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ABSTRACT 

Organizations such as Society for Human Resource Management, National Soft Skills 

Association, American Society for Quality, and even the U.S. Department of Labor have 

produced publications that indicate prospective employers agree that students need more than 

just “hard skills” related to academics. Instead of focusing on students meeting only the 

academic achievements and requirements needed to graduate with a certificate or diploma, 

students need to work toward mastering emotional and social skills such as “soft skills.”  

This dissertation aims to explore the significance and potential of developing soft skills in 

community college students. Soft skills play a crucial role in the holistic development of 

individuals, contributing to their personal and professional success. This research investigated 

the current level of soft skills among community college students, identified the specific soft 

skills most relevant to their career goals, and proposed effective strategies for enhancing these 

skills. Foundational work provided valuable insights into the importance of soft skills and their 

impact on the academic, social, and professional lives of community college students. The final 

Guide presented here enables community college students to elevate their soft skills, which 

employers are seeking in the workforce. This work consists of four parts: (1) background and 

rationale for studying soft skills in community college students, (2) defining soft skills and their 

relevance in community college education, (3) the Guide produced for students to improve on 

their soft skills, and (4) assessment of the outcome in terms of student awareness and in increase 

of soft skills in their interactions. 

KEY WORDS: soft skills, essential skills, emotional intelligence, communications 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

INTRODUCTION 

The shift in the business world is towards valuing worker knowledge as a source of 

competitive advantage. Soft skills are vital in today’s workforce because they enhance an 

individual’s ability to work effectively with others, adapt to changing circumstances, solve 

problems, and provide exceptional service. They not only contribute to an individual’s career 

success but also benefit employers by improving teamwork, productivity, and customer 

satisfaction. According to a global survey, 50% of employers identified workers with a skills gap 

as lacking in soft skills (Association Talent Development, 2012). This presents a general 

business problem, with some workers not having adequate soft skills. The specific business 

problem mentioned is that some leaders in various industries lack strategies for training their 

employees in soft skills. This highlights the need for organizations to focus on developing and 

enhancing the soft skills of their workers to remain competitive and succeed in the changing 

business landscape. 

Traditionally, employers have focused on hard skills, which are technical in nature and 

easier to assess, when filling job openings. However, as the business world evolves, the needs for 

different skills are also changing. In the modern workplace, technology is constantly improving 

and influencing change, which requires employees to have a different skill set than in the past. 

Interpersonal communication skills are becoming increasingly important as work groups become 

more diverse, and employees need to work with and understand team members from different 



 

2 

cultures, ethnicities, and ages (Rainie & Anderson, 2022). This changing workforce, especially 

after the global pandemic in 2020, has resulted in an increased demand for soft skills, such as 

communication and teamwork, which are necessary to be successful in the new world of work 

(Borghans et al., 2014). 

ESSENTIAL GAPS IN THE WORKFORCE 

The United States has been experiencing a shortage of skilled workers in various 

industries such as manufacturing, construction, and healthcare (Ferguson, 2023). There is a 

mismatch between the skills employers need and the skills possessed by available workers. 

Employers often find a lack of essential soft skills such as communication, teamwork, problem-

solving, and adaptability in potential candidates (Gray, 2017). 

The essential skills gap in the workforce refers to the differences between the skills that 

employers require and the skills that job seekers possess (Hirsch, 2015). This gap can result from 

a variety of factors, including changes in technology, shifts in the job market, and a lack of 

investment in workforce development. Some of the most common essential skills gaps in the 

workforce include digital, communication, critical-thinking, problem-solving, collaboration, 

adaptability, and flexibility (Kautz & Zanoni, 2014). 

McKinsey and Company, a global management consulting firm, has emphasized the 

critical need for a concerted effort from employers, individuals, and educational institutions to 

close the essential skills gap. This issue is vital not only for the success and growth of individual 

businesses but also for the overall economic well-being of communities and nations (Avrane-

Chopard et al., 2019). This can include offering training and development programs, creating 

work-based learning opportunities, and partnering with educational institutions to align curricula 

with workforce needs. 
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SOFT SKILLS VERSUS HARD SKILLS 

The American Enterprise Institute (2018) states that hard skills are specific, tangible 

abilities that can be learned through education, training, or experience. These skills are usually 

job-specific and can be measured and assessed objectively. Examples of hard skills include 

proficiency in programming languages, data analysis, accounting, operating machinery, writing 

code, or using specific software tools. Hard skills are often quantifiable and can be listed on a 

resume or demonstrated through certifications (Burrus et al., 2017). These skills are often 

specific to a particular job of industry and may not be transferable to other roles and at times can 

become outdated as technology and industry practice evolve.  

The importance of soft skills in education and the job market is widely recognized by 

educators, employers, and researchers (Davidson, 2016). Soft skills, also known as social and 

emotional skills or non-cognitive skills, play a crucial role in an individual’s personal and 

professional development (Deming, 2017). Soft skills encompass a range of personal attributes 

and character traits that employers actively seek in the job market. These skills include effective 

communication, empathy, teamwork, problem-solving, adaptability, time management, 

leadership, and many others. Employers recognize that individuals with strong soft skills are 

more likely to collaborate effectively, communicate clearly, and adapt to changing work 

environments, ultimately contributing to a positive and productive work culture (Cobo, 2013). 

Soft skills are interpersonal attributes that enable effective communication, collaboration, 

and problem-solving (Lyu & Liu, 2021). While technical skills and knowledge are undoubtedly 

valuable, they can often be taught or acquired on the job. On the other hand, soft skills are more 

challenging to teach and develop outside of educational settings. This is why it is crucial for 

educational institutions to prioritize the development of soft skills alongside academic 

requirements (Garcia, 2014). 
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PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

The purpose of this study was to explore the role of soft skills in the training and 

employability of community college graduates with the intent of increasing support of those 

skills. The intended outcome is to create a product that can be implemented in a community 

college setting. The research that took place involved current community college students and 

staff members (which includes college faculty) at Schoolcraft College (in Michigan) to facilitate 

the predetermined soft skills. Soft skills are increasingly recognized as essential for personal and 

professional success in today’s world, especially after COVID-19 (Tulgan, 2022). While 

technical knowledge and academic qualifications are important, it is often the soft skills that 

differentiate individuals and contribute to their overall effectiveness (Eisner, 2010). 

Soft skills are valuable in various contexts, including educational institutions and 

workplaces. They enhance relationships, improve job performance, and add value to the market. 

These skills govern how we interact with others and can significantly impact collaboration, 

communication, problem-solving, and leadership abilities (McEwan et al., 2017). 

The significance of soft skills lies in their universal applicability. Regardless of the field 

or industry, soft skills play a crucial role in career advancement and overall success. Many of 

these skills are inherent behavioral traits that individuals possess, but they can also be developed 

and honed over time with practice and experience (University of Michigan, 2019). 

While hard skills can be easily observed, measured, and quantified, soft skills are more 

challenging to assess. However, their importance cannot be underestimated. Soft skills contribute 

to effective teamwork, conflict resolution, time management, and project management, among 

other areas (Phillips et al., 2020). 

Moreover, soft skills are not limited to the professional realm; they are equally essential 

in everyday life. Effective communication, empathy, cultural awareness, and integrity, for 
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example, positively impact personal relationships, community involvement, and overall well-

being (Creutzmann, 2022). Recognizing the growing importance of soft skills, it is indeed 

beneficial for universities to provide opportunities for students to develop these skills alongside 

their academic studies. Integrating soft skills training into the curriculum or offering workshops, 

seminars, or extracurricular activities focused on developing these skills can help students 

succeed both academically and professionally. 

BACKGROUND 

The traditional core subjects like reading, writing, math, and science have always been 

fundamental in education and have provided students with important hard skills. However, the 

recognition of the significance of soft skills has grown in recent years. Soft skills are essential for 

individuals to excel not only in their careers but also in their personal life and they encompass a 

wide range of abilities and personal qualities that go beyond technical expertise. Communication 

skills, including effective verbal and written communication, are crucial for conveying ideas, 

collaborating with others, and building relationships. Leadership skills enable individuals to 

guide and motivate others, take initiative, and make informed decisions. Creativity is essential 

for problem-solving, innovation, and thinking outside the box. Working well in a team involves 

collaboration, cooperation, and the ability to contribute effectively within a group setting. 

The demand for soft skills is not limited to specific career paths. In fact, soft skills are 

increasingly valued in diverse industries, including STEM (science, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics) fields such as engineering. While technical proficiency is vital in these professions, 

the ability to communicate ideas clearly, lead project teams, think creatively, and collaborate 

with colleagues is equally important (Robles, 2012). 
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The role of higher education is to provide individuals with the knowledge, skills, and 

credentials they need to succeed in their personal and professional lives, and to contribute to the 

advancement of society (Durbarle & Woyessa, 2016). To dissect further, community colleges 

play a vital role in providing access to higher education and academic rigor for a diverse range of 

students (Smith, 2018). This can be in the form of high expectations for student performance, 

demanding assignments, and assessments that measure mastery of complex concepts and skills. 

When academic rigor is integrated into the educational experience, students are better equipped 

to meet the demands of higher education and the workforce (Rosenshine, 1999). They develop 

the resilience and determination needed to tackle difficult academic challenges and grow as 

learners. Rigorous academic curriculum can provide individuals with the knowledge and skills 

necessary to succeed in academic programs, such as mathematics, science, and language, and can 

provide students with the opportunity to challenge themselves and develop as learners (Jones 

et al., 2005). 

In today’s fast-paced and constantly changing job market, soft skills are becoming 

increasingly valued by employers. These skills are essential for success in the workplace, as they 

allow individuals to collaborate with others, handle difficult situations, and communicate 

effectively with coworkers and customers (Moss & Tilly, 2001). In addition, soft skills are also 

important for success in life outside of work. For example, strong communication skills can 

enhance personal relationships, and adaptability and flexibility can help individuals navigate 

life’s challenges with resilience and determination (Petrie, 2021). Academics and technical skills 

are necessary for success, but they are not enough on their own. Soft skills are just as important 

and complement academic knowledge to help individuals succeed in their personal and 

professional lives. 
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Having a college diploma or a technical degree does not guarantee an individual the 

competencies to be successful in the work environment, nor does it guarantee a job. In today’s 

climate, defined by round-the-clock challenges, multicultural workplaces and team members 

who might be located off-site or even around the world, those qualities are just the start, the bare 

minimum (Strathdee & Khanal, 2018). In addition to the academic rigor and hands-on training, 

which are the hallmark of higher education institutes, companies today are hungry for entry-level 

employees who possess the critical skills to work effectively in a fast-paced, high-pressure global 

business environment (Coplin, 2012). A degree is important to employers as it demonstrates a 

professional’s academic achievement; however, it does not guarantee a person is fully equipped 

with the skills to meet the needs of the job market (Association for Talent Development, 2012; 

Eisner, 2010; Jackson, 2009). Employers believe high school graduates are inadequately 

prepared to join the workforce and they are looking for people who can offer soft skills as well as 

hard skills (Pitman, 2010). 

A positive attitude and common sense are often seen as crucial attributes that cannot be 

easily taught or trained. These qualities contribute to an individual’s overall work ethic, problem-

solving abilities, and interpersonal skills. A positive attitude can influence teamwork, motivation, 

and resilience in the face of challenges. Common sense, on the other hand, helps individuals 

make logical decisions, think critically, and navigate various situations effectively (Sullivan, 

2016). 

While technical skills and experience are important, employers recognize that a 

candidate’s attitude and common sense can greatly impact their ability to adapt, learn, and 

contribute positively to the workplace (Suskie, 2004). These qualities can influence how well an 
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individual integrates into the company’s culture, interacts with colleagues and clients, and 

handles unexpected situations. 

However, finding candidates who possess both the necessary skills and the desired 

attitude can be challenging. The job market may not always provide a perfect match, and 

employers may have to prioritize certain qualities over others. In such cases, employers may opt 

to hire candidates with the right attitude and a willingness to learn, even if they lack certain 

technical skills, and provide them with training and development opportunities to bridge any skill 

gaps (Vasanthakumari, 2019). 

Employers may also focus on creating a positive work environment and fostering a 

culture that promotes learning, collaboration, and open communication. By providing ongoing 

support, mentorship, and opportunities for personal and professional growth, employers can help 

nurture and develop the skills, attitudes, and common sense of their employees (Schuman, 2011). 

Employers ideally seek candidates who possess a combination of talent, skills, a positive 

attitude, and common sense; finding individuals who meet all these criteria can be challenging. 

Employers may need to prioritize certain qualities and provide training and support to develop 

the desired skills and attitudes in their new hires. Creating a positive work environment and 

fostering a culture of continuous learning can also contribute to the overall development of 

employees (Herrenkohl, 2010). 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The following research questions guided the foundational research for this study as well 

as the development of the training program and Guide: 

Research Question 1: What top four soft skills are sought by the employers associated 

with the target college in their new hires? 
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Research Question 2: What evidence is there that the soft skills guide created was 

successful at developing core soft skills? 

LIMITATIONS 

There were three limitations in this research. The first is the sample size of local 

businesses who chose to participate in the background research to identify the importance of soft 

skills in their talent pool. Second, the study’s timeframe was constrained due to the global 

pandemic, COVID-19, thus shrinking the time allotted to conduct the study. Lastly, longitudinal 

studies such as the evaluation of soft skills require a longer period of observation to allow 

researchers to assess the progression of soft skills and identify potential developmental patterns 

or trends.  

SUMMARY 

Chapter 1 included an overview of reasons employers look for soft skills in their current 

workforce and prospective talent pool. The four soft skills that were selected to incorporate into a 

soft skills guide were the most requested after conducting informal background research. These 

highly sought after attributes were oftentimes more difficult to find in prospective employees and 

are a key indicator of employers’ and hiring professionals’ frustration in locating and retaining 

qualified talent.  

Chapter 2 is a literature review of social and emotional learning, the purpose of four 

different soft skills traits that were selected. Chapter 3 speaks to the process of creating the 

dissertation product guide to facilitate soft skills training. The guide is presented in Chapter 4 

and is a stand-alone resource for facilitators and participants. Chapter 5 includes considerations 

for implementing the guide and future research recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

INTRODUCTION 

The literature review for this study plays a crucial role in providing background 

information and context for understanding the topic of enabling learners to develop soft skills 

and the importance of such skills. It helps establish the significance of soft skills and their 

relevance in giving learners an advantage. 

Furthermore, this literature review highlights the reasons why soft skills are considered 

essential for learners. It may emphasize that, in addition to technical knowledge, employers 

increasingly value candidates who possess strong interpersonal skills (Wright, 2007). Soft skills 

are often regarded as equally important, if not more, than technical skills in determining an 

individual’s employability and career progression (Horton, 2016). 

By examining existing literature, the review establishes a warrant for conducting this 

research study within the available body of knowledge. It recognizes the gap in interventions or 

strategies to address the factors that affect learners’ acquisition of soft skills. The review 

highlights the limited existing research on effective interventions or programs specifically 

designed to enhance soft skills among community college students. 

Undoubtedly, hard skills are required for being employed in any workforce since they are 

the most basic requirements to function at a job, but soft skills are critical to success, according 

to recent reports from LinkedIn (2022) and Society for Human Resource Management (2021). 

This shift in emphasis is primarily due to a series of fundamental changes in organizations over 

the past decades. Human resources look for soft skills in addition to hard skills due to the 
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changing nature of the workplace (Kamin, 2013). As technology advances, the focus on hard 

skills is becoming less important and the focus is shifting to soft skills. Soft skills, such as 

communication, problem-solving, collaboration, and creativity, are becoming more valuable in 

the workplace and are becoming more important for employers to look for (Ellis et al., 2014). 

HISTORY 

Incorporating soft skills into K-12 education was a growing trend, but the extent to which 

it was implemented varied from one school district or region to another. However, there are 

some key points on what has been conducted and what might still be happening in K-12 

education with regard to soft skills (DeJaeghere & Murphy-Graham, 2021). Educators and 

policymakers recognized the importance of soft skills such as communication, teamwork, 

problem-solving, and adaptability. They acknowledged that these skills are essential for success 

in both academic and real-world settings (Pellegrino, 2012). 

Some schools and districts were integrating soft skills into the curriculum by including 

them in lesson plans and learning objectives. For example, teachers might design projects or 

activities that require students to work in teams or present their findings to the class (Donoghue, 

2009). Many schools encouraged students to participate in extracurricular activities like clubs, 

sports, and community service, which helped them develop soft skills outside of the traditional 

classroom setting (Feraco & Meneghetti, 2022). 

Soft skills are essential for personal and professional development and its application in 

workplace (Vasanthakumari, 2019). They are the foundation for success, as they help individuals 

interact with others, build relationships, and work as part of a team (Deshpande & Munshi, 

2018). Soft skills also help people to better understand and respond to their environment, 

understand and manage emotions, and develop decision-making and problem-solving skills. In 
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addition, soft skills are important for leadership development and can help individuals create an 

environment in which team members feel valued and respected (Deming, 2017).Viewed as 

essential for students to get a job in an increasingly knowledge-based economy (Kyllonen, 2013; 

Tomlinson & Holmes, 2017) and even for avoiding social outcomes (Heckman & Kautz, 2012), 

competencies such as communication, teamwork, and critical thinking are playing an 

increasingly prominent role in shaping educational policy and practice. The National Soft Skills 

Association (2019) states that almost 75% of an employee’s success comes from soft skills, 

while only 25% of their success comes from technical skills.  

Human resource professionals seek a range of soft skills in job candidates that indicate 

the ability to work effectively with others, communicate well, and adapt to changing 

circumstances (Rockwood, 2021). In a 2017 report by the American Psychological Association 

Center for Organization Excellence, some of the soft skills that are most sought after by HR 

include collaboration, communication, emotional intelligence, conflict resolution, empathy, 

problem-solving, leadership, and time management. Students who focus on their personal soft 

skills will have an edge during the hiring process (Gray, 2017). 

There has been a progressively heightened concern with soft skills among education 

stakeholders such as policymakers, educational psychologists, and researchers (Ayres & 

Malouff, 2007). Soft skill curricula have been considered and developed not only for graduates 

and as on-the-job training programs but also for students across all levels of education (Eraut, 

2004). Soft skills are essential in the higher education industry as they enable students to develop 

the skills they need to succeed in the workplace (Orefice et al., 2018). Soft skills such as 

communication, problem-solving, critical thinking, and collaboration are essential for students to 

gain the knowledge and skills they need to be successful in their chosen field. Soft skills also 
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help students adapt to the ever-changing demands of the workplace and help them develop the 

interpersonal skills needed for effective collaboration and networking (Nizah et al., 2011). 

A recent federal report showed the unemployment rate for workers aged 25 and older 

who graduated high school and had some college was 3.1% in June 2023, which remained the 

same as one year prior (U.S. Department of Labor, 2023). While generations born after 1997 can 

be categorized as a group of people who are versed in technology, a recent survey of over 2,400 

Gen Z students reported that this demographic is secure in “stepping outside your comfort zone,” 

whereas they have identified that empathy and relationship building was underdeveloped (Petrie, 

2021).  

As early as 2016, U.S. companies were finding it increasingly difficult to find applicants 

who could take initiative, problem-solve, align with their co-workers, and communicate 

effectively (Davidson, 2016). A recent study revealed that 4 out of 10 corporations and almost 

half of academic institutions deemed there was a lack of soft skills such as emotional 

intelligence, complex reasoning, negotiation, and persuasion in the talent pool and workforce. 

These skills have tangible impact on the organization’s bottom line (Vance, 2006). 

NON-COGNITIVE SKILLS 

In today's rapidly evolving job market, adaptability and resilience are highly valued. 

Non-cognitive skills like adaptability, flexibility, and resilience help individuals navigate change, 

embrace new technologies and processes, and thrive in dynamic work environments. Being able 

to quickly learn and adapt to new situations is an asset in an ever-changing job landscape. 

Nurturing non-cognitive skills, also known as soft skills or social-emotional skills, is 

important for personal development and success in various aspects of life. It encompasses a 

person’s emotional maturity, empathy, interpersonal skills, and verbal and non-verbal 
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communication. It is an ongoing process that requires consistent effort and practice in their daily 

lives and creates opportunities for feedback and reflection.  

According to the National Bureau of Economic Research, non-cognitive skills that were 

essentially valued by employers were skills that applicants could demonstrate and master, such 

as negotiation, communication, and interpersonal skills (Deming, 2017). An increase in 

participation in non-academic and social events can be highly beneficial in developing students’ 

non-cognitive skills. Activities such as internships, social clubs and organizations, volunteer 

work, networking events, and other extracurricular activities provide students opportunities to 

develop and master their non-cognitive skills (Harms, 2004). 

While academic achievement and cognitive skills have traditionally been the main focus 

of education systems, recognizing the importance of non-cognitive skills is crucial for holistic 

development and preparing students for success in their personal and professional lives (Garcia, 

2014). Non-cognitive skills have often been overlooked in education analysis and policy. While 

there has been growing recognition of their importance in recent years, the integration of 

strategies to nurture these skills within the school context and through education policies is still 

limited. However, there are some initiatives and approaches that can be implemented to address 

this gap (Levin, 1970). 

INTERPERSONAL SKILLS 

According to Harvard Graduate School of Education, interpersonal skills are needed for 

various reasons in personal, professional, and social contexts (Collins, 2005). Interpersonal skills 

are basic life skills that allow people to navigate their way through different experiences that 

confront them. They are the essence of the human being’s ability to relate to others and they 

transcend across ethnicity, culture, and language differences (McKay et al., 1987). Oftentimes, 
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the term communication skills is interchanged for interpersonal skills, with the latter defined as 

having the ability to communicate and interact with people personally and professionally. 

Additionally, interpersonal skills focus on how individuals interact with others during social 

interactions or in a team environment. They involve the ability to understand and navigate 

relationships with others, fostering positive and productive connections (Shafer, 2017). There are 

many tangents that comprise interpersonal skills and not just communication. Adaptability, 

creativity, patience, negotiation, leadership, and problem-solving are handful of interpersonal 

skill examples (Spitzberg & Cupach, 1988). This differs from communication skills, which is 

defined as different types of platforms in which people communicate, such as listening, writing, 

speaking, and non-verbal cues (Hargie & Hargie, 2006). 

REVIEW OF THEORIES 

Fred Fiedler popularized the concept of Contingency Theory, which suggests that the 

notion of universal principles or “one-size-fits-all” approaches to management should be 

challenged. The focus should emphasize the importance of considering various factors, such as 

the external environment, technology, organizational size, and employee characteristics, when 

making decisions about organizational design, leadership style, and management practices 

(Donaldson, 2014). This can be applied to students when faced with a personal, academic, or 

professional challenge, as the environment is not predictable. One must be able to decipher how 

to negotiate, respond, or react to the situation to resolve the problem. Contingency Theory 

highlights the importance of adapting to change and increasing their chances of achieving 

optimal performance and effectiveness. 

Howard Gardner’s (1993) Multiple Intelligences Theory speaks to individual competence 

and refers to a person’s ability, knowledge, skills, and qualities that enable them to perform 
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tasks, solve problems, and achieve desired outcomes in a particular domain or area of expertise. 

It encompasses a range of capabilities and attributes that contribute to an individual’s 

effectiveness and success in their work or personal pursuits. Gardner goes on to synthesize eight 

different types of intelligences—linguistic, mathematical, spatial, bodily, musical, interpersonal, 

intrapersonal, and naturalist—and notes that linguistic and mathematical are most valued in 

school and society. 

Another theory that supports students’ development is Chickering’s Identity 

Development Theory. It refers to the Seven Vectors of Student Development, a model proposed 

by Arthur W. Chickering and Linda Reisser in 1993. This theory provides a framework for 

understanding the holistic development of college students and their experiences throughout their 

academic journey. The model suggests that students undergo a series of predictable stages of 

development, each characterized by specific challenges and tasks that contribute to their personal 

growth and learning (Chickering & Reisser, 1993). The seven vectors speak of developing 

competence, managing emotions, moving through autonomy toward interdependence, 

developing mature interpersonal relationships, establishing identity, developing purpose, and 

developing integrity. Chickering’s Identity Development Theory emphasizes that these vectors 

of development are interconnected and that progress in one area can influence and facilitate 

growth in other areas. The theory has been widely used in higher education to guide student 

affairs professionals, educators, and administrators in supporting students’ holistic development 

and creating effective educational environments. 

THE OPPORTUNITY FOR STUDENT SOFT SKILLS IMPROVEMENT  

Soft skills development is a worthy goal if an individual wants to improve their overall 

effectiveness in life and business. The job market is constantly changing, and employer 
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expectations are also shifting. While a resume that catalogued relevant work experience may 

have done the job previously, employers are now looking for more on a resume. As such, it is 

critical that colleges integrate soft skills for students into the curriculum (Wilkie, 2020). When 

community colleges prioritize developing soft skills in students, it helps foster their ability to 

adapt and change far into the future. These transferable skills are essential for success in the 

workplace and in life. A recent college graduate can increase their employability with stellar soft 

skills such as communication, teamwork, leadership, and problem-solving, as these skills are 

highly valued by employers. These skills can help college students stand out in a competitive job 

market and increase their chances of getting hired (Zaharim, 2009). 

Once an individual is hired, soft skills can assist with career advancement. As individuals 

progress in their careers, they may need to take on leadership roles, manage teams, and 

communicate effectively with clients and colleagues. From a personal development perspective, 

soft skills can help individuals build better relationships, communicate more effectively, and 

navigate difficult situations, which, in effect, increase resiliency (New Horizons, 2019). 

CONCLUSION 

Opportunities for improving soft skills are available in various aspects of a student’s life, 

both within and outside of formal education settings. Developing soft skills is a continuous 

process that requires practice and effort. Students should actively seek opportunities to apply and 

improve their essential skills, as these skills are highly valuable in both academic and 

professional settings. These skills not only contribute to personal growth and well-being but also 

play a crucial role in future career success and overall life satisfaction. In short, improving soft 

skills can benefit community college students in many ways, both professionally and personally. 
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By investing in their soft skill development, college students can set themselves up for success 

both in college and beyond. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

INTRODUCTION 

The previous two chapters demonstrated the need for essential skills such as 

communication and emotional intelligence within the workforce with concentration for studying 

soft skills within community college students. This chapter describes the methodology of the 

study and its results as well as the structure of the facilitator guide for community college 

administrators and a guide for community college students as they improve their soft skills.  

This is a quantitative study that aims to answer the research question: “What top four soft 

skills are sought by the employers associated with the target college in their new hires?” It is 

inferred that there is a positive correlation between the level of performance among community 

college graduates and the top four in-demand skills employers seek. This chapter will describe 

the need for improvement of non-cognitive skills for students to prepare them for academia and 

beyond. The purpose of the dissertation and the research questions reflect the findings of local 

business community needs and aim to better equip community college students to improve their 

chances of being successful in their personal and professional life in Southeast Michigan. 

PROCEDURE 

For this project, an evaluation approach was designed for Schoolcraft College, a suburban 

community college in Southeast Michigan. According to the college’s 2020-21 annual report 

(Schoolcraft College, 2022), current demographics within the last full academic year garnered 
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8,100 credit students with 76% labeled as part-time (11 credit hours or less) and 70% of those 

being 24 years of age or younger. There was a median age of 25 for graduates. 

In the fall of 2019, the author, then employed by the college, informally contacted over 

40 local companies that work with Schoolcraft College’s career service department to identify 

and prioritize which soft skills they seek most in their candidates in terms of hiring. The 

companies that responded identified essential skills such as professionalism, problem-solving, 

adaptability, time management, digital literacy, creativity, innovation, and data analysis as 

essential for new company hires. In fact, the four most requested skills employers prefer to have 

in their employees are problem-solving, communication, emotional quotient, and the ability to 

work with various demographics.  

In January 2021, 10 full-time faculty members at Schoolcraft were asked to recruit 

students who would have an interest in contributing to their personal development with an added 

benefit of improving their employability and preparing them for success in various aspects of 

their professional journey. Due to the global COVID-19 pandemic, the amount of student interest 

drastically decreased from the original research date of 2020. 

Beginning in February 2021, the first cohort of 14 students attended the 6-hour 

curriculum program where they completed each of the draft versions of the four pillars in the 

Guide. This process was replicated five more times for a total of six cohorts. By the end of 

October 2021, a total of 57 students participated in the pilot program of essential skills at 

Schoolcraft.  

As seen in Table 1, 89% of student participants recommended the 6-hour training with 

the most popular essential skill module being conflict management, followed by emotional 

intelligence. Of the participants, 22% listed that all of the modules benefited them.   
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Table 1: Essential Skills Symposium Results, March–October 2021 

COHORT 
FROM WHICH MODULE 
DID YOU LEARN THE 
MOST? 

WHAT DID YOU MOST ENJOY ABOUT THE SEMINAR? 
WOULD YOU 
RECOMMEND 

THE TRAINING? 

1 

All of them The interaction Yes 
Communication The workbook Yes 
Communication The workbook Yes 
Conflict Management The engagement from everyone Yes 
Conflict Management Learning how to work with different people No 
Conflict Management Real life examples Yes 
Conflict Management All of them Yes 
Conflict Management Learning ways to deal with conflict Yes 
Emotional Intelligence Learning about my EI Yes 
Emotional Intelligence All of them Yes 
Emotional Intelligence The speakers Yes 
Emotional Intelligence Interaction with others Yes 
Networking I learned how to network No 
Networking All of them Yes 

2 

All of them The content Yes 
All of them All of it Yes 
All of them The interaction No 
Conflict Management All of them Yes 
Conflict Management It was interactive Yes 
Emotional Intelligence The amount of group participation Yes 
Emotional Intelligence It was engaging Yes 

3 

All of them The energy from the speakers Yes 
Conflict Management The self-reflection activities Yes 
Conflict Management You were very personable and enjoyable Yes 
Conflict Management Van teaching Yes 
Emotional Intelligence All of it Yes 
Emotional Intelligence The conversations about the different topics Yes 

4 

Communication Interpersonal communication No 
Conflict Management The speaker was a lot of fun. Kept me interested Yes 
Conflict Management Conflict management Yes 
Conflict Management All of them Yes 
Conflict Management All of them Yes 
Conflict Management Conflict management Unsure 
Emotional Intelligence Learning about EI No 
Emotional Intelligence All of them Yes 
Networking All of them Yes 

5 
Communication The discussions that were applicable to real life Yes 
Communication Learning about different types of communication Yes 
Conflict Management The examples and the book to fill in as we went Yes 
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COHORT 
FROM WHICH MODULE 
DID YOU LEARN THE 
MOST? 

WHAT DID YOU MOST ENJOY ABOUT THE SEMINAR? 
WOULD YOU 
RECOMMEND 

THE TRAINING? 
Conflict Management The engagement from everyone Yes 

Conflict Management It felt like therapy; how to improve and certain 
techniques to use Yes 

Emotional Intelligence The speaker was very engaging Yes 

6 

All of them The content Yes 
All of them The interactions and the personalization Yes 
All of them The interactivity Yes 
All of them How interactive and non-judgmental it was Yes 
All of them Everything. I like the energy and the games Yes 

All of them The friendliness and interactivity between the facilitators 
and the teams —really, everything! Yes 

All of them The presenters Yes 

Communication It made me realize how important little things like self-
reflection can be, simply asking myself Maybe 

Conflict Management I enjoyed the content. I also liked the engagement; it kept 
me interested and involved Yes 

Conflict Management Talking through the topics in our small groups Yes 
Emotional Intelligence The positive energy Yes 
Networking I enjoyed the networking module the most Yes 

Networking How interactive it was. Felt like a two-way conversation 
rather than a lecture Yes 

Networking Interactive portions Yes 
 

CREATING THE GUIDE 

The intent of creating this Guide is to assist community colleges in building a strong 

infrastructure to implement a soft skills co-curricular program and organize the understanding of 

soft skills that can be replicated across all community colleges. The infrastructure can help 

college administrators identify the most important soft skills to focus on and the best practices 

for teaching them. Furthermore, the Guide can provide a clear and accessible framework for 

learning and practicing soft skills, making it easier for others to develop these important skills. 

While there are many variations of soft skills curriculum at all levels of education, there has not 

been a strong model that creates interactive and experiential methods that increase engagement 

from the facilitator and the student perspective. This Guide can help facilitate this type of 
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learning by providing activities and exercises that promote engagement and participation. Lastly, 

this Guide can ensure that soft skills are taught consistently across different contexts and by 

different instructors or facilitators. This consistency can help ensure that all learners have access 

to the same high-quality instruction and can develop the same essential skills. 

Lastly, the Guide can provide a way to measure progress and assess the effectiveness of 

soft skills training. As the business landscape is dynamic, with the inclusion of assessments and 

evaluations in the Guide, facilitators and instructors can track learners’ progress and identify 

areas for improvement to stay current with human resource best practices and trends. 

COMPONENTS OF THE GUIDE 

The Guide may serve as a tool for any instructor, administrator, or facilitator to assist 

with currently enrolled credit students to gain and/or improve soft skills. There are four modules 

in the facilitator’s guide and in the participant workbook, containing instructions for 

(a) Emotional Intelligence, (b) Interpersonal Communication, (c) Conflict Management, and 

(d) Networking. Chapter 4 contains the Guide in full detail. Below is a brief description of the 

guide and participant workbook and its deliverables.  

1. Facilitator Guide  

 a. Preparation 

 b. Agenda 

 c. Icon Glossary 

 d. Script for facilitator for each module  

 e. Conclusion 

 f. Appendix  

2. Participant Workbook 
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 a. Agenda 

 b. Objective 

 c. Section for each module 

 d. Appendix 

The structure and design of the Guide provides a systematic and congruent approach 

between facilitator and a community college student participant. It also includes the critical 

elements local human resource professionals deem as a priority as they seek candidates in the 

talent pool and offer candidates a job. The practical suggestions are not intended to be 

comprehensive but should be tailored to the specific soft skills being taught, as well as to the 

needs and preferences of the target audience. They should be grounded in the latest research on 

effective teaching methods for soft skills and should be designed to promote engagement, 

participation, and meaningful learning. 

CONCLUSION 

Fostering essential skills requires a deliberate and proactive approach. College 

administrators should be privy to the current needs of employers in terms of talent and should 

determine which essential skills are most relevant to the current class of students, designing 

activities that explicitly target the development of essential skills and providing opportunities for 

experiential learning (Jayaram & Musau, 2017). Furthermore, college administrators and 

facilitators need to foster an environment where students feel safe in taking risks and making 

mistakes; they also need to encourage a growth mindset where failure is seen as an opportunity 

of learning and improvement (Gonzalez & Vodicka, 2021). For employers, career readiness 

plays an important role in sourcing talent, providing a means of identifying key skills and 
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abilities across all job functions. When students are prepared across a broad range of knowledge, 

skills, and abilities, they not only get better jobs, but they also engage more actively as citizens.  
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CHAPTER 4: THE GUIDE AND WORKBOOK 

INTRODUCTION 

While academic skills such as reading, writing, and math are essential, employers also 

look for “soft skills” in their employees. These skills include communication, teamwork, 

problem-solving, critical thinking, adaptability, leadership, and emotional intelligence. 

Unfortunately, many students who are not developing these skills in traditional education 

systems have focused on academic skills and often neglect soft skills (Rosenbaum et al., 2009). 

As a result, many students graduate without the necessary soft skills needed for success in the 

workplace. This is why there is an increasing recognition that schools need to place a greater 

emphasis on developing soft skills alongside academic skills. 

To address this gap, this Guide is designed to assist community college administrators to 

implement a co-curricular program with a facilitator guide and participant workbook. After 

tabulating the information from local employers, the researcher found that some essential skills 

topped the list of priorities of companies when seeking out talent. The desired soft skills for 

employees include communication, problem-solving, and teamwork. Based on this foundational 

work, the Guide focuses on four pillars: Emotional Intelligence, Conflict Resolution, 

Communications, and Networking. The curriculum is designed to be interactive and engaging to 

keep participants motivated and interested during the symposium and also apply the essential 

skill concepts thereafter in real time. 
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GUIDE DESIGN 

This guide is not an all-inclusive tool but can serve as a starting point and resource for 

college administrators to build upon and adapt to their specific needs and context. The needs of 

corporate partners may vary depending on the industry, region, and job market. Therefore, it is 

essential for college administrators to work closely with their corporate partners to identify their 

specific needs and tailor their programs accordingly. 

Community college administrators can use this guide as a template to design a soft skills 

co-curriculum that meets the needs of their students and aligns with the expectations of their 

corporate partners. They can use the tips provided to develop a comprehensive program that 

includes needs assessment, learning outcomes, curriculum design, experiential learning, 

assessment and feedback, professional development, and program evaluation.  
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SOFT SKILLS FACILITATOR GUIDE 
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SOFT SKILLS PARTICIPANT WORKBOOK 
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CONCLUSION 

As the job market evolves and technology continues to shape industries, employers, 

including technology companies, are recognizing the value of essential skills and practical 

knowledge over formal four-year degrees. This shift in hiring practices is driven by the 

realization that many job roles do not necessarily require a traditional bachelor’s degree and that 

hard skills can be acquired through alternative pathways. 

Community colleges play a crucial role in addressing this workforce disruption caused by 

the pandemic and the changing job landscape. They offer a more accessible and affordable 

option for individuals seeking to gain specialized skills and knowledge relevant to current job 

demands. To elevate the worth of community colleges, these institutions must evolve in the 

services they deliver for employers through student success in the form of essential and soft 

skills (Pellegrino & Hilton, 2012). The partnership between employers and community colleges 

is often seen as a critical component in addressing skill shortages and bridging the gap between 

education and industry needs. However, it is true that, in some cases, this partnership may fall 

short of what is needed to meet an urgent shortage of skilled workers. 

This chapter contained the Guide itself, which meant to act as a stand-alone product. 

Implementing a new framework can often require a shift in the college’s culture. This might 

involve modifying existing practices, adopting new strategies, and encouraging a different 

mindset among staff, faculty, and students. Additionally, adoption of a new framework is likely 

to come with financial implications. It could require investments in training, resources, 

infrastructure, or technology to support the changes effectively. Lastly, it may demand persistent 

effort and dedication from all stakeholders to ensure its effectiveness in the long run as the 

regional workforce will have dynamic needs in the future.  
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CHAPTER 5: SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

SUMMARY 

This study to produce a guide aims to shed light on the critical role of essential skills in 

employability. The target audience comprises current community college students, with the 

intention of putting a greater emphasis on developing non-cognitive and interpersonal skills or, at 

the very least, fostering increased awareness of their significance. By advocating for the 

cultivation of soft skills, this research strives to equip students with the tools necessary to thrive 

in their future academic and professional endeavors. 

This study consists of five parts: (1) background and rationale for studying soft skills in 

community college students, (2) definitions of soft skills and their relevance in community 

college education, (3) information from employers associated with selected community college 

in Southeast Michigan, (4) the Guide and workbook produced for students to improve their soft 

skills, and (5) assessment of the outcome in terms of student awareness and increase of soft-skills 

in their interactions. 

The American Management Association (2019) speaks to essential skills being subjective 

and open to interpretation. What one may consider to be excellent communication skills, another 

might perceive as average or lacking. It is challenging to quantify and measure soft skills 

objectively, which can lead to discrepancies in evaluation. While employers recognize the 

importance of soft skills, some individuals and organizations may prioritize technical skills or 
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academic qualifications over soft skills (Ashford, 2019). As a result, individuals with exceptional 

soft skills might not always receive the recognition or opportunities they deserve. 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

There were several limitations to this study. The approach used in this study limited the 

sample size to 57 participants and consisted of 23 companies in a 20-mile radius of Schoolcraft 

College. The low sample size means that these results cannot be generalized to a larger 

population. Furthermore, it means that all statistical analyses remain suspect and can be used 

only to infer possible trends.  

Despite rigorous research methods, this study can be influenced by the researcher's 

subjectivity and biases to select essential skills that align with the researcher’s bias. These can 

affect the interpretation of results and conclusions drawn from the data. Lastly, the needs of 

employers may evolve, which can lead to some of the findings or conclusions becoming 

outdated. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

This Guide is intended to serve as a base line for community college administrators, 

faculty, and staff to equip students with essential skills desired in the corporate world. There are 

several directions for future research that one can pursue. Faculty can leverage the Guide and 

integrate soft skills development into their courses by including group projects, class discussions, 

and presentations. These activities encourage collaboration, communication, and leadership 

skills. Other college personnel, such as career services staff members, can provide guidance on 

soft skills development related to job interviews, networking, and workplace etiquette. 

Additionally, using the Guide and workbook and organizing workshops and/or training sessions 
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focused on soft skills can be beneficial in improving students’ communication and networking 

skills, emotional intelligence, and conflict resolution skills. 

There are several ways this study can be refined to enhance its depth, scope, and 

accuracy. It can even be repeated for a larger audience to obtain a higher number of responses 

across different business sectors. The trial of this program was short by most educational 

standards. An extended intervention would allow more time for participants to break into small 

groups with more facilitators and more interaction among participants and facilitators.  

Another recommendation would be for an institution to conduct a follow-up study every 

2 years to determine the participants’ progress toward the goal of elevating their professional 

presence. Additional research could focus on how community colleges and corporations can 

work together collaboratively to provide opportunities for students to acquire essential skills 

during their academic years that would make them even better employees once they graduate. 

Exploring the collaboration between higher education institutions and corporations to 

foster the development of soft skills in students can be a valuable area of research. The varying 

perceptions of the importance of different soft skills among business professionals and educators 

highlight the need for a nuanced approach to soft skill development in educational settings. 

While general essential skills such as communication, ethics, and emotional intelligence are 

essential for success, educators should also acknowledge the value of other soft skills like 

problem-solving, leadership, and diversity for creating well-rounded and adaptable professionals. 

In addition to the business world, government, and other sectors, educational leaders have 

several compelling reasons to care about soft skills being taught in college for enhanced 

workplace productivity, better management skills, and the ability to innovate and adapt to a 

dynamic workforce.  
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