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Introduction
As job markets become more competitive and shaped by advancements in artificial intelligence (AI), employers increasingly value interpersonal skills such as communication, emotional intelligence, and teamwork, which are now considered essential for professional success (Syafira & Umam, 2024). These skills, alongside technical expertise and problem-solving abilities, are essential for workplace success (Siddiqui & Lokhande, 2019). Despite high confidence among junior and graduating senior students, one study shows a persistent “widening gap” between students’ self-perception and employers’ evaluations of their interpersonal skills (Stewart et al., 2016; King, 2024). This gap is linked to a limited understanding of interpersonal skills and their inadequate integration into college curricula (King, 2024; Villan-Valiejo et al., 2022). In STEM fields, critical thinking is heavily emphasized due to the analytical nature of the discipline (Stupple et al., 2017; Tibken et al., 2022). This includes agricultural STEM majors, who believed communication and decision-making skills were most important for their careers but felt more developed in teamwork and self-management skills (Parrella et al., 2024). In contrast, NON-STEM fields often prioritize creativity and communication (Tibken et al., 2022). Despite these disciplinary differences, teamwork remains universally important across both STEM and NON-STEM fields. Additionally, a growing body of evidence suggests interpersonal skills are stronger indicators of future employment and earnings than technical or manual skills, creating a gap between the skills employers seek and those offered by job candidates in both domains (Kyriazi, 2019). The purpose of this study is to examine essential interpersonal skills, including critical thinking, teamwork, and communication, in relation to job readiness, and to determine whether differences exist between STEM and NON-STEM undergraduate students. 
Conceptual Framework
While Bloom’s taxonomy was originally developed to guide curriculum design, it has also been applied to identify multiple-choice questions and other assessments that measure students’ critical thinking skills (Zaidi et al., 2018). These skills include critical thinking, problem solving skills, conflict resolution, and moral and ethical reasoning while enable students to apply knowledge across real-world situations beyond the classroom (Amelink et al., 2024). This study aligns these cognitive and interpersonal skill constructs with Keng’s (2024) theoretical framework guided the selection of survey items and interpretation of results, linking students’ performance on these constructs to their potential job readiness. By explicitly connecting Bloom’s levels of cognitive skills with Keng’s interpersonal constructs, the study strengthens the theoretical rational for examining how critical thinking, teamwork, and communication interact to support workforce preparedness. 
Methodology
A quantitative survey was used to assess how essential skills influence college students’ job readiness (Syafira & Uman, 2024). STEM majors included students in hard sciences (e.g., engineering, mathematics), while NON-STEM majors included social science-based fields (e.g., agricultural communications, business). Surveys were distributed via Sona Systems (NON-STEM) and Qualtrics (STEM). Participants included 360 Texas Tech University students (300 females, 60 males) from various academic levels. The instrument, adapted from Keng (2024), measured critical thinking, teamwork, and communication using 24 statements on a 5-point Likert scale. Sample items included: “I can resolve conflicts in group projects” (teamwork), “I can analyze problems and develop solutions” (critical thinking), and “I can communicate ideas clearly to different audiences” (communication). Scale reliability was high for all constructs (Cronbach’s α > 0.80). After cleaning, 360 responses were analyzed using SPSS. Due to violations of normality, the nonparametric Mann-Whitney U test was used. Although the source of non-normality was not explored, the large sample and appropriate nonparametric testing ensured robust comparisons.
Results/Findings
	 This study sought to determine differences in interpersonal skills between STEM and non-STEM majors. The mean rank for critical thinking skills was 175.65 for STEM majors and 182.81 for NON-STEM majors (z = –0.61, p = 0.54). For the construct of teamwork skills, STEM majors had a mean rank of 173.66, while non-STEM majors had a mean rank of 183.75 (z = –0.87, p = 0.38). For the final construct, communication, STEM majors had a mean rank of 152.94 compared to 193.60 for non-STEM majors (z = –3.48, p < 0.001). These results indicate a statistically significant difference in communication skills between the two groups, with non-STEM majors scoring higher.

Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations
	There were no significant differences in critical thinking skills and teamwork skills between STEM and NON-STEM majors. However, there was a statistically significant difference in the communication construct. Communication skills are essential in the workforce. Despite the high demand for these skills, leadership and communication courses, although part of the university’s core curriculum, are sometimes not taken by STEM majors because students may opt for electives instead of enrolling in these core communication courses (Adams & Missingham, 2006; Livingston, 2021). STEM programs are typically rigorous and packed with core requirements, leaving little room for students to enroll in communication courses (Livingston, 2021). The findings of this study align closely with previous literature, which suggests that STEM majors are generally less prepared in interpersonal skills, particularly in the context of job readiness.
Although not statistically significant, this study found that STEM majors tend to rate lower in both critical thinking and teamwork skills. Kyriazi (2019) notes that as people increasingly interact with machines through AI, there is a growing need for critical thinking and communication skills. Communication extends beyond oral presentations in the classroom; it also includes the ability to master written communication and communication sciences (Kyriazi, 2019). Additionally, students must learn to capture a client’s attention and effectively communicate why they should choose a product or care about a particular issue (Kyriazi, 2019). Social skills are essential for complex tasks and experiments. Students must be able to collaborate and communicate with others across departments, locations, and even countries (Kyriazi, 2019).
Based on these conclusions, the researchers recommend that students enroll in core communication courses such as public speaking, human communication, and leadership courses, as listed in the university's course catalog. These courses expose students to social science content outside their standard hard science curriculum and help develop interpersonal skills through client-based projects and experiential learning activities (Bobbit et al., 2000; Sorroza, 2023). Another recommendation is to offer targeted workshops for STEM majors to address gaps in interpersonal skills, particularly for students who are unable to enroll in social science courses. Further research could include a qualitative component to understand why STEM majors are scoring lower than NON-STEM majors in the critical thinking construct.
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