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Abstract

Reports in mass media and narratives of people in authority as well as the lay person in the street attribute unemployment of
graduates to their poor communicative abilities and, in the same breath, poor proficiency in English. This raises questions for
applied linguistics to address through empirical studies. This paper reports students’ views of the congruence between language
proficiency and communicative abilities. The specific aspects examined are whether students conceptualise these two constructs
as the same, overlapping or different; and whether students think their language proficiency and communicative ability affect
their chances of employability. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with university students with different English
proficiency levels. The preliminary results indicate that students see both English proficiency and communicative ability as
important factors affecting their employability but they can tease apart the two constructs. The students view communicative
ability as going beyond language proficiency to encompass ability to take account of other viewpoints and clarity in thought
patterns during communication. The findings suggest that strategies to improve undergraduate communicative abilities cannot
target English proficiency alone.
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1. Introduction

Reports in mass media and narratives of people in authority as well as the lay person in the street attribute
unemployment of graduates to their poor communicative abilities and, in the same breath, poor proficiency in
English. In the Malaysian context, informal feedback from stakeholders in the private sector, reported in the mass
media [1, 2], indicate that graduates do not have the necessary language and communication skills for workplace
communication. Shortfalls cited include inability to speak English properly or to make oral presentations
confidently [3]. Furthermore, at the Malaysia Career and Training Fair 2011, employers had stressed the importance
of English Language Proficiency among fresh graduates [4]. The employers expect graduates to have confidence
when they communicate in English.

However, to claim that English Language proficiency is the most important skill is debatable. For example,
Singh and Singh [5] studied perceptions on Malaysian graduates’ employability skills in the Klang Valley. The
summated scores from both employers and graduates show that English Language proficiency and communication
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