation and
Interpretation (ETI) alumni. The current study
therefore, seeks the answers to the following re-
search questions:

1. Which employability attributes do bachelor grad-
uates from the ETI program possess?

2. Which employability attributes should be
strengthened in the ETI training program?

2 LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Translation and interpretation

According to Wilss (1982), translation is a transfer
process that aims at conversing written source lan-
guage texts into the equivalent target language texts.
That process requires the semantic, syntactic, ana-
lytical processing and pragmatic understanding of
the source language. In the same vein, Bell (1991)
defines it as an expression in another language (the
target) of what has been presented in one language
(the source), preserving stylistic and semantic
equivalences.

Similar to translation, interpretation can have a wide
range of meanings for many people based on their
training, experience or background in the interpre-
tive profession. According to Nolan (2005), inter-
pretation is a process of transmitting message in
which its meaning is best expressed in the speaker’s
mother tongue while that meaning is best under-
stood in listeners' languages. Besides, MacFarlane
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(1994) defines that interpretation is a “process of
communication” (cited in Hall and McArthur,
1993). The author also emphasized that as a bridge-
builder between languages, the interpreter supports
speakers as well as satisfies the demand of under-
standing what is being said from listeners.

Translation and interpretation (T&I) have been
paired in most cases but they are not identical. Eu-
ropean Commission (2009) and Jones (2002) made
very simple clarification of the two terms, indicating
that both refer to changing messages from an origi-
nal language to another language; however, inter-
pretation is in spoken form while translation aims
for written language.

2.2 Employability

Employability skills are in vogue in higher educa-
tion context and have intensely been the center of
attention in literature since 1980 (Zaharim et al.,
2009). However, there is no common definition of
this term in the literature. Some studies focus more
on student ability to find and maintain a job after
graduation as Yorke (2010) supposes that the term
"employability" is the ability of graduate students to
find and retain a graduate-level job and to move be-
tween jobs if required. In the same vein, Hillage and
Pollard (1998) defines it as the capability to get ini-
tial employment, maintain employment as well as
obtain employment if required.

In some other views, employability is referred to as
the types of knowledge, skills, understandings or at-
tributes of graduate students. As according to Mo-
reland (2006), it is a set of knowledge, personal at-
tributes and skills, which makes an individual more
likely to be successful and secure in their chosen
professions to the benefit of themselves, the com-
munity, the workforce, and the economy. The skills
are assumed not only to help graduates get a good
profession, but also to apply more technical skills
and specific knowledge in their particular work-
places to achieve one’s potential as well as contrib-
ute successfully to enterprise strategic directions
(Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry &
Business Council of Australia, 2002; UK Commis-
sion for Employment and Skills, 2009). In the same
vein, the definition of York (2006) seems to be the
most comprehensive to the content of the current
study. He defines the term "employability" is...a set
of achievement - skills, understandings and personal
attributes — that makes graduates more likely to gain
employment and be successful in their chosen occu-
pations, which benefits themselves, the workforce,
the community and the economy (p. 8).
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Although different in wording, all of these defini-
tions relate employability to a set of attributes or
skills that are necessary for every graduate to move
into the job market, to find as well as maintain jobs
and to develop their occupations.

2.3 Graduate attributes

In literature, graduate attributes (GASs) are variously
referred to as generic attributes (Wright, 1995), em-
ployability skills, and soft skills (BIHECC, 2007),
key competencies (Mayer, 1992), transferable skills
(Assiter, 1995), key skills (Drew et al., 2002).

In the rapid change of the information and
knowledge-intensive economy, workers not only
need to maintain and develop skills and knowledge,
which are specific to their own discipline and occu-
pation, but also have to achieve "generic" skills, at-
tributes and dispositions that are transferable to lots
of occupational situations. These generic skills are
defined as “those transferable skills which are es-
sential for employability at some level for most”
(Kearns, 2001). Generic skills have also been vari-
ously known as ‘core skills’, ‘key competencies’,
‘transferable skills’ or ‘underpinning skills’ (Mayer,
1992).

According to Wickramasinghe and Perera (2010),
employability skills are comprised of two main as-
pects: transferrable skills and subject or discipline-
specific skills. The authors assert that subject skills
are key to occupations of graduates since they are
skills and discipline-specific knowledge. The pro-
fessional knowledge is sometimes also considered a
type of skill, called technical skills (AC Nielsen Re-
search Services, 2000; World Bank, 2011). How-
ever, they are differentiated from generic skills.
While technical skills often refer to generic skills,
discipline-based skills and capacity as described by
Andrews and Higson (2008), consist of areas as
working under pressure, coping with uncertainty,
planning and strategic thinking, reliability, team-
work and networking, communications and inter-
personal interactions, writing and speaking, willing-
ness to learn and acceptance of responsibility, crea-
tivity, self-confidence, self-management as well as
time-management and information technology
skills. Besides, Wickramasinghe and Perera (2010)
also show that transferable skills are the competen-
cies that graduates can apply in various job roles and
occupations through the graduates' professions. All
of skills like writing skills (e.g. punctuation,
spelling, grammar), visual communication, oral
communication, information skills, solving prob-
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lems, working with others, career management, in-
formation technology (IT) or working with numbers
are identified as key skills by Drew et al. (2002).

Several countries have adopted more proactive strat-
egies in enhancing GAs. For instance, the Danish
Quialifications Framework demands the research-
oriented bachelor’s or master’s courses to have a
competence profile while in Australia there are
many “generally accepted” GAs, which universities
are demanded to enhance in their graduates. In Can-
ada and the United States, the primary mechanisms
for emphasizing GAs are work-based and work-re-
lated learning as well as portfolios (Harvey and
Bowers-Brown, 2004/2005).

In short, GAs are emphasized in higher education as
incentives to attract both employers and learners.
GAs are viewed as increasingly essential in the
changing context of contemporary life. Moreover,
they are considered important to make graduates
prepared and ready for success in the rapid change
of working environment today.

2.4 Higher education and employability

Obtaining a university diploma is not eligible to ob-
tain an occupation (Harvey, 2002). In fact, there are
a range of external and person-centered factors
which provide a conceptual foundation of employa-
bility such as gender or ethnicity, age, personal at-
tributes of open-mindedness, empathy, flexibility,
and external factors like the sector- or region-
specific economic situations that have a strong im-
pact on recruitment and employability. In the field
of T&l, the above-mentioned factors should not be
ignored. According to Harvey (2002), program ar-
eas tend to be more active in promoting employment
because their aim is to enhance particular employa-
bility attributes or because of a demand to ensure
engagement with the professional world.

Nowadays, there are many debates about whether to
put more theoretical or applied curricular emphasis
on education of T&I. Therefore, to bridge the gap
between workplace reality and academia and recon-
cile the perspective of universities and employers,
bringing the employers’ requirements into the anal-
ysis of the competencies is essential to make gradu-
ates employable. Sine employers are the ones who
directly evaluate the professional performance of
graduates, their perceptions may provide universi-
ties with valuable insights for improving employa-
bility through the enhancement of generic and sub-
ject specific competencies. According to Weinert
(2001), competence is a specialized system of
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proficiencies, abilities or skills that are necessary to
reach a specific goal as well as to have various ca-
pacities, aptitudes, personal attributes when per-
forming translation tasks in a professional setting.

Garcés and Toudic (2012) reveal that the capability
to produce, define or apply quality procedures, the
capability to translate the materials in one or more
highly specialized fields, the awareness of profes-
sional ethics and standards, the capability to use
translation memory systems, as well as the capabil-
ity to extract and manage terminology are the capa-
bilities required by T&I employers. In addition,
many researchers (Hillage and Pollard, 1998; Sew-
ell and Pool, 2010) also suppose that some other im-
portant aspects: knowledge, attitude and skills; that
is to say more accurately, disciplinary content
knowledge, generic (transferable) competencies,
soft skills (personal attributes), disciplinary compe-
tencies and skills. These employment assets are
complemented by job seeking as well as job-main-
taining skills or profession management skills.
Schnell and Rodriguez (2017) also state that apply-
ing the above-mentioned employment assets to the
domain of T&I as well as drawing on the specific
and generic competencies will help graduates to find
occupations in T&lI field.

3 THE STUDY
3.1 The context

The study was conducted at a university in the cen-
ter of the Mekong Delta of Vietnam. Being a multi-
disciplinary university, the institution provides 99
bachelor programs, 48 master programs and 19 doc-
torate programs. The Bachelor Program of English
Translation and Interpretation (ETI) is administered
by the School of Foreign Languages of the institu-
tion and follows a credit-based system of 140 credits
and consists of three main groups of knowledge
namely  general  knowledge,  fundamental
knowledge, and domain-specific knowledge. There
are 38 credits in the first group which consists of
courses: Physical Education, Marxism-Leninism,
National Defense Education, French and so on. In
the second group, there are 48 credits and include
courses with the aim of equipping students with
English language knowledge of grammar and pro-
nunciation as well as language skills like listening,
speaking, reading and writing. Fifty-four credits in
the last group are aimed to provide students with
specialized knowledge of English language, litera-
ture, and culture as well as useful skills for future
jobs and life-long learning such as translating, inter-
preting and researching.
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3.2 The participants

A group of 48 alumni of the ETI training program at
the institute took part in the study. There are 18
males and 30 females ranging from 24 to 30 years
old. At the time of the study, almost all of them
(97%) graduated from the program from one to five
years. The alumni were expected to provide useful
information of what their employers have expected
from them. In the current study, these alumni were
purposefully selected for their willingness to partic-
ipate. Table 1 presents the personal information of
the alumni involving in the current study.

3.3 The questionnaire

The current study uses a questionnaire as the key re-
search instrument. The questionnaire was adapted
from the one used in the study by Alvarez-Alvarez
and Arndiz-Uzquiza’s (2017). The adaptations are
in conjunction with the ETI curriculum framework
used at the university being investigated. The ques-
tionnaire was selected because it reports “practical
components” of employability which have not been
embedded in undergraduate T&I curriculum, leav-
ing a gap between the actual requirements of em-
ployers and the academic dimension of training.

The questionnaire has two main sections. The first
section of the questionnaire has four parts in which
Part 1 the tasks that explores the alumni are required
to perform at their workplace, Part 2 investigates
knowledge and skills that they were provided at
school, Part 3 finds out their suggestions on skills
and knowledge to be strengthened, and Part 4 asks
for demographic information.

4 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

4.1 Tasks performed by EIT alumni at
workplace

The alumni have been required to do different kinds
of tasks (Table 2). The two most common tasks, sur-
prisingly, seem not closely related to the discipline
of ETI since writing English documents (77.1%)
and communicating with clients by English (75%)
are two types of tasks that can be done by students
of English majors in general and do not require spe-
cialized knowledge and skills of interpretation or
translation. The next five common tasks conducted
by the alumni participants include translating docu-
ments from English to Vietnamese (66.7%); trans-
lating documents from Vietnamese to English
(62.5%); doing administrative tasks (62.5%); inter-
preting conversations, meetings, events, etc.
(54.2%); and reviewing texts written in English



Can Tho University Journal of Science

(52.1%). It can be seen that translating and interpret-
ing occupied a large part of the job duties although
the former is more frequent than the latter. However,
administrative tasks still take a larger portion than
interpreting ones. The two least popular tasks

Table 2: Tasks performed by interns at workplace
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among the alumni participants are reviewing trans-
lation works performed by translation tools (31.3%)
and being a language consultant for colleagues
(12.5%).

Tasks Number Percentage (%)
Writing English documents (reports, business letters, emails, etc.). 37 77.1
Communicating with clients by English. 36 75.0
Translating documents from English to Vietnamese. 32 66.7
Translating documents from Vietnamese to English. 30 62.5
Doing administrative tasks. 30 62.5
Interpreting conversations, meetings, events, etc. 26 54.2
Reviewing texts written in English. 25 52.1
Reviewing translation works performed by translation tools. 15 31.3
Being a language consultant for colleagues. 6 12.5

Table 2 shows that many companies today seem to
assign employees to not only tasks that they have
been trained at school. Instead, employees, like in
the case of the current study, have to be able to cover
a variety of tasks, including both the trained and the
untrained ones. Therefore, students need to be
equipped with life-long learning skills to be ready
for different requirements at work.

4.2 Employability attributes provided at school

Table 3 reveals the employability attributes that the
alumni participants have been trained at school.
Among the eleven items listed, English linguistic
knowledge is agreed by almost all (45/46) partici-
pants to be provided at the training program at the

university. The next four common types of
knowledge and skills that the alumni claim they
have been provided are discipline-specific
knowledge (66.7%); knowledge on strategies for
translation (60.4%); knowledge and skills about re-
vising and editing final translation products
(60.4%); and social skills including teamwork, ne-
gotiation and dealing with clients, etc. (58.3%). In
addition, the program has provided Vietnamese lin-
guistic knowledge; cultural knowledge; and com-
puter skills for office work with 56.3%, 52.1% and
45.8% of agreement, respectively. In addition, about
one-third of the participants claim that they have
been provided with knowledge and skills to use ETI
software, strategies for interpretation, and
knowledge on how to write technical documents.

Table 3: Employability attributes that the alumni were provided at school

Employability attribute Frequency  Percentage (%)
English linguistic knowledge 45 93.8
Professional knowledge 32 66.7
Knowledge on strategies for translation 29 60.4
Knowledge and skills about revising and editing final translation

29 60.4
products
Social skills (teamwork, negotiation and dealing with clients, etc.) 28 58.3
Vietnamese linguistic knowledge 27 56.3
Cultural knowledge 25 52.1
Computer skills for office work 22 45.8
Knowledge and skills to use ETI softwares (software for localiza-
) O . . 15 313
tion, audiovisual translation, terminology management, etc.)
Knowledge about strategies for interpretation 15 31.3
Knowledge on writing technical documents 13 27.1
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4.3 Employability attributes needed to be
strengthened

With their own experiences at work, the alumni par-
ticipants suggest the employability attributes that
the university should focus more on helping learners
of ETI be ready for work (Table 3). Two most im-
portant skills are social skills and computer skills
with 72.9% and 64.6% of agreement, respectively.
It seems that the current training program has not

Vol. 12, No. 2 (2020): 25-32

provided the alumni with sufficient skills for work-
ing with others and computers. In addition, more
than 60% of the participants claim that they need to
be provided with more cultural knowledge,
knowledge and skills to use ETI software, and pro-
fessional knowledge in the ETI training program.
Moreover, from 50 to 58.3% of the participants want
to be provided with more knowledge and skills of
the ones they have been trained at school before.

Table 4: Employability attributes strengthened in the future training program

Employability attribute Frequency  Percentage (%)
Social skills (teamwork, negotiation and dealing with clients, etc.) 35 72.9
Computer skills for office work (Excel, Word, etc.) 31 64.6
Cultural knowledge 30 62.5
Knowledge and skills to use ETI softwares (software for localiza- 29 60.4
tion, audiovisual translation, terminology management, etc.) '

Professional knowledge 29 60.4
Knowledge about strategies for interpretation 28 58.3
Knowledge on writing technical texts 27 56.3
Knowledge on strategies for translation 26 54.2
Knowledge and skills for revising and editing final translation prod- 25 521
ucts '

English linguistic knowledge 24 50.0
Vietnamese linguistic knowledge 24 50.0

4.4 Discussion

Regarding the participants’ perception of EIT cur-
riculum, these findings are similar to the research of
Alvarez-Alvarez and Arnaiz-Uzquiza (2017). Al-
most 90% of the graduates in their research are con-
scious of the demand to improve their professional
skills. Meanwhile, the findings of Schnell and
Rodriguezs’ study (2017) indicated that students
need to possess the disciplinary knowledge and
specific competencies of T&I.

In addition, the current study is compatible with the
findings in Harvey’s studies in 2002 and 2005.
These studies revealed that ETI program should not
only provide students with a diploma in ETI but also
train them to be effective learners and workers, with
interactive and personal attributes (e.g., teamwork
and interpersonal skills or communication). Alt-
hough these attributes are the "key" employability
competences (Drew et al., 2002; Alvarez-Alvarez &
Arnaiz-Uzquiza, 2017), they are not commonly in-
cluded in the university curriculum (Chouc and
Calvo, 2011). Similarly, many previous studies (e.g.
Wilss, 1982; Bell, 1991; Nolan, 2005) share the
same findings with the present one. Those studies
suggest that mother tongue’s linguistic knowledge
should be strengthened in the training program to
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help students transmit messages accurately and
clearly without violating professional ethics. In ad-
dition, in the same vein with Bui and Dang’s (1997)
recommendations, the participants in the current
study suggest strengthening knowledge on strate-
gies for translation and interpretation in the ETI cur-
riculum.

Nevertheless, there are also differences between the
current study and other previous ones. In the current
study, cultural knowledge is one of the most essen-
tial criteria, which should be provided in the ETI
curriculum. Participants suppose knowledge on cul-
tural diversities is significant for communication
with people of diverse custom, race, and ethnicity.
It is regarded as the key to successful communica-
tion, as Alred and Byram (2002) indicated. Schell
and Rodriguez (2017) show that the vast majority of
the respondents focus more on general and special-
ized translation skills than others.

5 CONCLUSIONS

The current study was conducted to investigate the
employability attributes which employers require
for bachelor graduates from ETI program. The par-
ticipants also give some suggestions for improving
the current curriculum to enhance students’ employ-
ability. The findings of the current study show that
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ETI students not only need to reinforce their English
linguistic knowledge, professional knowledge and
other skills and knowledge provided in the training
program, but also have to develop ‘key’ employa-
bility skills (e.g. social and cultural skills, as well as
communication skills) which are not commonly in-
cluded in the university curriculum (Chouc and
Calvo, 2011). Therefore, it is suggested that curric-
ulum designers should take the requirements of the
labor market into consideration to improve students’
employability.
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