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Abstract: The issue of discrepancies between university English business administration curriculum
and English oral communication competence requirements in the workplace has been increasingly alarming
since Vietnam accessed into more and more international business organizations, especially ASEAN
Economic Community. In the present study, qualitative data were collected in semi-structured interviews
with stakeholders in real workplace, consisting of 15 employers at executive and managerial level and 8
business administration graduates from four universities to explore this mismatch. The results showed that
most of the employers and graduates were slightly dissatisfied or dissatisfied with business administration
graduates’ English oral communication competencies in workplace right after their graduation. Specifically,
most of the business administration graduates lacked good pronunciation, skills and appropriate attitudes
rather than knowledge in dealing with English oral communication tasks. Importantly, much of the
dissatisfaction of both employers and graduates came from the discrepancies between the university
preparation and workplace requirements. Thus, creating long-term collaborative partnerships among and
between academic institutes and potential employers and designing a competency-based course are essential
in preparing business administration undergraduates efficiently for the increasingly demanding workplace
regarding English oral communication competencies.

Keywords: oral communication in English, business administration, competency

1. introduction successful in the increasingly dynamic and

In the overall strategy for international
integration through 2020, vision to 2030
approved by the Vietnamese Prime Minister
in 2016 (Decision No. 40 dated January 7), the
importance of foreign languages and especially
English for the labor force was emphasized to
meet the demands of the integration process.
Therefore, Vietnamese learners who major
in business administration (BA) require
effective English oral communication (EOC)
competencies in this area if they want to be

© Tel.: 84-91537 1945
Email: tramntm@vnu.edu.vn /minhtramsv(@yahoo.com

demanding job market.

On the one hand, although adequate
English competencies are usually among
the first requirements for job applicants in
business, Hoang’s (2008) research reveals that
50% of non-English major student participants
(N=60) could not communicate in English in
simple situations. Do (2012) has also found
that 90% of Vietnamese third year non- English
major students (N=9900) fell well below
employers’ requirements related to the Test of
English for International Communication. On
the other hand, many recent studies in Asia
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(e.g., Dayal, 2005; Vasavakul & Chinokul,
2006; Chien, Lee & Kao, 2008; Tsou, 2009;
Pattanapichet & Chinokul, 2009; Dibakanaka
& Hiranburana, 2012) show the necessity
and effectiveness of ESP courses offered in
universities which have a focus that is relevant
and supplemental to professions related to
the students’ program major to develop their
competencies. However, there is not much
information about the workplace investigation
of EOC competencies for BA major.

These practical reasons have stressed the
necessity ofan investigation into the workplace
perspectives so that BA undergraduates’ EOC
competencies can be developed to receive
more opportunities in job employment
and meet the language requirements of the
demanding workplace right after graduation.
Hence, the research question that the present
study sought to answer is as follows:
How satisfactory are BA graduates’ EOC
competencies in their workplace?

2. Competency

Hymes (1972) has originally formulated
the concept of communicative competence
that involves judgments about what is
systemically possible (what the grammar
will allow), psychologically feasible (what
the mind will allow), and socioculturally
appropriate (what society will allow), and
about the probability of occurrence of a
linguistic event and what is entailed in the
actual accomplishment of it. Richard and
Rodgers (2001) assert that competencies
as “a description of the essential skills,
knowledge and attitude required for effective
performance of particular tasks and activities”
(p.159). Council of Europe (2001) also shares
this idea when defining competencies as
“sum of knowledge, skills and characteristics
that allow a person to perform action” (p.9).
Thus, the structure of competency is formed
by experience that includes knowledge, skills

and attitudes, which determine an individual’s
readiness for activity.

Regarding competency-based education,
it emerged in the 1970s in the US and referred
to an educational movement that advocated
defining educational goals in terms of precise
measurable description of the knowledge,
skills, and behaviours students should acquire
at the end of a course of study (Guskey,
2005). The application of competency-based
education principles to language teaching is
called competency-based language teaching
— an approach that has been widely used as
the basis for the design of work-related and
survival-oriented language teaching programs
for adults (Richards, 20006).

3. Business English oral communication

With regard to the core areas of oral
Savignon (1983) gives
specific categories of oral communication
abilities which include (1) linguistic
competence with five components namely
appropriateness,  grammatical
intelligibility, fluency, and the adequacy
of vocabulary for purpose, (2) discourse
competence consisting of cohesion markers
and proper length of pause less than three
seconds, (3) strategic competence that
demonstrates how the speaker react to others’
silence and how they fix their own silence,
and (4) nonverbal features of communicative
competence that include the ability to display
eye contact, smile, and keeping appropriate
conversational distance between 60 to 90
centimeters in face-to-face communication.
On the other hand, Ellis and Johnson (1994)
have provided a more general description
that oral communication includes the
abilities such as interacting successfully with
other speakers, responding appropriately
and using the appropriate vocabulary and
phrases for the situation they are in and the
person they are talking to, for example the

communication,

accuracy,
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appropriate language in a job interview
or taking a telephone message. Therefore,
appropriateness is considered the key in all
the aspects of communication, from verbal to
non-verbal language.

The communicative language
competences by Common  European
Framework of Reference for Languages
(CEF) (Council of Europe, 2001) cover all the
components mentioned by the above authors
with linguistic, sociolinguistic and pragmatic
competences. Specifically, regarding Business
English oral communication (BEOC), Crosling
and Ward (2002) have said that it covers a
wide area, ranging from oral presentations
to participation in teams and meetings
and, for university courses to be focused
appropriately, more detailed information on
the spoken interactions. However, Dudley-
Evans and John (1996, p.26) provide a more
comprehensive summary of BEOC with core
performance areas in published materials.
They (1996) have noted that the BEOC is
defined primarily in relation to five core
performance areas including taking part in
meetings, giving presentations, telephoning,
socializing and negotiating.

4. Research methodology

The present study adopts a qualitative
design. The qualitative data from semi-
structured interviews can be a rich source
to explore and specify the participants’
perspectives.

Participants and sampling

To serve the purpose of the study, two
groups of participants were recruited, namely
BA graduates and their employers to provide
an insightful report of the BA graduates’
EOC competencies in their workplace.
According to Long (2005), comparing data
from different sources can help validate the
data and ultimately increase credibility of the

interpretation of the data. Semi-structured
interviews were conducted in a NA in which
the participants were selected based on
purposive sampling and they were required to
satisfy a number of criteria. As a result of the
sampling process, 23 participants consisting
of 8 BA graduates from four universities (A,
B, C and D) that trained BA undergraduates
in Hanoi, and 15 employers were selectively
chosen to ensure cross-data validity.

Specifically, =~ BA  graduates = who
experienced both learning needs and
communication needs could give in-depth
report on the possible discrepancies between
the academic preparation and real workplace.
They included those who have graduated from
the universities and were required to have
minimum of one year working in business
sectors and speak English on regular basis in
their workplace. As a result of the sampling
process, eight graduates who used EOC on
regular basis were selected: four were sales
personnel; two were manager assistants and
two were sales administrators in the field of
commerce, travel, and manufacturing where
they had frequent chances of using EOC (See
Appendix 1).

Selected employers who could provide
rich information about the requirements of
target workplace needed to be at executive
and managerial level with over 10 years
of working experience, and have some
experience recruiting and employing BA
entry-level personnel who had to use EOC
in business situations for their job on regular
basis. As a result of the sampling process, 15
chosen employers worked in different kinds
of organizations where their employees had
frequent chances of using EOC and in the
same fields with the selected BA graduates.
Importantly, all of them had BA graduates
as employees for one year and above. Those
employers’ organizations were located in
the major provinces and cities with large
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industrial zones, groups, and companies in
Northern Vietnam (See Appendix 2).

Data collection instrument

Semi-structured interview based on the
document analysis to collect qualitative data
from graduates and employers was conducted.
As Dowsett (1986) outlines the strengths
of this instrument, “the interactions are
incredibly rich and the data indicate that you
can produce extraordinary evidence about life
that you do not get in structured interviews or
questionnaire methodology” (p. 53).

Regarding the development process of
the interview, prior to the administration of
the interviews, the questions were consulted
by two experts in research and piloted on two
practitioner instructors so as to see whether
the interview questions were understandable,
clear and easy to answer.
adaptations related to the wording of the
questions were done.

Then some

Concerning its design, semi-structured
interview forms including a set of open-
ended questions were designed in Vietnamese
for graduates and employers. The common
question contents were mainly about the
common positions of new BA graduates,
the satisfaction towards BA graduates’ EOC
competencies, their difficulties in using
EOC in the workplace and suggestions for
important EOC performance areas for new
BA graduates.

Data collection procedure

Time, place and mode of each interview
were negotiated with each interviewee.
The interviews were either face-to-face or
through telephone calls (See Appendix 1 &
2). Contacting through telephone resulted
from the fact those participants had busy
working schedules. Furthermore, they resided
in different provinces so phone calls were

favorable options in some of the interviews.
In spite of different ways of contacting, the
language used was spoken Vietnamese, and
the time was chosen upon the participants’
convenience and agreed by the researcher,
which was in an attempt to ensure the quality
of interviews through phone calls as good as
face-to-face ones.

The time for each interview employers
and graduates varied between approximately
13 and 27 minutes, all added up to around 6
hour 47 minutes (See Appendix 1 & 2). Before
each interview, the participants were sent the
guiding interview questions so that they could
have more time to think and then possibly
give valid answers later in the interviews. All
the interviews were conducted in Vietnamese
so that interviewees can express themselves
freely without language boundaries because
not all employers can speak English fluently.
The interviews were also audio-taped with
the participants’ permission for later analysis.
During each interview, the researcher also
took a note of the main ideas of the answers.

Data analysis procedure

Qualitative data analysis approach termed
“Interactive synthesis” (Huberman & Miles,
1994) was used in the study. This approach
combined both case-oriented and variable
oriented strategies. Starting with a variable-
oriented strategy of “finding themes that cut
across cases” (Huberman & Miles, 1994) to
compose a “general condensation” (Fischer
& Wertz, 1975) of the data, the study then
returned to individual cases for configuration
within each case, and performed comparative
analysis to arrive at findings for the interview
themes. The metamatrix for the interactive
synthesis by To (2010) was adapted in the
present study for the qualitative data analysis
of semi-structured interviews as illustrated in
Table 1 below.
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Table 1. The metamatrix for qualitative data analysis of interviews with BA graduates and
employers

Themes Common

Cases BA graduate(s)

Satisfaction with new
positions of new  BA graduates’ EOC
performance

New BA
graduates’
EOC difficulties

Key EOC performance
areas for new BA
graduates

Graduate 1

Graduate 2

Graduate ...

Graduate 8

Employer |

Employer 2

Employer ...

Employer 15

The interview recordings were transcribed.
All the answers of the interviewees were
analyzed by categorizing the points that came
out from the statements for each question.
The metamatrix was used as a starting frame
of reference for data analysis in the study.
Key words and phrases extracted from
the interviews were then inserted in the
corresponding cells for comparative analysis
and eventually, the generation of findings of
the above themes with quotes. The quotes
were translated into English for the purpose
of report and revised by another English
teacher who was also a professional translator
of six-year experience. The major themes of
the interview data including the satisfaction
towards BA graduates” EOC competencies,
their difficulties in using EOC in the workplace

and suggestions from workplace perspectives
were analyzed as listed in Table 1.

5. Findings

All the results of the interviews were
summarized in the metamatrix that was
designed based on interactive synthesis.
Common positions of new BA graduates,
satisfaction towards current BA graduates’
EOC competencies, and suggestions for
necessary EOC competencies at workplace
will be reported in this part.

Common positions of new BA graduates

Atfirst, the participants were asked about the
common positions of BA graduates after being
employed and the key EOC performance areas
for them to work effectively at the workplace.

Table 2. New BA graduates’ common positions

No. Graduates’ position after graduation Yes No

(%) (%)
1. Sales personnel 69.57 30.43
2. Manager assistant 39.13 60.87
3. Import-export personnel 34.78 65.22
4. Officer 30.43 69.57
5. Human resource personnel 21.74 78.26
6. Sales administrator 13.04 86.96
7. Market researcher 13.04 86.96
8 Manager 4.35 95.65

Results from the interview data about
new BA graduates’ common positions with 23
employers and BA graduates from workplace
were summarized in Table 2. As can be seen

from Table 2, the majority of employers and
BA graduates reported that BA graduates
often worked as sales personnel (69.57% for
Yes) after being employed.
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Current BA graduates’ EOC competencies:
Satisfaction level and difficulties

All the examined employers and BA
graduates were interviewed in NA about
their satisfaction with BA graduates’ EOC
competencies that included knowledge, skills
and attitude/behavior in implementing EOC
duties. The qualitative results showed that most
of employers and BA graduates (73.91%) were
slightly dissatisfied or dissatisfied with BA
graduates” EOC competencies in workplace
right after their graduation. BA graduates’
weakness in EOC competencies were reported
to be various such as their lack of “language
structures”, “correct pronunciation”,
“abilities of listening to different accents
such as English by Singaporean, Malaysian,
Indian, Japanese and French”, “tactfulness
and strategies in socializing situation”,
“flexibility” in handling BE situations, and
understanding of “communication culture” at
work. Specifically, they commented:

“I have the feeling that they [i.e. BA
graduates] were just prepared in terms of
theory and lacked practice. Many of them
were not quick at interaction in English
especially at the beginning.” (E4)

“I have failed many graduates of BA or
any other business majors despite of their
degree of high-distinction or even degree
from abroad because they had weak
communication skills.” (E5)

“For sales positions, for example,
sometimes customers both foreigners or
Vietnamese are willing to work with our
employees just because of small things,
like their attitude in communicating.
But when my employees just acted as if
they were higher than the customers, the
customers rejected cooperating or required
a replacement of sales personnel”. (E10)

BA graduates also revealed they were not

ready due to lack of EOC competencies when
entering the market:

“When I started working for my current
company, I was so scared of facing my

foreign boss. I could barely understand
what she said or asked for. She spoke so
fast in strong Indian accent. So I tried to
avoid her or even took a day off when she
came to Vietnam.” (Grad 1)

“I was not prepared for communicating
orally with foreign customers. 1 had
to make a lot of effort because my
pronunciation was not good enough. There
were many errors. I did not have much
knowledge about cultures.” (Grad 5)

“I was not confident with my EOC abilities
after graduation at all. I was almost like
a deaf person at first. It took me almost
half a year to improve my abilities in
listening and speaking English to foreign
customers.” (Grad 6)

Many of BA graduates (62.5%) explained
that the low level of their self-assessment
of satisfaction resulted from the fact that
they did not have chance of practice making
conversation in English or an EOC course
specifically for BA majors. They reported:

“The GE courses were very general with
everyday topics like sports, hobbies, and
food without focus on speaking. But the
ESP course only focused on reading and
grammar. So in fact, we did not have an
EOC course.” (Grad 2)

“We studied speaking skills, but only in
making a presentation. We did not have
chances of making conversations in
English with others. I did not have much
time to speak or interact in English with
peers. I had very few chances of getting
correction or feedback from teachers.
So after graduation, I was still weak at
interaction.” (Grad 3)

Besides the BA graduates’ weakness in
EOC, two employers gave positive comments
on their employees as BA graduates in
undertaking EOC responsibilities. However,
they also explained their situations that:

“However, at first, they (i.e. BA
graduates) could not perform as well as
required due to their lack of confidence
and EOC jargons. Then after some weeks
of observing and learning from senior
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colleagues, they started getting better.”
(E1)

“Those were the best ones that my
company selected from series of
interviews. In fact, many of other BA
candidates failed to meet the company
requirements. Most of those who did not
pass the interviews had bad pronunciation
or very slow response in English.” (E3)

In short, the results revealed that most of
the BA graduates lacked good pronunciation,
skills and appropriate attitudes rather than
knowledge in dealing with EOC tasks and
much of the dissatisfaction of both employers
and BA graduates came from the discrepancies
between the wuniversity preparation and
workplace requirements. It seemed that
their weak points in EOC prevented them
from working effectively after graduation in
EOC situations and resulted from the lack of
practice at university in this area of English.

Suggestions for necessary EOC competencies
at workplace

Giving detailed description of the
importance of socializing in English for
BA graduates, 5 out of 23 workplace
participants (21.74%) claimed that socializing
competencies are necessary for those “from
new graduates to those with years of working
experience”. Here are typical emphases by
employers:

“Socializing is a very important speaking
duty. All employees including BA personnel
in our company have to socialize well with
foreign clients.” (E1)

“I think their main duty is socializing in
English. They have to welcome and to build
up relationship with foreign clients when
they come to visit our company. So when
interviewing BA graduates for the job, we
only select those with good socializing
skills.” (E7)

“In terms of speaking, socializing is very
important for any positions. From new
to experienced graduates or from staff
to managerial level, it is a must for them

to socialize well in English with foreign
business partners.” (E12)

Answering  about the importance
of telephoning performance area, 6 BA
graduates and employers (26.09%) gave the
same reason that many of their foreign clients
were working abroad so making a phone call
is “the most convenient oral communication
way”. Employer 13 explained the importance
of telephoning as below.

“Making a call is the fastest way to
communicate when we cannot have face-to-
face conversation with our business partners
or colleagues.”

Besides, 5 participants (21.74%) claimed
that telephoning was the most frequently used
speaking task in travel agencies where they have
a great number of tourists from abroad. Graduate
8 working for a travel agency emphasized that:

“Telephoning is definitely the most common
English duty that I have done so far. I think
it is very important for all of other BA
graduates who also work in a travel agency
like me.”

In terms of the most significant EOC
performance areas for new BA graduates,
almost all of the participants (91.43% and
74.29%) affirmed that the competencies in
socializing and telephoning should be included
in the proposed course respectively. The
participants gave comments on socializing:

“Socializing competencies are necessary
for them (i.e. BA undergraduates) no matter
what position or company they are going to
work for in business sector.” (E7)

“These competencies (i.e. socializing)
are what BA graduates need to use right
in interviews for job application so
definitely they should be included in the
course.” (Grad 8)

Graduate 5 reported about taking part in
meeting in English that:

“We rarely have formal meetings in
English. We mostly have conversations of
exchanging information.”
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Employer 3 gave comment about

presenting duties:

“Giving presentation is not a common
duty in our company, only twice or three
times per year. And normally, a team
leader, manager or deputy manager will be
in charge of this.”
Graduate 4 explained for not selecting
negotiating:

“Compared to other competencies,
only a few BA undergraduates may use
negotiating in English for their job. Only
those who have experiences and higher
positions like managers will use it.”

In short, two EOC performance areas
considered the most important with high
percentage of participants (> 50%) for
BA undergraduates were socializing and
telephoning competencies.

6. Discussion

It can be illustrated from the findings
of the semi-structured interviews that
employers were those who could probably
know well the strengths and weakness
of their employees who graduated from
universities in meeting the requirements
of real workplace. Besides, graduates
who experienced both learning needs and
communication needs could give insightful
report on the possible discrepancies between
the academic preparation and real workplace.
Nevertheless, ESP teachers are likely to be
the only ones to be in charge of designing
and implementing ESP courses as reported
by Huhta et al. (2013). They stated that much
of the development of Language for Specific
Purposes and study skills courses had been
largely based on the teachers’ intuition,
rather than any rigorous investigation of
what actually happened. Consequently, if
teachers just follow a book, it will probably
cause enormous discrepancies because every
book or material has its own weakness and
strengths. Besides, a book that was published
in a different context or a foreign country such
as London and New York could hardly take

into consideration all of Vietnamese learners’
common mistakes or needs; or the specified
socio-cultural requirements of Vietnamese
workplace. The shortage of a needs analysis
of the workplace could hardly make a course
context-based because it was not designed
from the findings of needs by all the relevant
stakeholders in the studied context. This
issue eventually can lead to the considerable
discrepancies between university preparation
and workplace requirements.

Besides, based on the qualitative results,

transferable skills such as “tactfulness
and strategies in socializing situation”,
“flexibility” in handling BE situations

besides language competencies and also
understanding of “communication culture” at
work are several BA graduates’ weaknesses
in EOC, which resulted in their employers’
dissatisfaction with their EOC performance
in workplace. Therefore, in order to help
BA undergraduates to get ready to meet all
the workplace requirements, a competency-
based course can be a feasible solution with
comprehensive focus on development of
knowledge, skills and attitudes as a thorough
preparation for workplace. Norton (1987, as
cited in Sullivan, 1995) states that learners’
confidence is enhanced in competency-
based education because they can achieve
competencies required in the performance in
real life. However, the necessity of effective
teachers in a competency-based classroom,
which requires teachers’ adequate qualification
and training in competency-based language
teaching can be an issue. Sullivan (1995)
claims that unless training and follow up
assistance is provided for the teachers, there
is a tendency to slip back into the role of the
traditional teacher. Therefore, teachers must
be active in classroom with the commonality
of completing the same training, which
means preparing them ready for teaching the
proposed course is essential.
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7. Conclusion

This article has reported the investigation
with workplace representatives including
BA graduates and their employers. The
findings reveal that most of employers were
slightly dissatisfied or dissatisfied with the
new graduates’ EOC competencies. This
emphasizes the importance of an investigation
of real workplace requirements and reflection.
Therefore, one implication is creating long-
term  collaborative partnerships among
and between potential employers, teacher
educators, and teachers and in designing an
effective EOC course for BA undergraduates
to get them ready for the workplace. Besides,
the competency-based approach as the basis
for the design of work-related and survival-
oriented language teaching programs for adults
(Richards, 2006) can be applied in response to
the growing concerns that students were not
being taught what they required after they left
school. Regarding room for further research,
the scope of study can be widened with more
BA graduates from more universities that have
ESP course(s) for BA undergraduates would
better guarantee the validity of the research.
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GOC NHIN TU NOI LAM VIEC THUC TE
VE NANG LUC GIAO TIEP NOI TIENG ANH
CUA SINH VIEN TOT NGHIEP QUAN TRI KINH DOANH

Nguyén Thi Minh TrAm
Bé mén Chit lwong cao, Khoa Sw pham tiéng Anh, Triong Pai hoc Ngoai ngit, PHOGHN,
Pham Van Pong, Cau Gidy, Ha Ngi, Viét Nam

Tém tit: Sy chénh léch giita chuong trinh tiéng Anh cho sinh vién quan trj kinh doanh (QTKD) va
cac yéu cau vé nang luc giao tiép tiéng Anh tai noi 1am viéc trd nén déng bao dong ké tir khi Viét Nam gia
nhép céc tb chirc thuong mai qudc té, dic biét 1a Cong dong kinh t& ASEAN. Trong bai nghién ciru nay, dit
li¢u dinh tinh duoc thu thap tir cac cudc phong vén ban ciu tric véi cac bén lién quan tai noi lam vi¢c thuc
té, bao gdm 15 nha tuyén dung & cip diéu hanh va quan Iy va 8 sinh vién tot nghiép QTKD tir bon trudng
dai hoc dé tim hiéu sy chénh léch nay. Két qua cho thay hau hét cac dbi tuong nghién ctru déu khong hai
long v6i kha nang noi tiéng Anh tai noi lam viéc cua cac sinh vién méi tot nghiép nganh QTKD. Nhur vay,

viéc tao ra méi quan h¢ hop tac lau dai gitta cac co s¢ dao tao va nha tuyén dung, va thiét ké khoa hoc theo
duong hudng ning luc 1a can thiét nhdm nang cao ning lyc nay cho sinh vién QTKD dé sin sang thich ing

v6i yéu cau thi truong ngay cang khat khe.

Tir khéa: giao tiép noi trong tiéng Anh, Quén tri kinh doanh, nang luc
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