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Abstract

The workforce skills gap is an issue that has consistently shifted in the wake of technological
advancement. The “hard” skills are changing quickly. To be career ready, students will need to look
beyond the immediate “hard” skills to the “durable” skills that will transcend roles and companies. This
study examines insights from employees at multiple levels of seniority to determine which skills were
found to be helpful/lacking for recent graduates as they entered the workforce. Recent college
graduates, master’s and doctoral-level graduates, and manager focus groups were utilized to gain three
different perspectives. Both manual content analysis and Latent Dirichlet Analysis (LDA) were utilized in
analyzing the focus groups’ responses. The National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE)
identifies eight core competencies as part of career readiness that includes, communication, critical
thinking, equity & inclusion, professionalism, career & self-development, teamwork, and leadership
(technology is the eighth). As our conceptual framework for the study, we use these competencies and
map them onto three durable skills: cognitive, intrapersonal, and interpersonal. The three focus groups
were found to have different central themes. We provide suggestions for Higher Education Institutions
(HEIs) to help students acquire these durable skills prior to graduating and beginning their careers. A
shared responsibility among HEIs, industry, and students is necessary to succeed.
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