Integration of Tourism Education and the Business Environment

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The successful development of an industry depends on the availability of a competent workforce. Industries demand special requirements and skills in those who are committed to make a career among their ranks. Higher education is seen as a major engine for economic, cultural and social development. 

This report is the continuation of CAPS efforts to determine the specific skills and knowledge gaps present in Armenia’s tourism workforce. It was conducted through interviews with tourism educational program representatives from 10 universities and 3 colleges and by studying educational curricula from these institutions. 

The report, conducted by local university faculty members, gives a broad overview of the mismatch between academic curricula and industry needs. It proves that there is an increasing demand among learners to combine the education process with employment activities. There is little or no feedback between graduates and their universities and colleges. Educational institutions fail to establish and maintain a mechanism of keeping in contact with alumni. Hence, they lack the ability to keep track of the placement rates of their graduates. Moreover, this deprives educational institutions of the ability to analyze the extent to which they are able to respond to the increasing demands of the labor market and conduct their activities accordingly. Consequently, they fail to produce work-ready, labor-market-competitive specialists able to find employment.  

Professors often do not have sufficient (industry-related) experience and/or academic qualifications. For many years, with minor exceptions, the majority of faculty has not attended any professional development courses
. There are no coordinated projects aimed at solving this issue. 

Internships are not as effective as they could be, and institutions do not offer practical experience opportunities to students. Except for some exceptional cases, they do not facilitate the employment of their graduates, do not organize their hands-on experience and do not provide career-related information and counseling to students.
The study proved conclusively that cooperation between educational institutions and industry is remarkably limited, confirming that very little had changed since the time the Tourism Skills and Knowledge Needs Assessment was conducted by the USAID-funded Competitive Armenian Private Sector (CAPS) project three years ago.
The Tourism Education Research report offers a series of recommendations to help address the skills and knowledge gaps that had been identified. Recommendations in the study include developing and incorporating skill development activities or approaches into coursework. Skills should be developed and enhanced through internships and other practical experience, e.g., by establishing a university-based hotel, restaurant, etc. By following the example of the Career Center established with CAPS’ assistance at the Russian-Armenian (Slavonic) University, educational institutions should establish career centers to coordinate institutions’ links with the labor market, to contribute to the work placement of their students and graduates, and help adjust curricula to the requirements of the labor market. Additionally, it is important to build industry knowledge among professors and educational institutions by inviting guest speakers, as CAPS has done through the Tourism Lecturers’ Club and ongoing guest lectures by visiting consultants. Guest speaking would ensure students are exposed to leaders in the field (both academic and practitioner), develop the sense of ‘reality and relevance’ and inject realism into a subject matter
. Thus, it is vital to improve connections between educational institutions and the industry as a means to better equip graduates with the reality of the Armenian tourism industry.
The present research also focused on the job classifications developed in the framework of the CAPS’ research on Tourism Skills and Knowledge Needs Assessment in 2007. Studying the skills and knowledge requirements of the studied jobs, the research highlighted the target work places, for which the studied educational institutions produce the workforce. It offers analysis of the educational institutions which produce graduates for specific jobs in tourism/hospitality, the necessary skills and knowledge as well as the list of the courses and the number of academic hours the institutions allocate for given professions.  It also reveals the job-specific necessary skills not addressed in the courses provided by educational institutions.

Finally, the report provides a comparative analysis and suggests that educational institutions focus on and strengthen their competitive advantage by offering more specific and focused specializations. It offers specific ways to strengthen educational institutions’ competitiveness by making modifications in the educational curricula and course offerings. 
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