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Abstract 

21
st
Century employers are looking for graduates who possess soft skills that include responsibility, self-confidence, social and 

communication skills, flexiblity, team-spiritedness, good work attitude, self-motivation and self-management. Many skills 
learned through project-based learning are highly sought by today's employers including the ability to work well with others, 
handle interpersonal conflicts, make thoughtful decisions, as well as practise and solve complex problems. A project based 
learning (PjBL) approach was undertaken through a project assigned in a Workplace Communication course, to incorporate these 
soft skills. The project work assigned required students to investigate a workplace problem in a real workplace setting. This 
present study was conducted to identify the relevant soft skills acquired when undergoing the project work. It also aims to find
out how PjBL has equipped students with the related soft skills in the 21st century workplace environment. In view of this, it is 
evident that project-based learning facilitates the growth of learners in acquiring the aforementioned skills. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer reviewed under responsibility of the UKM Teaching and Learning 
Congress 2011. 
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1. Introduction 

It is imperative that universities in Malaysia equip the future workforce with the innovative skills required for a 
competitive economy. Highly skilled graduates need to be developed to face the challenges of increased competition 
in both local and global market. Industry requires graduates who understand their roles in building their 
organizations, and to execute their roles effectively. According to the Dearing Report (NCIHE, 1997) the primary 
purpose of higher education, in all essence, is to prepare students for the workplace.  

Graduates need to be given more opportunities to develop generic attributes besides disciplinary knowledge. 
Generic attributes include communication skills, problem-solving skills, computer literacy, information literacy, 
ability and willingness to learn, and teamwork. Undeniably, knowledgeable and skilled graduates are highly 
demanded for any job requirements. This fact is further strengthened by Yorke (2006) who states that for a graduate 
to be employable, he or she needs to acquire a set of achievements skills, understandings and personal attributes that 
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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 line with the demand of 21st century workplace soft skills, Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM) not only 
aspires to produce employable graduates with 21st century skills who are highly regarded by employers, but also 
envisages its graduates to assume key roles in the community. UKM Chancellor Tuanku Muhriz Ibni Al-Marhum 
Tuanku Munawir in Sivaselvam (2011) called on UKM to spur and spearhead the innovation drive in various areas 
for the wellbeing of the country and mankind. The Chancellor said that in this era of challenges in the 
transformation of the nation, Malaysia has no choice other than to bring forth the best in human capital, that is of 
quality and with savoir faire the instinctive ability to know how to deal with any situation that arises. He believed 
that UKM, with full commitment, can have a higher education system that is more open so as to enhance the 
potential of the human capital that is needed for national development. 

To realize these missions, UKM is committed to produce graduates with the skills that are highly sought by 
employers and able to contribute to the country’s prosperity. The 21st century skills and proficiencies are 
incorporated into the university curricula within the context of academic standards. To ensure and authenticate 
student mastery of 21st century skills and professional development, the learning environments must be aligned to 
produce a support system that produces 21st century outcomes. The students need to become proficient in 21st

century skills: critical thinking and problems solving, communication and collaboration.  
Currently, students undergoing Workplace Communication courses at UKM will have the opportunities to 

experience and acquire the basic core of 21st century workplace skills by carrying out a project work to solve 
workplace problems they observe and encounter at a workplace. Evidently, project-based learning has not only 
improved language learning but also has succeeded in equipping students with the required workplace skills sought 
by employers.  Moss, Van Duzer and Carol (1998) affirm that project-based work lends itself well to evaluations of 
both language skills and employability skills. Therefore, this study aims to investigate how the project work 
facilitates the acquisition of the relevant 21st century workplace soft skills. The objectives of carrying out this 
research are: 

i. to identify the relevant 21st century  soft skills acquired when undergoing the project work; 
ii. to find out to what extend PjBL in project work has equipped students with the related soft skills in the 21st 

century workplace environment. 

2. Literature Review  

Graduates of today need to become proficient in 21st century workplace skills as to meet the challenges of this 
era. The respective skills are critical thinking and problem solving, communication, collaboration, creativity and 
innovation. U.S. Secretary of Education, Arne Duncan (2009) states that 21st century skills are skills that 
increasingly demand creativity, perseverance and problem solving combined with performing well as part of a team. 

The 21st century workforce should have a new mind set in encountering the challenges and demands of the 
workplace. Pink (2005) states that we are "moving from the Information Age to the Conceptual Age". He argues that 
the workplace is changing as a result of three factors--Asia, abundance, automation and that to remain competitive 
workers will need new skills. According to Pink (2005), "in the Conceptual Age, what we need is a whole new 
mind"(pg. 51) one that incorporates both right brain and left brain directed aptitudes.  

Pink's findings correspond with those of other experts and researchers who have studied the changing workplace 
and the skills that will be needed for continued work success. The influence of technology will go beyond new 
equipment and faster communication, as work and skills will be redefined and reorganized. The enGauge Report 
(2003) asserts that "rapid change and increased competition require that workers use their soft skills to adapt quickly 
to changing technologies and organizational structures"(pg. 8). The future era calls for proactive individuals with 
creative minds. "The future belongs to a very different kind of person with a very different type of mind,(pg. 1)" 
reminds Pink (2005).  

Graduate employability has become the main concern of higher education (Treleaven & Voola 2008). Research 
has proved that employability requires the development of graduates attributes (Alexander, 2006; Hoban et al, 2004; 
Kember & Leung 2005, cited in Treleaven & Voola 2008). Bowden et al. (2002) defined graduate attributes as the 
qualities, skills and understandings a university community agrees its students should develop during their time with 
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the university. Meanwhile, the Australian Technology Network (2000) defined graduate attributes as “the qualities, 
skills and understandings a university community expects its students to develop during their time at the institution 
and, consequently, shape the contribution they are able to make to their profession and as a citizen” (pg. 2). 

Ng, Abdullah, Nee & Tiew (2009) indicate in a survey conducted in 2004 by the Central Bank of Malaysia, 
involving 312 companies, 77.6% of  the respondents were of the view that Malaysian graduates lack the required 
skills to function effectively at the workplace. This concern has been one of the deliberated issues discussed among 
the academia in Malaysia, and other regions.  It is timely for Malaysia to revamp its education system that is market-
driven in order to produce ‘work-ready graduates’. Serious effort and focus must be geared towards producing a 
‘work-ready graduates’ by developing and equipping graduates with 21st century attributes. 

In real workplace settings, skills such as decision-making, problem-solving, managing conflicts, team working 
and being innovative are important elements of job competence. Kloppenborg & Baucus (2004) reiterate that many 
of skills learned through PjBL are highly sought by todays’ employers including the ability to work well with others 
and handle interpersonal conflicts, make thoughtful decisions, practice and solve complex problems. Kloppenborg & 
Baucus (2004) also report on the learning outcome of students as manifested in their successful experiences gained 
in planning, managing, and accomplishing projects. Successful experiences include the ability to resolve conflicts 
through creative problem solving approaches and the accomplishment of a project that make them more aware of 
real life problems and issue. Therefore, PjBL plays a significant role in exposing students to a meaningful learning 
process while they are engaged in completing their project.   

3. Methodology 

This study employed a quantitative approach where questionnaire was administered to 29 students who were 
undertaking Workplace Communication course. This questionnaire was answered by students after completing their 
presentation in week 14. 

A survey questionnaire was designed and administered to 29 second year students who took Workplace 
Communication course from Faculty of Science and Technology and Faculty of Information Technology. It 
consisted of five components to elicit students’ responses to project based learning and the relevant soft skills based 
on the following:  

a. Teamwork 
b. Project Management 
c. Communication Skills  
d. Interpersonal Skills 
e. Problem Solving

The questionnaire employs a 1 – 5 point Likert scale with 1 being Strongly Disagree and 5 being Strongly Agree. 
Section A consists of statements which examines students’ perception of project based learning in teamwork;. 
Section B surveyed students’ perception on project management in PjBL. Section C gather students’ perceptions  on 
their communication skills when involved in PjBL. Section D  elicit students’ perception on interpersonal skills, 
while, Section E gathers information on problem solving skills. Students were asked to respond to the questionnaire 
upon completion of their project work. Findings from the questionnaire were analysed using SPSS version 18. 
Students’ responses were analysed using descriptive statistics in the form of frequency and percentage. The results 
were analysed and discussed quantitatively and qualitatively.  

The 29 subjects consisted of second year students from and Faculty of Information Science and Technology and 
Faculty of Science and Technology. They were randomly chosen to respond to the questionnaire. Workplace 
Communication was the second and the last language course they had to take during their entire academic year at 
UKM. In the earlier semester, they had taken Academic Communication as they obtained MUET band 3 and 4. The 
subjects comprise a heterogeneous group of diverse social and cultural backgrounds. They consist of Malays, 
Chinese, and other ethnic groups from Sabah and Sarawak. This study is unique in that the respondents came from 
diverse backgrounds and worked collaboratively as a team. 

This project work needed students to work in groups of 2-3 and identify a problem area at a workplace. Each 
group then decided on the methods to employ in gathering information for the project. The methods used included 
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observations, questionnaires, and interviews. Groups had to make effective presentations of the report at the end of 
the semester and produce a problem solution report as the final product. Each group will assume themselves as 
representatives of a company that has been commissioned by UKM to solve an internal problem. The group 
members collect information/data and also update their employer (class instructor) while working on the project. 

4. Findings and Discussion 

This section presents the findings of the research based on the five components namely: teamwork, project 
management, communication skills, interpersonal skills and problem solving skills. It discusses to what extend PjBL 
in project work has equipped students with the related soft skills in the 21st century workplace environment 

4.1 Students’ Responses on Teamwork 

This section consists of 4 statements to elicit students’ feedback on what they gained in team-working when 
doing project work. Table 1 below shows students’ responses on teamwork. 

Table 1. Teamwork 

                    Statements                                                                  Strongly  Disagree   Uncertain Agree     
Strongly          
                                                                                                        Disagree                                                     
Agree                                                                                                                          
A1.       I learned how to listen actively to my group 
             members 

_ _ 13.8 69 17.2 

A2.      I learned how to ask and respond appropriately  
            among group members. 

_ _ 20.7 55.2 24.1 

A3.     I learned how to be assertive when exchanging  
           ideas with group members. 

_ _ 27.6 48.3 24.1 

A4.     I learned that good team-work contributes to a  
           successful outcome of the project. 

- 3.4 17.2 44.8 34.5

After undergoing the process of PjBL for almost 12 weeks, students were asked to respond to the soft skills 
learned from teamwork. Majority of the respondents or 86.2% agreed that they learned to listen actively to their 
group members (A1). When students are able to listen attentively and comprehend what is being presented to them, 
this would further enhance their ability to make further inquiries and respond appropriately. This is evident when 
79.3% of students responded they were able to ask and respond appropriately to any inquiries made by their group 
members (A2). Nonetheless, 72.1% of students did acknowledge they become assertive when they learned and 
practiced to express and exchange their ideas through PjBL (A3). In addition, 89.3% of the students admitted that 
good teamwork contributed to a successful outcome of the project (A4). 

This finding has shown that students have successfully worked in groups in managing the assigned tasks in the 
project work. Rosen (1998) emphasizes that learners develop questions as a group, divide the work among 
individuals or pairs to find answers to selected questions using a variety of sources such as the internet or guest 
speakers. Rosen (1998) also states that the criteria for project work are, learners work in a group to select topics of 
interest and decide the direction of their learning: they rely on insights from their peers while providing feedback to 
others; they may use the teacher as a resource, but by and large, they create their own knowledge.  
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4.2 Students’ Responses on Project Management  

This section comprises 4 statements that require students to give their feedback on the effect of PjBL on their 
project management skills. These responses reveal insights on processes involved in managing a project as shown in 
Table 2 below. 

Table 2. Project Management 

The project which was successfully completed as a result of teamwork effort also helps develop individual soft 
skills especially project management. It is apparent that when students are able to work in a team, they display 
confidence in giving suggestions. A total of 69.0 % of the respondents acknowledged they feel they have the 
confidence to give suggestions without any form of apprehension (B1). However, only half of the respondents or 
58.6% stated that they learned how to brainstorm and forward ideas appropriately with group members after they 
have undergone PjBL, while 41.4% of the students believed they did not acquire the skills to brainstorm and forward 
ideas (B2). This may imply that students face no problems in giving suggestions and are convinced with the ideas 
forwarded by one or two group members. These bright ideas give way for searching of current and relevant material 
related to the project work. 

Gathering information from reading materials is a required skill in doing project work. 72.4% agreed that they 
were able to understand and gather information for the project, based on the reading materials but 27.6% were 
uncertain (B3). This denotes that nearly three quarter of the students are sufficiently skillful in collecting 
information from reading materials and only about a quarter needs assistance in information gathering. Instructors 
should encourage students to gather information from various resources such as academic books, journals, and 
articles besides the internet which students often refer to. Finally, the findings show that 79.4% agreed that they 
learned how to identify the relevant ideas from the reading materials gathered regarding project work. This means 
that through PjBL, students have acquired relevant reading skills such as skimming and scanning, gathering 
information and identifying relevant ideas related to the project undertaken by their group.

4.3  Students’ Responses on Communication Skills 

This section consists of 5 statements that require students to give their feedback on the effect of PjBL on 
communication skills. These responses reveal insights on students’ perceptions on communication skills acquired as 
shown in Table 3 below. 

                    Statements                                                                Strongly   Disagree Uncertain  Agree   
Strongly 
                                                                                                      Disagree                                                  
Agree                                                                                                                              
B1.      I am confident to give suggestions freely among  
            group members 

_ 6.9 24.1 48.3 20.7 

B2.      I learned how to brainstorm and forward ideas  
           appropriately with group members. 

_ _ 41.4 44.8 3.8 

B3.      I understand and able to gather information for  
            the project. 

_ _ 27.6 58.6 13.8 

B4.     I learned how to identify the relevant ideas from  
           reading materials regarding project work. 

_ _ 20.7 75.9 3.4



570   Faridah Musa et al.  /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences   59  ( 2012 )  565 – 573 

Table 3. Communication Skills 

                    Statements                                                                Strongly   Disagree  Uncertain   Agree  
Strongly 
                                                                                                      Disagree                                                 Agree    
C1.      I learned to write e-mails   related to workplace  
            settings. 

3.4 _ 10.3 48.3 37.9 

C2.     I responded well to e-mails I received related to  
           the project assigned. 

_ 6.9 17.2 48.3 27.6 

C3.     I become familiar with the writing format and  
           style of workplace e-mails. 

_ 3.4 31.0 37.9 27.6 

C4.     I learned to organize ideas in preparing and   
           writing the executive summary 

_ _ 24.1 51.7 24.1 

C5.     I learned how to write reports based on the  
           findings. 

_ _ 27.6 51.7 20.7 

It is not sufficient for a student to obtain a degree alone as employers are looking for more than just knowledge 
and technical skills of a degree discipline. They particularly value communication skills. Job applicants who can 
demonstrate that they have developed these skills will have a real advantage. In view of this current situation, 
project-based learning provides immense opportunities for students to develop their communication skills as shown 
in the following findings. A total of 86.2% learned to write e-mails related to workplace settings (C1). In addition, 
75.9% responded well to e-mails received related to the project assigned (C2). However, only 65.5% became 
familiar with the writing format and style of workplace e-mails (C3). This highlights the role of instructors to ensure 
that students are familiarized with email writing conventions. A large number of students (75.8%) learned to 
organize ideas in preparing and writing the executive summary and 72.4% learned how to write reports based on the 
findings (C4, C5).  

The findings have shown that students greatly benefit in developing their communication skills especially in 
writing e-mails, executive summary and reports. Lawton & Franc (2009) suggest that communication and language 
skills can be delivered in project work as in the case of Multilingual Project at the University of Westminster.  It is 
essential that students communicate effectively in order to fulfill the needs of the 21st century job market. Archer 
and Davidson (2008) listed communication skills in Graduate Employability:The Views of Employers as the highest 
ranking in the views of employers in London. Similarly, the three key competency qualities required in the 
Malaysian job market according to the are (i) self imaging or grooming, (ii) effective communication skills and (iii) 
English proficiency (Mohamed Khalid Nordin, 2009).  

4.4  Students’ Responses on Interpersonal Skills 

This section consists of 5 statements that require students to give their feedback on the effect of PjBL on 
interpersonal skills. These responses reveal insights on students’ perceptions on interpersonal skills acquired as 
shown in Table 4 below. 

Table 4. Interpersonal Skills 

                   Statement                                                                  Strongly    Disagree Uncertain   Agree  Strongly 
                                                                                                     Disagree                                                 Agree            

D1.    I became more perceptive and sensitive to the  
          needs of others during group work. 

- - 27.6 51.7 20.7
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D2.    I learned to work successfully with students from  
          different social and cultural groups. 

- - 34.5 48.3 17.2

D3.    I learned to use formal and informal language in  
          the appropriate context of discourse. 

- 3.4 27.6 44.8 24.1 

D4.    I improved my social skills by meeting and     
          talking to employers and workers of an   
          organization. 

- 6.9 27.6 37.9 27.6

D5.    I learned how to interrupt appropriately during   
          interactions. 

_ 3.4 41.4 51.7 3.4 

As for interpersonal skills, more than half of the respondents, 72.4% agree that they became perceptive and 
sensitive to the needs of others (D1). When working with others from different social and cultural background, 
almost 65% agreed to it while 34% were uncertain (D2). In carrying the project work, respondents were required to 
use both formal and informal language according to different context of discourse; total of 68.9% agreed that they 
have acquired the skill (D3). They have also improved their social skills when they engaged in conversations with 
employers and employees of a company when undergoing their project. In addition, they have also learned how to 
interrupt appropriately where 55.1% agreed to the statement (D5). However, about 41.4% of the students were 
uncertain about this.  

The findings in Table 4 show that more than 30% of the respondents gave uncertain answers to the statements 
(D2 and D5) which denotes a significant number of students who were unsure if they had acquired the interpersonal 
skills. This may imply that they were unable to develop their interpersonal skills while undergoing the project work. 
Probably due to their limited language skills, they were unable to interrupt appropriately during interactions (D5). 
As a result, students may in future face communication problems when interacting with staff at the workplace. 
Hence, further practice needs to be given to students to enable them to acquire the required interpersonal skills to 
meet the requirements of the needs of the 21st century job market.  

4.5  Students’ Responses on Problem Solving 

This section consists of 5 statements that require students to give their feedback on the effect of PjBL on problem 
solving skills. These responses reveal insights on students perceptions on problem solving skills acquired as shown 
in Table 5 below. 

Table 5. Problem Solving 

                  Statements                                                                        Strongly   Disagree  Uncertain   Agree 
Strongly 
                                                                                                         Disagree                                                 
Agree                                                                                                                                 
E1.  I am motivated to speak and forward opinions in  
        identifying problems and solutions 

_ 3.4 17.2 65.5   13.8 

E2.  I learned how to judge solutions and identify good  
        views among group members. 

_ _ 24.1 62.1   13.8 

E3.  I have to read a lot about problems at workplace. _ 3.4 44.8 41.4   10.3 

E4.  I can easily focus on the main idea needed for the  
        project work. 

_ 10.3 34.5 44.8   10.3 

E5.  I learned how to draw conclusion from the findings. _ _ 17.2 58.6   24.1 
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The above findings show the problem solving skills that respondents attained during the project work. A big 
percentage of the  respondents (79.3%) agree that they were motivated to speak and forward opinion in identifying 
problems and solutions (E1). 75.9% of the respondents were also able to judge good solutions and identify good 
views among group members as shown in the results (E2). In this project, respondents were required to read on 
problems at workplace and the result shows that 51.7% agreed with that statement (E3). Additionally, 55.1% can 
easily focus on the main idea needed for the project work (E4). On learning on how to draw conclusion from the 
findings, the results of 82.7% indicated the highest percentage of the problem solving skills acquired. 

With regard to problem solving skills, the findings show a highly significant results of 70% and above in 
forwarding ideas and opinions and also identifying and judging good views from group members (E1 and E2). This 
project work has enabled students to share and exchange ideas in looking for solutions related to the problems faced 
at their respective workplace tasks. This is further supported with the high result of 82.7% (E5) in drawing 
conclusion from the findings students gathered in their project work. However, some students faced problems 44.8% 
were uncertain in reading problems related to workplace (E3) due to lack of exposure to workplace situations. 

5. Conclusion 

In view of the findings from this study, employability skills are transferable skills, and the challenges are (1) how 
to assist students to obtain jobs which will more directly link to their intended professions and (2) how to assist 
these students to identify the employability skills they are learning in their student work roles and link them to 
professional goals. As well as the employability skills that are learned in the classroom and through project work, 
there are other learning opportunities for students to experience workplace situations outside classes. Being in a 
culture of learning and exposure to new people and experiences, project based learning contributes to the 
development of many soft skills with applications to the workplace which apparently will fulfill the needs of the 21st

century job market.  
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