
The conversation around twenty- !rst- century skills is getting old. Liter-

ally. Two de cades into the twenty- !rst- century,  every institution— 

whether community college, land- grant university, private liberal arts 

college, or the state school in the  middle of nowhere—in one way or 

another is asking what a liberal education means now. That immutable 

now, emergent over the past twenty years, is the acknowl edgment and 

growing appreciation that students are di" er ent, that the environment 

for learning is di" er ent (in good and not so good ways), and that the 

needs of employers continue to change.

We have known for some time that employers largely value broad 

skills over narrow job training.1 That workforce advantage means em-

ployees are nimble enough to prob lem solve through technological 

changes, job redesign, or restructuring. It also means that college gradu-

ates can use a diverse skill set to navigate an increasingly complex, glob-

ally dependent job market and successfully maneuver through an aver-

age of nearly twelve  career changes, half of which  will occur when 

employees are between the ages of eigh teen and twenty- four.2  These 

abilities encompass a set of intellectual and practical skills, such as writ-

ten and oral communication skills, critical thinking, quantitative rea-

soning, and information literacy, in addition to the ability to integrate 

and apply  these pro!ciencies in vari ous conditions or settings.

But something  else is beginning to de!ne workforce needs.
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A person’s e%cacy in the workplace or in the world does not depend 

on intellectual, practical, and integrative skills alone. How individuals 

manage  others and themselves in complex environments also  matters. 

The attributes of  these capacities often get discussed in terms of em-

ployees’ interpersonal skills, such as the ability to work in teams or 

“with diverse groups,”3 or in terms of their individual capacities, like 

motivation, curiosity, or risk taking. If employers value gradu ates who 

can function e"ectively both interpersonally and intrapersonally, it is 

increasingly up to colleges and universities to provide  those abilities. 

But  the manner in which they are provided and to whom demands 

examination.

The Prob lem with the Term “Soft”

The Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) de-

!nes a liberal education as “an approach to learning that empowers indi-

viduals and prepares them to deal with complexity, diversity, and 

change,” which is achieved through the development of “a sense of so-

cial responsibility, as well as . . .  intellectual and practical skills . . .  and 

a demonstrated ability to apply knowledge and skills in real- world 

settings.”4

Implicit in this de!nition is the assumption of students’ development 

of “soft skills,” that is, a set of a"ective capacities or qualities of individu-

als that enable them to be productive, assured, introspective, and even 

empathetic. To be explicit about  these skills is to recognize, as employ-

ers are beginning to do, that employees are even more e"ective when 

they persevere through failures, when they act with con!dence, and 

when they re*ect on their per for mance. Notably,  these are similar to 

the capacities that faculty members often describe, sometimes wistfully, 

when talking about the “unmea sur able” skills that also contribute to stu-

dent success.

Indeed, among the skills respondents ranked most desirable in the 

AAC&U’s 2018 employer survey  were the ability “to work in de pen dently 

(prioritize, manage time)” and to be “self- motivated, take initiative, and 

be proactive with ideas or initiatives.”5 A study by Georgetown Univer-



The Future Has Gone Soft on Skills 207

sity’s Center on Education and the Workforce has recognized the job 

market value of self- esteem and resilience.6

It has become commonplace to refer to  these skills as “soft,” perhaps 

 because they are “inherent” or “personal” or  because their subjectivity 

eludes the usual assessment methods of quizzes and tests. What ever the 

reason, labeling any set of skills, particularly  those that are increasingly 

so impor tant, as “soft” is problematic. “Soft” skills have historically 

been equated with the feminization of certain jobs and associated skills 

in the  labor market. Female- dominated jobs, such as nurses, *ight atten-

dants, or primary school teachers, have been de!ned by their reliance 

on managing situations, managing one’s emotions,7 and working well 

with  others. What is “soft” about  these jobs is that  women tend to do 

them. The term “soft skills” serves to reinforce gender ste reo types about 

what  women supposedly do best and so e"ortlessly that it renders the 

work they are actually  doing as virtually invisible.8 The ele ment of being 

unseen contributes to  these skills being undervalued. The consequence 

of  these abilities being invisible and undervalued is a correlation with 

the systematic devaluation of the jobs in the American  labor market that 

rely on  these types of skills and the very real economic (i.e., wage) con-

sequences on the  people, primarily  women, who hold  these jobs.9 Relat-

edly, references to the social sciences as “soft” and the natu ral sciences 

as “hard” are demarcations that implicitly attack the rigor of !elds like 

sociology and psy chol ogy and underscore the growing feminization of 

 these disciplines.

Thus, the emphasis on soft skills in  today’s workforce invites an ex-

quisite tension: championing the importance of students’ personal and 

social development while si mul ta neously labeling such abilities in a way 

that ultimately undermines their value. This tension also extends to 

how we recognize (or miss) the development of soft skills (i.e., personal 

and social development) within some of the most innovative, high- impact 

learning experiences happening across college campuses.

Just as the forces of a rapidly diversifying twenty- !rst- century econ-

omy have in*uenced the growing importance of soft skills, so too have 

they  shaped the learning environments in which students  will encounter 
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 these skills. A commitment to students’ personal and social development 

 will require colleges and universities to grapple with the in*uences that 

have uniquely  shaped higher education in this  century.  Those forces are 

driven by diversi!cation, anxiety, stress, and the imperative to de!ne 

what student success means and how to achieve it.

The Development of Soft Skills in a Changing Educational Environment

We have gained a much clearer picture of just how diverse students are 

in the twenty- !rst  century.  Today’s students are both younger and older. 

The in*ux of students of traditional age into colleges and universities is 

due to increased numbers of students from historically underserved 

groups.10 The greatest area of consistent growth between 2000 and 2016 

was among Hispanic students, whose enrollment in postsecondary in-

stitutions more than doubled.11 Other underserved racial groups (Afri-

can American, Asian and Paci!c Islander, and American Indian and 

Alaska Native) boosted their enrollment by an average of 43   percent 

from 2000 to 2010.12 Institutions of higher education are also increas-

ingly being  shaped by an in*ux of students over the age of twenty- four, 

as more adult students seek a postsecondary credential.13

Additionally, one- third of college students  will transfer at least once, 

making movement across institutions much more common.14 Though 

the proportion of !rst- generation college students has declined over 

time, the size of this population is still noteworthy at about one- third of 

all college students.15 Altogether, the diversity of the student population 

in higher education demands that all institutions take notice. Not  because 

diversity is a prob lem, but  because it is a reckoning. Higher education’s 

re*ection of larger national demographic shifts does not simply require 

a greater awareness of  those students traditionally underserved by higher 

education. It also requires understanding that  those students’ back-

grounds, viewpoints, and cultural legacies and competence have been 

equally underserved.16 This means that the expression of the outcomes 

of a liberal education in general, and personal and social development in 

par tic u lar, must be encouraged to manifest in new ways.
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 Today’s college students are also reporting greater levels of anxiety 

and stress than ever before. Data from the American College Health As-

sociation indicate that 52   percent of undergraduates reported feeling 

“ things  were hopeless” at some point in the previous twelve months, 

86   percent reported feeling “overwhelmed by all they had to do,” and 

61   percent felt “overwhelming anxiety.”17 The National Survey of Col-

lege Counseling Centers reported a 44   percent increase in counseling 

ser vices in 2014 from the previous year.18 By and large, counselors are 

responding to students’ anxiety, which has far outpaced both depres-

sion and stress from relationships as the leading reason for visits to 

counseling centers since 2012.19

 There is  little doubt that increasing diversity and attention to stu-

dents’  mental health have a"ected the current environment of students’ 

learning on college campuses. At the same time, growing attention has 

also been given to the positive bene!ts of the amount and quality of 

certain engaged learning experiences, often referred to as high- impact 

practices. Though many of the most common high- impact practices, 

such as learning communities, ser vice learning, !rst- year seminars, and 

capstones, have existed for de cades, the use of the term “high- impact 

practices” is a twenty- !rst- century coining. The inclusiveness of this 

single term to refer to a breadth of practices acknowledges the e%cacy 

of  these experiences in the aggregate, particularly for underserved stu-

dents.20 Though much has been written about the value of  these experi-

ences in achieving the intellectual and applied skills of a liberal educa-

tion, relatively  little systematic connection has been made between 

 these practices and students’ personal and social development.21 That 

could be  because student development has traditionally been seen as the 

purview of student a"airs professionals. But the growing recognition of 

the need for intra-  and interpersonal capabilities (e.g., empathy, resil-

ience, con!dence, belonging) and the campus imperatives to expand 

high- impact practices provide an opening to link the two in a way that 

e"ectively takes the discussion of  whole student development from the 

cocurriculum to the classroom and beyond. High- impact practices may 
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not just be the key to building students’ cognitive skills; they may also be 

 every bit as e"ective in building students’ personal and social capacities.

The Link between Soft Skills and High- Impact Practices

A caveat to the e%cacy of high- impact practices has always been that 

they be done “well.”22 This means recognizing the characteristics of the 

experiences themselves that contribute to the intentionality with which 

they transform students’ learning and development.  These characteris-

tics are often thought of as the “quality” dimensions of high- impact 

practices.23 Among the qualities posited are three core ele ments that 

highlight the inherent connection between high- impact practices and 

students’ personal and social development: re*ection, high levels of in-

teraction, and high levels of feedback.24 Re*ection is vital for students to 

recognize instances of their learning in real time and the pathway of 

their learning over time.  Doing this well, however, demands treating 

re*ection as a skill to be developed over time through a series of re*ec-

tion prompts, as opposed to a single re*ection paper. The sequence of 

prompts should invite students to peel back layers of the experience.25 

Rather than asking “What did you do and how did you feel about it?” 

Carol Rod gers advocates for a four- part sequence that begins with stu-

dents learning to be mindful in the moment of the experience itself.26 

Only then can they move to step two (describe the experience) and step 

three (analyze the experience from multiple viewpoints). It is not  until 

the fourth step that students are asked to consider their own individual 

positionality and responses to the experience.

Re*ection is also about personal discovery. Just as re*ection provides 

a means for students to evaluate the path of their learning across experi-

ences, it also helps students to understand who they are vis- à- vis their 

learning. Re*ection enables students to consider their strengths and 

abilities, their limitations, and their own sense of purpose. Re*ective 

discussions can occur as easily between students and faculty as they can 

between students and  career ser vices professionals. Evidence suggests 

that students  will bene!t most by having multiple conversations with a 

constellation of higher education professionals.27 Ideally, students’ en-
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gagement in high- impact practices  will invite  these re*ections and dis-

cussions. Even better would be that re*ection and discussion happen 

early and often, so that by the time a student begins looking  toward a 

 career path, they have had the opportunity to fully consider what they 

have learned in the classroom and what they have learned about 

themselves.

High- impact practices should also contain high levels of interaction 

with faculty, peers, community members, and campus sta". The more 

diverse  these interactions, the better. Exposing students to di" er ent 

viewpoints forces them to reconcile their own perspectives with the 

views of  others with whom they disagree. This quality component of 

high- impact practices  will serve students well when, upon graduation, 

they are asked to work with colleagues in other parts of the world, of 

di" er ent faiths or sexual and po liti cal orientations, or of di" er ent racial 

or ethnic backgrounds.

Fi nally, high- impact practices should provide students with struc-

tured and consistent feedback. Feedback in any setting is a mechanism 

for, at minimum, telling students what they got right or wrong. In high- 

impact practices, consistent feedback builds resilience, motivating stu-

dents to improve by illuminating the path forward. It also strengthens 

self- esteem and con!dence by underscoring not just what was right but 

what was brilliant.

In impor tant ways, each of  these quality dimensions— re*ection, in-

teraction, and feedback—is relevant for the success of a generation of 

students entering college campuses from traditionally underserved back-

grounds,  whether they are !rst generation, low income, nonwhite, or 

some combination of all of  these. High levels of re*ection, interaction, 

and feedback can be the di"erence between a student leaving college 

and staying. With re*ection comes the chance to recognize a student’s 

voice and cultural wealth. With interaction comes the chance to build a 

community of their own and foster a sense of belonging. With feedback 

comes the chance to be seen as exceptional and college ready, even when 

a wider network of support may be lacking or non ex is tent. We know 

that high- impact practices can be particularly e"ective for improving 
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retention and graduation rates of underserved students,28 but we cur-

rently possess  little understanding of exactly why. By explic itly linking 

the quality components of high- impact practices with students’ personal 

and social development, we are getting closer to comprehending the full 

potential of  these experiences.

Community Engagement as a High- Impact Thread to Soft Skills

Lists of the most common high- impact practices often contain refer-

ences to service- learning courses and study abroad programs.  These are 

the places in the curriculum and the cocurriculum where civic and com-

munity engagement usually live. But to con!ne civic or community en-

gagement to a few programs is to miss the mark.  Today’s world is more 

globally connected than ever. Local issues are global issues. Domestic 

markets are internationally in*uenced. Communication skills do not 

stop at state or even continental borders. Students themselves are also 

more connected—to each other, to physical and virtual worlds, and to 

new modalities of expression. The extent of interconnectivity between 

environments and relationships makes civic and community engage-

ment not just one speci!c high- impact practice but a potentially catalyz-

ing component of   every high- impact practice. Community engagement 

can be woven into !rst- year seminars, learning communities, capstone 

proj ects, or undergraduate research, providing applicability, timeliness, 

and perhaps even a boost to outcomes.29

Though community engagement can be viewed as resource inten-

sive, conceptualizing  these activities as a robust, connected set of prac-

tices can be helpful. Community- engaged activities are often concurrent 

but siloed across multiple areas of campus life. For example, a single 

campus might have forms of community engagement that span ser vice 

learning and study abroad programs; clinical rotations, practicums, or 

!eld placements; internships; and pockets of community- based research. 

Cocurricular community engagement is also siloed with students par-

ticipating in volunteer initiatives, alternative spring break programs, and 

vari ous club or campus ministry ser vice proj ects. Each form of commu-

nity engagement, curricular and cocurricular, is a potentially power ful 
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mechanism through which students can explore their personal and so-

cial development.  These experiences would be even more power ful if 

they  were thought of in the aggregate, rather than piecemeal.

At the core of any community- engaged experience is a rich opportu-

nity for re*ection, interaction, and feedback. This could be in the form 

of students’ understanding another culture ( whether local or global) or 

interacting with a community member, orga nizational partner, or busi-

ness entity. An intentionally structured and or ga nized community- 

engaged experience is also a power ful mechanism for students to ex-

plore who they are and to apply that learning in a real- world context. 

Additionally, through guided re*ection, interaction, and feedback, stu-

dents can be invited to explore their own sources of bias and misinfor-

mation. Such experiences help students to tether the problem- solving 

and critical- thinking skills gained in the classroom to  actual “wicked” 

prob lems that by de!nition lack clear solutions, such as climate change, 

systems of social in equality, or demo cratic participation.30 But commu-

nity engagement is not a silver bullet for fully equipping students with 

personal and social development skills, nor is any other high- impact 

practice. What is needed is a more expansive view of how personal and 

social development skills are fostered across campus. This might include 

high- impact practices, like community engagement, but the scope of the 

practices should go even further. If colleges and universities are  going to 

get serious about students’ personal and social development, they must 

also align institutional missions, college- wide learning outcomes, fac-

ulty work, and assessment with  these promising educational practices.

Taking on the Hard Part of Soft Skills: De!nition,  

Implementation, Assessment

Although faculty members largely recognize the cross- disciplinary rele-

vance of abilities such as written and oral communication skills, critical 

thinking, and information literacy, far more ambiguity exists when it 

comes to adding personal and social development to a list of general ed-

ucation or institutional outcomes. Nevertheless, national frameworks 

have begun to provide guidance for such articulations. For example, the 
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Lumina Foundation’s beta Credentials Framework identi!es personal 

skills, such as autonomy, responsibility, self- awareness, and re*ective-

ness, as essential components of students’ overall skill set.31 The AAC&U 

has identi!ed developing students’ sense of “agency” as a guiding princi-

ple of its General Education Maps and Markers framework. Entire state 

university systems have also begun to recognize par tic u lar “noncogni-

tive” skills, such as academic mindset and belonging.32

Additionally, institutions have found pathways into discussions of 

personal and social development through connections to institutional 

core purposes or missions. Georgetown University, like many Jesuit 

universities, promotes self- care (cura personalis) as a de!ning princi ple of 

its mission. This mission- centered orientation provided leverage for 

launching the successful Engelhard Proj ect, in which faculty infuse 

modules related to student well- being and personal development into 

traditional academic courses. Additionally, large- scale institutional com-

mitments to well- being have fostered university- wide commitments to 

wellness and healthy- living programs and initiatives at George Mason 

University and the Healthy Campus initiative at Simon Fraser Univer-

sity. Fi nally, a handful of colleges and universities have explic itly identi-

!ed well- being outcomes, such as “personal development” and “spiritual, 

physical, and  mental health,” among institutional or general education 

outcomes.33

Another challenge in fostering personal and social development is 

the imposition of adding one more  thing for faculty to do. Giving stu-

dents opportunities for re*ection, interaction, and feedback, not to men-

tion all three, can feel like a substantial time commitment. Faculty alone 

should not be responsible for helping students to connect the dots be-

tween the development of their cognitive skills and certain a"ective or 

civic skills. The job is too  great and classroom time too constrained. 

While as educators and academic advisors, faculty play a signi!cant role 

in shaping students’ personal and social development, an opportunity 

exists to explore a larger network of support for students’ development 

of  these skills. Mentoring programs, available on most campuses, are 

one type of resource.  Whether peer, academic, or  career, mentors pro-
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vide support from which all students, and particularly  those from in-

creasingly diverse and underserved backgrounds, can bene!t.34 Holistic 

or team- based advising programs, such as Dominican University of Cal-

ifornia’s integrative coaching program, Agnes Scott College’s Summit 

program where each student chooses a “personal board of advisors,” 

and LaGuardia Community College’s advising teams are a few examples 

of this type of mentoring.35

Fi nally, even if students’ personal and social development skills can 

be articulated, championed, and reinforced, they still need to be as-

sessed. This can be a challenge for any institutional learning outcome, 

but assessment can seem particularly nebulous when considering con-

structs like hope, *ourishing, resilience, self- e%cacy, growth mindset, 

and belonging. Though such skills are sometimes assumed to be unmea-

sur able, a number of reliable and valid instruments exist and have been 

widely deployed.36

The connection of students’ personal and social development to the 

classroom, however, suggests some linkage of assessment with students’ 

demonstrated ability, perhaps through re*ection papers, journals, or 

other e"orts. This type of assessment complements standardized instru-

ments that, while valid and reliable, are based on students’ self- reported 

feelings and be hav iors. Direct assessment o"ers the opportunity to ex-

pand the evidence base by explic itly linking  these skills with classroom 

learning through assignments and faculty feedback. The AAC&U VALUE 

rubrics, released in 2009, provide a resource for the direct assessment of 

some of  these pro!ciencies, particularly as they relate to teamwork and 

civic skills, such as civic engagement, ethical reasoning, and intercul-

tural knowledge and competence.37 Though VALUE rubrics for personal 

and social development outcomes do not yet exist, the rubric template 

provides a model for how such assessments might be constructed. Two 

such campus- based examples are Tidewater Community College’s rubric 

for “personal development” and Chattanooga State Community College’s 

rubric to evaluate “work ethic.”38 Both possess a structure and layout sim-

ilar to the VALUE rubrics.
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Looking Forward: Changing the Narrative for  

Student Learning and Success

Based on what we know two de cades into the twenty- !rst  century,  here 

are some hopeful predictions for the changing narrative in higher edu-

cation. Colleges and universities  will increasingly highlight the ways in 

which a college degree is a certi!cation of students’ ability and con!-

dence not just to get a job but to nimbly move between  career paths. 

Campus narratives  will emphasize the ways in which students are pre-

pared to join, manage, and lead within a diverse global workforce. Higher 

education as a  whole  will be viewed as the training ground for equip-

ping students with the self- esteem to get  things done, the perseverance 

to stare down crises, and the risk taking to innovate, precisely  because 

they have had a sandbox in which to practice confronting failure and 

persisting.

Supporting students’ personal and social development  will more *u-

idly and authentically connect the curriculum and cocurriculum. The 

inertia that keeps  these two halves of the campus separate  will dis appear 

 under the weight of resource realignment and the desire for a holistic 

student experience. Even as faculty “own the curriculum,” faculty and 

student a"airs professionals  will develop greater understanding of the 

ways in which they mutually share responsibility for students’ learning. 

In part, this  will be through the understanding that contributions to 

high- impact practices are a collective, not a singular, endeavor. Addi-

tionally, campuses  will !nd new innovations and recognition for advis-

ing and mentoring programs, possibly as part of  those high- impact prac-

tices. As the campus community works together in ser vice of students’ 

cognitive, personal, and social development, new understandings of eq-

uity  will be forged by honoring how students’ a"ective strengths are fun-

damental to their success.

Ultimately, the coming de cades  will recognize that who students are 

and how they feel— about the world, about each other, and about them-

selves—is  every bit as impor tant as what they know and can do. The !rst 

step is to stop calling any of this “soft.” It is  going to be hard. It is  going to 
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be rigorous. It is  going to be consequential. And what we know of liberal 

education in the twenty- !rst  century  will be better  because of it.
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