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Abstract

Due to technological and demographic challenges and the increasing relevance of new work arrangements,
job transitions are becoming more frequent (Bridgstock, 2009), impacting individuals’ trajectories and their
perceived turning points (Hareven & Masaoka, 1988). It is, therefore, crucial to create conditions in Higher
Education (HE) to support all students in promoting autonomy and the power to act concerning their
employability throughout their careers. Our aim is to understand how the participation in a structured
programme on employability-related issues during HE pathways is reflected in the expansion of students’
power to act (Clot, 2008), enabling them to, collectively or individually, gain a greater capability to act on
what is important to them, concerning their career path. A b-learning training programme was developed
with the aim of developing Bachelor's and Master's students’ skills to promote their lifelong employability.
By integrating this programme in their curricular plan, the promotion of students’ reflection on
employability is worked alongside their technical skills, while ensuring that the training programme could
be part of the formative path of every student who wishes to do so, by considering the goal of reaching up
to 500 students simultaneously. The implementation occurred between October 2021 and July 2023 and an
impact questionnaire with a pre and post-test comparison (N=173) allowed us to understand that the training
promoted their perception of competence, which facilitated the implementation of a series of actions, thus
increasing their power to act. Likewise, the results showed that the students felt prepared to deal with
contextual changes, empowering them to rethink the different situations and contexts in which they could
act. An impact on collective influence was also found, as they felt more confident to support others, which
seems to highlight the promotion of a sense of career community (Lee & Patel, 2019). This study highlights
the contribution this programme has made to students’ ability to reflect as well as their potential actions in
relation to employability and career management to navigate in these uncertain contexts.
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1. Introduction

In a context in which we are experiencing rapid and abrupt changes deriving, among other things,
from the challenges posed by technological and demographic changes (Volkoff, 2011; Savickas et al.,
2021), we are witnessing the spread of new forms of work organization and an increase in professional
transitions (Bridgstock, 2009). These professional transitions have an impact on individuals’ paths and their
perceived bifurcation moments / turning points (Hareven & Masaoka, 1988; Hélardot, 2009).

While some turning points can bring opportunities, some can “send life trajectories off track”
(Hutchison, 2019, p. 355), exposing individuals to unemployment and social exclusion, with an impact on
individual health and well-being. Thus, it is essential to support people through these transitions by
broadening their choices and providing security to cope with change (International Labour Organization,
2019).

Higher Education (HE) students are typically associated with an intensified experience of labour
market integration, and therefore increasing attention has been paid to the role of Higher Education
Institutions in promoting students’ employability (Bridgstock, 2009; Clarke, 2018). For this reason, it is
crucial to create conditions in HE to support all students in developing employability and career
management skills, by promoting a higher level of self-exploration and other proactive career behaviours
(Okay-Somerville and Scholarios 2015).

Nowadays, the career development paradigm centres on the need to expand knowledge to make
career related choices (Savickas, 2021). A development which highlights the importance of flexibility in
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career decision-making and the conceptualization of careers as multidirectional projects, in alternative to
the paradigm of a linear career throughout life (Baruch, 2004). It is assumed that these capacities will enable
the individual to get out of difficult situations, take on change, regain control and deal with turning points
(Hareven & Masaoka, 1988; Hélardot, 2009) throughout their professional career. In this sense, there is a
dimension of expansion of the individuals’ power to act (Clot, 2008), which allows them to deal with and
overcome some of the vulnerabilities to which they are subject, given the situation they find themselves in,
although there is no release of responsibility from other agents (Lacomblez & Teiger, 2007).

The power to act represents a process by which people, together or separately, gain greater
possibilities to act on what is important to them (Le Bossé, 2011). This construct was chosen as the object
of this study because it represents the action that enables emancipation and, at the same time, avoids the
risk of making empowerment a purely individual attribute, when in fact the exercise of power cannot be
considered independent of the resources available in the context (Le Bossé et al., 2004).

Simultaneously, the demand to meet the growing needs of students and changes in the field have
been challenging Higher Education, largely based on an individual guidance model, to develop new models
(YYoung, 2016). In this regard, one framework that has gained popularity is based on career communities
(Contomanolis et al., 2015) defined by Lee and Patel (2019) as groups of individuals who share similar
career interests or aspirations, where one can receive direct or indirect customised benefits through the
exchange of knowledge, expertise, and resources.

It is therefore fundamental to create conditions in Higher Education that support all students in
promoting the power to act concerning their employability, as career transitions are becoming more
frequent, impacting individual trajectories. On that account, we aim to understand how the inclusion of
training modules on employability-related topics in Higher Education pathways is reflected in the
expansion of the students’ power to act (Clot, 2008), allowing them, collectively or individually, to gain a
greater capability to act on what is important to them, in relation to their career path.

2. Method

A training programme was created with the objective of promoting the development of Bachelor’s
and Master’s students’ skills to foster their lifelong employability. The integration of this programme in the
students’ curricular plan aimed to allow the students’ employability skills to be worked on alongside their
technical skills.

This training programme was based on a blended-learning format, and it was guided by a learning
roadmap composed of three stages. The first stage focused on the students’ reflection on their past
experiences, their skills, their future goals and the actions they need to put into practice to achieve them.
This was accomplished through an initial workshop with the purpose of exploring current world trends that
impact career paths.The second stage of the programme, called “employability toolkit”, consisted of five
modules based on content focusing on different employability-related topics, specifically: how to analyse
the labour market; how to prepare a CV; how to write a cover letter; how to manage a digital footprint and
network; and how to prepare for an interview. The third and final stage of the learning roadmap was based
on the participation in various initiatives, such as listening to a podcast specially developed for this
programme, which consisted of short conversations with Alumni about their professional paths. Students
could also participate in visits to real work contexts, as well as any activities focused on professional paths
and employability skills.

To measure the impact of participation in this training programme, a quantitative study was
conducted. This study involved pre and post-test data collections based on the application of a questionnaire
specifically developed for this purpose. This decision was made due to the difficulty in identifying an
adequate scale that measured the dimensions under analysis, which confirms the differentiating scope of
this study.

The data collection process involved the application of the aforementioned questionnaire before
the students started the training programme and after its completion. The response to this questionnaire
required an informed consent from each participant, approved by the Ethics Committee of the Higher
Education Institution. Data collection took place between October 2021 and July 2023. After the exclusion
of incomplete responses, 173 complete responses were considered for analysis.

The questionnaire included student characterization items, to collect data on gender, age group,
year of study and field of study. Of the 173 participants, 47% were female and 52% were male. In terms of
age, 52% were under 20 years old, 46% were between 21 and 25 years old, and less than 2% were between
26 and 35 years old. 82% were Bachelor students and 17% were Master students. Regarding the field of
study, 20% of the participants studied Industrial Engineering and Management; 20% Mechanical
Engineering; 13% Informatics and Computing Engineering; 12% Electrical and Computer Engineering;

191



p-ISSN: 2184-2205 e-ISSN: 2184-3414 ISBN: 978-989-35106-6-7 © 2024

10% Civil Engineering; 9% Bioengineering; and the remaining 16% of the participants studied other fields
of engineering (less than 5% each).

The questionnaire consisted of five groups of items. Considering the scope of this study, we will
focus on nine specific items relating to students’ perception of their ability to identify past experiences and
future goals, their perception of power to act regarding their employability and their ability and availability
to support others in developing employability skills. Seven items were assessed with the use of a five-point
Likert scale, where one meant “totally disagree” and five meant “totally agree”: I feel capable of
envisioning a potential professional path | would like to explore”; “I feel capable of outlining an action plan
to reach my goals”; “I feel capable of supporting others in building potential professional paths”; “I consider
it important for my future to focus on the theme of lifelong employability”; <I feel prepared to handle
changes that involve redesigning my future professional plans”; I feel prepared to create alternatives in
the face of the impossibility of achieving what | have designed”; “I am available to use some of my free
time to support others in building their employability tools (e.g., CV, cover letter, digital profile)”.Two
items were assessed with the use of a five-point Liker scale, where one meant “not confident” and five
meant “extremely confident”: “Redesign your academic and professional goals based on new information
related to you or your context™; “Support others in building their own employability tools (e.g., CV, cover
letter, digital profile)”.

The data were processed using IBM SPSS Statistics 27, where descriptive, frequency and group
distribution analyses were performed. A Wilcoxon signed-rank test was used to analyse whether there were
significant differences on each item between the pre-and post-test, instead of a paired t-test, as the
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test used to assess the normality of the variables indicated that the majority of the
items did not follow a normal distribution (D(173) = 0.19 to 0.40, p<.001).

3. Results

The results in Table 1 reveal significant differences in most of the items concerning students’ sense
of ability regarding future academic and professional issues, with a strong, statistically significant
difference observed in envisioning potential professional paths and outlining action plans to reach achieve
one’s goals. A smaller but still significant and moderate effect was found in supporting others in building
potential professional paths, before the intervention. Regarding their confidence, a strong, statistically
significant difference was similarly observed in the items related to the possibility of having to adapt their
academic and professional goals, either because of new inputs about themselves or their contexts, as well
as the possibility of supporting others with employability tools.

Lastly, statistically significant differences were identified in the importance of focusing on lifelong
employability and, consistent with the previous conclusions, in the availability to support others with their
employability tools and the readiness to adapt professional plans and actions when faced with unforeseen
changes or constraints in achieving some of their plans.

Table 1. Results from the applied impact questionnaire: pre-test and post-test.

Pre-test (N=173) Post-test (N=173) Wilcoxon

| [ Mean  Std. Dev. Mean  Std.Dev. |  test
Take a moment to think about your academic and
professional future, and rate your agreement with each
of the following statements...
| feel capable of envisioning a potential professional path Z =-8.00,

I would like to explore. 3.18 92 4.02 89 p<.001

| feel capable of outlining an action plan to reach my goals. 3.06 83 3.86 81 szzgf
| feel capable of supporting others in building potential Z=-582,

professional paths. 311 1.02 3.68 95 p <.001

Assess your confidence level to...

Redesign your academic and professional goals based on Z=-6.81,
new information related to you or your context. 3.14 78 3.72 85 p<.001
Support others in building their own employability tools Z =-8.08,
(e.g., CV, cover letter, digital profile). 2.66 99 3.61 94 p <.001
Rate your agreement with each of the following

statements...

I consider it important for my future to focus on the theme Z =-4,08,
of lifelong employability. 4.09 69 4.35 67 p<.001
| feel prepared to handle changes that involve redesigning Z=-6.37,
my future professional plans. 3.35 78 3.87 12 p<.001
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| feel prepared to create alternatives in the face of the Z=-5.34,
impossibility of achieving what | have designed. 3.52 80 3.93 12 p<.001
I am available to use some of my free time to support others 7=.479
in building their employability tools (e.g., CV, cover letter, 3.54 .89 3.87 .83 p_< 0'01’

digital profile).

4, Discussion

Our research shed light on the relevance of the role of Higher Education in the development of
employability-related topics through the expansion of students’ power to act (Clot, 2008), allowing them
to, collectively or individually, gain greater capacity to act on what is important to them, concerning their
career path.

After the training programme, students felt more capable of not only envisioning a potential
professional path they would like to explore but also of outlining an action plan to achieve their goals,
highlighting the importance of the training programme on the students’ current perceptions of competence
and power to act concerning their professional paths. The analysed results are consonant with recent
employability models (Pool et al., 2007), as the programme promotes self-efficacy beliefs in its students,
by making use of learned career-related competencies. It is worth noting that the design of action plans
within the scope of the programme is based on proactive career exploration, characterised by a goal-oriented
mindset, which according to Savickas’ career construction theory (2021) is an important practice to
continuously construct and reconstruct the students’ career paths.

Another relevant outcome of the research was that after the programme, students felt more
prepared to deal with contextual changes by redesigning their academic and professional goals based on
new information related to them or their context. They also felt more prepared to deal with changes that
involved redesigning their future professional plans, and to create alternatives when faced with the
impossibility of achieving what they had designed, and considered it important for their future to work on
the issue of lifelong employability. The results showed that training empowers them to rethink the different
situations and contexts in which they can act, when facing unforeseen constraints, allowing them to deal
with turning points (Hareven & Masaoka, 1988; Hélardot, 2009) throughout their professional careers,
enabling them to manage and overcome some of the vulnerabilities to which they are exposed.

The third and final contribution derived from the results is the impact of the programme on
students’ sense of capability, confidence and willingness to support others to construct their professional
paths, for example, by feeling able to support others in building potential professional paths, supporting
others in building their own employability tools, and being available to use some of their free time to support
others in building their employability tools. This suggests that the programme not only prepares students
to build their professional paths but also to aid others in doing the same, leading to a multiplier effect as
they actively share what they have learned during the programme. These findings are consistent with
existing literature that frames the learning process within a social context, moving beyond exclusively
individual learning (Lave & Wegner, 1991). Additionally, we can identify the emergence of a career
community (Lee & Patel, 2019) as one of the outcomes of the programme, as students recognise the value
of sharing knowledge of interest with their peers, surpassing individual reflections and learnings.

Nonetheless, the career community fostered by this programme is worthy of further study,
particularly in terms of bidirectional support between peers. Conducting a longitudinal study to follow
students throughout their careers would also be relevant.

5. Conclusion

In conclusion, Higher Education students can adapt to current and future contextual challenges, if
they are provided with useful tools and structured learning aimed at developing their reflection capacity
and their power to act on their career management. In this programme, students fostered strategies for their
lifelong employability and increased their confidence in their value and ability to support others, thus
galvanising a career community. There is no question that HE Institutions should actively work on their
students’ preparation and capacity to design and re-design their paths, as career development begin way
before students’ enter the job market - it is built throughout the individual’s life (Savickas, 2021) and
embedded in social interactions replete full of diverse opportunities (Savickas, 2021; Coimbra et al., 1994).
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