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Introduction

• The digital age is ushering in a competitive global economy, 
shifting the need for employees with sophisticated and refined 
competencies 

• Universities and colleges–are increasingly tasked with training the 
next wave of workforce entrants

• The success of this training is measured by growth in a broad range 
of abilities often labeled as 21st century skills.
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• Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) approach to organize 21st century skills:

1. Cognitive Skills

2. Intrapersonal Skills

3. Interpersonal Skills

4. Technical Skills

What about:

• Hard skills?

• Soft skills?

• Noncognitive skills?

• Generalizable skills?

• Transferable skills?

• Cross-Cutting skills?

• Employability skills? 
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Background: The Skills Gap

• The skills gap is defined as the 
discrepancy between the skills 
employers need and require and those 
possessed by job candidates and 
employees.
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Hart Research Associates, 2018

• The skills gap is defined as the 
discrepancy between the skills 
employers need and require and those 
possessed by job candidates and 
employees.

• 74% of HR managers state that the 
skills gap continues to persist (U.S. 

Chamber of Commerce Foundation)

• 78% of respondents will be looking 
for alternative means to evaluate job 
applicants as opposed to relying on 
credentials or degrees (U.S. Chamber of 

Commerce Foundation)
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Background: Gainful Employment

• Gainful employment is when:
• (a) wages cover more than their living 

expenses, providing additional income 
that can either be saved or spent on 
non-essentials (often referred to as 
disposable income); 

• (b) opportunities for advancement and 
career building are clear and 
available; 

• (c) stability and working conditions 
are safe and reasonable 
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• This focus has changed the messaging, missions, programs, and 
initiatives within and about the postsecondary sector. 

•Four-year Colleges:
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Background: The Onus is on HE

• This focus has changed the messaging, missions, programs, and 
initiatives within and about the postsecondary sector. 

•Four-year Colleges:
• Expansion/Revision of liberal education to include practical 

skills in Liberal Education and America’s Promise

•Community Colleges: 
• Adapt their success metrics and publicly available scorecards 

to account for the re-skilling of working professionals (“Skill 
builders”)
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Research Questions (RQ):

27



Research Questions (RQ):

a) RQ1: Is there evidence of a disconnect—in terms of language 
usage—in the way higher education (scholars, administrators, 
policymakers) and employers define and reference key 
competencies, such as critical thinking, etc.? 

28



Research Questions (RQ):

a) RQ1: Is there evidence of a disconnect—in terms of language 
usage—in the way higher education (scholars, administrators, 
policymakers) and employers define and reference key 
competencies, such as critical thinking, etc.? 

b) RQ2:What evidence is there of a unified framework that seeks to 
move beyond traditional academic metrics, and more directly 
communicate the skills students have acquired to employers?
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RQ1: Evidence of a 
common language

Do Employers and Educators Speak the Same Language?
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RQ1: What Educators/Scholars are saying
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• Teamwork

• Goal setting

• Time management

• Emotional skills

• Interpersonal communication

• Social skills

• Leadership

• Problem solving and decision 

making
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RQ1: Rios, J. A., Sparks, J. R., Zhang, M., & Liu, O. L. (2017). Development and 

validation of the written communication assessment of the HEIghten outcomes assessment suite. 
ETS Research Report Series, 2017(1), 1–16.
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RQ1: Vista, A. (2020). Data-driven identification of skills for the future: 21st-century skills 

for the 21st-century workforce. Sage Open, 10(2), 2158244020915904.
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common language
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Essential Employability 
Qualities

• (1) Communication

• (2) Problem-solving
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• (4) Collaborations 

• (5) Adaptability

• (5) Ethical Decision-makers

• (7) Professional/Self-regulatory 

• (8) Continuous learning
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The QA Commons: Pilot 
Study

• 14 institutions

• 27 different degree programs

• Community colleges

• Four-year schools

• Aims:
• (a) Work with stakeholders to transform 

programs of  study to incorporate, measure, 
and assess key 21st century skills at both the 
program and course levels; 

• (b) Identify promising practices institutions 
can incorporate which are informed by 
employers’ input; and 

• (c) Develop avenues to communicate the 

skills learned by students to employers. 



Other Notable Frameworks: Are They 
Antithetical?
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Funder Recap

• RQ1: Funders could provide and direct resources in the 
following ways:

o Fund more research predicting work-based metrics via academic 

developed or standardized test instruments. 

o Additionally, a more direct means of  establishing confidence in 

the meaning of  terms used is to study the convergence between 

standardized assessments measuring 21st century skills and 

employer ratings of  the same employees on the same constructs. 
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Funder Recap

• RQ2a: Funders could provide and direct resources in the 
following ways:
o Fund research aimed at comparing students who have graduated 

from participating programs against those that haven’t in skill 

growth and labor market outcomes

o Provide incentives for more institutions and programs to 

participate in the EEQ initiative

o Provide incentives for employers to consider EEQ’s in the hiring 

of  job candidates
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Funder Recap

• RQ2b: Funders could provide and direct resources in the 
following ways:

o Fund research aimed at comparing the students who 

have graduated from work colleges against those that 

haven’t in skill growth and labor market outcomes

o Incentivize work colleges to collect and report skill 

growth data across programs of  study
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Next Steps: Proposals for the 
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Theories of Skill Development

• There is virtually no work that connects and synthesizes theories of 
skill development and university education in a manner that makes 
precise predictions 

86



Theories of Skill Development

• There is virtually no work that connects and synthesizes theories of 
skill development and university education in a manner that makes 
precise predictions 

• That is, there is no unified theory for how 21st century skills 
develop (Care & Kim, 2018). 
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Theories of Skill Development

• Ackerman’s Theory of Adult 
Intellect (1996) could provide 
insights into how personality 
(noncognitive) and cognitive 
abilities interact to develop 
domain-specific knowledge and 
expertise
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Theories of Skill Development

• Fischer’s Theory of Skill 
Development (1980) could 
provide insights into how skills 
develop within skill domains, and 
how to predict sequential 
structures. 
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Pedagogy

• In the frameworks reviewed, how an emphasis on 21st century 
skills at the mission statement or policy level influences actual 
teaching practices are unclear.

• What’s more, some of the frameworks propose merely recording if 
instructors include some 21st century skills as outcomes on their 
syllabi or teaching plans
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Pedagogy

• In the frameworks reviewed, how an emphasis on 21st century 
skills at the mission statement or policy level influences actual 
teaching practices are unclear.

• Hora, et al (2018), “Asking an untrained and unsupported 
adjunct instructor to magically transform a 300-student lecture 
hall into a group of highly capable, critically thinking engineers 
is, to put it mildly, unreasonable.”
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Measurement

• Sound measurement precludes 
any claims of skill 
development in higher 
education. 

• Measurement theory should be 
thoughtfully considered in the 
construction of 21st century 
skill assessments. 
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