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Does getting good grades in high school mean a stu-
dent will succeed in college or in a career? Research 
shows other factors, including interpersonal communi-
cation, critical thinking, work ethic, and creativity are 
important keys to student success. These “soft skills” 
help bridge academic achievement with postsecondary 
education and workplace experiences, allow students 
to complete college successfully, and make them at-
tractive candidates for employment. While students 
learn many skills by navigating the education system, 
out-of-school-time (OST) programs that are intent-
ional about soft-skill development may have a great 
impact on their success. 
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America’s workforce is suffering from a serious
skills deficit. Nearly two-thirds of the jobs available 
today demand high-skill levels, yet the majority of 
job seekers do not possess them. Instead, there is an 
abundance of people qualified only to obtain low-
skilled, low-paying jobs.5 

1 Introduction to soft skills. MASS project
2 Introduction to soft skills. MASS project
3 Soft Skills: a case for higher education and workplace training (2011)
4 Teaching soft skills through workplace simulations in classroom settings. (2010) Office of disability employment policy.
5 Gordon, E. (2009). The global talent crisis. The Futurist

“College”. . .
in this brief refers to all types of post secondary 
experiences, including traditional 4-year schools 
as well as 2-year programs, trade schools, and 
apprenticeships.

Hard Skills: Academic subjects such as read-
ing, writing, and arithmetic 
Soft Skills: Non-academic aptitudes that allow 
students to execute hard skills, like interpersonal 
communication, critical thinking, work ethic, and 
creativity. 2,3,4

Other Terms used for Soft Skills: Non-cog-
nitive, non-academic,protective factors, life skills

College and Workforce Readiness and Success
Today’s Students are Not Prepared for Success
In order to increase the proportion of workforce
entrants with necessary training and skills, high 
school graduates must be prepared for workplace suc-
cess, and those who pursue postsecondary education 
must be equipped to persist and succeed in that
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environment. However, many of today’s graduates 
are not ready for either the college or workplace set-
ting. Fewer than 50% of Americans believe that high 
school graduates are college and career ready.6 Of
all students at four-year colleges and universities,
29% have enrolled in a remedial class, and nearly 
4 out of 5 of those had a high school GPA of 3.0 or 
higher.7  
The majority of students who begin a college degree 
do not finish. By their mid-twenties, only about 4 out 
of 10 Americans have obtained either an associates 
or bachelor’s degree, and degree attainment rates are 
lower for young people of color.8  
Employers also report that nearly half of their en-
try-level employees are inadequately prepared and 
lack work ethic, basic communication and critical 
thinking skills.9 Business leaders recognize that soft 
skills are important, yet less than two thirds feel that 
most of their colleagues possess these skills,10 and 
more than half (53%) say their companies face a ma-
jor challenge in recruiting non-managerial employees 
with the skills, training, and education their company 
needs.11 
Researchers have concluded that America’s skills 
deficit problem is not solely the lack of college
access; but also includes youth not having the 
skills and experiences necessary to succeed beyond 
the typical high school classroom. 

Preparation for Success Includes More Than Just
Academic Achievement
In order for youth to achieve the best possible out-
comes, schools and youth programs must address 
not only academics, but also social, emotional and 
physical development.12 Children with positive social 
skills are more likely to have high self-esteem, have 
positive relationships with peers, and achieve in 

school.13 Promoting this type of development can lead 
to desirable outcomes, including increased academic 
performance.14 
A recent Child Trends study compared college readi-
ness, workplace readiness, and youth development 
benchmarks for high school graduates. Researchers 
found that many of the skills required for workplace 
and college success are absent from college readiness 
literature, including career planning, previous work 
experience, decision making, listening, integrity, and 
creativity.15

Indeed, both postsecondary and workplace success 
rely on a set of social skills and character attributes 
that must be incorporated as a natural aspect of a 
student’s abilities, including self awareness, self-
control, and intentionality.16 Research confirms that 
non-cognitive factors such as commitment to school, 
long-term goal setting, and social support are neces-
sary for college success.17  

2

College and Workforce Readiness and Success continued. . .

One on One Mentoring 
Research has found that several programs that 
bring children together with long-term mentors are 
associated with increased social engagement and 
college attendance.18 The most successful men-

toring programs provide relationships 
over a long period of time, have 

mentors who are trained and 
supervised, and encourage 
mentors to provide guidance 
and skill-building in several 
areas.19 



Whether through art, music, sports, academics or 
other activities – out-of-school-time (OST) programs 
play an important role in the development of the soft 
skills necessary for youth to succeed. However, OST 
programs often focus on and measure only academic 
benchmarks for youth. Research shows that the qual-
ity of the program a student attends affects program 
outcomes,20 and that being intentional about skill 
development is a best practice for youth programs.21 

 

Program Quality is Important
High-quality afterschool programs are those that pro-
mote a sense of physical and emotional safety, enable 
youth to build positive relationships, allow youth a 
role in decision making, and support the development 
of social skills such as conflict resolution, leadership, 
and teamwork.22 
Research has shown that high-quality programs in-
volve teachers in program implementation, foster ac-
tive learning environments, provide academic support 
or homework help, and require frequent, intensive 
involvement on the part of program staff, parents, and 
participants.23  Students are most likely to learn soft 
skills when activities are complex24 and take place 
in a real-world setting.25 Additionally, research has 

found that students learn soft skills better in programs 
that include step-by-step instruction, have students 
actively practice their skills, and have training goals 
that are clearly specified to the learner.26  
Out-of-school-time programs that teach soft skills are 
more effective when program attendance is high.27 
Youth who spend their time in several OST activities 
fare better than do their peers who are not involved at 
all or who participate in just one activity.28 However, 
as children progress through high school, they are less 
likely to participate in afterschool activities.29  
In addition to increasing soft skills, participation 
in high-quality educational after-school or summer 
programs leads to improved academic engage-
ment, achievement, and attainment, and to higher 
rates of seeking postsecondary education.30   

Out-of-School-Time Programs
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Best Practices for Building
Soft Skills in OST Programs 
• “Avoid 100 kids,1 adult, and a basketball pro-       
   gram formats31  
• Avoid implementing a program without a clear       
   theory of change32 
• Use teachers in program implementation33 
• Complete the entire program curriculum: Don’t       
   remove elements, or shorten its duration or fre-      
   quency.34 
• Avoid focusing just on “squelching” bad
  behaviors.35  
• Target multiple skill sets throughout the program36 



Youth programs seeking to add a focus on soft skill 
development do not need to start from scratch. Below 
are several tools and resources that can start programs 
on the road to incorporating soft skill development in 
an intentional and measurable way.

Tools and Resources

The 40 Developmental Assets. . .

is a framework for understanding the skills, or 
assets, youth need to succeed. Two of the asset 
groups relate directly to soft skills: Commitment 
to Learning, and Social Competencies. Visit the 
Search Institute’s website for concrete ways to 
promote each asset in your program.

http://www.search-institute.org/content/40-
developmental-assets-adolescents-ages-12-18
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WorkOne offices help Indiana citizens ac-
cess their skills, improve their skills, and find the 
job to match those skills.
http://www.in.gov/dwd/WorkOne
The Employment and Training Admin-
istration provides a toolkit for frontline youth 
serving professionals that includes information 
and a manual for preparing youth to become 
self-sufficient. http://www.doleta.gov/youth_
services/Toolkit-improve.cfm
Casey Life Skills provides a guidebook of 
resources for youth serving professionals to use 
as they teach life skills to their program partici-
pants. http://www.caseylifeskills.org/pages/
res/res_ACLSAGuidebook.htm#2
Collaborative for Academic Social 
and Emotional Learning (CASEL) is an 
organization dedicated to establishing social 
and emotional learning as an essential part of 
education. CASEL’s website provides research 
and tools that help service providers incorporate 
social and emotional learning into programs. 
http://casel.org
The Universal Encouragement Pro-
gram (UEP) is a customizable online guid-
ance assessment, reporting, communications, 
and evaluation system designed to help coun-
selors and other education support profession-
al’s document and respond to students' career 
and education needs, interests, and experienc-
es. http://www.capenetwork.org
From Soft Skills to Hard Data provides 
an in depth look at the different instruments for 
measuring soft skills so your organization can 
find the right tool for measuring success. 
http://www.forumfyi.org/files/Soft_Skills_
Hard_Data.pdf  
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