IMPLEMENTING SOFT-
AUGUST 2022 SKI LLS PROG RAMS IN A
HANNAH DALPORTO POSTS ECON DARY SETTI NG

MARCO LEPE

Lessons from the New World of Work

ncreasingly, companies are dropping four-year degree requirements in
job postings, favoring skill-based requirements—such as communica-
tion and writing—instead.' These types of nonacademic “soft skills” are
viewed as essential for employment—employers consistently cite these
abilities as among the most valuable in job applicants, yet also the most diffi-

cult to assess.? (See Box 1 for a definition of these skills.)

In response to this growing emphasis on soft skills, postsecondary educators are looking
for ways to teach the skills explicitly.® The aim is to produce graduates with recognizable
competency not only in academic and career-technical skills, but also in the soft skills
needed to navigate a modern, diverse, and rapidly evolving work environment.

This brief outlines practical considerations and recommendations for developing and
implementing soft-skills programs, curricula, and instruction in a postsecondary
setting. These qualitative lessons are culled from an in-depth examination of a soft-skills
training and assessment program called the New World of Work (NWoW). NWoW

was selected for this study in part because it combines three components theorized to
strengthen soft skills:

| C 1 A classroom curriculum with direct instruction in 10 soft skills*

BUILDING KNOWLEDGE s :
10 IMPROVE SOCIAL POLICY 2 A concurrent, work-based learning experience

3 Anassessment and credential-granting component (digital badges)®




BOX 1
DEFINING SOFT SKILLS

This brief uses the term “soft skills,” also known as “noncognitive,
“twenty-first-century” skills. Soft skills can be defined as personal attributes, abilities, and habits that
enable effective individual and group work in settings such as college and the workplace. They encom-

employability,” “baseline,” or

pass social-emotional abilities related to communication, social interactions, and problem-solving, as
well as skills such as digital fluency that are critical to success in college and careers.

SOURCES: Laura H. Lippman, Renee Ryberg, Rachel Carney, and Kristin A. Moore, Key “Soft Skills” that Foster
Youth Workforce Success: Toward a Consensus Across Fields (Washington, DC: Child Trends, 2015); College

and Career Readiness and Success Center, “Integrating Employability Skills: A Framework for All Educators”
(Washington, DC: College and Career Readiness and Success Center at American Institutes for Research, 2019).

The NWoW curriculum was developed in 2012 and supported in its early operations by the California
Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office and the Foundation for California Community colleges.

It has been deployed at over 75 community colleges in California, as well as high schools, nonprofit
organizations, and government agencies. From 2016 to 2022 the research team conducted four rounds
of site visits, and spoke with 16 instructors across five community colleges pilot testing the program,
37 students in focus group settings, and 15 employers. Insights from these conversations and site visits
inform this brief.

HOW CAN PROGRAMS CONNECT SOFT-SKILL CLASSROOM LEARNING WITH
REAL-WORLD WORK?

Where Possible, Encourage Students to Obtain Work Experiences at the
Same Time as They Receive Classroom Instruction.

Students’ soft-skills learning may be reinforced by concurrent, hands-on experience in the workplace.
Work experiences can also provide real-world context for deeper learning in a course, as students can
discuss how they applied a skill. Many researchers argue that soft skills are best mastered by learning
both in the classroom and in work experiences where the skills can be practiced and demonstrated.®
The NWoW study model aligns with this recommendation by encouraging concurrent student
experiences in the workplace to bolster classroom instruction. In interviews, participants agreed that
this pairing was helpful, and voiced a desire to continue to strengthen connections between work
positions and NWoW instruction.

If programs and educators can help students find work experiences, they may best reinforce the
soft skills taught in the classroom by encouraging students to work at least a few hours a week (or
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around 60 hours over the course of a semester). Though a shorter-term work experience (say, a
one-time workplace observation) can hold some value, NWoW students, instructors, and employers
reported that increased work hours helped them learn the skills needed for their jobs and build more
meaningful relationships in their work positions. Although some might have concerns that work
could interfere with academics, research has shown that working up to 10 hours per week (which
translates to about 160 hours a semester) is actually associated with a boost to students’ grade point
averages.” Where possible, students should be supported in finding paid work experiences, which
ensures that students without financial safety nets can also benefit from concurrent work.

Students who have work experience to draw on can deepen their learning by using online discussion
boards and similar forums. In NWoW, online discussions provided a tangible way for students to
connect their classroom learning with their work experiences in real time. Additionally, students
benefited from learning about their peers” work experiences because it made concrete to them the
ways skills could be applied to different work environments. As one instructor explained, “A student
... who was doing an internship with an educational outreach program, and another student who’s
doing an internship with an after-school program—they were able to support each other and be
successful in ways that I don’t think they could have been independently.”

Set up Ways for Students to Get Evaluations on Their Performance from
Employers.

For students in active work experiences, there should be a clear avenue for soliciting information
from employer/supervisors about how students are applying and refining the skills being taught in
the classroom. NWoW interviewees felt that creating a clearer structure for employers to tell students
(and potentially their instructors) about how they were doing using soft skills in the workplace could
improve students’ ability to practice and reflect on those skills.

There is a tension between two goals here: On the one hand, programs want to provide employers
with resources to allow them to link their employees’ performance to the NWoW skills. On the other,
they want to avoid overburdening employers. Most employers interviewed were enthusiastic about
guiding students through their work experiences. But employers had mixed feelings about their level
of involvement in connecting soft-skills learning to these work positions. Some expressed a desire to
take on more responsibility, while others felt that the responsibility should be placed on instructors
and students.

To balance this tension, programs can require students to set up soft-skills-centered check-in
meetings with their supervisors. This structure may help students learn about how they are applying
specific skills, while being sensitive to employers’ or supervisors’ other demands. Finally, employers
may benefit from simply being made aware of the order and timing of skills lessons. Such awareness
could allow them to discuss explicitly with students the skills they are learning at a given time, and to
talk about how they relate to the students’ job performance.
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Consider Elevating Skill Assessments into Credentials Employers Can See.

The NWoW program includes a formal assessment tied to each of the 10 skills taught. Once students
complete a skill assessment, they earn a digital badge that is offered through an online platform.
These badges are a form of “microcredential” and are designed to signal competencies in discrete
soft skills to potential employers. As the practice of credentialing gains influence, providing this
opportunity to students may become a priority for programs.2 A companion blog post will outline a
number of ways programs can attempt to increase the credibility of their credentials.®

Programs interested in strengthening their assessments or creating microcredentials can turn

to psychometric analysis—a branch of psychology that focuses on the measurement of “latent
constructs” that cannot be directly observed. For those interested in applying tools from this
discipline to soft-skills assessments, a companion brief will outline lessons learned, limitations to the
approach, and practical tips.'°

HOW CAN PROGRAMS AND EDUCATORS STRUCTURE SOFT-SKILL
INSTRUCTION?

Focus on Teaching a Small Number of Skills, in Depth.

The NWoW curriculum has a module of instruction on each of 10 distinct soft skills. However, staff
members and students agreed that teaching all 10 in a single course was often infeasible due to the
structure of the course or time constraints, and most ended up teaching just a few skills per course.
Programs may benefit, then, from limiting the scope of courses to focus on a few soft skills in depth.

While various soft-skills course formats have competing pros and cons, in NWoW the “fewer skills”
approach seemed to work best across the board. Some colleges in the study added the soft-skills
lessons to an existing credit-bearing course, such as a work-experience class or even an English

class. The benefit of integrating the curriculum into credit-bearing courses is that students may be
motivated to show up regularly, and programs can avoid the bureaucracy sometimes associated

with creating new registered courses; the downside is that time is constrained by the existing course
materials, so instructors may have further limitations on how many skills they can cover in a class.
In contrast, in colleges where the curriculum was offered through stand-alone, noncredit workshops,
instructors could structure their courses more flexibly. However, low attendance and completion
issues presented a challenge in these circumstances, with students dropping in sporadically and with
only a limited number completing skill assessments and badges. Regardless of course format, keeping
the curriculum focused on a few skills can also allow instructors to integrate their teaching better
with students’ work experiences—for example, by creating space for employer visits.

When determining which skills to focus on, programs should consider the local labor market,
students’ job industries, and those jobs’ local work settings and skill requirements." Programs

Implementing Soft-Skills Programs in a Postsecondary Setting 4



may also benefit from surveying local employers or employers in institutional advisory boards.
Seeking advice from instructors can also be useful. For example, NWoW instructors said that
communication and collaboration were the most relevant skills they taught that were most
demanded by both employers and students.

Provide Avenues for Online Instruction, but Keep Lessons in Real Time.

Given the current trend toward online-only and hybrid courses—a trend accelerated by the COVID-
19 pandemic—it appears more important than ever for programs to develop effective strategies

and platforms to deliver soft-skills curricula online. Though the NWoW curriculum was originally
developed to be taught in person, instructors across at least three of the five colleges in the study
adapted the lessons to be taught online. This option made the curriculum more accessible—reaching
a broader range of students—and made it easier to incorporate videos and multimedia content.

Online instruction offers many benefits due to its flexibility. However, staff and student interviews
also suggested that soft-skills programs need to build regular opportunities for student-to-student
and student-to-instructor interactions into courses. One student explained: “I like [NWoW] online.

I think that what I miss out on is interaction with students.” Another student shared, “It was
convenient online for especially my early schedule, but it’s also good to have relationships in classes.”
The online discussion forums mentioned above as a way to allow students to discuss their work
experiences are one good way to promote such interactions. Making online courses synchronous—
that is, having students complete a curriculum at the same pace, in the same order—may also provide
a structure that allows more opportunities for student-to-student learning.
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