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UNIVERSITIES GOING SOFT? SOFT SKILL DEVELOPMENT IN UNDERGRADUATES

Introduction/Need for Research
The goal of higher education institutions is to produce quality graduates fully prepared to enter and excel in the workforce. A component of preparation necessary includes the development of soft skills.  Soft skills, such as leadership development, communication, problem solving and decision making, are considered crucial for an individual to be successful and to foster career development in today’s workforce (Rutherford, Stedman, Felton, Wingenbach, & Harlin, 2004). Corporate Voices for Working Families (2010) states, “the future of American business competitiveness is directly tied to the quality and skills of the current and incoming workforce” (para. 1).  Recently, a lack of soft skills in hires directly out of college has been noticed by employers and universities.

Research efforts have been conducted by companies, universities, and coalitions to pinpoint the underdeveloped skills graduates lack, and to discern needed soft skills which should be taught (Birkenholz & Schumacher, 1994; Casner-Lotto & Barrington, 2006; Crawford, Lang, Fink, Dalton & Fielitz, 2011; Rutherford et al., 2004; Schumacher & Swan, 1993). A study conducted by the Association of Public Land-grant Universities found students, faculty, alumni, and employers all agree teaching soft skills should be a shared responsibility between the employer and the university (Crawford et al., 2011). Soft skill development is included to an extent in post-secondary curriculums. However, the realization is that graduates are not entering the workforce fully prepared to successfully compete.
As the research suggests, there is a deficiency of adequate soft skill development for undergraduates within the education system. The evidence suggests more research is essential to fully understand and comprehend the depth and scope of this problem before attempting to address and implement crucial changes. 

Conceptual Framework
Research was completed by the [University] to establish where curriculum changes could be made to offer soft skills. An informal questionnaire was presented to a group of undergraduates participating in a university sponsored seminar whom were at various levels in their programs. The study was conducted to determine the development opportunities provided by departments, as perceived by undergraduates.

Methodology
Participants were 25 randomly selected undergraduate students from the College of Agriculture at [University]. An open ended questionnaire was distributed to all participants. Participants were requested to answer the questionnaire based on opportunities available within their majors to develop soft skills including: communication, self-management, professionalism, leadership, decision making/problem solving, teamwork, and experiences. A mixed methods research design was used for data analysis. Percentages were formulated to determine the prevalence of opportunities to develop each soft skill based on participant responses. Two researchers conducted a content analysis of the responses to determine the soft skill development opportunities available. Comparative coding was used to determine response similarities.

Results
After analyzing the participants’ responses, all soft skills were found to be existent in some degree within the College of Agricultural at [University]. Communication skills, professionalism skills, and leadership skills were found to be the most commonly obtained soft skills. However, 48% or greater of all responses indicated there were opportunities available for the development of each soft skill listed. Classes were the most common means for obtaining communication and leadership skills. Seventy-two percent of respondents developed communication skills and 36% gained leadership skills through classes. Forty-four percent of respondents believed professionalism skills were taught through the curriculum of their major. Similarly, 36% of replies attributed the expansion of teamwork skills to group projects. The development of self-management skills was credited by the majority to be gained through learning how to balance their own curriculum and schedules. Decision making/problem solving skills and experiences were mentioned the least amount of times throughout the responses. On the contrary, the variety of opportunities to obtain decision making/problem solving skills and experiences was the highest. 

Conclusions 

Although some opportunities for soft skill development were found within undergraduate programs, there is still a need for a wider variety of opportunities and the promotion of programs currently available.

Recommendations
Some responses indicated a wide array of opportunities available through majors to develop their soft skills such as extra-curricular activities, attending class, internships, workshops, and seminars. Although a majority of respondents found opportunities to develop communication, professionalism, and leadership skills, institutions should continue to promote the development of these skill sets while incorporating more opportunities for experiences, teamwork, decision making/problem solving, and self-management skills. 

A few responses indicated conducting research, studying abroad and volunteering were valuable for developing soft skills. By expanding the accessibility and knowledge of such opportunities, institutions could increase their students’ preparedness for entrance into the workforce. Specifically, 32% of responses mentioned group projects as a means of developing leadership experiences. Therefore, faculty should consider altering curriculum (Rutherford et al., 2004) to integrate more group projects and advanced test questions which require problem solving and decision making.
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