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a b s t r a c t

In principle, the learning sought by universities is universal; that sought by employers of their graduates
is contextual. This study illustrates this contradiction in Chile. The three participating universities differ
in the socio-economic level of those admitted to teacher training. Teachers for schools in lower-income
areas hired from less selective universities are seen by employers as having more skills in classroom
management. Schools that enroll middle and upper-income students, on the other hand, hire teachers
strong in academic knowledge from the most selective university. This reliance on employability as an
indicator of quality of training sharpens social and economic inequalities.

© 2019 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

The term “employability” emerged as an indicator of the quality
of a university’s programs (Marope, Wells, & Hazelkorn, 2013;
Rauhvargers, 2013), based in part on formally acquired knowledge
and skills but more importantly on generic skills not linked to any
particular discipline nor necessarily to school attendance. These
skills, sometimes referred to as non-cognitive or “soft”, include
inoza), legonzalez.fiegehen@
McGinn), lsandoval@utem.cl
communication, critical thinking, information retrieval and anal-
ysis, social relationships, self-esteem and self-understanding
(Geeregat, Cifuentes, & Villarroel, 2016; Heckman, Stixrud, &
Urzua, 2006).

Not all educators welcomed pressures for uniformity, or
employability, as an objective of university education (Santos,
2014), and at least one Latin American critic resented the imposi-
tion of European values (Aboites, 2010). Many universities
responded positively, however, using Tuning Process employability
indicators to assess the “quality” of their degree programs (Centro
de MedicionMIDE, 2008; Vila, D�avila, & Mora, 2010).

This shift in the stated mission of higher education was justified
in terms of the necessity of private universities to compete for
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students in order to survive. In Latin America as elsewhere, the
number of new university graduates exceeded the rate of growth of
new jobs. At the same time, given lower birth rates, the number of
students entering primary schools had leveled off or declined,
reducing the demand for schoolteachers. In Chile, decentralization
of primary and secondary education (and rapid expansion of pri-
vate schools) increased competition among schools for hiring of
teachers.

Globally, both universities and employers are concerned about
the employability of graduates (Al Tobi, 2006; Hamdan et al., 2014).
But neither the reliability of its measurement, or validity of its
prediction of employee productivity have yet been definitively
established (Suleman, 2018). Many questions remain unanswered,
especially with regard to the training and employability of teachers.
Do the intentions and expectations of university teacher trainers
match those of the persons that will hire teacher candidates? Is
employability an appropriate objective for teacher training? Are the
competencies associated with employability likely to enhance
teachers’ capacity to enable student learning? Are there other
factors that influence learning outcomes that are not taken into
account by employability? This paper compares the skills empha-
sized by the directors of programs to train Basic Education teachers
with those sought by employers of their graduates.

2. Previous research

The return to democratic government in 1990 freed universities
in Chile to learn from recent innovations in other regions of the
world. A major influence was the European Community’s effort to
unify curriculum, methods and programs. This would graduate
professionals capable of working anywhere in Europe. The so-
called Tuning Process engaged hundreds of universities in a
collaborative convergence (Gonzalez & Wagenaar, 2008; P�alv€olgyi,
2017). The PROFLEX Project carried this campaign to other conti-
nents, including Latin America (Beneitone, , Esquetini, , & Gonz,
2007).

Employability of graduates has been defined officially as a major
criterion for assessing the quality of a university (European
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2016; McCowan, 2015; McQuaid &
Lindsay, 2005; Tran, 2016). As such it has been applied to gradu-
ates of all fields of study, of which education and specifically
pedagogy is one. Systems for ranking universities developed by
commercial media include employment of graduates as an indica-
tor of quality. Universities feature graduate employability in their
recruiting publicity and at least one institution has developed a
stand-alone “employability curriculum” (University of Kansas,
2014). Universities in Australia and the UK have added to their
curricula, in all disciplines, a variety of skill-based learning out-
comes they believe will increased graduate employability
(Andrewartha & Harvey, 2017; Clarke, 2018). In Portugal academics
and employers have collaborated in developing employability
criteria (Sin & Amaral, 2017).

Universality of use, however, has not resulted in a common
definition of terms. In the United Kingdom, for example, the com-
petencies1 defining an individual’s employability are team-work,
communication, leadership, critical thinking, problem-solving and
managerial ability (Lowden, Hall, Elliot, & Lewin, 2009). In China
the list includes problem-solving ability, communication and team
work, self-confidence, initiative, and responsibility (Su & Zhang,
2015). In the United States emphasis is on career identity,
1 In this paper, the term “competences” is used to refer to knowledge or general
capabilities, while “competencies” refers to ability to perform in specific situations.
The difference is hard to observe in practice.
personal adaptability, self-esteem and self-efficacy, and social and
human capital (Fugate & Kinicki, 2008; Horvath, Goodell, Kosteas,
& Horvath, 2018). An employability scale developed in a variety
of firms in the Netherlands included dimensions of occupational
expertise, anticipation and adaptation of work requirements, per-
sonal flexibility, corporate service and balance (Van Der Heijde &
Van Der Heijden, 2006).

Limited research has been done to establish the reliability of
measurement of employability. The most common method is sub-
jective judgments by employers. Little is known about whether
judgments are consistent across observers, or from one time to
another time. Questionnaires given to candidates for employment
are internally reliable (same scores on different items), but the
consistency of responses over time or across jobs is not known.
Most of the published scales or measures of employability have
demonstrated only construct and content validity. We found no
studies that predicted employee’s salary or wages on the basis of
their “employability” at time of hiring. Not surprisingly, given the
difficulty of collecting such data, we also found no studies that
demonstrated that raising the employability level of new hires in-
creases a firm’s profits or productivity. We did, however, find a
study that assessed “employability” of persons already hired,
reporting that scores correlatemoderately with supervisors’ ratings
of on-the-job performance (Van Der Heijde & Van Der Heijden,
2006). We also found one study that reported a significant corre-
lation between employers’ subjective evaluation of teacher candi-
dates and the eventual achievement of those they hire (Rockoff &
Speroni, 2011).

Efforts by universities to increase the employability of their
graduates have been criticized for several reasons. First, “employ-
ability” is based on subjective impressions formed in a relatively
brief time, rather than on controlled, objective and replicable
measurements. As such it is of questionable reliability and subject
to biased judgments based on gender, race or appearance. Hiring
based on “employability”, instead of on “objective” criteria such as
academic grades or work samples, could mask discrimination
(Morley, 2001).

Second, some studies assume that employment is dependent
solely on attributes of job candidates, on the quality of the supply of
persons looking for work. But studies show that the level of
employment varies directly with the demand for workers, inde-
pendent of the number of applicants. In other words, the level of
employment depends on the work to be done. In most cases, both
supply and demand influence levels of employment. Employability
should, therefore, be understood not as embedded in an individual
but instead as a transactional construct. Universities can affect
(some) characteristics of the candidates, individuals can seek
certain jobs and not others, and employers can influence charac-
teristics of the “demand” (job requirements) (Clarke, 2018;
Tomlinson, 2012).

Third, some researchers doubt that the universities are suffi-
ciently prepared to train students in such a way as to increase their
employability. A study in British universities of training in
employability skills (communication, problem-solving, etc.) in five
disciplines (physical sciences and social sciences) reported that
training had little effect on graduates’ time to employment and
placement in graduate-level positions (Cranmer, 2006; Mason,
Williams, & Cranmer, 2009). Actual work experience, however,
does increase skills that increase employability. Some argue,
therefore, that rather than “training” students in employability
skills, universities should provide actual work experience prior to
graduation (Cifuentes, Villarroel, & Geeregat, 2018). Other critics
are concerned that the adoption of a uniform perspective on
competencies required for employment will discourage innovation
and crystallize social and economic inequalities (Noonan & Coral,
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2015).
There seems to be little movement toward a uniform perspec-

tive. In the UK, occupations are not highly differentiated, training is
less job-specific, and salaries vary widely. Competition for jobs is
highly competitive, and in hiringmuchmore importance is given to
“soft skills” and competences than to academic knowledge and
skills. In the Netherlands, jobs are more differentiated in terms of
knowledge and skill requirements yet salary differentials vary less
in the UK within and across fields (Tholen, 2013). An Italian study
shows that employers using employability as a criterion for hiring
gave less attention to candidates’ knowledge and skills than to
candidates’ cultural background, reinforcing social and economic
inequalities (Leoni, 2014).

Most research has focused solely on the employability of recent
graduates, that is, on their first post-university job. Most graduates,
however, will hold more than one job in their lifetime. Is employ-
ability a stable characteristic or does it evolves over time? Research
suggests that commitment to a new employer dependsmore on the
labormarket and employees’ influence over their work, than it does
on specific skills acquired in the university. Those with high
employability ratings were more likely to look for another job if
there were few resources or staff support (Acikgoz, Sumer, &
Sumer, 2016; De Cuyper, Mauno, Kinnunen, & M€akikangas, 2011).

In summary, a growing body of researchers is convinced that
even though the substance of employability is of considerable
importance, as yet we have little understanding of how it is
generated, and how it should be observed and interpreted in
different circumstances. Givenwhat research has shown, we should
not conclude that employability is dependent solely or even prin-
cipally on attributes of individuals, nor that it is their responsibility.
Universities must proceed carefully in the development of new
credentialing procedures based on employability (Suleman, 2018).
This advice is particularly relevant with respect to employment of
teachers.
2.1. Employability of graduates of degree programs in teaching in
Chile

The promotion of employability as an academic subject is a
mistake, some claim, because while it can be learned, it cannot be
taught by academics. To do so effectively requires its coherent and
shared conceptualization based on experience. One researcher has
asserted that there is no theory to support claims that the
employability of teachers, as distinct from their specialized
knowledge and skills, is a reliable determinant of their performance
in their profession. There is no “established, research-based canon
of essential education knowledge” (Hess, 2002, p. 174).

As a subjective judgment, employability is difficult to measure.
Employability of teacher candidates can be estimated in at least
three ways, through interviews with prospective employers (e.g.,
principals), through instruments designed to assess employability
attributes, and by observation of actual teaching. These procedures
are not highly reliable. We have not found any studies that compare
judgments of employability based on these methods.

A second issue is whether one-time measures of employability
predict future teaching quality. Do employability judgments fore-
casst who will decide to remain in teaching? Who will be most
effective in enabling students to learn? Both of these outcomes are
the products of many variables, not controlled by teachers, such as
family background and location of school. Primary and secondary
school teachers in Chile are trained in universities, and in profes-
sional institutes. Some of the universities have selective admission
policies; in the most prestigious of these, students admitted with
high scores on a national examination receive tuition subsidies. The
attributes of teacher candidates vary widely across universities.
There are 57 academic programs in Chile that train teachers for

the Basic level of teaching (grades 1e8). These programs range from
8 to 10 semesters; graduates receive a teaching certificate. Enroll-
ments in teaching programs have increased in recent years stim-
ulated by government policies intended to raise the academic level
of graduates. These policies include scholarships for applicants
with high scores on the national university examination who are
admitted to accredited programs, and significant increases in sal-
aries of full-time teachers (Espinoza et al., 2019; Gobierno de Chile,
2017).

There are three different markets for teachers in secondary
schools in Chile: public schools, subsidized private schools, and
self-financing private schools. These sets of schools differ in their
location, the populations they serve, their organization and oper-
ation, and elements of their mission. Public school students are
drawn almost exclusively from the local neighborhood; many
schools are in low income areas. Most, 78 per cent, of the subsidized
private schools are run as for-profit organizations. Most of these (70
per cent) are owned by teachers. Most of the non-profit schools are
run by religious communities (Corval�an, Elacqua, & Salazar, 2009).
Some subsidized schools are located in low income neighborhoods
but most in middle income areas. The non-subsidized, for-profit
private schools are located in or close to upper income areas of the
city.

New teachers are recruited and hired in an open market,
essentially at the school level. In this open market, the three kinds
of schools described above tend to hire teachers from the same
socio-economic income level as the students in the school. In 2005,
a nationally representative sample of 6008 teachers was surveyed
to study the relationship between their social class origin and
school attended. The social origin (principally parents’ education
level) of teachers was significantly correlated with the average test
score of students in their secondary school and university (Puga,
Polanco, & Corval�an, 2015).

Recruitment and selection for hiring of graduates of teacher
training programs reflects fairly large differences in resources
across kinds of schools. It also is related to social networks. Grad-
uates from private secondary schools are more likely to attend the
more prestigious universities, and the principals of private schools
are more likely to be graduates of those universities. These schools
typically pay larger salaries than subsidized private and municipal
schools, and have smaller classes (Meckes & Hurtado, 2014). A
survey of 32 schools in Santiago found that all principals including
those in municipal schools preferred to hire teachers from themore
prestigious universities as they were considered to be better
trained. On the other hand, these preferred teachers also were seen
as more difficult to keep once hired. A few of the private schools
seek to reduce turnover by offering new teachers smaller classes,
and offering to negotiate salaries (Meckes & Hurtado, 2014).

Many, perhaps most, teachers will change schools in their life-
time. Is employability a stable characteristic or does it evolves over
time? In Chile, about 20 per cent of new teachers leave by the end of
their first year of teaching; by the fifth year, 40 per cent have left
(Avalos & Valenzuela, 2016). A study carried out between 2008 and
2011 concluded that only 20 per cent of teachers remain more than
six years (Rivero & Hurtado, 2013).

In the absence of induction and mentoring, teaching perfor-
mance declines in the first year on the job. Studies outside of Chile
have shown that schools that have high levels of teacher turnover
have lower student achievement score averages (Ronfeldt, Loeb, &
Wyckoff, 2013). In addition, recruitment costs increase directly
with teacher turnover (Barnes, Crowe, & Schaefer, 2007). This has
been found also in Chile (Carrasco, Godoy, & Rivera, 2017).
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Our study was designed to make up for the absence of infor-
mation in Chile about current criteria and practices in the recruit-
ment and selection of new teachers. The research explored the
beliefs of employers and university program directors, seeking to
understand the personal attributes and competencies that guar-
antee an adequate performance by new teachers.

The answer to this question has implications for many countries.
We believe that the present case is important as an example of how
unregulated expansion of higher education common in many
countries, has produced a surfeit of trained teachers, with a
consequent segmentation of the system of recruitment and selec-
tion (Puga, Polanco, & Corval�an, 2015). We review the results of
recent legislation that established a system for the development of
the teaching profession by regulating the recruitment process and
the induction of new teachers (Ministerio de Educaci�on, 2016).

3. Methodology

As illustrated in the research reported above, employability is a
complex construct. In this qualitative study we seek to understand
employability through the experiences of two sets of actors, em-
ployers and principals. In order to represent their subjective im-
pressions we chose the methods of grounded theory. These permit
the development of a conceptual framework to explain the actions
of the various participants. At the same time, this approachmakes it
possible to identify the central processes in the social practices that
constitute employability (Glaser, 2001; Pandit, 1996).

3.1. Sources of data

At the end of the 2017 academic year in Chile, detailed, semi-
structured interviews were carried out with university program
directors responsible for the organization and implementation of
their university’s program for training teachers in Basic
(Primary þ Middle) Education; and employers of graduates from
these programs, primarily principals (directors) of Basic schools.
We applied a semi structured qualitative interview procedure that
made it possible to adapt our questions in response to the con-
versation with the interviewee (Alonso, 1998; Taylor & Bogdan,
1998).

The analysis of the information generated by the interviews had
several elements. Narrative analysis (Chase, 2005) constructs the
meaning of events, episodes and objects by linking them retro-
spectively to the processes inwhich they occurred and themeaning
attached to them at that moment. Semantic categorical analysis
(LeCompte & Preissle, 1993) is intended to reduce a complex set of
data to a more manageable size. We employed the software pro-
gram ATLAS.ti to identify relationships among themany terms used
in the interviews, and to establish a set of related categories that
would permit codification of the interviews.

3.2. Sample of universities and program directors

The research was carried out in three universities located in
Santiago, Chile. The universities were selected to represent the
range of admission selectivity. One institution, public, identified
here as highly selective (HSU), ranks among the top 5 Chilean
universities in the QS World University list.2 Students entering the
2 See http://www.topuniversities.com/universityrankings.
3 Scores on the PSU, modeled after the SAT, have a sizeable correlation (0.44)

with first year university grade-point average (Pearson PLC, 2013). They also are
highly correlated with family socio-economic status (SES). Scores can range from
100 to 800; the standard deviation is 100.
HSU must score 600 points or above on the national University
Selection Test (PSU).3 Average scores are above 650. The second
university is private and receives no direct financial subsidies from
the government. A minimum of 475 points on the PSU is required
for admission. Students entering this university had average scores
of 550. We refer to it as the Moderately Selective university (MSU).
The third university also is private and more recently established.
Applicants are required to take an admission examination but all
applicants are admitted. We refer to it as the Low Selective uni-
versity (LSU).

Universities in Chile can be accredited by a National Accredita-
tion Commission that evaluates the quality of programs and staff.
Accreditation can be awarded for a period of 0e7 years. The HSU
was, in the last evaluation period, awarded 6 years of accreditation
period. The MSU was accredited for 3 years and the LSU was not
accredited.

We interviewed the program director for each of the three
Teacher Training degree programs. The interviews explored the
following topics:

a. The underlying theory or conceptual model of the degree pro-
gram for which they were responsible;

b. Objectives and contents of the study plans;
c. The relationship between the university’s public image and the

program;
d. How 2012e2014 graduates were received by the labor market.
3.3. Sample of employers

Each university submitted a list of typical employers of their
Teacher Training graduates. for the years 2012e2014. From the list
of 37, we chose three different employers for each university, a total
of nine. Evidence indicates that in a range from 6 to 12 interviews it
is possible to find the key aspects that are being studied and the
saturation point (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006). We combined
purposive and volunteer sampling (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison,
2007). First we chose those employers that recently had
employed graduates of the three universities. We then solicited
volunteers from that group and conducted semi structured in-
terviews in Spanish that lasted about 45min. The interview tran-
scripts were translated into English taking care to preserve the
informality of the interviewees` comments. Their identities are
coded with an individual number, a letter indicating the selectivity
of the university, and their gender.

Interviews with employers were organized around the
following topics:

a. Criteria considered when hiring graduates for teaching
positions;

b. Differences in universities with respect to the type and quality
level of the training provided; and

c. The level and suitability of graduates’ attributes as teachers.

4. Results

We have organized the results in two main sections, one per-
taining to program directors, the second pertaining to employers.
Within each section we present quotations from the interviews.
Where relevant we call attention to similarities and differences in
what is stated about the three universities.

4.1. Program directors

Conceptual Model of Program. The LSU director described the

http://www.topuniversities.com/universityrankings


4 The INICIA Test was a written questionnaire that assessed disciplinary knowl-
edge and disciplinary pedagogy for Basic Education (2008e2015). The test was
advertised as a diagnostic tool for new teachers. First implemented in 2008 on a
voluntary basis, in 2014 only 13.8% of new teachers participated. A new test has
been developed and the new teachers are obliged to take it in order to qualify for a
position.
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university professors’ teaching as primarily constructivist, the MSU
director characterized theirs as critical pedagogy, and the HSU di-
rector noted that the orientation of the program had changed with
changes in directors. The three program directors agreed, however,
that their programs were not tightly aligned with any theoretical
orientation. Instead of planning their programs to meet the aca-
demic requirements of a particular model or theory of education,
the program directors have based their curricula on the develop-
ment of competencies.

The LSU program director was most concerned about classroom
order.

As of 2011 we had a new study plan, including 18 generic
competencies and learning objectives. So, our focus is realist,
that is, emphasizing the development of skills and conduct that
a good Basic teacher should be able to handle … We are not all
alike … here we prepare to work with diversity, a present ne-
cessity even though it doesn’t appear in all the plans. We face
the problem of diversity, which is the stamp of the University
(LSU).

The MSU Director was more concerned with on-going changes
in Chilean society.

We are going along with current policies, which focus on com-
petencies. That doesn’t mean from a traditional perspective, as
we are constantly stressing a more critical curricular approach.
Central to the discourse is critical thinking, to be able to dialogue
with current policy from the position of our principles (MSU).

In the HSU, the diversity of their incoming students was
recognized, but seen as something to be overcome by bringing all
students up to predetermined standards.

While our curricular focus is guided by competencies, the pro-
grams are not. What we see in the graduate profile are capacities,
not competencies. (…) That is what the study plans say, and we ask
professors to link learning with the graduate profile (HSU).

Even when not explicitly mentioned, concern for employability
appears throughout the universities’ programs. The LSU program
director commented explicitly on the pedagogical formation of
teachers.

… the emphasis of our curriculum comes from the (academic)
discipline-based formation our professors have which, looking
at the national reality, is in direct response to the different needs
of Basic education. And another important factor we take into
account are the reports employers made during the accredita-
tion process … they say our teachers are well-prepared in the
discipline, which supports our program (LSU).

The MSU and HSU directors included employment as an
objective but stated other criteria as well. These include research
and continuous learning, and identification of graduates with the
image of the university.

The MSU program director emphasized preparing teachers as
learners, continually expanding their educational knowledge and
skills.

Another example that supports our approach– a few years ago
we had professionals (alumni) … that had earned scholarships
for a master’ or doctorate. Sometimes we meet up with a
graduate who is in charge of training his colleagues (MSU).

The HSU program director, on the other hand, referred to
generic, university-wide objectives, rather than just those of the
program and was explicit about the importance of forming stu-
dents in the university’s perspective. He commented that the pro-
gram’s emphasis on employability was justified given the high
employment rate of graduates.

We have done studies of satisfaction of students and of gradu-
ates,…when they get to theworking world and see how it really
is, they are very satisfied, because they stand up well in com-
parison with their peers, and that makes us think we are doing
well (HSU).

All the program directors stated that the core abilities graduates
have are consistent with the university’s objectives, rather than
with the program by itself; university documents lay out the official
image of the institution. The LSU describes its mission as “a focus on
effort and performance and not just knowledge of content.” The
MSU describes the educator’s role as “critical and transformative.”
The HSU refers to “the social responsibility of the university”.

The program director from the LSU explained how graduates’
behavior is consistent with the university’s ideal.

Our core ability is companionship, teachers who accompany
their students even outside the classroom. We have that char-
acteristic, of teachers who are close, who go to a school to see
students’ problems and stay to help. I believe it went well for us
in the INICIA (a voluntary program to assess teaching practices)
because we stayed doing workshops, there was physical, direct,
personal accompaniment, also aimed at teaching (LSU).

The directors from the MSU and HSU emphasized the trans-
formative role of their graduates, affecting social structures as well
as individuals. The HSU director emphasized the knowledge basis
for this role.

We understand the school as part of a whole, we don’t train the
teacher as an atom but as someone who is inside a community.
We believe that the teacher is an agent of change, but inserted in
a context of relating with peer, relating with parents, with stu-
dents in the complexity of a school culture … Our students
know that the school requires change not only at the classroom
level, but also at the level of the family, community, and society
(MSU).

We use various means to introduce students to the practice of
teaching, slowly inserting them into schools. We have been
careful in this, not wanting to frustrate or shock students with
the reality of the school. We believe that the teachers are first
professionals, not apostles or volunteers. This is a labor that is
professional, which means above all to know what it is that one
has to teach (HSU).

The LSU has relied on its graduates’ performance in INICIA, a
government project to evaluate teacher’s training (Centro de
Medicion MIDE, 2008).4 Ratings of their teaching practices by INI-
CIA were offered as testimony of the program’s quality.

The development of INICIA makes it possible to assess (the
fulfillment of) our Graduate Profile. Generalist teachers areweak
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in terms of content, requiring more training in the teaching
discipline. Just for that we decided to expand our Profile with
more emphasis on Math and Language, making sure to not
abandon other areas, because they are needed with diverse
students, but we also need teachers with a solid foundation in
the subject area (LSU).

The program directors in the MSU recruited employers in the
design of their curriculum, increasing the likelihood that their
graduates would be welcomed.

Last year … we were able to form an Employers’ Council. We
could therefore work with various directors who gave us in-
sights for the profile, helping us to focus on whether what the
university states with respect to graduates’ competences re-
sponds to what the market is asking for at this moment (MSU).

The HSU notes that their graduates are quickly offered
employment, sometimes even before they are licensed.

We have exaggerated our emphasis on intensive practice during
the whole time in training, so it is clear that they are going to
give their all during the practice. When they finish the (super-
vised) practice and are offered employment right away, they
jump into the labor market even without getting their license.
This backs up our Graduate Profile (HSU).
4.2. Employers of teachers

Most of the principals that hired teachers from the LSU work in
schools located in low income areas. They characterized (many of)
their students as “vulnerable”, that is, likely to fail in school. Their
vulnerability was attributed to family problems such as constant
domestic conflict, absent fathers or mothers, a violent neighbor-
hood, limited intellectual capacity or severe physical handicaps.
Their students were said to have a limited attention span, and to
find it difficult to sit quietly in their seats attending to the teacher or
learning task. In these schools, the principals said, more time is
spent on classroom management than actual instruction. The most
effective teachers are known for their interpersonal skills more
than their subject knowledge. The principals were more concerned
about their lack of interpersonal skills than their level of academic
formation.

There were girls recently out of the (LSU) who, I can tell you,
were lacking tools. They were very nervous, not used to group
work. Here [in this school] there is no discipline, understood
traditionally, and that frightened them a lot. They said, ‘here
there is no monitor, nobody to raise their voice to say, ‘no more.’
These were the youngest girls (3-L-F).

Principals hiring from the LSU were more likely than the others
to state that the personal formation of the teacher was more
important than their academic training. They observed that some
universities were less interested in pedagogical training and more
in teaching content. In general, the principals were pleased with
the classroom performance of teachers from the LSU, if they
demonstrated classroom management skills.
It is all the same to me if they come from a traditional university
(in Chile, more selective) or whatever. If they have the compe-
tencies, I want a teacher to have … I have no problem (1-L-M).

I repeat that adequate professional performance depends on the
person. Because we have had teachers here from the LSU that
have not adapted. In the preparation of their lesson plans and
materials, yes, that you can attribute to the University … but
that doesn’t count for much if the teacher isn’t motivated to do
what’s required (2-L-F).

One of the reasons why we work with these teachers (from the
LSU) is that in their training they have been implementing active
methodologies andwere starting to implement the projectmethod.
We knew that it (the LSU) was not well regarded. I believe that
teachers are not made in the university, they are made in practice; I
am absolutely convinced of that (3-L-F).

Most of the graduates from the MSU also teach in secondary
schools with high levels of student vulnerability. The principals
stated that they are hired partly because they come from a similar
socio-context as their students. Their employers believe that having
been raised in the same environment as the students increases the
likelihood that they will be effective teachers.

When we hire someone, the first thing we do is tell them what
this school is, and what has to be done to attend to the children
who come (with high levels of vulnerability). For that reason, we
hope the teachers will be guides for the students, since the ac-
ademic part is not all that is important. We also hope for a (more
integral) formation considering that they are such vulnerable
children (2-M-F).

These principals, like those hiring from the LSU, rate social over
technical competencies in new teachers. The social competencies
are generic, learned early in life; the latter can be acquired on the
job. But the employers are not in agreement as to the skill level of
the MSU graduates. Some are rated very highly, others not.

These teachers from the MSU very clearly demonstrated social
skills. They have excellent strategies for classroommanagement,
which gets my attention since in the traditional universities,
teacher training is more focused on theory (3-M-F).

This principal went on to say that all the graduates they have
had from the MSU have turned out to be excellent teachers, above
all because they threw themselves into the job and learned from
their colleagues and students. Another employer, in contrast, said
that only about half survive in public schools (which have more
difficult students than the private). A third admits they are a “mixed
bag” who all learn, but that it is not easy to work in his/her
particular school.

The principals agree that where teachers were trained is not too
important, so that a university’s selectivity is not a good indicator of
how well a graduate will perform in a given context. They feel that
university training in general is deficient in the linkage between
theory and practice.

(No matter from which university they come) they all are eager
to work but have little experience. They are well formed theo-
retically, but practically, speaking of recently licensed teachers,
they find it hard to get into it. I think theory eats them up,
because professional practice is different especially in a school
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like this one, that is not easy. They are shocked when their
idealism to change the world runs smack into a closed door (1-
M-M).

So, some candidates from the MSU are found employable not
because they come from amoderately selective university, but from
one known for training teachers who relate well to students. They
are hired for their competencies in classroom management and
reasonably skill in instructional practices without necessarily being
superior in academic knowledge.

In contrast, other principals did not comment on students’
behavior as a factor affecting teacher effectiveness except to note
that in schools with few or no “vulnerable” students, teachers find
it easier to focus on teaching and learning of the curriculum.
Principals in these schools preferred to hire teachers with extensive
content and pedagogical knowledge; classroommanagement skills
were of lesser importance.

According to employers, what characterizes teachers from the
HSU is their high level of academic knowledge and ability to
articulate their understanding of the instructional process.

I note that the teachers from the HSU are very thoughtful,
constantly questioning their practice in terms of its objectives.
They are not people who do only what they are told, they are
thinking beyond that and bringing to the task a characteristic
that I like: they look at the challenges they face with foresight,
taking a larger view of them (2-H-F).

Unlike the employers of graduates from the LSU and MSU, who
minimized the importance of academic training to form an excel-
lent teacher, these employers regarded academic skills as most
important. As their own schools are (self-)defined as centers of
academic excellence, they regard intellectual or cognitive abilities
in teachers as highly important. The HSU, precisely because it is a
highly selective institution, is preferred by the principals surveyed
as a source of teachers.

(The strength of training) is not just curriculum, since all of its
content can also be found on the Internet…What interests us is
the cultural baggage they acquire in the University because you
immediately are aware in conversations a teacher has with his/
her peers, for example, if they are flat, with no ideas, poor and
sterile. For example, when we talk about pedagogy or
constructivism, citing authors, not only talking about Maria
Montessori, but also indicating he knows about Freire and
others, where s/he cites various authors…What I like about the
people from the HSU is their preparation, since they come with
lots of things in their heads … (1-H-F).

In other words, the distinguishing mark of teachers graduated
from a university with a higher level of selectivity is more their
understanding of academic and theoretical aspects of education
and teaching, rather than their facility in the social skills required to
capture and hold the attention of unruly youth. The kinds of
problems (or vulnerabilities) that make teaching in the schools
served by the LSU and MSU more difficult, are almost completely
absent in the schools that prefer to hire teachers from the HSU. The
interviews did not reveal whether or not graduates of the HSU have
the non-cognitive skills deemed important in engaging students in
learning. The principals did, however, comment on other non-
cognitive skills related to image.

I am the Academic Director of this school, which this year cel-
ebrates its 20th anniversary. Of great importance to us is that
this school pursues and maintains a high level of academic
excellence. What interests us is the cultural baggage that is ac-
quired in the university. Otherwise, you can find loads of
teachers that don’t read, that don’t know where they are, that
when you talk about pedagogy understand nothing (1-H-F).

I have been working in this school 16 years … last year I started
as Principal. In general, in the academic area, we are interested in
teachers who are responsible, with a good level of preparation of
classes that matches the school’s level (2-H-F).

The principals who had hired teachers from the HSU com-
mented on their high level of thoughtfulness or reflection, and their
knowledge of theory.

At the end of the year we carry out a performance evaluation. All
the professionals of the HSU have come out highly rated. We
have had only one case of a teacher with whom I talked about
methodological problems or weaknesses and asked to improve
in two specific areas. From the HSU we currently have four
teachers, five up to last year. The experience, in general, is plenty
positive, in fulfillment of responsibilities, and academic prepa-
ration of classes (2-H-F).

When you have people with higher cognitive capacities,
everything you want to install and try out, goes faster, you get it
quicker. You gain a common language, independent of the cur-
riculum. That is to say, these universities are a cut above the rest.
You can always be surprised, but these are universities that are
more demanding. That’s why I tell you, I know people from the
HSU in other fields and I know the high level the university
requires (3-H-F).

In sum, the principals interviewed emphasized that the stamp
that distinguishes teachers graduated from a more selective uni-
versity is related more to academic and theoretical aspects, than to
humanist and social concerns.
5. Discussion

Is it likely that emphasis by program directors and principals on
employability (as distinct from attention to academic knowledge
and skills, or human capital) can have negative consequences for
Chile as a society? Reflecting on current practices in the United
Kingdom, Morley (2001) argued that the de-contextualization of
employability masks the impact of social structures (such as
gender, SES, disability) on educational, and eventually income,
equality. Characterizing employability as a “floating signifier”
whose meaning can be accommodated to different interests, Sin
and Neave (2016) note that it has been used by universities to
shift the responsibility for success in their career to graduates. In so
doing, universities are liberated from their traditional pursuit of
excellence and “the truth”; their efforts can shift from product
quality to marketing.

Teaching may follow one or more models or theories, and the
Graduate Profile may include academic knowledge and skills, but a
program’s success is judged primarily by hiring of graduates. In that
sense, employability of graduates becomes a major objective of the
universities.

Emphasis on training graduates for employability might have
the effect of freeing university program directors from concern
about the academic and intellectual quality of their programs. The
program directors interviewed made no reference to reliance on
research that identifies which models of education are most
effective for given student populations. Theymade no reference, for
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example, to advances in direct instruction which have proved
effective with certain populations (H€anze & Berger, 2007) nor
modifications of discovery learning that have broadened its appli-
cability (Mayer, 2004). The program directors’ use of the construct
of employability was much simpler than that promoted initially in
Europe. Instead of employability, Steur, Jansen, & Hofman (2016)
recommended the term “graduateness” (sic). A more recent critic
of employability observes that graduateness involves:

… reflective thinking (the capacity to evaluate complex situa-
tions and apply skills and knowledge on the basis of personal
judgement), scholarship (the capacity to link theoretical and
functional knowledge in addressing complex problems), moral
citizenship (acceptance of an individual’s responsibility towards
society) and lifelong learning (the capacity to adapt to unan-
ticipated situations and develop new skills) (Clarke, 2018, p.
1925).

In terms of social development and justice, graduateness ap-
pears a much more attractive term, and much more related to the
common understanding of the purposes of education.

The assessment procedure is not necessarily comprehensive,
reliable or valid; principals appear to rely principally on hearsay,
reputation and prestige in hiring teachers, and the validity of that
information has not been rigorously tested. It may well be, how-
ever, that reliance on “soft” information about program quality is
sufficient given a high level of variability in the supply of candidates
for teaching positions. Rockoff and Speroni (2011) claim that sub-
jective evaluations are as valid as quantitative measures in hiring
first-time teachers. In addition, in many schools, teachers are hired
on a trial basis; principals may trust that within three or more years
they can identify teachers that have the knowledge and skills
required to generate high levels of student learning.
6. Limitations

These critical observations should be interpreted with caution;
perhaps the principals thought that the study was concerned only
with employment and not social justice issues. The comment by
principals that teachers improve teaching skills over time could be
taken as an expression of their concern for learning outcomes. Also
missing in the interviews with program directors and principals
was reference to teacher turnover, and to employability in future
years of teaching. These issues were not included in the interview
protocols.

Measures of employability may be more relevant in some con-
texts than in others. Classroommanagement is an important skill in
all schools but particularly in those in which the physical and
mental conditions of students result in a high level of classroom
disorder. LSU and MSU graduates were employed principally in the
more difficult schools in Chile. These schools are known for lower
levels of academic achievement by students, in part because
teachers find it difficult to cover the curriculum (on which
achievement tests are based (Ministerio de Educaci�on, 2013). HSU
graduates, on the other hand, were recruited to teach in schools
known for their more orderly environments, and higher test scores.
But these differences tell us not about the quality of their teaching,
only about working conditions. The employers’ comments could be
taken as evidence that LSU and MSU graduates are more employ-
able for lower-income schools than are those from the HSU. Em-
ployers can “overlook” their lower levels of academic preparation of
these teachers because order and not student learning is set as the
major objective.
7. Conclusion

The program structures and contents of these three universities
are designed to match the educators’ perception of their particular
niche in the educational labor market of Chile. Graduates’ compe-
tencies and values are emphasized to match the universities’ view
of the particular groups of students that will be served. Although
employment is a uniform objective for program directors, the
knowledge and skills that define “employability” vary according to
the labor markets in which their graduates compete.

The graduates hired to work in schools in low-income neigh-
borhoods experience different conditions of work than those
employed inmiddle and upper income, and elite private schools. As
two of the universities serve schools located in mid-low and low-
income communities, the critical competencies are those that
enable teachers to maintain discipline and order in the classroom.
The university that (by virtue of its selectivity, prestige and tradi-
tion) provides teachers for upper-middle and elite schools does
recruit and hire teachers on the basis of their academic knowledge
and instructional skills.

The principals did not refer explicitly to selective admission of
students as a reason for hiring graduates of some universities. But
some principals preferred graduates of the HSU because of their
superior academic preparation. What is clear is that the criteria
employed for hiring teachers vary as a function of the school for
which the candidates are being hired, the university in which they
were trained, and characteristics of the individuals.

The program directors of the LSU and MSU, whose graduates
more frequently are employed in lower-income schools, placed
more emphasis on development of competencies that contribute to
employability. As noted below, their HSU counterparts called
attention to their graduates’ academic knowledge and skills, as
much or more than their employability skills.

These affirmations of program directors and employers are
consistent with quantitative data describing the links between
teachers’ socio-economic origins, their school and university edu-
cation, socio-economic characteristics of the school in which they
teach, and the socio-economic level of their students. Students of
lower social origin were significantly more likely to be employed in
schools that provided fewer benefits and paid lower salaries, and to
be employed in schools whose students score lower on national
achievement tests. In other words, the recruitment and education
of teachers in Chile reproduces social inequalities. Students are
sorted by social origin into schools and universities, poor(er) stu-
dents going to poor(er) universities, and then hired to teach in
poor(er) schools providing their students an education of poor(er)
quality.

This system was not discussed by the program directors;
apparently reduction of social inequality is not their (primary)
objective. Each of the three program directors claimed success for
their programs, in terms of the employment of their graduates. That
is, the programs achieved their objective of graduating students
who would be offered jobs in teaching. In their focus on employ-
ability, both program directors and employers had little to say
about whether the new teachers would be effective in terms of
increasing student learning. None of the directors referred to the
learning outcomes produced by their graduates, nor did principals;
the “quality” of the degree programs was defined only in terms of
employment rates.

The experiences reported here and the discussion of their im-
plications indicates that we should be more deeply concerned
about the implications of making employability the major objective
of teacher training. We believe that this emphasis constitutes a
serious risk, not only in terms of social equality, but also in respect
to the quality of education. We propose rebalancing efforts with
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more attention to the academic training of future teachers.
The findings of this study call for more research in the area. In

Chile, little is yet known about how the issues involved in
employability play out in difference academic disciplines. Notmuch
research has been done on the specific competences students
require to be more employable (Tomasson-Goodwin, Goh,
Verkoeyen, & Lithgow, 2019). In Chile and elsewhere this
research should include other disciplines, and be based on quan-
titative analyses. Especially in the developing countries, it is
important that the research identify, in comparative, cross-
disciplinary terms, the relative importance of key abilities, with
attention to how training practices tested and proven in other re-
gions can be incorporated into local programs (Artess, Hooley, &
Mellors-Bourne, 2017). Particular attention should be given to
how labor markets will be affected as a consequence of increased
automation (McKinsey Global Institute, 2018).
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