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Double Blind Peer Review ABSTRACT 
 
In the context of upper secondary school, the research analyzes the 
relevance of pedagogical responses to the demand for skills in the 
world of work. Results revealed that school leaders and teachers 
perceived preparation for university education as the major intent 
of secondary education, without considering the opportunity to 
enter the working world. The study identified that communication 
skills, teamwork, time management, independent work, ability and 
readiness to learn, and selfmanagement are the competencies 
employers require from employees who graduated from secondary 
school. However, a teacher-centered instructional approach that has 
an insignificant contribution to acquiring the required work skills 
was the dominant pedagogical strategy employed in the schools. It 
is therefore concluded that the school environment and teaching 
approach was not relevant enough to provide students with the 
skills required in the world of work. 
 
Nell’ambito della scuola secondaria superiore, la ricerca analizza la 
rilevanza delle risposte pedagogiche alla domanda di competenze 
nel mondo del lavoro. I risultati hanno evidenziato che i dirigenti 
scolastici e gli insegnanti percepiscono la preparazione per l’accesso 
all’universitaria come l’obiettivo principale dell’istruzione 
secondaria, senza considerare l’opportunità di entrare nel mondo 
del lavoro. Lo studio ha, inoltre, identificato che tra le principali 
competenze che i datori di lavoro richiedono ai dipendenti che 
hanno conseguito il diploma di scuola secondaria vi sono le capacità 
comunicative, il lavoro di squadra, la gestione del tempo, 
l’indipendenza, la capacità e la disponibilità ad apprendere e 
l'autogestione. Purtroppo, la strategia pedagogica dominante 
impiegata nelle scuole è quella di un approccio didattico incentrato 
sull’insegnante che non contribuisce all’acquisizione delle suddette 
competenze. Si conclude, quindi, che l’ambiente scolastico e 
l’approccio didattico non sono sufficientemente rilevanti per fornire 
agli studenti le competenze richieste nel mondo del lavoro.  
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Introduction 

In developed countries, the education that children receive during their teenage 

years has long been recognized as crucial to the development of job skills and 

other attributes that affect the ability to function productively as a member of 

society (Eubanks & Eubanks, 2009). In Italy, gradual attempts were made to 

change and improve the role of secondary education in line with the progress of 

development of the other European and USA countries.  

Recently, it has been perceived as the level at which students develop knowledge, 

attitudes and skills for work and higher education, and it serves as a bridge for 

schools to the world of work. It is clearly indicated in UNESCO (2005) that 

secondary education provides effective preparation for those entering the world 

of work either as self-employed entrepreneurs or as wage employees as well as for 

those proceeding to professional or academic tertiary education. Lewin and 

Caillods (2001) also consider secondary education as it provides students with the 

opportunity to acquire skills, knowledge and attitudes that enable them to 

manage their own lives, develop job-oriented skills, continue learning, and 

participate in society. Unless relevant education is provided, none of the countries 

will realize the goal of preparing high school students for work or the next level of 

education. 

As indicted in different policy documents, the purpose of secondary education is 

to prepare students for examinations and to equip them with the skills that are 

essential in the world of work. However, one of the challenges of secondary 

education is related to the existing narrow conception of the goals of secondary 

education. In Italy there is a widely accepted opinion that students’ success and 

schools’ effectiveness are mainly determined based on teachers’ assessments and 

national examinations that involve passing or not passing students in certain 

subjects. That is, preparation for tertiary education has been accorded undue 

reference over the other equally important goals: personality development and 

preparation for the world of work. However, data from national examination 

agencies confirmed that a significant number of secondary education grade 

graduates ‘do not qualify’ to proceed to tertiary education. The principal 

opportunity open for those who were not able to go to university was the labor 

markets that demand diversified skills. Consequently, it is very important to ask 

how well those youth were prepared for the labor market and which skills should 

be developed through teaching action in secondary school. 



 

 
 

 

Therefore, the intention of the current study was to assess the skill demand of 

employers and pedagogical responses to the world of work. More specifically, the 

study was intended to: 

• Identify the skills employers expect from secondary school graduates and 

to compare them with the acquired skills. 

• Examine school leaders’ and teachers’ understanding of the purpose of 

secondary education. 

• Appraise the pedagogical practices of secondary school against the skills 

demand of the world of work. 

 

1. Literature Review 

Today’s world of work demands not only job-specific technical skills and academic 

knowledge but also core work skills that enable graduates to perform a task 

efficiently and effectively. These skills are transferable across domains, 

geographies, work and life contexts, and cross-functional and cross-curricular in 

education (Whittemore, 2018). Such skills are known by different names, including 

transferable skills, key competencies, soft skills, generic skills, nontechnical skills 

and 21st-century competencies/skills (Amadio, 2013). They are not job specific but 

are skills that cut horizontally across all industries and vertically across all jobs at 

all levels (Suarta et al., 2017). These skills are also prerequisites for further 

education and for acquiring technical and vocational skills and transferable skills 

that enhance the prospect of getting employees equipped with the skills required 

to effectively perform in the workplace. Ball, Joyce, & Butcher (2016) believe that 

these skills are the key for students to live and work in diverse, complex 

environments. Laura (2013) believes that employers want employees who can 

communicate and interact effectively with coworkers, think creatively, 

independently solve problems, manage themselves and their time and at work, 

work with others in teams or groups, handle basic technological tools in the 

workplace, lead human and material resources effectively and provide and accept 

feedback through supervision. 

Researchers categorized these core work skills under different domains of 

competencies. For instance, according to the UNESCO framework, the skills that 

are essential for work are categorized into five broad domains of competencies: 

innovative and critical thinking, media and information literacy, interpersonal 



 

 
 

 

skills, global citizenship, and intrapersonal skills (UNESCO, 2016a). Similarly, 

Chalkiadaki (2018) grouped work skills into personal skills, social skills, information 

and knowledge, and digital literacy (as cited in Joynes et al., 2019). 

Foundational/basic skills, social skills, higher order cognitive skills, intrapersonal 

skills, and positive self concept are the categories of work skills employers require 

from employees (Laura, 2013). The survey conducted by Care et al. (2018) also 

revealed that the skills that are highly preferred by most organizations around the 

globe are categorized under cognitive, interpersonal/affective, and intrapersonal 

domains of competencies. The work skills, values and attributes that are 

categorized under the three domains of competencies are leadership skills, 

learning and information management, communication skills, problem-solving, 

self-development, creativity and critical thinking skills. 

No one can consider the effectiveness of the education system by ignoring the 

relevance of what the system provides to the school. What is taught, and how it is 

taught must be relevant, i.e., learning activities and environments must give 

learners the best possible opportunities for success and provide an appropriate 

curriculum and flexible delivery arrangements to meet their diverse destinations 

(Colby, 2000). Marriott and Goyder (2009) believe that relevant education 

maintains the balance between the different modes of knowing (cognitive, 

affective, and psychomotor) and recognizes mental, physical, emotional and 

spiritual development. The balance should be sought not only in relation terms of 

a balance to be established between knowledge, attitudes, values or skills; instead, 

it should perhaps be seen in terms of the converging influence of the various 

components of the educational process on the development of cognitive, 

affective, ethical, aesthetic and sometimes physical aspects (Tedesco et al., 2013). 

Hence, secondary school instruction should cater to the widest possible range of 

competencies, skills and abilities that are vital to put young people on the path to 

the world of work and help them satisfy the requirements of employers and the 

labor market (Laura, 2013). What is learned and taught (content and learning 

experiences), resources used (e.g., textbooks used to deliver teaching and 

learning), how it is delivered (methods) and assessed should encourage students 

to develop skills that are relevant to the demands of the world of work. 

There is a real demand for quality education to ensure the competence of 

secondary school graduates in the labor market and the need for relevant 

education to meet the peculiar needs of a wider variety of learners and to satisfy 

the requirements of the world of work (UNESCO, 2005). However, Italian context 

emphasized the expansion of secondary education without giving due attention to 



 

 
 

 

the relevance of curriculum and instruction. Tedesco et al. (2013) argued that if 

education is irrelevant, the teaching and learning process is increasingly perceived 

as outdated with regard to the skills and competences needed to work and live in 

an ever-changing world of work. To encourage students to acquire the 

competencies required in the world of work, teachers must offer them 

opportunities that could facilitate their active involvement in instructional 

activities. The rigorous literature review conducted by Westbrook et al. (2013) on 

pedagogy, curriculum, teaching practices and teacher education, identified that 

student-centered learning pedagogic approaches increase students’ positive 

outcomes. Active learning instructional strategies make the pedagogical practices 

of schools more effective in equipping learners with cognitive, interpersonal, 

interpersonal and social skills. This demands that schools have a productive 

teacher, a teacher with solid knowledge of the subjects and the ability to employ 

interactive pedagogy. Laura (2013) also argued that instructional practices that 

equip students with core work skills emphasize learning by doing and working in 

teams, thinking creatively and using authentic assessment methods. 

 

2. Research methodology 

• Study Design 

The study investigated the pedagogical responses of schools to the skills demand of 

the world of work. A mixed research approach was employed with the assumption 

that it involves collecting, analyzing, and integrating (or mixing) quantitative and 

qualitative data (and research) in a single study (Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006). A 

case study is often associated with qualitative research design. However, Yin (2003) 

argues that case studies can be used with both qualitative and quantitative data. A 

descriptive case study was selected because it allows the use of a wide range of data 

collection methods to gather data from the selected sites. 

• Selection Process of Participants 

The study area was among a specific area of the city of Naples where ISTAT data and 

the related Labor Observatory highlighted that the majority of young people join the 

world of work immediately after they graduate from secondary school. The target 

population of the study was employers, secondary school principals, teachers and 

students in Naples, Italy. Areas with specific industrial hubs and companies of public 

sectors where different industries inviting secondary school graduates are available 



 

 
 

 

and that have limited employment opportunities were selected using a convenience 

sampling technique. Eight secondary schools were included in the study using a 

convenience sampling technique. From all 164 accessible teachers and a proportional 

number of students from each school, a total of 182 students were selected 

randomly. A specific area of the province of the city of Naples was specifically 

identified because it was among the main recipients of secondary school graduates in 

both the private and public employment sectors. Among the companies and public 

sectors found in the selected area, six companies and six public sectors that had a 

relatively large number of employees who graduated from secondary school were 

purposely selected. One from each company and public sector, a total of twelve 

supervisors and twelve heads of human resources/general managers, respectively, 

were interviewed purposely. 

• Research Tools 

Interviews, questionnaires, and observations are the tools used to collect data from 

the different sources. Questionnaires allow researchers to secure data from many 

people and are selected for their natural characteristics that let informants express 

their ideas and opinions freely. Both open-ended and closeended items included in 

the questionnaire were used to gather data from teachers and students on the 

purpose of secondary education and the effectiveness of pedagogical practices 

employed in schools. The close-ended questions were prepared on a five-level Likert-

type scales ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree (strongly agree, agree, 

undecided, disagree, and strongly disagree) and from never to always (never, rarely, 

sometimes, often and always). A semi-structured interview guide was organized 

around a set of openended questions that offer the opportunity to explore issues 

participants feel as important (Longhurst, 2010). The interviews were conducted with 

six school principals, twelve human resource managers of the public sector and 

twelve supervisors of the companies to understand how school leaders perceived the 

purpose of secondary education and to identify the skills the world of work expects 

from secondary school graduates. On average, interviews made with each participant 

took 42 minutes, and the results were recorded using notes and a tape recorder. 

Classroom observations were made to triangulate the data obtained through 

questionnaires from teachers, school leaders and students and to make valid 

conclusions. Sixteen classrooms were observed while teachers were teaching in 

different classrooms, and the data were recorded using field notes and a video 

recorder. 



 

 
 

 

• Data Analysis  

The data collected from different sources were organized and analyzed under 

different themes created based on the specific research objectives. The quantitative 

data gathered through the questionnaire and analyzed using an independent t test 

were used to determine the pedagogical practices of the school as perceived by 

teachers and students and the variations in the mean scores of the two groups. The 

qualitative data obtained through interviews, observations and open-ended questions 

were analyzed qualitatively and narrated side by side with quantitative data that had 

similar concerns and were triangulated as found relevant. Finally, data from 

questionnaires and observations were compared with the skills required by 

employers to show the effectiveness of the pedagogical practices of the school to 

prepare students for work. 

 

3. Analysis of the Results 

• The Purpose of Secondary Education: Educators’ Perspectives 

The purpose of secondary education is to prepare students both for work and for 

the next level of education. However, the majority of school principals in the 

study area believed that the goal of secondary education is mainly to prepare 

students for further education. For instance, one of the school directors explained 

the purpose of secondary education as follows: 

The goal of secondary education is mainly to prepare students for higher 

education and to produce citizens who are competent at the national and 

international levels. To prepare students for examination and acquire the 

knowledge to prepare them for higher education, teachers are expected to employ 

a student-centered approach (school 4 leader). 

On the same issue, another interviewee reported the following:  

The target of our school plan and its implementation is to improve students’ 

academic achievement, including teacher-made evaluations and national 

examinations. Teachers are required to meet the agreedon benchmarks and 

evaluated based on their performance that are directly or indirectly referred to 

students result (school 6 leader). 

Teachers also believed that the role of secondary school is to prepare students for 

the next level of education and training. The role of secondary school is to provide 



 

 
 

 

students with essential knowledge and skills to help them to be successful in 

national examinations and to prepare for higher education. Few of them 

mentioned university, technical and vocational college and teacher training 

college as examples for which secondary education prepares students. Data from 

the majority of the teachers also confirmed that teachers are required to provide 

theoretical knowledge and demonstrate instructional activities that are crucial to 

prepare students for further learning. That is, the intention behind teachers’ 

efforts and activities employed inside or outside classrooms should be to prepare 

students for examinations and for higher education. Students also believed that 

the principal role of secondary education is to prepare students for the next level 

of education. The study revealed that among the various destinations students 

would join after secondary school, the majority of them preferred to join 

universities. Similar to teachers’ views, they believed that providing knowledge 

and skills help them to be successful in national examinations and effective in the 

next level of education is among the major responsibilities of teachers and 

schools. Similarly, one school principal explained the role of secondary school 

teacher as follows: 

The main purpose of secondary education is to prepare students for examinations 

that allow them to enter university. It is also to bring holistic development to 

learners. The target of teachers’ instruction is to equip students with theoretical 

knowledge and practical skills that are essential to help students effective in life 

and education (school 2 leader). 

Regarding the responsibilities expected from school principals, one among the 

interviewees said: 

The major goal of secondary education is to prepare students for national 

examinations and universities. Hence, our responsibility is to make the teaching 

learning processes and school environment conducive for students’ maximum 

learning and succeed in entrance examination (school 3 leader). 

The study identified that the way most of the leaders of different schools 

explained the purpose of secondary education is similar. However, one of the 

school leaders believed that the purpose of secondary education is to encourage 

students to develop positive attitudes and broader perspectives and acquire the 

skills that are essential to live and work with others and to be effective in their 

future life and work (school 1 leader). However, they had no adequate 

understanding of the nature of the work environment and the specific work skills 

employers require from employees graduating from secondary school. Reports 



 

 
 

 

from the Ministry of Education (examination agency) of the country indicated that 

some secondary school graduates were not attending higher education for 

different reasons. Observations revealed that the major opportunity that is open 

for those who do not go to higher education institutions is the world of work. 

However, school leaders, students and teachers took part in the study and 

perceived preparation for higher education as the only major purpose of 

secondary education. From these, it can be concluded that the world of work is 

not perceived as the major destination of secondary school graduates. 

• The Skills Demand of the World of Work 

The public sector is among the destinations of students who are interested in 

joining the world of work immediately after graduation from secondary school. 

They used written examinations and interviews to select employees among 

applicants. The main purpose of the tools employed during screening was to 

evaluate applicants’ awareness about the expected responsibilities assigned to 

the positions they were competing for, issues related to work ethics and their 

communication skills (oral and writing skills) (Bira, Human resource expert of 

public sector 3). Among the skills under question, the majority of informants 

mentioned teamwork, time management, independent work, self-control, ability 

to learn and effective communication as the skills employees must possess. In this 

regard, one of the interviewees reported:  

Critical thinking, readiness and ability to learn, problem solving and decision 

making are the skills employees are required to demonstrate occasionally. Oral 

communication with customers and staff members, cooperation and work with 

others, work independently, time usage, selfdiscipline and work ethics are the skills 

always required to effectively accomplish their responsibilities (Human resource 

head of public sector 1). 

Another interviewee explained: 

To effectively demonstrate their roles, employees who graduate from high school 

are required to read and write correctly in Italian (first local language), 

independently perform activities based on the timeline of the organization, 

cooperate with others, solve problems related to their task and respect rule and 

regulation. Their positions may not frequently require them to demonstrate critical 

thinking skills, decision-making skills and creativity (Human resource head of 

public sectors 2). 



 

 
 

 

Even though all the skills in the list are essential for public organizations, it was 

found that they are not equally important. Figure 1 shows the percentage of 

respondents who responded high or very high regarding the level of importance 

of the skills for employees and public sectors.  

 

Figure 1: Summary of Data on importance of the work skills, as perceived by 

employers: Public Organization 

Industrial hub are among organizations where many secondary school dropouts 

and graduates have been employed. Interviews were conducted with human 

resource managers and supervisors of the organizations to obtain a closer 

understanding of employers’ perceptions about the skill demand of the world of 

work and to identify the gap between employers’ expectations and the skills 

acquired by employees. Responses obtained from interviewees regarding the 

level of importance of the skills that are identified as essential for the benefit of 

employers depend on the specific industry (company) that he/she was 

representing.  Regarding the skills demand, one of the interviewees said:  

The nature of the skills our organization demands from employees depends on 

their responsibility. Team leaders are required to coordinate and support 

operators, smoothly communicate with operators, report to supervisors, solve 

problems, make decisions, and follow disciplinary issues. Operators are expected 



 

 
 

 

to use work time appropriately, cooperate and work with others, effectively 

communicate with team leaders and others, respect work ethics, independently 

mange their responsibility and show willingness to learn from others (human 

resource head in company 2). 

Another interviewee explained the level of importance of the skills as follows: 

Teamwork, communication skills, time usage, self-management (work ethics), 

technical skills and skills to work independently are the skills all operators and 

team leaders always need to demonstrate. Employees are required to show their 

commitment to solve problems, make evidencebased decisions and critically think 

(when needed). The nature of operators’ responsibility does not require creativity 

and leadership skills. Leadership is additional skills team leaders expected to 

demonstrate (General Manager in Industrial zone, company 3). 

Figure 2 shows a summary of the percentage of employers who responded very 

high or high to the question "To what extent does your organization require the 

mentioned skills from employees?" 

 

Figure 2: Summary of Data on importance of the work skills, as perceived by 

employers: NON Public Organization 

The study revealed that the level of importance of the skills that are identified as 

essential for employees’ survival and the benefit of organizations are not equally 



 

 
 

 

important for non-public and public sectors. Based on reports from public sectors, 

time management (92.85%), ability to work independently (85.17%), ability to 

learn and adapt (71.43%), self-management (64.29%), teamwork (64.29%), and 

communication skills (57.14%) are the six most important skills. On the other 

hand, for industries (or non-public sectors), the first six ranks were taken by 

communication skills (100%), time management (100%), ability to work 

independently (90%), teamwork (80%), self-management skills (70%) and ability to 

learn (60%). Although technical skill was equally (100%) important for both 

groups, only 14.29% and 10% of respondents from non-public and public sectors 

(respectively) perceived the level of importance of creativity as high. A total of 

20% - 50% of respondents perceived the level of importance of decision-making 

skills, problem-solving skills, critical thinking skills and leadership skills to their 

organizations as high. 

• Pedagogical practices of the schools 

Cognitive, interpersonal and intrapersonal domains of competences and the 

specific core work skills, including critical thinking skills, creative thinking skills, 

decision-making skills, problem-solving skills, communication skills, leadership 

skills, teamwork, ability to learn, work independently and time management, were 

used to assess the effectiveness of pedagogical practices of the schools to prepare 

students for work. Figure 3 presents how often teachers implemented 

instructional activities that are expected to encourage students to develop core 

work skills. 

 

Figure 3: Instructional Activity Intended to Teach Independent Learning and 

Practical Skills (Note: Expected mean = 3.00, p < .05) 



 

 
 

 

To encourage students to develop transversal competencies and the work skills, 

teachers are expected to integrate these skills into classroom instructions and are 

required to change their role from being transmitters of knowledge to facilitators 

of student learning. However, as seen from Figure 3, the study depicted that 

teachers occasionally employed active learning strategies in teaching the lessons 

(3.07). It was also identified that the majority of the instructional time was used to 

lecture classes (3.55). Similarly, the extent to which teachers invited students to 

perform experiments and/or project work, report laboratory and project results 

and arrange study trips so that students obtain first-hand experience was very low 

(1.92, 2.00, 1.71). From these results, one can conclude that the instructional 

activities employed in the schools did not encourage students to do tasks 

independently and develop technical skills that are essential to be effective in the 

world of work. In active learning classrooms, teaching cannot be viewed as the 

process of transmission of knowledge, and teachers are not monologue actors 

who teach completely new lessons. Rather, they serve as coaches providing 

assistance and guidance in the students' efforts at constructing their learning. 

However, in most of the classrooms where observations were conducted, students 

were passive audiences and the pedagogical activities employed in the schools 

were not focused on pedagogical activities that are relevant to equipping them 

with the skills required in the world of work.  

 

Figure 4: Implementation of Instructional Activities intended to teach Cognitive, 

Interpersonal and Intrapersonal Skills (Note: Expected mean =3.00, p < .05) 



 

 
 

 

As indicated in Figure 4, the mean score for items representing instructional 

activities employed to promote higher-order cognitive skills was below average. 

That is, the mean scores for critical thinking skills, creativity, and decision-making 

skills were 2.75, 2.78 and 2.70, respectively. However, the implementation of 

activities employed to encourage problem-solving skills was slightly above average 

(3.21). Except for problem-solving skills (t(344) =1.06, p=.342), the independent t 

test result indicated that the mean difference between teachers and students was 

statistically significant for all items representing cognitive skills (p<.05). However, 

both groups agreed that the pedagogical practices of the schools did not 

encourage students to develop cognitive work skills to the expected level. The 

study revealed that the extent to which teachers arranged small group discussions 

during instruction was average (3.18). However, the instructional activities 

employed in the schools did not encourage students to develop the ability to 

prepare and deliver oral presentations, prepare students for different 

responsibilities and communicate effectively and were below the expected level 

(2.70, 2.82, 2.27). The independent test indicated that there was a statistically 

significant difference between the mean score for the two groups (p<.05), 

excluding the mean scores for the item representing arrangement for group 

discussion (t(344) =1.18, p =.252). However, the results of the study showed that 

pedagogical strategies employed in the schools did not support students in 

developing the interpersonal skills expected from secondary school graduates. The 

mean score for items representing pedagogical activities supposed to support 

students in developing the skills to evaluate others’ work and give feedback and 

self-control skills was below the expected mean value. On the other hand, it was 

found that the status of pedagogical practices of the schools to encourage 

students to complete tasks independently and within the given time were 

medium. Except for time management (t(344) =.63, p =.538), the result for the 

independent t test showed that the mean difference for teachers and students 

was statistically significant (p<.05). However, both groups agreed that the 

instructional practices of the schools did not allow students to develop 

intrapersonal skills that the work environments require from employees. From the 

classroom observations made to identify if the schools were using instructional 

strategies that encourage students to develop their work skills, it was learned that 

students were not offered the opportunity to take part in learning tasks that will 

help them to develop the skills required from the 21st century workforce, such as 

problem-solving, critical thinking, self-guided learning, communication, teamwork 

and intrapersonal skills. 

 



 

 
 

 

4. Discussion of the results from a didactic-pedagogical perspective 

In Italy, secondary education, in its institutional programs, provides for it to be 

offered learners the opportunity to deve,lop competencies, skills and attitudes 

that enable them to develop joboriented skills and continue learning. However, 

the study revealed that school leaders and teachers believed preparation for 

national examination (and/or for higher education) as the major purpose of 

secondary education. None of them mentioned preparation for the world of work 

as the major purpose of secondary education. Based on the results of the study, it 

is possible to conclude that school leaders and teachers did not consider 

preparation for work as part of teachers’ instructional responsibilities. Similarly, 

students were not conscious about their destinations after secondary school other 

than higher education institutions. 

Employment requirement and selection procedure manufacturing industries 

employed to cheek if the applicants were acquired the basic skills were not 

uniform. However, the fundamental and common criteria used to select 

employees for the different companies are related to communication skills, time 

management, teamwork, work ethics and readiness to learn. Public organizations 

used written examinations and interviews to measure applicants’ communication 

skills (oral and writing skills), ethical issues, work habits and understanding of the 

responsibilities the positions require from employees. Consistent with this finding, 

the research conducted by Suarta et al. (2017) identified that communication 

skills, problem-solving and decision-making skills, tolerance, creativity, willingness 

to learn, adaptability and teamwork are the skills required by graduates in 

entering the workforce. 

Manufacturing industries required time management, work independently, ability 

and readiness to learn, collaboration, self-management (work ethics, self-

discipline) and communication skills as the top six skills employees must 

demonstrate to survive in the organizations. This finding is consistent with the 

study conducted by Burrus et al. (2013), which indicated problem solving, 

teamwork and cooperation and communication as the most important skills and 

competencies for the workforce. It was also disclosed that problem-solving, 

decision-making, and critical thinking skills took the middle position in the rank of 

the skills demand of the employers. This shows that time management (usage), 

ability to work independently, and ability and readiness to learn are the most 

essential work skills. In addition, workplaces are becoming more team oriented 

and demand collaboration and communication skills. Leadership skill is required 

for line/team leaders who are assigned to coordinate, supervise and support 



 

 
 

 

operators. They are also expected to make decisions and solve minor problems 

expected to happen at the operation level. Since their responsibilities require 

repeating the same procedure, creativity is not expected from operators. Although 

few companies have used basic technical skills as selection criteria for applicants, 

all employers require job-specific technical skills as a minimum requirement to 

stay as an employee in organizations. 

The study revealed that communication skills, teamwork and cooperation, work 

independently, time management and self-management (self-discipline) skills are 

the most critical skills the public sector demands from applicants and novice 

employees. In addition to technical and basic cognitive skills, transferrable skills, 

such as punctuality, communication, flexibility, and problem solving skills, are 

extremely important in the workplace. Problem-solving skills, readiness to learn, 

and critical thinking skills took the middle position in the list of the skills. 

Employees are required to demonstrate creativity, decision-making skills and 

leadership skills when need arises. Although employees are required to possess 

practical skills, there is no complex and difficult technical skill they need to 

implement. Hence, appropriate use of work time, effective communication, work 

independently and team spirit and collaboration are the most critical skills for 

employees in public organizations. 

Although the rank given to each skill was not identical, among the skills under 

investigation, most employers shared the idea that time management (time 

usage), ability to work independently, ability to learn and adapt, self-control (self-

management), teamwork, and communication are the skills the organizations 

demanded from employees graduated from secondary schools. A study conducted 

to compare the skill demand of employers in three African countries also showed 

that self-management, teamwork, ability to learn, ability to work independently, 

and problem solving were the most essential skills for employees graduating from 

secondary education (World Bank, 2017). The study identified that the middle 

positions (rank from number 7 to 9) are taken by critical thinking skills, decision-

making skills, and problem-solving skills (respectively). Creativity took the last 

(end) position in the list of the skills required in public organizations. In addition to 

the mentioned skills, team/line leaders are required to demonstrate leadership 

skills. In industries, operators are required to demonstrate technical skills. 

Among the mentioned skills, effective communication, self-management (work 

ethics), appropriate use of work time, independent work, ability to work with 

others, ability to smoothly solve problems and ability to learn (adapt) are the 

areas of skills some of the employees faced difficulty demonstrating effectively 



 

 
 

 

during the first month of their employment. Similarly, the study conducted by 

Dench et al. (1998) identified that employers were slightly less satisfied with 

workers’ oral communication, teamwork, and learning skills. Few operators 

promoted to team/line leader positions faced challenges in exercising their 

responsibilities related to decision-making and problem-solving skills. 

The instruction that is derived from a mix of constructivist approaches promotes 

participatory, more interactive, discover-oriented pedagogy and cooperative 

learning. In relation to this, it was found that interactive instructional strategies 

were not demonstrated to the level required to encourage students to develop the 

required work skills. Teachers used most of the instructional time to present the 

lessons, and students passively attended teachers’ lectures throughout most of 

the lessons. The study also identified that the main teaching strategy that 

characterizes secondary school teaching is the large amount of teachers’ talk, 

which involves mainly the teacher presenting to the students, intersperse with 

questions asked to the whole class, with predetermined answers. A teacher-

centered approach that does not encourage students to develop the skills that 

prepare them for work, including the ability to independently complete tasks, 

solve problems and work with others with minimum support, is the instructional 

method frequently employed in schools. 

When students work cooperatively together, they learn to give and receive help, 

share ideas and listen to other students’ perspectives, and seek new ways of 

clarifying differences and resolving problems (Gillies, 2016). However, the findings 

of the study showed that there was no strong evidence that the pedagogical 

activities delivered in the classrooms strengthen students’ active participation. 

Consistent with this finding, it was identified that the teaching practices in Eastern 

European countries were largely traditional and centered around the teacher (e.g., 

delivering a lecture to the whole class) (OECD, 2021). In addition, the classrooms 

and instructional activities were not organized in ways that allowed students to 

develop skills to help them work together with others and actively engage in 

learning activities. The results also indicated that a cooperative learning strategy 

that encourages students to develop critical thinking skills, teamwork and 

cooperation, time management, self-control, and leadership skills was not 

implemented to the level that it prepares students for the world of work. 

When students work collaboratively, there is an expectation that each student 

contributes equally and is assigned to specific roles within their groups. The 

primary reason for assigning roles is to ensure that no group member dominates 

the group or contributes nothing (Yager, 199, as cited in Kim, 2005). Conversely, 



 

 
 

 

the results of the study revealed that students were rarely assigned different 

responsibilities during discussions in small groups. Collaborative interactions 

include taking on leadership roles, making decisions, building trust, 

communicating, reflecting, and managing groups (Carpenter & Pease, 2013). 

In the classroom where cooperative learning was evident, one or two students in 

each group were trying to deal with the provided learning tasks and share their 

understandings to the group members and to the whole class. In addition, 

teachers did not arrange different stages at the classroom or school level so that 

students developed work skills, including analytical skills, oral communication, 

social-interaction, the ability to synthesize arguments, the ability to speak 

impromptu, and the ability to make informed decisions and judgments that are 

expected to be achieved through debate and oral presentations. This implies that 

the instructional approaches used in the majority of the classrooms did not invite 

students to prepare for different life and work responsibilities. 

The results of the study indicated that the intention to promote skills to solve 

problems was encouraging. However, it was learned from the classroom 

instructions that the intention of the problems students required to solve does not 

require higher-order cognitive skills. Instead of providing further guiding questions 

that foster critical thinking skills and push students to give answers by themselves, 

most teachers tried to give answers to students’ questions. Instead of devising 

alternative techniques to search for solutions and cooperate with others to find 

answers through discussion, most students wait for teachers to provide answers. 

Similarly, the study conducted by Kurniawati et al. (2016) found that the critical 

thinking skills of public senior high school students are still not well developed and 

even need to be improved. It was also disclosed that students were not provided 

with tasks that demanded they analyze, synthesize and evaluate information and 

help them to obtain the opportunity to develop critical thinking skills and 

problem-solving skills that are required in the world of work. Unless teachers 

encourage students and provide them with activities that force them to deal with 

problems that demand cognitive processes, they will not develop the skills to help 

them look for alternative solutions to a problem. Conversely, the actual classroom 

practices did not encourage students to develop the skills that employees need to 

solve problems they will face in their work environments. 

Critical thinking skills, well-developed problem-solving skills, the ability to identify 

the problem and the ability to seek different alternative solutions are the key 

prerequisites for decision-making skills. Although students were asked to select 

from alternatives in different forms (to make decisions), the results revealed that 



 

 
 

 

the instructional activities employed in the classrooms rarely invited students to 

make decisions that required critical thinking skills, problem-solving skills and 

justification for their choices. Alismail and McGuire (2015) suggested a problem-

based learning strategy to develop the ability to identify, analyze and define 

problems, to know and apply strategies for dealing with unfamiliar problems, to 

generate, analyze and select problem-solving strategies and to make justifiable 

decisions. However, the instructional activities employed in the schools did not 

invite students to generate ideas, test out ideas and invent a solution to a 

problem. From these findings, it is concluded that school pedagogical practices did 

not support students in developing higher-order cognitive skills that are essential 

to prepare for the world of work. 

Instructional activities that are responsive to the world of work require teachers to 

encourage students to develop the ability to learn independently throughout their 

life, the ability to solve problems, acquire core academic knowledge, and facilitate 

the development of higher-order thinking skills. Although the study confirmed 

that teachers tried to encourage students to complete tasks individually, the tasks 

focused on theoretical concepts that do not require students to use inquiry skills 

and skills that are vital in the world of work. Similarly, previous study conducted by 

Tate and Swords (2013) demonstrated that high school learning focused on 

memorizing and understanding concepts. As a result, many first-year students in 

the United Kingdom experience "a skills gap" in the transition to university. It is 

also identified that for most teachers, independent learning is merely students 

working alone. The important roles teachers play in supporting and enabling 

students’ independent learning were not considered. This might be due to 

misconceptions with the teachers’ understanding of the concept of independent 

learning. 

Inquiry-based practical work requires students to think of problems, formulate 

hypotheses and observations and draw conclusions from scientific phenomena 

and requires purposeful observations or scientific inquires by manipulating 

equipment and materials (Hofstein, 2017; Lederman & Lederman, 2012). There 

are a considerable number of project works and experiments in high school 

science textbooks. However, observations revealed that neither of them was 

implemented in the schools for different reasons. Lack of laboratory room, 

chemicals, apparatuses and laboratory technicians were among the factors that 

hindered the implementation of experiments listed in the textbooks. Consistent 

with this result, Boyuk et al. (2010) identified that the lack of materials needed for 

the required laboratory work is vital for experiments and that insufficient 



 

 
 

 

information for carrying out the experiment is a problem teachers encountered in 

conducting laboratory work. In the absence of real engagement in project work 

and laboratory experiments, it is unusual to expect written or oral reports from 

students. As a result, it is concluded that the schools weren’t encouraging students 

to develop critical thinking skills, problem-solving skills, working with others, 

practical skills and the ability to prepare and deliver oral and written reports 

expected to be acquired through project work and experiments. 

Selective observation, which is supported by experts’ explanations, encourages 

students to develop work habits, positive attitudes toward work, connect theory 

to practice, and the ability to analyze, synthesize and summarize information and 

reflect on their observations. There are industries and historical areas that are 

conducive for students to gain direct experience. However, the results of the study 

showed that the opportunity to acquire the work skills and work habits and 

attitudes that are required in the world of work and expected to be achieved 

through study trips was totally denied. Students were not given the chance to visit 

any relevant location (industry or historical places). This finding is directly in line 

with a previous study conducted by Behrendt and Franklin (2014), which stated 

that field trips have become less common due to limited funding and limited 

available time. 

Hard-working, the ability to complete tasks in time and consistency are the 

characteristics of people with well-developed self-discipline. People with low self-

discipline create behavioral problems that disrupt the learning and working 

environment and limit individual performance. Unlike the efforts made to help 

students develop time management skills, the study found that the instructional 

activities delivered to help students learn and develop self-control skills were not 

encouraging. Moreover, the instructional strategies employed in the classrooms 

did not allow them to be more responsible for their actions, encourage a reflexive 

approach to learning, involve learners in judging their performance or that of their 

peers, develop and use of evaluative expertise, and provide, seek and utilize 

feedback. In summary, the instructional activities employed in the classrooms 

were not sufficient to equip students with the skills secondary school graduates 

required to become effective in the world of work. As a result, it is concluded that 

the major intention of the pedagogical practices observed in the schools was not 

to prepare students for work. 

 

Conclusions 



 

 
 

 

The current study showed that school leaders and teachers perceived preparation 

for national examination and university education as the major goal of secondary 

education. They associated students’ success and schools’ effectiveness with 

students’ national examination results, which determine the success of joining 

university education institutions. They weren’t conscious about the other half part 

mission of secondary education: preparation for the world of work. It was also 

realized that teachers and school leaders were not aware of the different 

destinations students would join after secondary education other than the next 

level of education. Although experts mentioned some of the skills required in the 

world of work as they are essential for students’ future careers, they had no clear 

idea about the importance of the skills to the world of work. Consequently, it is 

concluded that key stakeholders had no clear understanding of the entire purpose 

of secondary education. 

The results of the study revealed that almost all of the key competencies and skills 

indicated in different documents as important for students’ future life, education 

and work are recognized as essential in public sectors and non-public 

organizations and for employees who graduated from secondary schools. Among 

these, communication skills, teamwork and cooperation, time management skills, 

work independently, self-management and ability and readiness to learn are the 

skills that are vital for employees to survive in different organizations. In addition 

to the mentioned skills, problem-solving, decision-making, and critical thinking are 

the skills team/line leaders need to effectively demonstrate their responsibilities. 

Training was provided to equip novice employees with technical skills. However, 

employees faced difficulty learning and adapting to technical skills because they 

had no relevant basic skills or experience they acquired at the high school level. 

Moreover, it was confirmed that the majority of beginner employees faced 

difficulty effectively communicating, cooperating and working with others, 

learning and adapting to the job and work environment, effectively using work 

time and solving problems independently. Consequently, employers concluded 

that secondary education had not been equipping students with the skills of the 

world of work demand from employees.  

The emphasis given to preparation for work and for higher education in secondary 

school instructional activities was not equal. It was confirmed that the instruction 

was mainly intended to equip students with knowledge that helps students to be 

successful in national examinations and to join universities. Similarly, the room 

provided for theoretical knowledge and practical skills and the behaviors and skills 

that are essential in the world of work is not balanced; it is theory-oriented 



 

 
 

 

instruction. It was found that teacher-centered instructional strategies that have 

no significant role in encouraging students to develop work skills were the 

dominant approach employed in the schools. Most of the instructional time was 

used to lecture the class, and the teachers dominated the instructional activities. 

In addition, the instructional activities employed in the schools did not encourage 

students to develop the skills and attitudes that are essential to prepare them for 

the world of work. Hence, it is possible to infer that secondary school pedagogical 

practices of the schools were less relevant to prepare students for work. 

Research has shown that it becomes necessary that school leaders and teachers 

gain an adequate understanding of the whole purpose of secondary education 

and the alternative destinations of students after secondary education/school and 

to be familiarized with the work skills students need for work. Identifying 

potential employers and addressing their demand are among the suggestions that 

are essential to enable teachers to design instruction that prepares students for 

work. They are also recommended to have not only a clear understanding of the 

goal of education and subject matter knowledge but also to take care of their 

"life-long learning" process in order to consolidate and acquire the skills necessary 

to offer "student centered" teaching that is capable to make students also learn 

the life skills useful for their personal growth and responsive to the demands of 

the world of work. 

 

References 

Alismail, H. A., & McGuire, P. (2015). 21st century standards and curriculum: 

current research and practice. Journal of Education and Practice, 6(6), 150-154. 

Amadio, M. (2013). A rapid assessment of curricula for general education focusing 

on cross-curricular themes and generic competences or skills. UNESCO-IBE. 

Ball, A., Joyce, H., & Butcher, D. (2016). Exploring 21st century skills and learning 

environments for middle school youth. International Journal of School Social 

Work, 1(1), 1-15. 

Behrendt, M., & Franklin T. (2014). A review of research on school field trips and 

their value in education. International Journal of Environmental and Science 

Education, 9(3), 235-245. 



 

 
 

 

Boyuk, U., Demir, S., & Erol, M. (2010). Analyzing the proficiency views of science 

and technology teachers on laboratory studies in terms of different variables. 

TUBAV Science Journal, 3(4), 342-349. 

Burrus, J., Jackson, T., Nuo X., & Steinberg, J. (2013). Identifying the most 

important 21st century workforce competencies: An analysis of the occupational 

information network. Educational Testing Service. 

Care, E., Kim, H., Vista, A., & Anderson, K. (2018). Education system alignment for 

21st century skills: Focus on assessment. Brookings Institution. 

Carpenter, J. P., & Pease, J. S. (2013). Preparing students to take responsibility for 

learning: The role of Non curricular learning strategies. Journal of Curriculum and 

Instruction, 7(2), 38-55. 

Colby, J. (2000). Learning outcomes in international context (Paper presentation). 

Comparative and International Education Society Annual Meeting, San Antonio, 

Texas. 

Dench, S., Perryman, S., & Giles, L. (1998). Employers’ perceptions of key skills. The 

Institute for Development Studies.  

Eubanks, D., & Eubanks, L.T. (2009). The importance of secondary education. In N. 

P. Tarasova (eds.), Quality of human resources: Education volume II (pp. 60- 66). 

EOLSS Publishers. 

Gillies, R. M. (2016). Cooperative learning: Review of research and practice. 

Australian Journal of Teacher Education, 41(3), 39-54. 

Hofstein, A. (2017). The role of laboratory in science teaching and learning. In K. S. 

Taber & B. Akpan (Eds.), Science education (pp. 357-368). Sense Publishers.  

Joynes, C., Rossignoli, S., & Fenyiwa Amonoo-Kuofi, E. (2019). 21st century skills: 

Evidence of issues in definition, demand and delivery for development contexts. 

Institute of Development Studies. 

Kim, J. S. (2005). The effects of a constructivist teaching approach on student 

academic achievement, self- concept, and learning strategies. Asia Pacific 

Education Review, 6(1), 7-19. 

Kurniawati, Z., Zubaidah, S., & Mahanal, S. (2016). Remap CS (Reading Concept 

Map Cooperative Script) learning model to empower student’s critical thinking 

skills. Proceeding Biology Education Conference, 13(1), 399-403. 



 

 
 

 

Laura, B. (2013). Enhancing youth employability: What? why? and how? Guide to 

core work skill. International Labor Organization. 

Lederman, N.G., & Lederman, J. S. (2012). Nature of scientific knowledge and 

scientific inquiry: Building instructional capacity through professional 

development. In B. Fraser et al. (eds.), Second international handbook of science 

education (pp 335- 359). Springer Science. 

Lewin, K., & Caillods, F. (2001). Financing secondary education in developing 

countries: Strategies for sustainable growth. UNESCO. 

Longhurst, R. (2010). Semi structured interviews and focus groups. In N. Clifford, 

S. French, & G. Valentine (Eds.), Key methods in geography (2nd ed., pp. 103 115). 

Sage Publications. 

Marriott, N. & Goyder, H. (2009). Manual for monitoring and evaluating 

educational partnerships. UNESCO. 

OECD (2021). Education in Eastern Europe and Central Asia: Findings from PISA. 

OECD Publishing. 

Onwuegbuzie, A. J., & Johnson, R. B. (2006). The validity issue in mixed research. 

Research in the Schools, 13(1), 48-63. 

Suarta, M., Pranadi, F., Suwintana, K., & Hariyanti, K. (2017.). Employability skills 

required by the 21st- century workplace: A literature review of labor market 

demand. Advances in Social Science, Education and Humanities Research, 102(1), 

337-342. 

Tate, S., & J. Swords. (2013). Please mind the gap: Students' perspectives of the 

transition, in academic skills between A-level and degree-level geography. Journal 

of Geography in Higher Education, 37(2), 230–240. 

Tedesco, J. C., Opertti, R., & Amadio, M. (2013). The curriculum debate: Why it is 

important today. UNESCO-IBE. 

UNESCO. (1990). Relevance, balance and integration of the content of general 

education: Achievements, trends and issues. UNESCO. 

UNESCO. (2005). Secondary education reform: Toward a convergence of 

knowledge acquisition and skills development. UNESCO.  



 

 
 

 

UNESCO. (2016a). School and teaching practices for twenty‐first century 

challenges: Lessons from the Asia‐Pacific region (Phase II): Regional synthesis 

report. 

UNESCO. Westbrook, J., Durrani, N., Brown, R., & Pryor, J. (2013). Pedagogy, 

curriculum, teaching practices and teacher education in developing countries. 

University of Sussex. http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk 

Whittemore, S. (2018). Transversal competencies essential for future proofing the 

workforce. http:/www.skilla.co.uk. 

World Bank. (2017). Job-ready graduates of secondary education in Botswana, 

Lesotho and Zambia. World Bank Group. 

Yin, R. K. (2003). Case study research: Design and methods (3rd ed.). Sage 

Publication. 

 


