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ABSTRACT
Information technology is one of the most emerging industry and demands keeps on increasing. This study investigates the factors influencing IT graduates’ capacity to satisfy industry demands. However, a number of concerns have arisen in the industry regarding the preparedness of IT graduates. The study used a qualitative method, particularly semi-structured interviews with nine recent graduates and an interpretivist research philosophy to investigate gaps. Using semi structuredsemi-structured interviews with nine graduates, the study explores several themes. According to the findings, IT curriculums curricula are frequently fall short with industry needs, with a notable gap on in hands onhands-on training and exposure to modern technologies such as cloud computing. The findings about IT curriculums falling short of industry needs highlighted main themes, including gaps in curriculum, lack of practical exposure and the need for industry collaboration. This study concludes with recommendations for curriculums curriculum reforms, greater industry academicindustry-academic collaboration and better access to professional development programmes. The study's additional implications indicate that in order to create long-lasting workforce development initiatives, policymakers must promote cooperation between academia and industry.
Keywords: Graduate employability, Industry demand, IT curriculum, IT graduates, Skill gap, Sri Lanka. 
1. INTRODUCTION
In the Sri Lankan university community, improving graduate employability skills is regarded as an important task (Weligamage, 2009). Employers' needs and the labor labour market demands for graduate skill sets differ from industry to industry and internationally. The relevance of education for employability, which emphasizes emphasises the development of both skills and real-world experience, is highlighted by the dynamic nature of the business environment today. According to Fonseka, (2011), in order to improve the competitive edge in the job market, graduates must focus on employability skills alongside acquiring specialized specialised knowledge. Research by Samarasinghe et al., (2022) showed that higher educational institutions have a major influence on how people develop into graduates who are prepared for the workforce and possess the necessary skills. Thus, higher educational institutions must explore methods to integrate these needs effectively into their academic programmes. Ashokan et al. (, (2025) focuses focus Education is being profoundly changed by artificial intelligence (AI) through automation, personalizationpersonalisation, inclusion and teamwork. AI's personalization personalisation and real-time feedback encourage self-directed learning, allowing graduates to freely learn job-relevant skills such as using generative tools, which is associated with increased employability in employment related to their profession.
Information technology jobs are at the forefront of technological innovation, leading to the development of new products, services and business models (Fonseka, 2011). Hence, this innovation drives economic growth and enhances productivity across various sectors. According to  Nayak et al., (2025) stated that the Information Technology sector supports entrepreneurship by providing tools and platforms for startups and small and medium enterprises. This fosters a dynamic business environment and stimulates the economy. Reports from the central bank and Information and Communication Technology Agency (ICTA) state that Sri Lanka`s Information Technology sector has grown to be an important contributor to both the export and gross domestic production product (GDP). Furthermore, the demand for IT specialists who are capable of adapting to emerging technologies and who can spur innovation in a variety of industries is rising.
1.1 Research Problem
The employability of graduates has become a critical issue in higher education. Dyki et al., (2020) showed that concerns about employment among graduates and higher education institutes in a setting where competition is growing were impacted by the Covid 19COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, graduate employability plays a significant role in university rankings. As a result, in order to assist their graduates better fulfil the both the essential broader educational goals of a university degree and employer skills requirements, universities must gain a better understanding of these requirements. The jobless rate continues to rise, suggesting it is becoming more difficult for recent graduates to succeed in the software or Information Technology sector (Almi et al., 2011). The argument here is that industry demands that graduates meet its requirements and are highly skilled. However, graduates still lack the necessary technical, managerial and soft skills. The IT/BPM industry in Sri Lanka employs more than 80,000 committed experts and plays a crucial role in generating export income, fostering economic growth (Industry & Lanka, 2024). The study encompasses 37 IT firms with varied activities and emphasizes places a significant emphasis on emerging technologies such as AI, machine learning, cloud computing, cybersecurity and data analytics. There is a significant need for expertise in software engineering, quality assurance and cloud computing (Fig-1Fig. 1).
Are graduates failing to meet industry requirements and becoming less marketable, or is the IT industry becoming more competitive?
[image: ]
Fig. 1. Preferred Technical Tracks of Employers in the IT Industry (Source: Industry & Lanka, 2024)
1.2 Research objective
To identify the factors, associate associated to with Information Technology graduate skills to meet IT industry demand
2. LITERATURE REVIEW
A mere 27,600 students were admitted to universities out of the approximately 300,000 who took the general certificateGeneral Certificate of examination Examination (Advanced Level). Since the cost of sending students for education are is not calculated, this trend is not favorable favourable to Sri Lanka`s economic growth (Ratnayake et al., 2025). Universities prioritize prioritise employability as a fundamental focus, engaging all staff in various departments to create partnership networks with employers, embed relevant skills into curricula and provide work experiences that reflect the complexities of today's job market. Based on the research carried out by Milner et al., (2016) found UK universities enhance graduate employability by promoting a comprehensive education that merges academic knowledge with practical and transferable skills such as communication, teamwork, adaptability and a commitment to lifelong learning. Employability is defined as a set of achievements, skills, understandings and personal attributes that make graduates more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen occupations, which benefits themselves, the workforce, the community and the economy. Graduate employability is defined as “a set of achievements, skills, understandings and personal attributes that make graduates more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen occupations” (Sun, 2011). In conclusion, the insights gained by Suleman, (2016) indicated that, because employability skills are complex and context-dependent, there is no one ideal method for evaluating the abilities that increase graduates' employability. Self-evaluations, certifications, standardized standardised tests, interviews, classroom-based evaluations and performance-based demonstrations are a few of the assessment techniques available. Cognitive, technical, interpersonal or personal work-related skills may be highlighted by each approach, which assesses various skill sets or competencescompetencies. Some skills inventories are wide while others are tightly targeted due to variations in educational sectors and the variety of skills catalogues. The four interrelated elements indicated in  the research paper of Kumar & Khurana, (2017) mentioned employability framework assets, deployment, presentation and external factors determine a person's capacity to find, keep or change jobs. This paradigm influences policy and education by emphasizing emphasising individual agency within larger contexts by emphasizing how graduates can develop skills for success in the labor labour market.
Software engineering is defined as “the application of a systematic, disciplined, quantifiable approach to the development, operation and maintenance of software (Matturro et al., 2019). Software development demands not only strong technical expertise in various processes, methodologies, tools, and programming languages but also a strong set of soft skills essential for successful project teamwork and completion. In addition to programming skills, effective software professionals must excel in communication, collaboration, time management, problem-solving, decision-making and client engagement.
2.1 Educational Factors
In accordance with Hewagamage & Hewagamage, (2015), the curriculum needs to align with current industry practices and emerging technologies. A gap between what is taught and what is needed in the field can lead to a mismatch in skills. Azlida Ahmad & Abdul Halim Mohamed, (2017) documented that lecturers must receive ongoing training regarding the integration of Information Technology communication into the learning process to guarantee the efficacy of 21st century21st-century skills. Thus, the skills and knowledge of the teaching staff play a crucial role, and therefore, continuous professional development for faculty members to stay updated with industry trends is essential. Teaching large classes are difficult because they naturally reduce the amount of one on oneone-on-one time that students can receive from the lecturer (Manikandan et al., 2019). This environment presents a unique challenge for computer programming education for a number of reasons. Hence, the lack of computer resources for students is an extra issue in large programming classes, and it can severely limit the use of assessment techniques. Availability of modern laboratories, software tools and hardware can impact the quality of practical training. Manikandan et al., (2019) stated that institutions must invest in up-to-date technology to provide hands-on experience. Simultaneously, Rufai et al., (2015) found that one way to contribute high quality education and training programmes is through the interaction of higher education institutions with employers in industries and business organizationsorganisations. Hence, partnerships between universities and IT companies can help ensure that the curriculum remains relevant and provides real-world experience through internships, workshops and guest lectures. Furthermore, the research by Hewagamage & Hewagamage, (2015) determined that in addition to technical skills, soft skills such as communication, teamwork and problem-solving are critical. The inclusion of these in the curriculum can enhance employability.
2.2 Industry Factors
Osmani et al., (2015) mentioned the rate at which educational institutions adapt their curriculum may not keep up with the rapid advancement of technology. Educations Educational institutions must adopt adapt to the rapidly changing needs of the industry. Further Suparjo, (2010) found that the specific skills and competencies required by employers may not always be reflected in academic programs. Regular feedback from industry stakeholders can help institutions align their offerings with market needs. From the findings of Ghani, (2013) witnesses that the nature of jobs that are available and the roles that are offered can affect how educational programs are designed. Tailored graduate profiles to meet industry demands and trends can be achieved by understanding these factors.
2.3 Socio-Economic Factors
As per a recent world bankWorld Bank report, the primary reason behind the decline in the demand for higher education in Columbia Colombia over the past ten years has been the inability to obtain financial assistance (Melguizo et al., 2011).  For this reason, tuition costs and financial aid availability can impact who pursues IT degrees. Students from lower-income families may need to work part-time, limiting their time for studies and skill development. Furthermore, Moxey & Simpkin, (2021) stated that awareness of industry trends and expectations among students and educators influences the alignment of educational programs with industry needs. This includes understanding emerging fields like cybersecurity, data science and artificial intelligence. When companies utilize utilise work placements as a key component of their graduate recruitment processes, work experience may turn into a passport to employability (Sun, 2011). According to some employers, they prefer to hire placement students because they have had the opportunity to evaluate them in the workplace and have a greater understanding of their suitability for a given position than any assessment centercentre.
2.4 Institutional Adaptability
The body of existing literature published by Wickramasinghe & Perera, (2010) indicates  that one of the trends has been a rise in employee expectations for recently hired graduates   not. Not only are graduates expected to contribute significantly to their operations almost immediately after starting work, but they also need to focus on continuous improvement. Therefore, institutions need to adopt a culture of continuous improvement, regularly updating programs based on feedback from alumni, current students and industry partners. As outline outlined in the Boateng et al., (2015) the effects of globalization globalisation on academic, commercial and political institutions worldwide have made quality in high higher education a critical concern. It is expected of academic institutions in Ghana to have mechanisms in place for quality assurance to reassure the government, the national accreditation board, parents and other stakeholders about the higher caliber calibre of their programs and their accomplishment through their results. Taken it all together, ensuring that programs are accredited and meet quality standards can help maintain a high level of education and relevance.
2.5 Student Motivation and Engagement
Graduates who are now employed believe that undergraduates require instruction to build their communication, learning, motivation and comprehension abilities (Marchante et al., 2003). Students' Students have to engage in self-learning, certification programs and extracurricular activities related to IT. In another major study by Milner et al., (2016) discussed that in order to increase awareness of the potential benefits of activities completed on students students' own time, teaching staff may find it necessary to discuss and highlight the connections between extracurricular activities and employability development within each course curriculum. Participation in coding competitions, hackathons and tech clubs that foster practical skills. Moreover in the discussion of Moxey & Simpkin, (2021) mentioned that students in wealthier areas may have more access to tech clubs, competitions and workshops, which can foster practical skills and networking opportunities.
2.6 IT Industry Demand
In times of economic prosperity, companies are more likely to invest in IT infrastructure and projects, increasing demand for IT professionals. The argument is that organizational organisational capital and IT investments complement each other; it is important to consider the value of each in relation to the other. More importantly Dedrick et al., (2003) focuses IT is a catalyst for organizational organisational changes that can result in increased productivity rather than just a tool for automating current processes.
The study done by Joshi & Satyanarayana, (2014) provides empirical evidence for the contribution of eco system relatedecosystem-related factors to the formation and expansion of high techhigh-tech startup clusters in India. It is primarily based on secondary data collected between 2005 and 2013 from six significant Indian startup hubs. The need for IT specialist specialists with development and product management expertise may be fueled by a booming a startup scene. 
With an increasing pool of technologically educated, English English-speaking speaking and reasonable reasonably cost laborers labourers and a rapidly developing telecommunications industry, India continues to dominate the global IT outsourcing market (Crow & Muthuswamy, 2014). India`s sustained growth in outsourcing services is guaranteed for the foreseeable future by these factors, as well as the country`s early adoption of global software quality standards. Companies might outsource IT tasks to countries with lower labor labour costs, impacting domestic demand.

3. METHODOLOGY
The factors influencing information technology (IT) graduates' capacity to satisfy the demands of Sri Lanka's IT industry are investigated in this study using a qualitative research methodology, with a particular focus on IT graduates in the Central Province. The argument here is, it provides an in depthin-depth understanding of the complex, context specificcontext-specific factors influencing IT graduates' skills and readiness for the workforce. According to Zalaghi & Khazaei, (2016) this research approach explores an area of study which has previous theories and develops the hypotheses based on that those theorytheories, then designing designs a research strategy. Also, here, researchers are identifying a narrow gap for further exploration and accurate outcome generation. As per the research onion designed by the Saunders et al., (2019) showed case study, ethnography, survey, and experiment are some of the strategies that could be used by the researcher to collect the data. In this research study, researchers are willing to understand the factors affecting the Information Technology graduate skills to meet Industry demand in the Sri Lanka Lankan context, and therefore these factors require the collection of data from the direct participants to know their perception (Fig-2Fig. 2).
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Fig. 2. Conceptual framework, constructed by the Authors based on the literature


3.1 Research design
In order to describe and understand the factors influencing IT graduates' skills in relation to industry requirements, this study uses an exploratory research design. Hence, the study intends to collect information on the perceptions and experiences that IT graduates in Central Province, Sri Lanka face, as well as how these aspects relate to competencies that are required by the IT industry. Central Province features a combination of state and private higher education institutions offering IT degree programs with diverse curricula, creating an optimal environment to investigate the variations in skills and competencies acquired.
3.2 Population 
The term population describes the entire group of people, activities that the researcher is trying to find out more information (Wells, 2021). The total population is 80 graduates in the last two years from three non-state universities in the central province.
3.3 Research sample
80 IT graduates from three non-state universities in Central Province, Sri Lanka's made up the study sample. PurposivelyPurposely, the sample was selected from the graduating in yearsclasses of 2023 and 2024. While acknowledging that the non-random selection may restrict the findings' generalizability, this sample size was judged adequate to offer relevant insights into the factors influencing the graduates' abilities to fulfill fulfil industry demand. 
3.4 Non randomNon-random sampling
A non-probability sampling method known as purposive sampling was used to choose the sample from the population for this investigation. In purposeful sampling, participants are specifically chosen based on the researcher's assessment of which people are most representative for of the study's goals. The researcher used this approach to concentrate on a sample of 80 IT graduates who had earned their degrees from the three non-state universities in the Central Province, owing to time and resource restrictions. Out of the 80 graduates who received semi-structured interview questionnaires, nine individuals provided responses, concluding them the study's sample.
3.5 Data collection
Semi-structured interviews will be the main technique used to gather data in order to answer the research questions. For qualitative research, semi-structured interviews are perfect because they provide flexibility in examining participants' perspectives while maintaining uniformity in the subjects discussed throughout the interviews (Table-1Table 1). 
Table 1. Overview of Interviewee (Source: Authors constructed)
	Respondent
R1
R2
R3
R4
R5
R6
R7
R8
R9
	Campus
Campus A
Campus B
Campus C
Campus A
Campus C
Campus B
Campus C
Campus B
Campus A


3.6 Data analysis
In order to find recurring themes and patterns about skill gaps, industry expectations and educational short comingsshortcomings, thematic analysis has been used to examine the interview transcripts. Responses will be coded into broader themes, and particular elements impacting IT graduates' employability will be highlighted by sub-themes. Braun & Clarke, (2019) The thematic analysis framework was used to analyze analyse the data for this qualitative study. This method was selected due to its adaptability and capacity to offer a rich and in-depth explanation of the data. Additionally, this flexible, non-theoretical method enables researchers to find and analyze analyse themes. Data for this study was were gathered up until the ninth interview, at which point no new themes beyond those found in earlier interviews emerged. Data saturation was evaluated iteratively throughout the data gathering and processing procedure. Themes were found and checked for recurrence following the transcription and coding of the first interviews. 
4. RESULTS
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Table 2. Themes and Sub themesSub-themes, Source – Developed by the researchers, 2025


	[bookmark: RANGE!I3:J11]Sub Theme
	Theme

	 
	 

	Lack of Industry-Relevant Curriculum
	Educational Gaps and Curriculum Relevance

	Skills Mismatch
	

	Lack of Practical Training
	

	 
	 

	Emphasis on Soft Skills
	Industry and Employer Expectations

	Specific Technical Skills
	

	Adaptability and Learning Agility
	

	 
	 

	Limited Access to Specialized Specialised Training
	Training and Skill Development Opportunities

	Importance of Industry-Academic Collaboration
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	Internet Connectivity Issues
	

	 
	 

	Self-Motivation and Career Aspirations
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	Career Direction and Focus
	

	 
	 

	Availability and Quality of Internships
	Role of Internships and Industry Exposure

	Networking and Industry Relationships
	

	 
	 

	Urban-Rural Divide
	Regional Disparities in Skill Development

	Job Opportunities in the Region
	


Theme 1- Educational Gaps and Curriculum Relevance
i. Lack of Industry-Relevant Curriculum
   Many respondents believe that their university course does not align with the demands of the industry today. particularly in terms of modern technology (Table-2Table 2. 
“I think the curriculum in our university is outdated and disconnected from what the IT industry actually needs. We were taught the basics of programming, but they didn't teach us much about the technologies that are in demand today, such as cloud computing. Many of us end up spending months or even years learning on the job or through self-study just to catch up with industry standards. This gap makes us feel unprepared and sometimes undervalued despite our degree. Most of the assignments were take- , home and we did not develop strong problem-solving skills. We had to take extra steps after graduation to catch up and become job-ready”   
                                                                                                                      (Respondent 9- Campus A)                                                                                                                 
ii. Skills mismatch
   Recent graduates may pick up skills that are out of step with industry trends, which would make them less marketable (Table-2Table 2).
I learned Java and C++, but when I started applying for jobs, everyone was asking for experience in Python. It was a huge mismatch. Despite having strong programming fundamentals, I found myself at a disadvantage because my skills didn’t align with what employers needed. It meant spending extra time outside of work to learn new languages and frameworks just to stay competitive. When I entered the job market, employers expected candidates to already have experience with these technologies, which put me at a disadvantage. This gap between what was taught and what was demanded made the job search frustrating and delayed my career progress."                                                      (Respondent 3- Campus C)
 iii. Lack of practical training
    Lack of practical, real worldreal-world experience during university education is a major concern, as it affects graduate`sgraduates' ability to apply their knowledge in actual work settings(Table-2Table 2).
"Most of the time, we focused on theory. When I started my internship, I realized realised how little I knew about real-world IT projects. When I started my internship, I quickly realized realised that understanding concepts wasn’t enough, as practical skills and problem-solving in live environments are what really matter. Facing deadlines and working collaboratively was overwhelming because these were skills I hadn’t practiced practised in university. We didn’t have enough hands-on sessions or exposure to live projects, which made the transition to the workplace challenging."                                                                                      (Respondent 1- Campus A)
Theme 2- Industry and Employer Expectations 
i. Emphasis on Soft Skills
   Many IT graduates feel unprepared in the areas of problem solving, team workteamwork, and communication, which are critical skills that employers demand (Table-2Table 2).
“I was good with coding, but when I went for interviews, they asked a lot about teamwork and how I handled stress. I realized realised I wasn’t prepared to work in teams or manage conflicts, which made me nervous during interviews and even when I started my job. Employers are looking for well-rounded candidates who can adapt, think critically and work well with others, but my degree programme didn’t emphasize emphasise on much these soft skills enough. It’s made me understand that technical knowledge alone isn’t sufficient to succeed in IT careers today” 
(Respondent 1- Campus A)
ii. Specific Technical Skills
Employers frequently require graduates to possess specific technical skills that they may not have learned in campus, such as data analytics, cybersecurity and cloud technologies ((Table-2Table 2).
"I thought my degree would be enough, but when I started applying for jobs, they wanted me to know cloud platforms. We didn’t even touch these technologies in our degree modules. These were not covered in depth during our university courses, which focused mainly on fundamental programming and theory. As a result, I had to dedicate a considerable amount of time after graduation to learn these new technologies and tools independently. This learning curve was steep and stressful, specially especially since many job openings explicitly required hands-on experience with these emerging technologies. The mismatch between what was taught and what employers demanded delayed my career progress and made the job search process very frustrating. Furthermore, this gap is not unique to me; many of my peers have faced similar difficulties adapting to the rapid technological changes in the IT sector. "        (Respondent 5- Campus C)
                                                                                                             
iii. Adaptability and Learning Agility
Graduates who can pick up new technologies fast quickly are highly valued by the industry. The capacity for adaptation and continuously continuous learning is essential for graduates (Table-2Table 2).
"The IT field changes so fast. Employers want people who can quickly adapt to new tools and frameworks. They want to see that we are willing to learn continuously. I realized realised early on that just knowing what I learned in university wasn’t enough. I had to be proactive in updating my skills and embracing new technologies to stay relevant and succeed in this industry. I’ve found that being adaptable and open-minded has been critical not just for surviving in the industry but for thriving and progressing in my career. It’s about having a mindset of continuous improvement and an enthusiasm for acquiring new skills to remain relevant in a competitive global market" -                                                                               (Respondent 4- Campus A)
Theme 3 -Training and Skill Development Opportunities
i. Limited Access to Specialized Specialised Training
Central Province graduates frequently struggle to obtain advanced training courses or certifications that are necessary to maintain their competitiveness in the labor labour market (Table-2Table 2).
"There are very few opportunities here to learn specialized specialised skills. Most training programs are available only in Colombo, and they are expensive. This makes it really difficult for graduates like me from Kandy to access advanced courses that employers expect. Without these qualifications, it feels almost impossible to compete with peers who have easier access to such resources. This lack of equal opportunity restricts our ability to grow professionally and limits career prospects despite having foundational qualifications. Many of us have to rely on online courses and travel long distances to Colombo, which is not feasible for everyone.  Without these qualifications, staying competitive in the job market feels almost impossible, and it limits our chances of growing professionally"                                     (Respondent 2- Campus B)

ii. Importance of Industry-Academic Collaboration
Universities and industry can work together to offer internships, real-world experience and exposure to cutting-edge technologies(Table-2Table 2).
"If the university had better connections with local IT companies, we could have had internships from with professionals in the field. It would have made a big difference. This collaboration could help bridge the gap between what we learn in class and what is actually needed in the workforce, preparing us more effectively for our future careers." 
                                                                                                           (Respondent 4- Campus A)
iii. Role of Online Learning
Since many graduates have limited access to physical training facilities, they use online platforms to develop their skills. This option is helpful, but it's not always the best for hands-on experience (Table-2Table 2).
" I have relied heavily on online platforms such as LinkedIn Learning, to acquire new skills and stay updated with industry trends because physical training facilities and specialized specialised courses are often not accessible where I live. These platforms provide valuable opportunities to learn at my own pace, explore a wide variety of topictopics, and earn certifications that help build my profile. However, online learning isn’t a perfect substitute for hands-on experience. Without real projects, mentorship, and collaboration with peers, it’s difficult to fully develop practical skills and understand how to apply theoretical knowledge in real work environments. Often, the learning feels isolated and lacks the immediate feedback and guidance that one would get in a classroom"                                                                                         (Respondent 1- Campus A)
Theme 4- Technological Infrastructure and Access
i. Access to Modern Technology
Many graduates in the Central Province struggle with outdated hardware, software or access to cutting-edge resources that are necessary for acquiring relevant skills (Table-2Table 2).
"We don’t have the latest software or even proper labs. It’s hard to learn advanced technologies when we don’t have the right tools. This lack of access to modern resources limits our ability to build the skills employers expect and puts us at a disadvantage compared to graduates from better-equipped institutions"                                                            (Respondent 2- Campus B)
ii. Internet Connectivity Issues
Students and recent graduates may find it more difficult to use online learning resources, access cloud platforms or work together on projects in rural areas due to inadequate or inconsistent internet access (Table-2Table 2).
"I am from Hatton. The internet here isn’t fast enough for using online development platforms. It makes learning and working on projects much harder. Sometimes, collaborating with teammates remotely becomes frustrating due to poor connectivity, and I miss out on live sessions. This digital divide puts students in rural areas like me at a significant disadvantage compared to those in cities with reliable internet access."                (Respondent 8- Campus B)
Theme 5- Personal Attributes and Motivation
i. Self-Motivation and Career Aspirations
Graduates who are very motivated to seek out further education and self-study are more likely to gain the abilities required to satisfy industry demands (Table-2Table 2).
" Throughout my journey as an IT graduate in Sri Lanka, I realized realised that intrinsic motivation was fundamentally crucial for my professional growth. After completing my degree, I understood that no one was going to push me to learn new skills or seek out opportunities, ; it's entirely up to me. I spent countless hours outside of my regular work hours learning new programming languages, exploring emerging technologies such as cloud computing, cybersecurity, and data analytics through online courses. It wasn’t always easy; there were times I felt overwhelmed and lost motivation, especially given the lack of structured support systems and career guidance in Kothmale. However, having a clear goal to secure a better job, to advance in my career, or to become a specialist in my field kept me motivated. I made it a point to regularly update my skills, set small achievable targets and stay connected with industry trends to remain competitive. Through this proactive approach, I not only improved my technical abilities but also built confidence in my capacity to adapt to the dynamic IT landscape"                                                                                          (Respondent 7- Campus C)
ii. Career Direction and Focus
The skills that graduates acquire can be influenced by their individual career objectives. The skills they prioritize prioritise may vary depending on whether they prioritize prioritise entrepreneurship, academic or entering the corporate sector (Table-2Table 2).
"Indeed, my sister has a startup organizationorganisation. I’ve always been interested in entrepreneurship, so I focused on learning web development and business skills on my own. I didn’t prioritize prioritise the traditional career path. This meant tailoring my skillset to suit my ambitions rather than following what’s usually expected for corporate jobs. Having a clear career direction helped me decide what to learn and where to invest my time"  
                                                                                                           (Respondent 6- Campus B)
Theme 6- Role of Internships and Industry Exposure
i. Availability of Internships
In order to bridge the gap between academic learning and industry expectations, many respondents expressed the importance of internship quality (Table-2Table 2).
"The internship I did was invaluable. I got hands-on experience in a real IT company, and I learned more in those few months than I did in my whole degree. It helped me understand how to apply theoretical knowledge in practical situations and gave me a clearer idea of industry expectations. A quality internship can make a huge difference in preparing graduates for their careers"                                                                                              (Respondent 4- Campus A)

ii. Networking and Industry Relationships
Networking with industry professionals during internships or through university-industry collaboration can lead to additional career opportunities (Table-2Table 2).
"Networking was key. During my internship, I made connections that helped me land my first job. Without that experience, I wouldn’t have known where to start. Building a professional network early on opens doors to opportunities that aren’t always advertised and provides valuable guidance as you begin your career"                                    (Respondent 5- Campus C)

Theme 7- Regional Disparities in Skill Development
i. Urban-Rural Divide
Graduates in cities Such as Colombo and Gampaha might have greater access to networking opportunities, resources and internships than those in rural areas such as Agarapathana and Galewela in the Central Province (Table-2Table 2).
" I had friends who studied in Colombo and Gampaha, and they enjoyed much better access to tech events, networking opportunities, internships, and industry connections than we do here in more rural areas such as Agarapathana and Galewela. These urban centers centres are hubs of technology and host frequent workshops, seminars, and meetups that help students and graduates stay updated and build valuable professional networks. In contrast, we rarely have access to such events nearby, which puts us at a disadvantage from the start. This gap means many of us in rural parts of Central Province often feel left behind and less prepared when entering the job market. It’s not just about access to knowledge but also about the confidence and motivation that come with being involved in an active tech community. The urban-rural divide is real and affects not only what we know technically but also how ready and confident we feel to compete in the fast-moving IT industry."                           (Respondent 2- Campus B)
ii. Job Opportunities in the Region
 The Central Province's lack of IT job opportunities may cause graduates to migrate to bigger cities or look for work overseas (Table-2Table 2).
" There are very few tech companies in Kandy, so many of my friends moved to Colombo or even overseas in search of better career opportunities. This lack of IT jobs in the Kandy District forces a lot of graduates to relocate, which can be difficult both financially and personally. It’s tough to leave your home and support network just to find relevant work. The limited local opportunities not only impact our career growth but also contribute to the urban-rural divide, where graduates in rural or less developed areas feel left behind compared to those in bigger cities with more vibrant IT sectors"                                                  (Respondent 3- Campus C)
5. DISCUSSION
The study identifies a number of critical factors that affect how well IT graduates, Central provinceProvince, Sri Lanka, are able to handle the demands of the IT sector. The results indicate that the educational gaps, industry expectations, limited training opportunities, technological infrastructure challenges and personal motivation are contributing to the skill gap faced by graduates. Hence, one of the studies’ study’s main finding findings is that many respondents identified that their lack of industry curriculum was a major obstacle to their prepared preparation for the IT workforce. According to the graduates that their academic training focused primarily on theoretical rather than practical applications, and they were not prepared to work with modern technologies such as machine learning and cloud computing. According to the earlier research done by Hewagamage & Hewagamage, (2015), this gap is consistent that the curriculum needs to align with current industry practices and emerging technologies. On the other hand, graduates’ capacity to develop the skills required for the IT sector was found to be significantly influenced by self-motivation and career goals. Thus, graduates who actively sought out additional learning opportunities outside of their formal education were more likely to be able to meet industry demands. This supports earlier research done by Marchante et al., (2003) that emphasize emphasises the that students' have to engage in self-learning, certification programs and extracurricular activities related to IT. Further collaboration between campus and industry has been identified as a key factor that could improve the applicability of graduate skills. Hence, respondents suggested that universities would benefit from having a strong relationship with IT firms to offer guest lectures and internships. Other studies by Moxey & Simpkin, (2021) have reported similar results, arguing that industry and university collaboration is crucial to bridging the gap between industry demand and academic learning.


6. CONCLUSION
The factors affecting the central province, Sri Lanka, IT graduates’ capacity to satisfy industry demand have been investigated in this study. Several key issues were discovered through qualitative interviews with fresh graduates, such as gaps in education programmes, skill mismatch and lack of hands-on experience. Graduates reported they were unprepared for the soft skills like team workteamwork and communication, as well as the need for specific technical skills such as cloud computing. Further study highlights the necessity of curriculum reforms that better reflect industry trends, improved industry- universityindustry-university cooperation and easier access to specialized specialised training and resources in light of these findings. Additionally, results highlight the significance of encouraging graduates to be adaptable and to pursue lifelong learning, equipping them with the necessary skills needed for an evolving industry.
7. LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
The findings may not be directly applied to all Sri Lankan IT graduates. However, the insights acquired will help to better understanding understand of the issues in of the central province IT graduates.
8. RECOMMENDATIONS 
Professionals from the industry could assist develop in developing the curriculum by providing what technical and soft skills are most important for new graduates entering the workforce. Additionally, the curriculum should be updated and aligned with current industry needs, particularly in emerging technologies such as cloud computing and machine learning.  Further, it is important to encourage students to learn on their own by giving them tools and resources to continue their education after graduation. This could involve having access to online learning environments such as LinkedIn learning, Coursera, which offer an affordable way of keeping up with a rapidly evolving change.
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