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Chapter 10
Education for employability: A response to industry demands

Robert L Martin, Regina Krause, Martha T Namutuwa,  
Evgenia Mahler and Hartmut Domröse

Higher education institutions have implemented work-integrated 
learning (WIL) programmes in response to the need to improve student 
employability (Bhaerman and Spill 1988; Hardman and Averweg 2011; Pillai 
et al. 2011). Such programmes seek to address the need for non-cognitive 
skills, referred to broadly as employability skills (Charner 1988; Harvey 
2001; Jayaram and Engmann 2014). Despite attempts to improve student 
employability, employers continue to report dissatisfaction with the skills 
and competencies of graduates (Crossman and Clarke 2010; McQuaid 2006; 
Maclean and Ordonz 2007). 

In response to lessons drawn from the collaboration between the 
Hochshule Wismar University of Applied Sciences and Namibia University 
of Science and Technology (formerly the Polytechnic of Namibia), the 
Voice of Business (VoB) project was created to develop employability skills 
of participating students in Germany, Namibia and South Africa. Students 
who join the project complete an entrepreneurial leadership course and 
a company-provided project within a multidisciplinary student-research 
and development team (MSRDT). The project also aims to strengthen the 
curricula used by the institutions involved. 

The Voice of Business project
The VoB project aims to complement and strengthen efforts to embed WIL 
into higher education curricula to enhance student employability skills. The 
programme has five main characteristics: 

●● Project-based learning.
●● Multidisciplinary student research and development teams.
●● Entrepreneurial leadership.
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●● An approach to emotional, social and cognitive competence development that 
complements the student’s task-based knowledge or technical competence.

●● A focus on reflection and critical thinking that aims to develop the 
student’s competency to think and become a life-long learner.

Based on experiential learning theory, through the VoB project, companies 
with real business challenges provide work-related projects to students 
(Dressler and Keeling 2004; Kolb and Kolb 2008; McCarthy 2010). The 
universities then grade the project in order for the student to obtain course 
credit. This approach benefits all parties, as follows:

●● The company receives a solution to a real business challenges as well as an 
opportunity to scout for new talent.

●● The university strengthens its relationship with industry and receives direct 
feedback on the relevance of its programme offerings and curriculum.

●● The student is given the opportunity to apply task-related knowledge and 
gain work experience.

Through the project, students receive practical experience of working in multi- 
disciplinary teams. This approach departs from the traditional WIL approach, 
as students learn not only to resolve real work problems but also how to work 
as part of multidisciplinary teams in particular. MSRDTs also offer students 
an opportunity to develop skills in research, entrepreneurial leadership, ideas 
generation and project management within a team environment. Students 
develop problem-solving abilities through the integration of information, 
data, techniques, tools, perspectives, concepts and theories to resolve work-
related challenges. MSRDTs therefore enable students to work on real 
business problems and to respond holistically to industry needs as identified. 

The course on entrepreneurial leadership uses an integral approach 
to develop entrepreneurial, leadership and emotional intelligence. The 
programme combines the concepts of entrepreneurship and leadership to 
develop students into entrepreneurial leaders, either as employees or as self-
employed business owners.

The programme’s focus on competence development aims to equip 
students with theoretical and task-related knowledge as well as associated 
competencies that enable them to reflect, learn and develop their critical-
thinking abilities. The reflective-learning and critical-thinking approach 
allows students to contextualise learning and develop a continuous learning 
approach that predisposes them to life-long learning. Therefore, it emphasises 
the development of the three competency clusters described by Boyatzis 
(2008), namely: cognitive, emotional and social intelligence. 

The theoretical foundations of the entrepreneurial leadership course 
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include experiential learning theory, complex adaptive systems theory, critical 
thinking and intentional change theory. The programme’s beneficiaries 
(students, university, companies and community) each form their own system. 
These beneficiaries, while interacting within themselves and with each other, 
also interact and operate with other systems. Further, different individual 
systems have to adapt to constant changes within the wider system in which 
they operate.

Experiential-learning theory proposes that learning is greatly enhanced 
if combined with experiential activities in a work environment (Kolb and 
Kolb 2008; McCarthy 2010; Sattler and Peters 2011). Student participation 
in a company-based project aims to strengthen students’ understanding 
of the working world and to offer them the opportunity to put theory  
into practice. 

Complex adaptive systems theory (also known as ‘complexity’ theory) 
seeks to understand how order emerges in complex, non-linear systems, such 
as galaxies, ecologies, markets, social systems and neural networks (Gill 2013; 
Homer-Dixon 2002). This project takes into account that all role players form 
part of a system, are individually a system and form part of other systems. 
Critical thinking, also described as higher-order thinking by Scriven and 
Paul (1987, cited in MacKnight 2000), is the intellectually disciplined process 
of actively and skilfully conceptualising, applying, analysing, synthesising 
and/or evaluating information gathered from, or generated by, observation, 
experience, reflection, reasoning or communication, as a guide to belief and 
action. The focus on reflection and reflective learning aims to strengthen 
students’ critical thinking competencies. Intentional change theory proposes 
that most sustainable behavioural change is intentional (Boyatzis 2008; Sinatra 
and Pintrich 2003). The theory also recognises that leadership development 
involves the emergence of nonlinear and often discontinuous experiences in 
an iterative cycle (Boyatzis 2006). 

Multidisciplinary student research and development teams:  
lessons learned
In 2009, Wismar University in Germany launched its first MSRDT to work 
on a project. The project co-ordinator engaged students to participate in the 
MSRDT project on a voluntary basis. Teams were formed consisting of students 
from different disciplines working together on a project that addressed a real-
life business problem. Students from different faculties attempted to develop 
innovative and market-oriented products and services. However, in the early 
years, regional business enterprises provided ideas and professional mentoring 
to the student teams.
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This project had two objectives, first, it aimed to create networks and 
improve connections between academics and industry in the region and 
second, it sought to merge the resources of the university and the regional 
economy to mutually benefit higher education and industry. Furthermore, 
it aimed to improve the cross-curricular training of students. For example, 
students from three different faculties (engineering, design and economics) 
were given the opportunity to work on an idea as a team outside of their area 
of study in order to learn and apply other sciences. This resulted in a win-
win situation for the students, the industry partner and the higher education 
institution. 

In 2012, a master’s thesis evaluated the results of the MSRDT project, 
confirming the model’s success and identifying challenges. The main challenges 
students faced were the need for personal responsibility, the difficulties of 
managing time constraints and internal conflicts within teams. The process 
of screening the ideas was also found to be challenging and time consuming, 
albeit also interesting and engaging. Initially, communication between the 
MSRDT and the companies that provided the projects was a challenge in 
terms of hierarchical procedures, as companies feared an uncontrolled outflow 
of trade secrets and confidential information.

Wismar University learned from these challenges and put mechanisms in 
place to address situations that were initially underestimated. Following the 
university’s evaluation, a number of improvements were made:

●● The university intensified student participation in MSRDT.
●● The university offered complementary workshops to coach students in 

soft skills.
●● The partnership agreements were revised to clearly define the collaboration 

between the companies that provided the project ideas and the MSRDT.
●● The university approved start-up ideas by students as work items for 

MSRDT.
●● The departments of the university expanded multidisciplinary networking.

This learning experience allowed Wismar University to apply the MSRDT 
concept in a three-year collaboration project with the Polytechnic of 
Namibia. First, a pilot project between the two institutions was implemented, 
with student teams from different disciplines working on a business idea or 
problem. These business ideas or problems were received from businesses that 
had agreed to participate in the project.

The Polytechnic of Namibia adapted the MSRDT concept used at 
Wismar and introduced it within the WIL framework. However, students 
who participated in the project in Namibia received recognition and course 



Education for employability: A response to industry demands 179

credit upon completion of their tasks, while in Germany students did not earn 
credits for the project. 

Each institution prepared students participating in the project, albeit 
differently. Both institutions trained the student teams on team dynamics; in 
addition, the Namibian teams were taught self-branding and work readiness 
skills. 

The students who participated in the pilot study in Namibia were evaluated 
in terms of their employability (communication skills, interpersonal skills, 
problem solving skills, critical thinking skills, creativity skills and workplace 
preparation). The two student teams were required to share their experiences 
through reports, but these were assessed as part of student evaluations only in 
Namibia. All of the participants indicated that they had gained skills through 
participating in the MSRDT project. 

The MSRDT project’s success resulted in the establishment of the VoB 
project, a four-year collaborative project between the Polytechnic of Namibia, 
the Vaal University of Technology and the University of Applied Sciences 
in Wismar. The project began in January 2015 and will run until December 
2018. The following section reports on progress made to the end of 2015. 

The Voice of Business project as an example of  
North –South collaboration
The German Academic Exchange Service obtained grant funding for the 
continuation of the initial project with the inclusion of Vaal University of 
Technology in South Africa. A project committee was formed to oversee 
the project and to ensure that project objectives are met. The committee 
meets regularly to develop the project strategy; to clarify partners’ roles and 
responsibilities; and to schedule, organise and monitor the planned activities, 
including the co-ordination and planning of staff and student exchanges and 
evaluation of activities. Meetings, workshops, seminars and conferences are 
attended jointly and designed to strengthen relationships as well as to assess 
progress and identify best practices. 

The first meeting was held on 16 February 2015 in the presence of all 
participants. To minimise administrative work, the Wismar University co-
ordinator drafted internal documents related to staff ’s time and travel costs. 
Representatives from participating universities observed that the internal 
regulations at each institution often hindered the reimbursement process. 

In terms of administrative management, in general, it was agreed that 
each African partner university will be responsible for the project within its 
own country. Wismar University, as the lead partner, is responsible for the 
following: 
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●● General project management and quality assurance.
●● Financial management of the project.
●● Reporting to the German Academic Exchange Service on project 

outcomes.
●● Organising and hosting partner meetings.

The co-ordinator is responsible for reimbursing all expenses incurred by 
the partners. At the second project meeting, a guide for reimbursement was 
developed and discussed with the partners, with set deadlines for submitting 
claims. Each partner is responsible for spending its own money, but in ways 
that are in line with the regulations set out in the financial guidelines. In terms 
of communication, apart from the project meetings, all partners communicate 
regularly via e-mail, phone and Skype.

At the first meeting, the project team was formed and the partners’ 
responsibilities were determined. The discussion resulted in agreements 
concerning project activities, milestones, a staff-exchange programme, and the 
need for each institution to conduct a needs analysis to inform the structure 
and content of a preparatory course. 

The staff exchange consisted of Wismar University in Germany hosting 
representatives from the Polytechnic of Namibia and Vaal University of 
Technology for a four-month period from May to August 2015 to work jointly 
on course development. During the partners’ stay in Wismar, they visited the 
chamber of commerce and industry and several companies in order to familiarise 
themselves with the industries that Wismar University works with. 

The new project’s first phase focused on the development of the preparatory 
course, which intends to prepare students for the working world. The course 
emanated from a needs analysis completed collaboratively in July 2015 by 
the three partner universities. Each university consulted with local industries 
in their own areas to establish what skills are required from graduates. In all 
three countries, companies highlighted concerns about what they saw as the 
lack of employability skills among graduates. 

Next, each institution assessed the course needs by conducting a SWOT 
analysis. The project developed a holistic analysis of strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats by comparing the differences and similarities between 
the different institutions. From this analysis, the need for a preparatory course 
to enhance student employability was identified. Similarities and differences 
were also identified in terms of each institution’s curriculum needs, industry 
requirements, government regulations and levels of support for education in 
the three countries. For example, all three universities noted:

●● The challenge of obtaining industry support.
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●● That their curricula are not fully geared towards developing employability 
competencies.

●● A need to afford students the opportunity to enhance their employability 
competencies.

●● That the project creates an opportunity for the universities to engage with 
the community in ways that will also contribute to improving their image 
and impact.

●● That students might not take the project seriously if it is not fully 
integrated into the academic programme.

After the needs and SWOT analyses, the focus shifted to the development 
of the preparatory course. An extensive literature review and best-practice 
benchmarking exercise was conducted from April to July 2015, which led to 
the development of a course on employability competencies. A five-module 
course structure was developed, consisting of learning outcomes in emotional 
intelligence, team dynamics, entrepreneurial leadership, international project 
management and business basics. The course focuses on employability rather 
than employment, and on the development of skills and competencies rather 
than knowledge transfer. The further development of the five modules of the 
course were then shared between the partner university representatives, and 
discussions were held in meetings and workshops so that partners could agree 
on structure, content and deliverables of each module. 

At the end of the four-month exchange programme, the course structure, 
course outline and handbook were drafted. Representatives from the three 
partner institutions made presentations to colleagues and management 
within their respective institutions and solicited input from them to finalise 
the course materials. A blended-learning approach, with a focus on student-
centred learning was envisaged, and the partners will continue to fine-tune 
support materials and resources, such as videos, role-play activities and 
handouts. 

Expected outcomes 
All parties recognise the importance of an efficient dialogue between higher 
education institutions and industry in terms of relevant employability skills 
and competencies. The first MSRDT project’s successes and challenges have 
proven that there is a gap between the skills of university graduates and those 
required by industry.

The first outcome of the VoB project was the needs analysis, which 
identified the employability competencies required by industry. The next phase 
of the project aims to match the students’ competencies to the skills demanded 
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by businesses. For this purpose, a toolkit for preparing entrepreneurial leaders 
is being developed, with the following expected outcomes: 

●● A jointly developed curriculum and a handbook for a short course on 
entrepreneurial leadership.

●● A business simulation game will be adapted for use by students as part of 
the course.

●● MSRDTs will be established in each institution and connected with 
relevant businesses.

●● MSRDT participants will receive course credits according to the assess-
ment instruments used by each partner institution.

To achieve these outcomes, a course-development team was formed. During 
the design and implementation phase, the course-development team took part 
in a number of exchange visits. As a result of this intensified staff exchange and 
strong collegiality, collaborative structures and knowledge transfer between 
the partners has improved. The development process is expected to result in 
a newly developed course that satisfies the accreditation criteria of the higher 
education councils in the two African universities. A technical working group 
will be formed to obtain formal accreditation for the course. It is hoped that 
a major outcome of this will be inter-institutional recognition by the partner 
universities in South Africa and Namibia and, in the longer term, by Wismar 
University as well. 

The project outcomes are expected to have a significant impact on various 
stakeholder groups as outlined below.

Students
At least 24 students will acquire hands-on experience through the completion 
of real assignments within the host-company team. In addition, students will 
be given the chance to participate in specialised events during the project. 
Students with leadership potential from the different teams will participate 
in a study tour in Germany. They will be expected to present a paper at an 
international conference about the learning experience. Other intangible 
outcomes of the project activities are strengthening experiential learning and 
cultural and knowledge exchange among participants. Moreover, students 
will be able to begin to establish their own international networks.

Companies
At least six companies from South Africa, Namibia and Germany will benefit 
from actively participating in shaping their own leaders and potential future 
executives. Moreover, the project facilitates innovation transfer and exchange 
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between the research units of the universities and participating companies. 
At the end of the project a web portal will be established through which 
interested companies can share project ideas and propose co-operative 
research programmes with universities in their region.

Universities
The partner universities will profit from improved collaboration with industry 
and will gain input regarding the relevance of their curriculum. In addition, the 
presence of MSRDTs on university campuses may strengthen entrepreneurial 
spirit, creating a favourable environment for the development of science parks 
and technology centres within the universities. 

Regional economies
The regional chambers of commerce and industry are valuable partners in the 
project. The German chamber in Schwerin, for example, benefitted from the 
visit of African delegations during the previous project. German companies 
had the opportunity to present themselves and initiate cooperation with 
African partners. The exchange of international delegations and company 
visits initiated by the VoB project may facilitate the exchange of good practices 
and provide networking and recruitment opportunities for the participating 
countries of Germany, South Africa and Namibia.

Conclusions
In this chapter, we described the VoB project and outlined the project’s 
background and progress to date. The evaluation of the pilot project shows 
that the student teams involved have gained valuable work experience. The 
employability of about 15 student participants improved, and some students 
found employment within the businesses they were assigned to or in related 
companies, while other students started their own business ventures.

Lessons drawn from the earlier collaboration between two higher 
education institutions led to the establishment of the VoB project, which aims 
to strengthen the curriculum used by the institutions involved in the project. 
This improved curriculum focuses on strengthening students’ employability 
through the introduction of the employability competencies course. This 
course aims to expose students to real business issues; this exposure is expected 
to improve the employability of graduates.

It is recommended that each institution strengthens its relationship 
with industry partners and reviews its curriculum in order to improve the 
employability of graduates. Collaboration between institutions across 
countries should also be encouraged. 
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A detailed evaluation of the new programme and the project results will 
be presented at a final project conference in 2018. Students who participate 
in the project will be required to complete an evaluation form, which will 
contribute to a bilateral master’s thesis. The conference will not only serve as 
a platform for dissemination of the project results and outcomes, but will also 
provide opportunities to network and create synergies with other projects. An 
add-on outcome targeted by the project consortium is the internationalisation 
of the model and the MSRDT concept. Potential future partners include 
higher education institutions in Botswana, Mozambique and Zimbabwe that 
have already shown interest in joining the VoB partner network. 
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