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The Chief Editor 
November, 2008 

v 



ESTEEM, Vol. 4, No. 2, 2008, 163-184 

A Needs-Analysis on the Engineering 
Undergraduates' Communication 

Skills 

Suzana Ab. Rahim 

ABSTRACT 

With the recent development requiring the engineers of today to be endowed 
with soft skills; particularly in having the ability to communicate well, it is 
pertinent that the engineering undergraduates' needs towards being more 
conversant and their ability to communicate well be looked into. With that in 
mind, this study will look into the English Language communication skills 
required by the practising engineers at the work place. For the purpose of 
this study, the samples come from the engineering lecturers who have served 
as practising engineers so as to validate the work place requirements. The 
findings indicate that various language skills and language items are some of 
the areas need to be focused on and taught to the engineering undergraduates 
to further equip them with the essential package of being more marketable 
engineering graduates. 

Keywords: need analysis, verbal and written communication skills, 
engineering undergraduates, practicing engineers 

Introduction 

Much has been said about the Malaysian graduates sadly lacking of the 
relevant soft skills deemed indispensable by the employers, resulting in a 
hindrance for these 90,000 youngsters getting employed ("Congratulations, 
You Fit," 2007). The lack of soft-skills, which include the use of the 
English language and the ability to communicate have been propagated 
to be among the major factors contributing towards the number of 
unemployment among the many graduates of this country according to 
the Minister of Higher Learning, Dato' Dr. Shafie Mohd Salleh ("Ramai 
Menganggur," 2005). In addition to this, according to another report in 
the national daily ("Advance for Graduates", 2005), The Penang State 
Economic Planning, Education and Human Resource, Science, Technology 
and Innovation committee chairman, Datuk Dr. Toh Kin Woon stated 
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that "most of the graduates fail the many tests conducted by the 
prospective employers due to their lack of soft skills like communication 
and interaction" (p. 2). He then suggested that "it is therefore important 
for local universities to meet the needs of industries and further improve 
methods of teaching to make their graduates more attractive to 
prospective employers" (p. 2). 

Engineering education as summarized by Lim Eng Hwa (2004) is a 
lifelong process, which should not end the moment one leaves the 
university with a basic degree course. In fact, emphasizes Lim Eng Hwa, 
it is the responsibility of the engineers in the academia as well as the 
industry to churn out the best out of these engineering graduates. 
According to him, both quarters in hand with the government would be 
able to realise the goals and visions of witnessing greater success in the 
field of industry, particularly that of engineering. He also insists on the 
relevant party to "allocate some time and resources to train the young 
graduates well, both in the technical and non-technical aspects of 
engineering" before the older generation of engineers can confidently 
let the younger ones take over the reins. 

Statement of Problem 

As in the case of engineering graduates, technical competency must be 
complemented by their mastery in communication skills since both are 
complementary especially as Riemer (2002) suggests "a lack of 
communication skills serves only to undermine the image of the engineer", 
(p. 91) 

Following the stark reality that most of the engineering graduates 
still lack the ability to express themselves well in the target language 
especially, in spite of the acknowledged level of technical knowledge 
they may possess, it is pertinent to look at the real needs of graduates of 
engineering by analysing and observing what the industry requires of 
them; whether their workplace really requires them to be not only verbal 
in expressing matters relating to their areas of expertise but also verbal 
in the many areas of interpersonal skills. 

The needs of the industry as underlined by the study conducted by 
Siti Hindon and Rofiza (2002) also require on the part of the 
undergraduates to be interactive and articulate so as to be competent in 
their careers. To emphasize this point further, it is the employers' 
expectations that such graduates will possess good interpersonal 
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communication skills whereby the ability "to handle customer complaints, 
get feedback, liaise between customers and factory personnels to resolve 
problems and make improvements are some instances cited in the analysis 
of job advertisements requirement for a potential successful candidate 
for the engineering profession" (Siti Hindon & Rofiza, 2002, p. 2). 

Thus, since it is very much the demands of the engineering profession 
that graduates should be able to put into use their technical and non
technical knowledge, it is therefore important for us to look at how the 
engineering undergraduates perceive their ability in communicating as 
well as to prepare them for their future work-place requirements by 
analysing their needs, wants and lacks in the written and verbal 
communication skills particularly in the target language, English. 

However, a learner-centred approach towards analysing merely the 
needs of the learners would not suffice. Thus, it is also of importance 
that the target-situation analysis of the lecturers who are a representation 
of practising engineers be highlighted in this study as well as their insights 
regarding the actual needs of a practising engineer will help steer these 
undergraduates into the right direction. Moreover, this serves as the 
purpose of providing a better and genuine input for what is in store should 
these undergraduates fulfil their roles later. 

Purpose of the Study 

As such, the study seeks the following objectives: 

1. To identify and describe the communication skills in the English 
language as required by the engineering profession. 

2. To find out the types of communication skills in the English language 
should be taught to the engineering undergraduates. 

Research Questions 

The study seeks to answer the following research questions: 

1. What kinds of communication skills in the English language are 
required by practising engineers to function effectively at their work 
place? 

2. What kind of communication skills in the English language should be 
taught to the engineering undergraduates? 
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Literature Review 

Needs Analysis 

Cited in Brown (1995), "needs analysis refers to activities involved in 
gathering information that will serve as the basis for developing a 
curriculum that will meet the language needs of a particular group of 
students" (p. 35). He goes on to explain that these identified needs can 
be defined in goals and objectives, to help develop tests, materials, teaching 
activities and evaluation strategies; thus explaining the pertinent role of 
needs analysis in a "systematic curriculum building". 

Brown further emphasises that needs analysis, "involves the gathering 
of information, to find out how much the students already know and that 
they still need to learn" (p. 35). Pratt (as cited in Richards, 1985) defines 
goals of needs analysis as "referring to an array of procedures for 
identifying and validating needs and establishing priorities among them" 
(p. 7). 

Needs analysis, more importantly as explained by Richards (1985), 
highlights the eventual function of using the language upon the language 
programme completion. More precisely, it addresses the relevance of 
the language to be used in a certain setting. Therefore, Richards puts 
forward the term target situation analysis (TSA) whereby it involves 
the "procedures for identifying the settings in which learners are to use 
the target language, the role relationships in which they are to be involved, 
the medium of communication, the types of communicative events and 
also the level of competence required in the target language" (cf. Munby, 
1978). All these will steer into focus "the type of language skills and 
level of language proficiency the programme should aim to deliver." (p. 
9) 

However, it should be noted that it is imperative that the question of 
the kind of information is actually conveyed to us by a needs analysis be 
answered. The proposed research would take into account both target 
situation needs and learning needs as suggested by Hutchinson and 
Waters (1987). It is pertinent both needs be addressed as one 
complements the other. While analysis of the target situation can relate 
to us what people do with the language, it is also of importance that we 
analyze "how the people learn to do what they do with language." (p. 
54) In other words, Hutchinson and Waters are of the opinion that by 
addressing both needs, a learning-centred approach to needs analysis 
would thus be taken. 
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Related Discussions on the Importance of Language and 
Communication Skills for Engineering Students 

As presented by Megat Johari, Abang Abdullah, Osman, Sapuan, Maruin, 
Jaafar, Ghazali, Omar, and Rosnah (2002), not only the engineers 
nowadays have to be technically competent but also have to possess the 
interpersonal skills to deal with the public effectively. "In the making of 
leaders in the development, these engineers must be trained with various 
industrial skills namely communication, management, law, politics and 
environment" (p. 9). 

In fact, oral communication has been cited an instance of the many 
skills or competencies that should be acquired by the engineering 
undergraduates as summarized by the Dearing Report (1997). While 
successful engineering undergraduates are observed to have little difficulty 
in solving problems encountered, Seat, Parsons, and Poppen (2001) 
however put forward an argument that despite having effective problem-
solving skills, they lack the interpersonal skills especially where people 
are concerned. Although one might argue that their hard-skills more 
than soft-skills are undeniably more crucial, reality has proved otherwise 
especially in meeting up changes and challenges of a more globalized 
engineering trend. The respective skills should be honed and enhanced 
since the failure to do so would be a drawback for their careers. 

Bakos (1997) emphasizes the requirements of the industry or 
professional practice of an engineering graduate are that of "a broadly 
educated engineer who can think, solve problems, communicate and 
work with others" (p. 14). This is especially true since the engineering 
educators and practitioners are in tandem with a more effective method 
and technique implementation on the engineering education in line with 
the aggressive demands of the 21st century, requiring engineers to upgrade 
their non-technical abilities. The ability to be adept in their careers in the 
"increasingly complex and interactive society" (p. 14) includes the oral 
and written communication skills. 

These communication needs are further strengthened by Bakos 
(1997) who writes on communication skills for the 21st century as seen 
from the point of view of civil engineering educators and practitioners. 
According to Bakos, these civil engineering educators and practitioners 
analyse the ways effective methods and techniques are implemented in 
order for civil engineering education to be further improved. Among the 
future needs identified then were those of mechanical abilities of civil 
engineers due for "increasingly complex and interactive society" amongst 
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others (Bakos, 1997, p. 14). Nevertheless, of prior importance are the 
needs to include basic tools as written and oral communication skills into 
related fields of education. 

Hence, far broader skills ranging from "written and oral 
communication skills to cultural awareness and from economics to 
interactional and interpersonal relations" are proposed to be concocted 
with the elements of a traditional civil engineering education (Bakos, 
1997, p. 14). 

He goes on to state that in the case for the civil engineering 
professionals who have foreseen the needs for an effective skill at 
communicating, their move is deemed very timely, due "to the increasingly 
complex and interactive society" where communication skills and the 
ability to work in interdisciplinary teams in a global market takes on a 
more important role (Bakos, 1997, p. 14) 

Nonetheless, of importance is also the role of the engineering 
educators who are directly involved in the moulding of engineering 
graduates. They must be made aware that they have to face the challenge 
of updating their knowledge base, which is expanding, even as we speak. 
Emphatically Bakos (1997, p. 15) insists that no longer are skills of 
memorising and retaining information relevant to a successful career but 
it is the training of these future engineers to "effectively access this vast 
information and critically evaluate for "its future professional use". Bakos 
(1997, p. 16) sums up reminding the faculty of its proactive participation 
in adapting to such changes and also in preparing students to 
"communicate effectively in oral, written and online formats". 

Chisholm (2003) states that despite the emergence of new 
technologies substituting the traditional engineering technologies in 
reviewing and regenerating the curriculum and maintaining relevance to 
industry, commerce and society, engineering remains a discipline 
threatened and challenged, hence, the significance and a careful review 
of its role in the society today and tomorrow. 

He goes on to say that among the many issues related to the 
engineering discipline is the issue of whether the lack of communication 
skills such as oral and written is undermining the whole profile of its 
discipline. He also highlights the concerns over the declining quality of 
graduates based on the feedback gained from a number of industries. 
Since "technologies are transient and change quickly, engineering 
graduates need a set of sustainable life skills so that they can cope with 
technological knowledge change" (Chisholm, 2003, p. 31). 
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Methodology 

The researcher uses a set of questionnaire adapted from One Stop English 
website (http://www.onestopenglish.com).This questionnaire is selected 
because there are many detailed aspects of verbal and written 
communication skills that are covered within it. This will help contribute 
towards giving the researcher an overview of the language needs, reading, 
writing, speaking, listening, verbal, and written communication skills as 
required in the research questions. The set of questionnaire is designed 
in the forms of open-ended and Likert Scale. 

Set A is divided into 3 parts: Part A (Personal Information and 
Part), Part B (Skills and Language), and Part C (Communication 
Skills [Verbal Communication and Written Communication]). 

Samples and Instrument 

The sample of this study consists of 50 respondents who are currently 
serving as engineering lecturers in Universiti Teknologi MARA (UiTM) 
Pulau Pinang. The respondents for the lecturers are selected using the 
purposive sampling technique whereby the 50 engineering lecturers with 
the background of industrial training or attachment are sought with the 
assistance of the Head of Programme from three different engineering 
disciplines namely, the Civil Engineering, Electrical Engineering, and 
Mechanical Engineering. These lecturers have all served in the industry 
prior to joining the respective university and would have at least a minimum 
of a year to a maximum of 25 years of service in the industry. 

The set of questionnaire aimed to elicit information that will help 
highlight the needs of the undergraduates in relation to the perceived 
needs of the lecturers regarding the engineers' communication skills that 
are required of them at their work-place. In addition to this, the 
questionnaire is also concerned with the lecturers' perceptions on the 
importance of verbal and written communicational skills to the engineers. 

Data Analysis and Findings 

The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 12 is 
used to analyse the questionnaire. Simple descriptive measures in the 
form of frequency counts and percentage are applied. 
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The first section describes the findings of the lecturers' views 
regarding the importance of communication skills among practising 
engineers. 

This study also aims to look at the practising engineers' trend of 
verbal and written communication whereby what is viewed of importance 
should then be imbued with more zest to these undergraduates so as to 
create an awareness for them that there is more than just hard-skills to 
their profession that they have to master. 

Lecturer's Perceptions 

This section will highlight the findings from the questionnaire distributed 
to the lecturers. Their responses are presented in frequency count and 
percentage. Their responses are to answer the questions regarding 
communication skills required by the practising engineers to function 
effectively at their work-place and also the ability of the undergraduates' 
in verbal and communication skills. This section will also attempt to pinpoint 
the components that should be taught to these undergraduates so as to 
help them achieve better communication skills; verbally and written. 

It should be noted that the respondents are asked to rate the 
importance of these skills according to 4 scales: unimportant, somewhat 
important, important, or very important. For ease of reference, these 
scales are then sub-grouped into three levels comprising unimportant, 
somewhat important, and important and very important. 

Language Skills 

Almost all the lecturers gave an equal level of importance to reading 
and writing based on the number of respondents that voted for these 
two skills. Ninety-nine percent of the respondents agreed that reading 
and writing are the first two major skills of priority. Therefore for them, 
grammar does not seem to be of higher importance since only 68% of 
the total number of respondents responded to it being important and very 
important as compared to the higher percentage of respondents opting 
for the other five skills listed in the above table. This however, does not 
suggest that grammar is to be ignored for practising engineers since 
there are still many of them who still believe that Grammar is important 
even though the number of respondents is not as high as the number of 
respondents for the other reading skills. 
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Table 1: Importance of Language Skills to Practising Engineers 

Skill 

Reading 

Writing 

Speaking 

Listening 

Vocabulary 

Grammar 

Somewhat important 

Count Percentage 

1 

1 

2 

3 

10 

16 

2% 

2% 

4% 

6% 

20% 

32% 

very important 

Count Percentage 

49 

49 

48 

47 

40 

34 

98% 

98% 

96% 

94% 

80% 

68% 

Count 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

Total 

Percenta; 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

The Importance of Reading Materials for Effective 
Communication 

With reference to Table 2, all the reading materials are considered to be 
important and very important based on the findings. Firstly, the two most 
outstanding reading materials that help them to communicate effectively 
are specialist articles and technical reports whereby this can be seen 
from the above table that 49 out of 50 respondents agreed on both choices 
of materials. Slightly lower than those two materials and at 96% is the 
instructional booklets highly regarded by the respondents to be of help as 
materials in improving their communication skills to a higher level. 

On the other hand, the two least important reading materials are 
faxes and business letters where only 33 and 32 respondents agreed on 
their importance as reading materials in helping to better one's 
communication skills. However, other reading materials are still of 
importance to the practising engineers for between 35 to 48 respondents 
chose them to be of importance when wanting to improve their 
communication skills. 

The Importance of Writing Ability 

Regardless of their specialization, a majority of these respondents are in 
agreement of the importance of possessing an effective writing ability 
which can be seen in the distribution of respondents in the table above. 
The majority of lecturers (96%) agreed that the ability to write effectively 
is important and very important in communicating effectively. Only 4% 
of the total respondents disagreed that writing ability is of importance in 
order for one to communicate effectively. This is shown in the distribution 
of respondents in the columns of unimportant and somewhat important. 
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Table 2: Importance of Reading Selected Materials in Communicating 
Effectively to a Practising Engineer 

Material 

Specialist 
articles 

Technical 
reports 

Instructional 
booklets 

User 
manuals 

Official 
notices 

Memos 
Management 

reports 
Websites 
Contract 
General interest 

articles 
Formal business 

e-mails 
Sales-related 

materials 
Company 

brochures 
Faxes 
Business 

Unimportant 

Count % 

1 

2 

2% 

4% 

Somewhat 
important 

Count % 
1 

1 

2 

7 

8 

9 
10 

11 
12 
12 

13 

13 

15 

17 
16 

2% 

2% 

4% 

14% 

16% 

18% 
20% 

22% 
24% 
24% 

26% 

26% 

30% 

34% 
32% 

Important and 
very important 

Count % 
49 

49 

48 

43 

42 

41 
40 

39 
38 
38 

37 

36 

35 

33 
32 

98% 

98% 

96% 

86% 

84% 

82% 
80% 

78% 
76% 
76% 

74% 

72% 

70% 

66% 
64% 

Total 
Count 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 
50 

50 
50 
50 

50 

50 

50 

50 
50 

% 
100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 
100 

100 
100 
100 

100 

100 

100 

100 
100 

Table 3: The Importance of the Ability to Write Effectively 
Somewhat Important and 

Unimportant important very important Total 
Count % Count % Count % Count % 

Ability to write 1 2% 1 2% 48 96% 50 100 
effectively 

The Importance of Writing Selected Materials 

As shown in Table 4, every item in the list showed that it is deemed 
important and very important in terms of its writing to the practising 
engineers in communicating effectively. Where writing of these materials 
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is concerned, the most important selected material is the technical reports 
chosen by 48 respondents whereas sales-related materials is the least in 
order of importance with only 31 respondents in agreement with its 
importance. This accounts for 62% of the total number of respondents 
in comparison to the number of respondents for technical reports which 
stands at 92%. Meanwhile, the findings observe above 85% of 
respondents agreeing to the importance of writing of specialist articles 
and instructional booklets in order for them to communicate effectively. 
Nonetheless, none of these selected materials are considered to be 
unimportant although the weightage differs from one material to another 
based on the practising engineers' area of specialization. 

Table 4: The Importance of Writing Selected Materials in Communicating 
Effectively 

Material 

Technical 
reports 

User 
manuals 

Specialist 
articles 

Instructional 
booklets 

Formal business 
e-mails 

Management 
reports 

Memos 
Faxes 
Official 

notices 
Business 

letters 
Websites 
Company 

brochures 
Contract 
General interest 

articles 
Sales-related 

Unimportant 

Count % 

2 

1 

1 

2 
2 

5 
1 

1 

4% 

2% 

2% 

4% 
4% 

10% 
2% 

2% 

Somewhat 
important 

Count % 
2 

5 

4 

6 

10 

10 

11 
11 
12 

13 

12 
13 

11 
15 

18 

4% 

10% 

8% 

12% 

20% 

20% 

22% 
22% 
24% 

26% 

24% 
26% 

22% 
30% 

36% 

Important and 
very important 

Count % 
48 

45 

44 

44 

40 

39 

39 
38 
38 

37 

36 
35 

34 
34 

31 

96% 

90% 

88% 

88% 

80% 

78% 

78% 
76% 
76% 

74% 

72% 
70% 

68% 
68% 

62% 

Total 
Count 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 
50 
50 

50 

50 
50 

50 
50 

50 

% 
100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 
100 
100 

100 

100 
100 

100 
100 

100 
materials 
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Relevant Situations Utilizing the Speaking and Listening 
Skills 

For items Relevant Situations Utilizing the Speaking and Listening 
Skills and The Usage of English Language at the Workplace the 
lecturers are asked to rate the frequency of relevant situations requiring 
their participation and the frequency of people they commonly converse 
with according to four scales namely never, seldom, often, or always. 
These responses are then sub-grouped into three different scales of 
never, seldom, or often and always. 

Table 5 illustrates an overall analysis of the respondents' frequency 
of relevant situations in which practising engineers usually participate in 
utilizing his speaking and listening skills. Ninety-two percent or 46 out of 
50 respondents responded that group meetings often and always require 
the engineers to use their speaking and listening skills to participate in 
such events. However, 30 (60%) respondents responded that they never 
or seldom make use of the two language skills in conference calls as 
compared to other relevant situations requiring their speaking and listening 
skills such as in one-to-one meetings, one to one phone calls, presentations, 
socializing as well as conferences. 

Table 5: Frequency of Relevant Situations Which Practising Engineers 
Usually Participate in 

Situation 

Group 
meetings 

One to one 
meetings 

One to one 
phone-calls 

Presentations 

Socializing 

Conferences 

Conference 
calls 

Never 

Count 

1 

1 

7 

% 

2% 

2% 

14% 

Seldom 

Count 

4 

11 

12 

13 

18 

20 

23 

% 
8% 

22% 

24% 

26% 

36% 

40% 

46% 

Often and 
always 

Count 

46 

39 

38 

36 

32 

29 

20 

% 
92% 

78% 

76% 

72% 

64% 

58% 

40% 

Total 

Count 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

% 
100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 
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The Usage of English Language at the Workplace 

According to the findings in Table 6, people whom the practising engineers 
commonly converse with in English at their work place range from 
customers, immediate superior, potential customers, other superiors, 
colleagues to subordinates. Eighty-eight percent of the respondents chose 
customers as the group of people the practising engineers tend to 
converse more often. In spite of only 60% who opted for subordinates 
as the least frequent group of people the practising engineers commonly 
converse with, all these people still fall under the category of people the 
practising engineers hold conversations more frequently. Ranging from 
as low as 60% to 88% the respondents responded that customers are 
the group of people they often mingle more followed by their immediate 
superiors and customers both at 88% and 80% respectively. 

The Importance of Verbal Communication Skills to 
Practising Engineers 

This item highlights the lecturers' view regarding the importance of 
selected verbal communication skills for practising engineers to function 
effectively at their workplace. Their responses are categorized into three 
levels of importance namely unimportant, somewhat important, and 
important and very important. 

Table 6: Frequency of the People at the Workplace Whom the Practising 
Engineers Commonly Conversed with 

People 
at work 

Customers 

Immediate 
superior 

Potential 
customers 

Other 
superiors 

Colleagues 

Subordinates 

Never 

Count 

1 

1 

1 

1 

% 

2% 

2% 

2% 

2% 

Seldom 

Count 

6 

8 

9 

12 

16 

19 

% 
12% 

16% 

18% 

24% 

32% 

38% 

Often and 
always 

Count 

44 

42 

40 

37 

33 

30 

% 
88% 

84% 

80% 

74% 

66% 

60% 

Total 

Count 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

% 
100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 
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Based on Table 7, it can be concluded that every skill listed is 
important and very important. All the respondents agreed unanimously 
that the skills of facilitating groups and/ or meetings and responding 
appropriately to questions are truly important to a practising engineer's 
verbal communication skills. Although there exists variation of percentage 
from one skill to another, they are undeniably important as shown in the 
number of respondents who have opted for them to be significant than 
less significant. In short, the lecturers rated that all these selected skills 
as highly important for practising engineers. 

Table 7: Lecturers' View of the Importance of Verbal Communication Skills for 
a Practising Engineer 

Verbal 
communication 

skill 

Facilitating 
groups and/or 
meetings/ 
discussions 

Responding 
appropriately 
to questions 

Communicating 
with the public 
in groups 
(team work) 

Explaining 
information, 
ideas, opinions 

Attending job 
interviews 

Presentation and 
public speaking 
skills 

Gathering and 
probing for 
information 

Communicating 
with the public 
individually 

Unimportant 

Count % 

1 2% 

Somewhat 
important 

Count % 

1 2% 

1 2% 

1 2% 

2 4% 

3 6% 

4 8% 

Important and 
very important 

Count % 

50 

50 

49 

49 

48 

48 

47 

46 

100% 

100% 

98% 

98% 

96% 

96% 

94% 

92% 

Total 

Count % 

50 100 

50 100 

50 100 

50 100 

50 100 

50 100 

50 100 

50 100 

(Table continues) 
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Table 7 (continued) 

Verbal 
communication 

skill 

Expressing/ 
discussing ideas 
and information 
with clarity and 
organization 

Making official 
telephone calls 

Corresponding 
with business 
partners 

Using diplomacy 
and politeness 

Counseling/guiding/ 
advising others on 
on options, 
information, issues 

Negotiating 
effectively 

Socializing 

Unimportant 

Count % 

Somewhat 
important 

Count % 

4 

4 

5 

5 

6 

8 

13 

8% 

8% 

10% 

10% 

12% 

16% 

26% 

Important and 
very important 

Count % 

46 

46 

45 

45 

44 

42 

37 

92% 

92% 

90% 

90% 

88% 

84% 

74% 

Total 

Count % 

50 100 

50 100 

50 100 

50 100 

50 100 

50 100 

50 100 

The Importance of Written Communication Skills to 
Practising Engineers 

This item highlights the lecturers' view regarding the importance of 
selected written communication skills for practising engineers to function 
effectively at their workplace. 

Table 8 (Table 9?) refers to the importance of written communication 
skills to practising engineers in which the respondents (100%) fully agreed 
that two skills are of higher importance to them. These skills are writing 
effective proposals and technical reports. Following closely at 98% is 
the skill of Writing informal e-mails whereby a majority of respondents 
pointed out that although it is a form of informal writing documentation, 
it is still considered important to one who holds the post of an engineer. 
In short, all these written skills are undeniably important for practising 
engineers to better their skills of communication. 
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Table 8: Lecturers' View on the Importance of Written Communication Skills 
for a Practising Engineer 

Written 
communication 

skill 

Writing 
effective 
proposals 

Writing 
technical 
reports 

Writing informal 
e-mails 

Writing 
instructions 

Writing 
management 
reports 

Writing memos 

Writing 
recommendations 

Writing specialist 
articles 

Proofreading, 
editing or fact 
checking 

Writing formal 
business e-mails 

Writing minutes 

Writing official 
notices 

Writing general 
interest articles 

Writing sales 
-related materials 

Writing faxes 

Writing contracts 

Writing business 
letters 

Unimportant 

Count % 

2 

3 

1 

1 

4% 

6% 

2% 

2% 

Somewhat 
important 

Count % 

1 

3 

3 

4 

4 

4 

6 

7 

7 

7 

6 

10 

11 

12 

14 

2% 

6% 

6% 

8% 

8% 

8% 

12% 

14% 

14% 

14% 

12% 

20% 

22% 

24% 

28% 

Important and 
very important 

Count % 

50 

50 

49 

47 

47 

46 

46 

44 

44 

43 

43 

43 

41 

40 

38 

37 

36 

100% 

100% 

98% 

94% 

94% 

92% 

92% 

88% 

88% 

86% 

86% 

86% 

82% 

80% 

76% 

74% 

72% 

Total 

Count 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

50 

% 
100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 

100 
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Conclusion 

The findings from the questionnaire showed that more time should be 
given on writing and oral communication to deal with the requirements 
at the workplace. 

While the lecturers view that of higher importance are the skills of 
reading and writing, grammar to the lecturers is not as highly important 
as the other skills. It is quite interesting though to know that grammar 
takes a back seat to the selected lecturers as many of them are of the 
opinion that as long as the ideas are comprehensible, then communication 
to them is successful. 

Moving onto the importance of reading materials that could help 
enhance one's communication skills, the lecturers are of the view that 
technical reports, user manuals, instructional booklets, specialist articles 
among others, are of significance in communicating effectively. 

Highlighting the response gained from the lecturers' on the relevant 
situations requiring the practising engineers' participation and thus utilizing 
their speaking and listening skills, it was found that group meetings recorded 
the highest number of respondents agreeing to it being an occasion which 
calls for more participation among the professionals. 

As for the group of people the practising engineers commonly 
converse with at the work place, the lecturers highlighted that customers 
is the most common group of people that the practising engineers 
frequently encounter apart from the immediate superior and potential 
customers which in turn would require them to utilize their listening and 
speaking skills to the best of their ability. As such, there is a need for the 
course designers to reflect on the importance of engineer-customer 
interaction and to include elements of communication that are more 
customer-oriented which could include the art of making effective 
negotiations and holding polite conversations with the potential customers. 

On the lecturers' view of the importance of verbal communication 
skills for practising engineers, the prioritized items basically could be tied 
to the numerous authentic and real-life experience that the lecturers 
would have had while in the industry and thus explains the choice of 
facilitating groups of meetings, responding appropriately, communicating 
with the public in groups, explaining information, ideas and opinions being 
supported by a higher number of respondents. 

It should be noted that in the moulding of an ideal engineer who is 
endowed not only with hard-engineering skills but also soft-engineering 
skills, it is a challenge for both the engineering course educators as well 
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as the language lecturers to instil in them the much-needed verbal and 
written skills which could help improve other interpersonal and problem 
solving skills amongst these future engineers. This is where the focus of 
specified verbal and written communication skills as highlighted in the 
summary of the findings earlier on, deemed relevant and practical in the 
work of a practicing engineer must be inculcated in these undergraduates 
since it is pertinent that they embrace these changes; from being merely 
competent in their hard-skills to being a person endowed with soft-skills 
as well, in getting prepared for the demands of their workplace 
environment. 

Highlighting the speaking and listening skills in the events which 
practising engineers frequently acquaint themselves with, one will notice 
that group meetings demand the highest frequency of the practicing 
engineers' time and thus imposing on their verbal communication skills 
more in these events. In other words, the speaking and listening skills 
cannot be left unattended to since these situations require the engineers 
to be alert and sensitive with whatever discussions or conversations 
taking place. Thus, sharpening these skills would prove beneficial for the 
fact that they would be of great help to their ability in verbal 
communication skills. 

It should dawn upon the UiTM and particularly the course designers 
that there is a dire need for a more in-depth communicational syllabus to 
be included in the undergraduates' engineering course. As indicated by 
the lecturers' responses that more time is spent on oral and verbal 
communication as practicing engineers, priority should be placed on 
improving the speaking and listening skills of the undergraduates for the 
future formal and informal meetings and presentations they might have 
to encounter with their superiors, colleagues and potential customers. 
Furthermore, it is the undergraduates who now need to play a vital role 
in adopting and adapting the relevant communication skills in English 
language to meet the current needs of the job market apart from being 
more sensitive towards the globalized trend of engineering skills as noted 
in the literature review. 
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