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Abstract: - 
Despite the rising levels of education in Kenya, many graduates face very high unemployment rates. This raises 

questions on the demand and market orientation of the university curriculum design and whether the university course 

designers are cognizant of labor market trends. It for this reason this paper sought to investigate the influence of 

university curriculum design on employability of Kenyan graduates. A descriptive survey research design was applied 

in this study. The paper gathered feedback on the influence of university curriculum design on employability of Kenyan 

graduates from graduates and employers of Super Markets in Nakuru Town. Data was collected from one hundred and 

forty (130) graduates and (10 managers) employers of graduates about the proficiency of graduates in relation to each 

of the employability capabilities as a result of graduating from undergraduate programs. Both qualitative and 

quantitative data from the surveys was analyzed. A descriptive statistical analysis approach was used to analyze the 

quantitative data. The study found that experience as a highly required factor in the job market. The study also found 

that internships as very useful especially for graduates looking for their first opportunity in the world of work. The 

study also found that industrial attachment for lecturers was important as it was thought to help them gain the industry 

practices. The study concluded that the experiential learning approach should be deliberately designed around an 

open-ended authentic project and negotiated between university and industry stakeholders. This study recommends 

creation of employer voice on skills through establishment of a commission for employment and skills. The study also 

recommends increasing university investment in internship in degree and postgraduate programs and strong 

partnership with employers while designing curriculum. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Despite the rapid expansion of higher education enrolments, there are serious concerns about the ability of Kenya’s 

universities to produce the kinds of graduates who are employable. Hence, employability of graduates is deemed an 

outcome universities should strive for as government, industry and students demand increased accountability measures. 

Most higher education institutions are exploring mechanisms for enhancing the student experience through the inclusion 

of authentic learning experiences and ‘real world’ assessment strategies in the curriculum. While ‘getting a job’ is a 

straight forward concept, the notion of employability and what it means to be employable is open to debate. In essence, 

the emphasis is on developing critical, reflective abilities, with a view to empowering and enhancing the learner 

(Harvey 2003). 

 

Pegg et al.(2012) defined employability as “a set of achievements skills, understandings and personal attributes that 

makes graduates more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen occupations, which benefits 

themselves, the workforce, the community and the economy. In the twenty-first century workforce is expected to be 

prepared for a global  experience that is fraught with complex workplace relationships and demands. According to 

Welikala (2011) the 21st century University” has a “social responsibility to equip the members of the society with 

necessary competencies, knowledge, understandings, and new skills so that they can constantly negotiate the changing 

nature of work, the labour force, information technologies and cultural identities of people”. Among these desirable 

skills, competencies and attributes include critical thinking, communication, and social responsibility. 

 

Graduate attributes are emphasized in higher education as incentives to attract both learners and employers. Learners 

are encouraged to enroll into programs that emphasize global experience and work-ready skills and competencies 

making them sought after ‘commodities’ in a rapidly technologies world. Employers are persuaded that graduates hired 

from higher education institutions that are committed to embedding graduate attributes within the curriculum will 

enhance their corporate profiles. Generic attributes are emerging in importance in higher education, influenced by 

several factors including the popular view of education being lifelong process; increased focus on the influence of 

education on graduate employment; and the quality movement towards the development of outcome measures (Bath, 

Smith, Stein, & Swann, 2004). A survey conducted by Gibney (2013) shows that students value high-quality, industry 

linked curriculum which is emphasized as a key measure of student experience. Therefore universities should enrich the 

learning journey through the promotion of employability and good industry connections providing opportunities for 

individual growth and maturity. Increasing the value of degrees and the doors they can open will help to invigorate the 

student journey, by providing a clear line of sight towards the professional market. The process should develop closer 

relations with employers, providing greater breadth and depth to the student experience. The core set of skills the 

research intends to focus on were founded commercially, which promotes greater student focus beyond skills to 

considering the values and attitudes required by professionals.  This builds students’ confidence in their eligibility for 

responsible roles. 

 

While graduate attributes are growing in prominence, the attribute of industry linked curriculum has been given less 

attention in higher education. In fact, the education sector has been increasingly criticized for its failure in effectively 

link their curriculum development to industry, which is critical for graduate employability and international 

competitiveness (Kim, 2011; Kimbell, 2009; Kirby, 2004). Clarke (2013) argues that universities focus excessively on 

storytelling approaches about entrepreneurs, business planning competitions or lean start up models excluding other 

models for developing creativity skills. He calls for more rigorous approaches to curriculum development and teaching 

creativity. 

 

In extending the notion that the employability of graduates is intricately related to the higher education quality and 

attributes that graduates receive, it is necessary to note that employability is approached in different ways. For instance 

some studies in the UK indicated that employers  are considering more about varieties of skills than the speciality 

(Gunawardena 1997). According to a study conducted in UK among 52 business institutions, 90% of them pointed out 

that most important quality of a graduate are communication skills. Except that, Quality of Higher Education study in 

UK also identified some other important characteristics such as subject knowledge, research and analytical ability, inter 

personal relations, problem solving, self confidence, self management, decision making and judgment skills among 

others. The other virtues and skills that are expected from graduates are, genuineness, humbleness, obedience, 

credibility, tactfulness, sensitiveness, cooperation, devotion, active, straightness, unchangeable, altruistic, new thinking, 

leadership, strength, organizational skills, time management, skills of discussion, commercial knowledge and 

personality (Gunawardena, 1997). Quite often in Kenya, industry players have criticized universities by asserting that 

university curriculum is normally not designed in tandem with societal changes. For this reason, stakeholders often 

chide concerning the skill mismatch between the academic programmes offered at the universities and the requirements 

of the labour market. It is not uncommon nowadays for the employers to complain that the grade one scores at the 

university does not correlate positively to performance at work. The purpose of this paper therefore is to discuss the 

process underlying curriculum design and implementation and its effect on employability of students learning outcomes 

at the university level in Kenya. Very few graduate recruiters reported that they frequently cooperated with universities 

on curriculum design and study programmes, and more than half reported that they had never done so. It for this reason 

this paper sought to investigate the influence of university curriculum design on employability of Kenyan graduates 
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2. Statement of the Problem 

The major objective of promoting children for higher education in most of Kenya families is to ensure their 

employability (Perera, 2008). Accordingly, almost all Kenyan families are having greater aspiration of providing 

university education for their children as a secured path of higher employability. This is because graduates are 

considered as one of the most important human capital expected to work in a middle or top management level in 

providing services to society in various ways. Therefore, in Kenya, there is a considerable demand for higher education. 

However, many students, who enter the universities, have to face numerous challenges especially at the end of the 

graduation in seeking suitable employments. 

 

Experience reveals that even talented graduates have to wait for a long time to be employed after the graduation. Many 

of the graduates having passed out obtain a certificate, which does not help enough them to find suitable employments. 

Even if one of the main objectives of the university education is to improve the skills of students to face the challenges 

in external society, they have to leave from the university without having sufficient self-confidence and assurance for 

better employments. Under this circumstance, graduates’ unemployment has become a severe problem in Kenya during 

the last few decades. 

In many situations, the reality is that the qualification along does not help enough to find a job because of the mismatch 

between the demand and the supply of the job market. Therefore, some graduates have to be engaged in irrelevant jobs 

mostly under low salaries while some of them have to be unemployed and waiting for a long time mostly until the 

government provides opportunities. Such graduates will become a burden not only for their families but also to the 

whole country. The effects of this would be arisen as frustration, youth unrest, violence, and  other forms of anti-social 

behaviours. Within this context, it is important to identify why graduates cannot find suitable jobs as soon as they pass 

out from universities. And why is the country’s employment sector not capable to absorb such graduates into the 

development process? Therefore, the main objective of this paper is to discuss the influence of university curriculum 

design on employability of Kenyan graduates. 

 

3. Literature Review 

Universities in Kenya have the freedom to develop their programs and adapt them to the market needs (commission for 

university education, 2013). This kind of education system tends to borrow from the American education system which 

is much renowned for its flexibility and academic freedom (Mautusi, 2013). One of the characteristic features of the 

university education in Kenya is that it has no common curriculum for a specific discipline that is followed by 

undergraduate and graduate programmes in universities as each university has the freedom to develop its own curricular 

(commission for university education, 2013). This academic flexibility and freedom are more often followed by 

universities that have adopted the American system of education. 

 

This view is corroborated by Mautusi (2013) who has observed that universities in Georgia, which largely follow the 

American system, depict a tendency where there is variation in course content presented in class by two lecturers 

teaching at two institutions or sometimes teaching the same course in same department. This situation is not different 

from the Kenyan case which is touted as the prototype of the American system with its problems mirroring those faced 

by the Georgian Universities  (Mautusi,  2013).  In  Kenya,  there  is  no  central  body  judged  with the responsibility 

of curriculum development at the university level. Each university designs its curriculum based on its peculiarities and 

uniqueness. 

Irrespective of this, however, curriculum design is guided by the commission for university education which is 

responsible for maintaining quality standards in higher education. According to CUE guidelines, university curriculum 

is often designed by the individual departments with the more experienced lecturers giving their input regarding the 

content to be included in the curriculum. The content is often internally peer reviewed at the department and 

school/faculty before it is presented to the senate for adoption. After the senate has adopted the programme, it is then 

presented to the commission for university education (CUE) for external review (commission for university education, 

2013). Once it has been accepted by the commission for university education, the university can go ahead and 

implement the curriculum after incorporating the recommendations suggested by the CUE (commission for university 

education, 2013). 

 

Kuratko (2005) argues that although universities have evolved beyond the myth that creativity is a birth trait and cannot 

be taught, universities should address the relevant question concerning how creativity skills should be developed. He 

suggests that experiential learning can be an effective approach in developing creativity skills. In Australia, the term 

Work-Integrated Learning is used to describe experiential learning strategies for combining classroom studies  with 

learning through work experiences that are related to academic goals (Groenewald, 2004). The shift from an industrial 

society to information and knowledge society has far-reaching implications for the kinds of skills needed by the 

workforce and the population at large (Voogt and Pareja Roblin, 2010 and Allen and Van der Velden, 2012). Voogt and 

Pareja Roblin (2010) assert that although the changes are taking place in widely differing sectors of the economy,  there 

is a common set of core ‘21st century skills’ that are needed in virtually all domains. 

 

The European Commission (2007) defines eight key competences that the employer of today  may demand from fresh 

graduates from university; communication in the mother tongue, communication in foreign languages, mathematical 

competence and basic competences in science and technology, digital competence, learning to learn, social and civic 
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competences, sense of initiative and entrepreneurship, and cultural awareness and expression. These are the skills 

that according to many are needed in order to function adequately in, and make a useful contribution to the knowledge 

and information society in the 21st century. 

As Allen and Van der Velden (2012) have pointed out, these 21st century skills do not exist in a vacuum, but form part 

of a complete interdependent package comprising basic and specific skills as well as 21st century skills. The Euro 

barometer survey on ‘Employers’ perception of graduate employability’ (2010) showed that most important skills 

needed by employers are team working skills, followed by sector-specific skills, communication skills, computer skills, 

being able to adapt to new situations, ability in reading/writing and analytical and problem-solving skills. In addition to 

skills, most employers stressed the importance of work experience of graduates, and a high proportion named sector-

specific work placements as a key path for universities to improve the employability of their graduates. From the 

foregoing literature, it can be argued that the curriculum development process at the university level in Kenya is facing 

a myriad of challenges in this century. With the continuous exponential growth of university education, there ought to  

be a paradigm shift in light of curriculum design and development so that graduate employability is not compromised. 

 

4. Methodology 

In order to address the issue of employability of graduates of Kenyan Universities, a questionnaire was developed based 

on views of level of competencies of graduates by the degree program and the employers’ requirements from a 

graduate. Two methods were applied to collect data relating to employers’ requirements from a graduate. Interviews 

regarding data on level of competencies of graduates were conducted with 10 managers working with leading 

supermarkets in Nakuru town. In addition a questionnaire was distributed among a random sample of 130 graduates and 

10 managers working with leading supermarkets in Nakuru town regarding employment opportunities for graduates. 

Different views were descriptively analyzed with a  view to comprehend the magnitude of the issue. 

 

5. Discussion Of Results 

The paper also recognizes the challenges facing university education in Kenya in the wake of university expansion and 

transformation in the 21st century from the curricular perspective by examining the imperatives of assessing university 

graduate employability. The paper is informed by the fact that employers have decried the quality of graduates from 

public universities in Kenya as observed by Amimo in Ponge (2013). This has often been blamed on the mismatch 

between the academic skills and the labour market (Riechi, 2008; Ponge, 2013). The paper however argues to the 

contrary pointing out that the problems threatening the employability of university graduates could be attributed to the 

manner of curriculum design than skill mismatch. The findings are illustrated below: 

 

Employers’ Requirements from a Graduate 

This survey sought to establish the skills and competences the employers need for current jobs. The results are shown in 

table1. 

 

Table1: Requirements in the Current Market 

Needed Requirements % 

Computer skills 42 

Communication skills 63 

Training/ work experience 73 

Leadership/ decision making 21 

Teamwork /interpersonal skills 45 

Problem solving/analytical skill 21 

Source: Survey data 2013/2014 

 

Findings in table 1 show that training/experience (73%) is the highly required factor in the job market. However, 

without having considerable links with the study programs and stakeholders it is not easy to have experience or training 

for graduates. This means internships or post attachment is very useful especially for graduates looking for their first 

opportunity in the world of work. Therefore students after graduation should seek for internship so that they can get  

linked with local employers whom they can demonstrate their knowledge and skills. But this should be emphasized 

during curriculum designing for good follow up. 

 

On the other hand proficiency of English (63%) and IT skills (42%) are also considerable requirements in the job 

market. Therefore, students seeking for job opportunities are compelled  to develop English proficiency which be 

challenge because university curriculum design does  not much on developing the skill. It important to note that, 

students who are less proficiency in English are hardly employable. Further, team work/interpersonal relations (45%), is 

also considerable factor in the job market. Except these, leadership qualities, and especially problem solving and 

analytical ability, are the other highly demanded requirements of the current job market. Therefore, graduates must have 

additional skills such as leadership qualities, team work/interpersonal relations and especially problem solving and 
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analytical ability, which are highly needed in the job market. 

 

In support of the above findings, some studies in the UK show that employers are considering more about varieties of 

skills than the speciality. For instance, British industrial and commercial fields need graduates who possess various 

skills and adoptability (Gunawardena 1997). According to a study conducted among 52 business institutions, 90% of 

them pointed out that most important quality of a graduate are communication skill. Except that, Quality of Higher 

Education study has identified some other important characteristics such as subject knowledge, research and analytical 

ability, inter personal relations, problem solving, self confidence, self management, decision making and judgement 

skills etc. 

 

The other virtues and skills that are expected from graduates are, genuineness, humbleness, obedience, credibility, 

tactfulness, sensitiveness, cooperation, devotion, active, straightness, unchangeable, altruistic, new thinking, leadership, 

strength, organizational skills, time management, skills of discussion, commercial knowledge and personality etc 

(Gunawardena, 1997). Additionally, English proficiency, and IT skills, etc. have been critical determinants of 

graduates’ employability in many organizations (Perera, 2005). On what factors are considered by employers when 

selecting a graduate, result of the British study show that the highest rate (34%) of the respondents had pointed that 

communication skills was mostly expected skill in selecting graduates for employment. 

 

The other highlighted qualities are external appearance, manners, ethics, personality, respect to others, team work 

ability, interpersonal skills, leadership etc. In addition, 66.7% of government sector employers and 89.6% of private 

sector employers have emphasized the importance of proficiency of English language (Gunawardana, 1991). Hettige 

(2000) explains some attributes such as the ability to lead a team and ability to achieve results in a short period, ability 

to prioritise/ organize time productively, openness, positive thinking, practical mind set, willing to learn from a cross 

section of people, general knowledge including world affairs, wide interest, personal grooming and business etiquette 

are also determinants of graduates employability. 

It can be argued that these characteristics cannot be developed by conventional teaching learning and evaluation 

methods but should be part and parcel of the curriculum design. 

 

Curriculum Design and Employability 

Even though the problem of graduates’ unemployment is partially a result of economic development, the society tends 

to perceive it as a result of quality of the operations of the university system. Accordingly, the main problem for the 

graduates’ unemployment relates with the preparation of the students for job market. Therefore, the Kenyan universities 

should seriously evaluate the relevancy and quality of curriculum design they delivery to their students and whether it 

can attract them to available market jobs. Some findings based on curriculum design offered in universities in Kenyan 

are provided in table 2 below. 

 

Table 2 Curriculum Design and Employability 

 
Source: Survey data 2013/2014 

 

On whether Curricula design taught in university influenced employability, 76.8% of the respondents agreed with the 

statement, while 23.2% disagreed with the statement. Therefore it our believe that employability is a responsibility that 

should be shared equally between individuals (universities) who must be responsible for accepting the consequences of 
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their choices and business owners who employ university graduates to serve their customers so as to inculcate particular 

values and attitudes as well as shaping behaviours of the graduate. This can be true if universities can develop 

curriculum in conjunction with other  stakeholders.  On whether teaching methods used in teaching the curriculum 

influenced employability, 47.4% of the respondents agreed with the statement while 42.6 % disagreed with the 

statement. This indicated that methods applied in teaching different concepts to the graduate determined their 

confidence in various skills needed for employability. Therefore the teaching methods should be geared towards 

developments of most soft skills. 

 

The findings also show that majority (69.8%) of the respondents disagreed that being involved in curriculum change 

influenced their employability while 18.9% were not aware or sure and only 11.3% disagreed with the statement. It is 

important to note that involvement of the students in curriculum was not as important as involvement of the employers 

in designing of university curriculum. Hence mechanisms must be put in place to monitor labor market signals before 

making any changes in curriculum to avoid wastage of human resource and also the resources used to train these 

graduates in various fields. 

 

The findings of the study further show that majority (54.7%) of the respondents were of the opinion that university 

departments should not completely guide Curriculum designers in curriculum development. But should keeps 

curriculum designers informed on trends  in  the labour market. Likewise, most respondents rated involvement of 

employers in university curriculum designing as undesirable at 58.5.8% while 16.9% of them saw the involvement of 

employers in course and curriculum design as desirable or appropriate. However, there appears  to be no fundamental 

reason why universities and employers cannot reach a consensus on educational approaches that promote employability. 

Further majority (59.3%) of the respondents indicated that use of internships and work based learning could influence 

graduates employability. However, a minority (24%) of the respondents did not see use of internships and work based 

learning to influence graduates employability. Indeed, it is arguable that integration of classroom teaching with 

internships and work based learning could influence graduates employability as both will wider abilities, capacities and 

advancement of the graduate expected to join employment. Traditional methods teaching typically used in universities 

are not adequately designed for capturing students’ ability to apply generic skills in a practice-based setting. The 

inclusion of authentic learning experiences which provide opportunities for students to practice work-based skills are 

resource intensive and require specific expertise and professional development. According to Layer (2006) strategies 

around teaching and learning and student support need to change in order to have an impact on the acquisition of 

employability capabilities. 

 

Most respondents (86.6%) agreed that curricula designers should integrate industry practices into curriculum 

development process so as to increases graduates employability. Refocusing education providers to addressing industry 

outcomes will require a major cultural shift for institutions and initiate significant professional change and adaptation 

for many staff (Australia, 2011). 

 

Almost all respondents (86.8%) agreed that workshops should be introduced as method of teaching in universities so as 

to increase graduates employability as it will expose them to what  is happening in the industry. The study notes that 

workshops will make the students to develop attributes, characteristics and skills for graduate employability such as 

strong communicators – both written and oral, be able to work using their own initiative, capable of doing independent 

work, be creative and able to solve problems, time management and presentation skills as well as be able to work as part 

of a team and network with others among other skills. 

 

Majority (30.4%) of the respondents agreed that Curricula designers need to introduce industrial attachment for 

lecturers so that they can gain the industry practice. The finding supports the notion that teaching staff in universities do 

not have all exact capabilities to articulate what the industry need. 

The evident gaps in the curriculum also has implications for resourcing teaching areas to incorporate authentic 

experiences and engage with industry thereby establishing partnerships to enrich the student experience. 

 

6. Conclusions and Recommendations 

Even though graduates are highly valuable human resource of a country, most of them have to wait for a long time for 

suitable jobs due to mismatch between the degree and the demands of the job market. Issues in the development of 

curriculum for universities in this country appear as a greater drawback in case of graduates’ employability. This 

because the findings support the calls for an increased focus on “soft skills” such as communication, leadership, 

collaboration and innovation in education which are rarely considered (Raelin, 2006; Sternberg, 2003). These should be 

highly considered since they are critical to students’ success in industry projects. 

 

It is worth noting that the experiential learning approach investigated in this study should be deliberately designed 

around an open-ended authentic project and negotiated between university and industry stakeholders, in the context of 

which innovation was a priority. This design could  be instrumental in allowing scope for the complexity of planning 

and thinking that is required for the development of both leadership capacities and the skills associated with creativity. 

This is because employers are placing increased demands on university graduates for creativity in leadership. The 

traditional notion of leadership without an emphasis on creative attributes is no longer adequate in a highly competitive 
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global job market. It should be noted that in the current global economy, leaders must learn to find creative solutions 

instinctively and spontaneously to generously advance the profit-margins of industry in order to keep their place in the  

organization. Hence universities must step up to the challenge of inspiring tomorrow’s leaders to demonstrate creativity 

in leadership through an authentic curriculum design for employability. 

 

Recommendations 

Among the outcomes of the above reviews should be a clearer understanding of how the programme assists the students 

in meeting employers’ expectations; quality of instruction, research, and public service; value to students' general 

education and preparation for society; resource requirements; future objectives and changes necessary to achieve them. 

Labour market players should be widely incorporated in the review of academic courses. Regular surveys need to be 

undertaken to obtain perceptions of university students on various jobs and industry. Such studies shall produce 

information that would inform curriculum development process in Kenyan universities so as to make higher education 

in Kenya more relevant to the country’s current and future development needs. University programmes offered in the 

country should be monitored to ensure that they Instill skills for self employment, self reliance and self direction on the 

part of the learners. This would compel the learning institutions to offer programmes that are more relevant and reduce 

the menace of unemployment. 

 

The government should embark on measures meant for strengthening the employer voice on dictating the types of skills 

that should be created by universities as well as the contents of academic programmes offered. Universities in Kenya 

should value and provide an enabling environment for encouraging partnerships and consultations with employers. This 

will assist in development of university programmes that are relevant to the job market and improvement in the courses 

design. 

 

With growing calls for university programs to become more relevant to the workplace, there is a clear need for further 

research into understanding and assessing the outcomes of different forms of experiential learning in relation to the 

stated objectives and presumed benefits of these program components. In particular, the role of industry-based 

experiences in developing students’ capacities for creativity in leadership is worthy of attention from researchers. 
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