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ACADEMIC AND EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS


[bookmark: _Toc79846350]Introduction
Employability skills are the set of soft skills that companies demand from their prospective employees. In the past, employers used to hire people based on technical knowledge and subject expertise. Nowadays, employers give equal weightage to subject speciality and soft skills (Doyle, 2020). Technical knowledge can become outdated quickly due to the dynamic and rapidly changing business environment. However, employees with the right attitude will survive and thrive in an ever-changing environment. 
For example, the process of hiring an accountant was picking up the top-notch student from the batch of applicants. Now the Accounting Information Systems (AIS) keep on changing swiftly. The companies demand the accountant to be a quick learner, a team player, a problem solver, and a dependable employee for such a scenario. Therefore, it is essential for institutions of higher learning, their students, and their professors to incorporate the employability skills in the curriculum and learning process.
[bookmark: _Toc79846351]Literature Review
Studies have established the definition of employability skills, the concern of employers about job readiness, skill gap (the gap between the required skills and the acquired skills), the response of higher education institutions, and the attitude of the students towards the soft skills. Some scholars have defined employability skills as the soft skills for job acquisition, retention, and robust performance (Robinson, 2000). They have classified the employability skills into:
1. Academic skills: Subject knowledge, communication, reading, effective writing, listening, computer literacy, and numerical skills.
2. Thinking skills: Critical thinking, creativity, solution-oriented personality, decision making, and leadership.
3. Personal Traits: Team spirit, self-discipline, self-motivated, initiative, responsible, dependable, ethical, confident, and well-groomed. 
There is a growing concern of employers about the skill gap. Of course, the preference is to hire an employee with a minimum skill gap. However, companies are willing to invest in the training and development of employees (Robinson, 2000). Some studies have highlighted the fact that university students often lack employability skills by a wide margin. Educational institutions and employers have a consensus that the former should pass on employability skills to undergraduates and postgraduates. For the achievement of this goal, the current and would-be teachers should undergo training and development. They complete five projects for readiness (Zinser, 2003).
Some studies have recognised communication skills, presentation skills, problem-solving attitude, collaboration, and handling of information as the critical skills for better employment, retention, and performance of undergraduate students at the workplace. Therefore, the students must possess soft skills in addition to their academic knowledge. Employability skills, as such, should be part of curriculum and teaching activity in the universities (Fallows & Steven, 2000). Another study (Cassidy, 2006) shares similar concerns of the employers about the lack of employability skills in the prospective employees. Employers expect the higher education institutions to develop the soft skills in their students before they are ready to join the job market.
[bookmark: _Toc79846352]Review of Employability Skills using Reflective Thinking
[bookmark: _Toc79846353]Reflection
Until recently, I was not aware of the benefits of reflection and reflective writing. I thought it was ignorant to learn more from looking back, analysing an event or idea, and its impact on my learning and professional development. However, I developed an interest once I went through my first learning experience using reflection. Now I know that reflection is the knowledge of experience-based learning. I have also learnt that reflective writing can develop critical thinking, analytical approach, creativity, support, and comprehension. An individual can add new perspectives to the issue at hand (Jasper, 2005).
Reflective writing is now an established management skill. More students (like me) can recognise the importance of reflective writing as a positive contribution to personal and professional development during studies and at the workplace. Academic learning enhances significantly with reflection (thinking and writing). Although non-academic learning does not increase significantly, we can see self-development, critical thinking, self-assessment, empowerment, and free-thinking emerging from reflection (Sen, 2010). 
The reflection process should follow a structured approach throughout. The analysis, assessment, and improvement process should remain under an established model so that distraction is minimal, and the thinking/writing remains on track (Brush, 2020). There are several well-known models of reflection which suit different individuals according to their personalities. Some of the famous models are Gibbs reflective cycle (1988), Kolb reflective cycle (1984), Schon model (1991), Driscoll model (1994), Rolfe et al's Framework for Reflective Learning (2001), John's Model for Structured Reflection (2006), and Atkins & Murphy model (1993) (Nichola, 2016). I personally like Kolb’s reflective Cycle (1984) because it directly relates to me.
The fascinating thing for me is the model's acknowledgment of different learning styles. The learning style takes into account the ability of the audience. It also understands the need to make the learning useful for the audience. That is why Kolb's model is acceptable to a wide range of people, including me. Kolb has acknowledged that an individual goes through four stages during the learning phase (McPheat, 2017):
1. Concrete Experience: Doing / having / going through an event/discussion/deliberation.
2. Reflective Observation: Reviewing the event/idea and critical thinking/reflecting on the idea/event.
3. Abstract Conceptualisation: Learning from the event/idea after concluding the key concepts.
4. Active Experimentation: Implementing experiential learning.
                                [image: ]
Figure 1: Kolb's Model
I go through the learning cycle precisely the way described in Kolb's model of Experiential Learning Cycle. I get introduced to a new concept which I try to divide through reflective/critical/analytical thinking. I make a list of main points, and then I try practical implementation. If I miss out on one of the components (particularly the last one), I cannot retain the experience for a long time.
I have also learnt from Kolb's learning dimensions for an inclusive and accommodating stance with people. Kolb has identified four learning dimensions (Diverging, Assimilating, Converging, and Accommodating) as part of his learning model. Kolb mentions "Diverging" people - people who see the idea/experiment from different perspectives. He considers that some people are more interested in experiential learning than the human relationship (Assimilating). He also acknowledges problem-solvers (Converging). Then there are people with a realistic approach (Accommodating) based on their intuition. With the understanding of different types of people, I can work better in team-based tasks because the team will comprise different people (Diverging, Assimilating, Converging, and Accommodating).
[bookmark: _Toc79846354]Academic Writing
Academic writing is a daunting task for students and scholars. The students must prove the achievement of learning objectives throughout the course by writing essays, reports, assignments, dissertations, and thesis. The scholars must convey their research, expert knowledge, and new findings to their field community. 
The academic writing should be formal, objective, focused, structured, critical, and evidenced with statistical methods and survey techniques (Smith, 2021). It should also incorporate and acknowledge the established literature in the field without clear plagiarism. The academic writing should paraphrase and summarise other scholar's contributions with proper citation of the published work. Using informal language depicts a non-serious attitude towards a serious matter of learning. 
Academic writing should be objective because the audience comes from different backgrounds with different IQ levels and knowledge bases. It should revolve around the argument, evidence, information, and conclusion rather than personalities (reader or writer). Academic writing always revolves around an argument to keep it focused. The writing should follow a structure. For example, an academic report will have an abstract, an introductory section, a statement of the problem, the method section, the discussion (of results) section, a conclusion, and further recommendation. Title page, table of content, table of figures, references, and appendices are also part of a structured report.
Based on the reflective model, I can reflect upon my cycle of learning for academic writing. I came across the topic recently. I observed the structure and tone of academic writing. I prepared my checklist of academic writing (which I will share shortly). I practised some reports and essay writing. I will continue to polish my skills with this repetition of experiential learning. My checklist is as follows:
1. I will do proper planning about the report's subject matter/argument.
2. I will keep the report structured, logical, and naturally fluent.
3. I will objectively present my argument, method, supporting evidence from literature and my research, and findings along with recommendations.
4. I will avoid personal nouns (I, You, Me, Us).
5. I will avoid giving directives to the readers.
6. I will avoid excessive slang, talkativeness, sentiments, dull writing, and personal experience.
7. I will follow grammatical rules, paragraph structures, sentence structures, and citation rules.
[bookmark: _Toc79846355]Paraphrasing
Evidence is an integral part of academic writing. The student must demonstrate an understanding of the topic through established research. However, the evidence can become plagiarism if the students do not explain the research/concept in their own words without compromising the true meaning. Paraphrasing is the reproduction of someone else's work using different wordings from the source while demonstrating a crystal-clear understanding of the work. A paraphrased text has the same meaning, different structure, and syntax rules as the source text (Gahan, 2018). I have learnt that I can do effective paraphrasing by following five steps:
1. I should read the original text enough times to gain complete awareness of text.
2. I should take mental/physical notes of the original text to recall it any time without looking at the text again.
3. I should reproduce the idea/concept/research in my own words.
4. I should compare the two texts for any edit.
5. I should cite the original work with a proper citation framework (for example, Harvard style).
I have learnt some valuable techniques for paraphrasing. Impressive paraphrasing implements word substitution (synonyms and antonyms), narration substitution (changing the narrative from active to passive voice and vice versa), converse substitution (changing the narration and using the converse word), changing the person or the pronoun, removing repetitive words for more than one subject, the substitution of noun with a verb/adjective and vice versa, metaphoric substitution, and approximation of numerical facts (Bhagat & Hovy, 2013). Some examples are:   
	Original Sentence
	Paraphrased Sentence
	Rule

	We should buy the competitor.
	We should go for the acquisition of the business.
	Word substitution

	He is teaching the class.
	The class is being taught by him.
	Narration substitution

	Unitech is buying Protech.
	Protech will sell its shares to Unitech.
	Converse substitution.

	He will replace his athletic uncle.
	His uncle will pass the torch to him.
	Metaphoric substitution.


 
[bookmark: _Toc79846356]Summarising
Summarising is the art of producing a brief version of someone else's research with full retention, avoiding plagiarism, and demonstrating an understanding of the topic. The summarised text is shorter than the paraphrased text (McCombes, 2020). Summarising is another method of showing a grip on the subject with published literature. Citation is compulsory. Like paraphrasing, I have also learnt that summarising is a five-step process.
1. I must read the text thoroughly while scanning for critical facts and ideas. I should read the article a few times to get my understanding.
2. I should mentally rehearse the complete structure of the text from the abstract to the conclusion section.
3. I will take mental/physical notes of section-wise critical points.
4. I will produce a summary of the text in my words.
5. I will compare the summary with the original text for any omission or correction. 
Summarising is an essential activity for evidence and argument support. Summarising enables extensive knowledge about a subject with multiple authors' work without getting overwhelmed with the details.  
[bookmark: _Toc79846357]Conclusion
Employability skills are an integral part of learning at higher education institutions. Students and teachers should aim to bridge the skill gap for employers with the help of university administration (constantly updated curriculum and teachers' training programmes). Students should use reflection to attain life-long experiential learning. During the academic tenure, students should master academic writing (paraphrasing, summarising, referencing), CV and cover letter writing, interview techniques, verbal and non-verbal communication, analytical thinking, and collaboration.
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