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ABSTRACT

Existing research suggests a misalignment between the preparation offered by higher education
and the workplace readiness skills employers are expecting recent graduates to have mastered.
Multiple studies completed on the topic of workplace readiness explored the views of employers,
while few gathered the perspectives of students or recent graduates. This embedded mixed
methods study invited both undergraduate seniors’ and recent graduates’ to participate in an on-
line survey capturing perceptions of their own workplace readiness and their thoughts regarding
the role the university should have in student career development. Current undergraduate seniors
and first-year alumni of a private, 4-year non-profit university were surveyed resulting in two
samples: 212 undergraduate seniors representing approximately 28% of the senior class and 42
first-year alumni representing approximately 7%. The findings of this study revealed that
undergraduates and recent graduates believe the institution should support students’ workplace
preparation, including technical and soft skill development. While many undergraduate students’
and recent graduates’ were pleased with their college experience, the majority cited a need for
the integration of targeted career development opportunities within their coursework that aligns
with current industry expectations. A triangulation of the findings, resulted in 5 conclusions: (a)
alumni and seniors share similar views as to the importance of the university’s role in supporting
students’ career development by integrating career-preparation programming within all areas of
the student experience, (b) students expect the institution to serve as their talent scout for
employers, (c) career preparation programming and academics should not be mutually exclusive
of each other, (d) alumni and seniors believe college serves as a training ground for students to
become independent adults, and (e) despite having personal experience within the workforce, the

views of alumni and seniors were similar regarding workplace readiness. Higher education



Xiv
leaders are encouraged to communicate with employers for career-related trends in the industry
to help inform the integration of career development programming into all aspects of student life.
The study results contribute to existing literature by providing insight into the student’s

perspective on workplace readiness and the university’s role in supporting students’ career

development and transition into the workplace.



Chapter One: Introduction

Higher education has found itself at a crossroads where the paths forged by institutions
and education that once were seamlessly woven together have since divided. Education and
learning are in a constant state of evolution as technology, new ideas, and the environmental
landscape shape society. Although education has embraced an ever-evolving identity, higher
education institutions have been less responsive to these shifting trends (Fischer, 2013). Rather
than adapting to the needs of its current clientele, many institutions cling tightly to tradition and
avoid change, thus leaving many to question whether the high cost of a college degree is worth
the investment (Center for College Affordability and Productivity [CCAP], 2011). Higher
education institutions are expected to provide college students with the basic skills necessary to
prepare them to be competitive and workforce-ready (Crebert, Bates, Bell, Patrick, & Cragnolini,
2004). From skills needed to prepare a formal resume and interview well to professionalism and
the hard and soft skills sought after by employers, undergraduate college students across the
nation are expected to develop these abilities by the time they graduate with their Associate’s or
Bachelor’s degree, and initiate their career search.

Unfortunately, an age-old problem has continued to overshadow each undergraduate
graduating class. As recent Associate’s or Bachelor’s degree holders begin the arduous process
of seeking employment many are recognizing that they lack many of the fundamental skills
necessary to market themselves as potential employees (Bentley University, 2014a).
Additionally, employers are hesitant to hire individuals whose lack of basic workplace readiness
skills would result in the need for additional, expensive onboarding, thus leading some to choose
instead to leave positions unfilled. With many students and employers pointing fingers and

laying blame on higher education institutions for not adequately preparing candidates for the



world of work (Bentley University, 2014a), institutions themselves are having to not only defend
their program value, but also the rising cost of their tuition.

Though the cost of attendance continues to skyrocket, students continue to enter colleges
and universities with the intention of being able to secure a better job upon graduation, earn more
money, and satisfy their career goals (Astin, 1993; Pryor et al., 2012; Sax, Astin, Korn, &
Mahoney, 1998). Students’ identification of expected outcomes of college attendance encourage
institutions to take a greater level of accountability for the educational outcomes and concerns of
their student body (Baird, 1996; Pryor, et al., 2012). These goals often impose additional
pressure on both the students as learners and the institution to prove the efficacy of the services
and programs offered to assist students in reaching their goals.

Employers are especially adamant that colleges, universities and their career services
offices need to work harder in preparing students for life beyond the classroom (Jaschik, 2014).
With the workplace constantly adapting to changes in technology and the needs of consumer,
business have in turn looked more to higher education to help students build the professional
skills necessary to transition into the world of work efficiently (Fischer, 2013). In 2010, Hart
Research Associates (2010) found that “only one in four employers surveyed believed colleges
were adequately preparing students to meet the challenges of the current global economy” (p. 1).
According to a recent study by the St. Louis Community College: Workforce Solutions Group
(2013), 57% of employers shared that, second to general economic conditions, ’a shortage of
workers with the knowledge or skills” (pp. 1-2) needed to fill current open positions barred their
companies from expanding. With many recent graduates lacking the hard and soft skills needed
to fill open positions within the labor market, employers are hesitant to hire individuals whose

lack of workplace readiness skills would result in the need for additional, expensive onboarding



and adjustment of their current workplace practices (Hais & Winograd, 2014). Unfortunately, as
this skills gap continues to grow, recent graduates find themselves struggling to compete with
other international candidates within the global labor market.

Historically, the issue of a skills gap between graduates and the workforce is not new as
there has always been a small gap between the professional skills undergraduate students
graduate with and the hard and soft skills that employers expect their new hires to have mastered.
Since the American public education system opened its doors, schools and institutions have been
tasked with increasing student knowledge. Early studies by Goldin & Katz (1999) and Kevles
(1979) point to changes in industry that have both initiated and exacerbated the skills gap as far
back as the late 19" century. With each expansion of industry and advancement of technology,
the demand for workers with specific skills has risen, thus charging colleges and universities to
reconsider their course offerings and career services programs, such that they could fulfill the
need of the workforce by producing a skilled labor force. While industry and technology helped
to define the role of career services in the American university, its consistently changing
landscape has plagued each generation of graduates who consistently fall short of employers
expectations with regards to their level of skill and experience (Crumpacker & Crumpacker,
2007; Glass, 2007; Hofstadter, Hardy, & Commission on Financing Higher Education, 1952;
Zemke, Raines, & Filipczak, 2000).

In the early 1900’s there was a stark increase in higher education enrollment as the
manufacturing industry and field of science rapidly expanded and the demand for knowledgeable
workers reached a new high. With colleges and universities rushing to fill the skills gap left by
the industry boom, Traditionalists (born before 1946) entered the work environment. Also known

as “The Veterans,” this group became known as survivors who set the precedent for workplace



ethics and worked diligently in positions created in response to the war effort (Zemke et al.,
1999). After the end of World War II, the baby-boomer generation (born 1943-1960) flooded
into the work environment as the “world’s largest cohort,” (Westerman & Yamamura, 2007, p.
152) and impacted society, business and the economy. Baby boomers lived and worked during a
time of great economic expansion and were known as driven workers always seeking bigger and
better opportunities. Unlike their Traditionalist counterparts, many boomers decided to not retire
as early due to many defining their lives by their work. Generation Xers (born 1960-1980) came
into the working world after living through the economic wars of the 1970s where workers held
onto the jobs they had like lifelines (Zemke et al., 1999). With this era sparking the start of the
globalization of industry, employers sought to hire highly skilled individuals who could adapt
quickly within the changing work environment. The “entry of Generation Y, or Millennials, into
the workplace means that for the first time the workforce contains four generations spanning
more than 60 years” (Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008, p. 367).

Current undergraduates and recent graduates would be considered to be millennials
(Shaw & Fairhurst, 2008). The beginning and end dates, which define this demographic group,
“vary from beginning dates of 1977-1982 to ending dates of 1994-2003” (Shih & Allen, 2007, p.
90). What sets millennials apart from generations past is the increasing need for America to
produce scholarly professionals who aid in keeping America competitive in the global market
and who can adapt quickly in a world where technology constantly evolves and changes the
needed skill level of the labor force (McNamara, 2009). By the year 2025, “millennials will
comprise of more than one in three of adult Americans by 2020 and will make up close to three-
quarters of the United States workforce” (Hais & Winograd, 2014, p. 2). According to a recent

study by the Educational Testing Service Center for Research on Human Capital and Education



(2015), while “the millennial generation may be the most educated generation in the United
State’s recent past, they consistently score below many of their national peers in problem
solving, numeracy, and literacy” (p. 4). What these statistics point to is a need for America to
readdress not only how the nation competes within a global economy, but also how educational
institutions and their career services offices can aid in supporting the future workforce in their
professional skill development. In a recent interview regarding the wealth divide, Thomas
Piketty highlighted the importance of addressing the skills gap.

Historically, the main equalizing force — both between and within countries — has been

the diffusion of knowledge and skills. However, this virtuous process cannot work

properly without inclusive educational institutions and continuous investment in skills.

This is a major challenge for all countries in the century underway. (Porter, 2015, p. 2)
Without properly equipping these millennial students with the skills and tools necessary to be
workplace ready in today’s labor market, these students will be ill prepared to be competitive for
jobs on the global level.

In addition, if higher education institutions are unable to demonstrate a positive
relationship between the value of earning a college degree and the high cost of attendance, they
run the risk of losing prospective students and public support. With the average tuition of higher
education institutions having increased 757% in price from 1980-2009 alone, the general public
continues to raise questions regarding whether earning a college degree is worth the average
$24,000 dollars in student loan debt with which many students graduate (CCAP, 2011). These
results are not just numbers on a page, but represent a historical problem that continues to grow
as technology advances and institutions find themselves trying to prepare a generation of

students for jobs that have yet to be invented. This makes studies surrounding undergraduate

workplace readiness even more important for the purpose of informing higher education on what



steps they can take to help students develop the skills necessary to succeed in the labor market
they will be entering.

This study focused on understanding the undergraduate seniors and the most recent
graduates’ perspectives on workplace readiness, and what factors influence how they perceive
this concept. By gaining insight into what influenced student and recent graduate perceptions of
what workplace readiness means, higher education can devise methods of using this knowledge
to design programs and events, such that students will be further supported in their development
of foundational workplace-readiness skills.

Background of the Problem

One of the main goals for any higher education institution relates to providing students
with the tools and professional skills needed to find, secure, and transition easily into their future
career of choice. However, yearly studies conducted by companies such as Hart Research
Associates (2015), and Gallup & Lumina Foundation (2013) point to a misalignment between the
preparation programming being offered by institutions and the workplace readiness skills
employers are expecting recent graduates to have mastered. What seems to make this skills gap
of the millennial generation unique is its pairing with their distinctive culture and approach to
life that is considered alien to older generations (Hais & Winograd, 2014).

According to a 2013 study of 1,000 hiring managers, “fewer than two in five managers
believed college graduates were well-equipped for a job in their field of study” (Harris
Interactive, 2013, p. 3). When compared to the responses given by hiring managers, college
students decidedly overestimated their own skills and professional expertise along with their
perceived ability to complete specific job duties. The following year, 2014, exposed the crisis

even further with the release of Bentley University’s The Prepared U Project. The study



engaged 3,100 respondents from nine stakeholder groups ranging from upperclassmen in high
school to college students to members of the general public, business industry, and higher
education. According to the findings, “more than six in ten business leaders claimed that recent
college graduates harmed their daily business productivity function due to a lack of
preparedness” (Bentley University, 2014a).

With society continuing to advance rapidly with the assistance of technology, now more
than ever, employers are seeking employees with a higher level of knowledge and broader range
of skills than what was sought after in more recent history. “Lack of interpersonal and
communication skills, critical thinking, problem solving, and general business knowledge were
cited” (St. Louis Community College: Workforce Solutions Group, 2013, p. 30) as the top
shortcomings of recent applicants. Recent graduates’ lack of soft skills is a complaint shared
often by employers with career services offices and is echoed in their cry for change amongst
higher education. While it may seem that only employers are in an uproar over these labor
market issues, millennial undergraduate students and recent graduates are also noticing a change
in the expectations of employers and what they themselves need to survive in the current weak
job market.

Though the supply of college grads has more than doubled since the 1970s, the demand
for college graduates has not risen in the labor world (Capelli, 2015). Instead, the rises in labor
needs are for positions that do not require an advanced degree or an Associates or Bachelors. To
further exacerbate this concern, the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2010) projected that by 2020, of
the new jobs available, that three times as many will require only a high school diploma or less
rather than a bachelor’s degree. Despite this alarming fact, students continue to stream into

higher education because they equate a college education to a higher paying job and financial



security (Yee, 2012). Unfortunately, this trend is already starting to take form as many recent
graduates find themselves underemployed and in positions that do not require their applicants to
have a costly degree (Bidwell, 2013). Looking at a study of historical data, there appears to be a
“substantial growth from <I to 15% of occupations employing overeducated workers” (Vedder,
Denhart, & Robe, 2013, p. 1). This growing trend of recent graduates taking on positions that are
not equal to their degree level is concerning to many Americans who see this disproportion as a
sign of the failure of institutions to properly train students for entry into the real world. In 2010
alone, “over 20 million or 48% of working college graduates were underemployed and held
positions that did not need a bachelor’s degree” (Vedder et al., 2013, p. 1). While some research
suggests that recent graduate attitudes, feelings of entitlement and differing perspective of the
workplace have caused the rise of underemployment, some economists point to an oversupply
educated graduates as compared to a lower supply of educated job positions available. As of
2014, this number had only slightly decreased with “44% of recent graduates working in
positions not equivalent to that of their degree” (Weissman, 2014, p. 1). Of these underemployed
graduates, “9% are working in jobs that pay less than $25,000 annually” (Weissman, 2014, p. 2).
While these workers may find themselves in positions that allow them to earn more than a high
school graduate, it often is still not enough to pay off the cost of college (Cappelli, 2015).
Further, future projections show that the number of current graduates and current enrollees
exceed the number of expected high-skilled jobs that will be available for the future workforce.
When trying to identify the culprit leading to underemployment, many signs point to the
lack of quality positions open for recent graduates in addition to the surplus of mediocre-paying
positions that end up employing many of these students. As a result, the view towards higher

education and its value have shifted over the past 10 years especially with the crisis in the labor



market being under close scrutiny by the general public. According to research, for many
millennials, their attitude towards the workplace and the value of their college degree is
influenced by feelings of entitlement. Many millennials believe that having a college degree
should automatically afford them a position in the industry and organization of their choice.
Therefore, when this occurrence does not take place and they find themselves underemployed or
taking positions that are not ideal, many blame the education system for not preparing them
appropriately or placing them in their desired role (Bentley University, 2014a; Yee, 2012). Many
millennials have difficulty in taking ownership for their current or future employment situation.
While much of the research criticizes millennials for their unrealistic expectations and demands,
others perceive the situation difference. During an interview in 2013, CEO Dan Schwabel gave
the following perspective on why millennials are perceived as entitled, and why this tag may be
misplaced:

Millennials are facing a really tough economy now, and they are suffering from an

unemployment rate of over 16%... They realize that internships and degrees don't turn

into jobs, so they see freelancing as a path to success... Millennials may be perceived as

entitled, but, really, they have to have an entrepreneurial mindset and manage their career

differently in order to make it. (Levin-Epstein, 2013, para. 9)
While this research study did not focus on the role of entitlement in regards to students’
perceptions of their own workplace readiness and the role they feel the university should play in
student career development, it is important to keep in mind that these feelings of entitlement
could have directly influenced the students’ perspectives of their current situation.

Originally, the purpose of continuing one’s education beyond high school was to obtain
credentialing or specific training to enter the workforce, along with learning how to think,

expand one’s knowledge, and acquire essential life skills needed to be successful in today’s

world (Bentley University, 2014a ; Yee, 2012). Today, higher education is perceived by the
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world as an even greater necessity to being successful in the labor market, especially with a
reduction in the number of well-paying jobs and college degrees serving as the key for many to
securing gainful employment (Mullen, 2010; Yee, 2012).

While the cost of higher education continues to increase and the economic benefits
become further questionable, higher education will be forced to determine their stance on the
issue. For many in higher education, the attitude remains that “higher education is meant to
educate broadly, not train narrowly” (Fischer, 2013, p. 5). Instead, they see businesses as asking
too much and refusing to take responsibility for the training of their own employees. One could
say that the skills gap is not the only gap present, but one also exists between what skills higher
education and employers believe students should graduate with. With the statistics pointing to a
need for change, the call for action has been heard across the nation and garnered the attention of
the federal government. In response to the continued negative media and research regarding the
state of affairs for millennials, the President and federal government have decided that higher
education should be more strictly monitored to determine their effectiveness. More strict
regulations regarding university reporting of student outcomes will be used as an intervention to
help determine which institutions are not preparing students for gainful employment. If
institutions are unable to represent positive outcomes for their student body, they will run the risk
of losing their accreditation (Department of Education, 2015). Therefore, in order for institutions
to effectively assist students in the development of workplace readiness skills, administrators of
career services at the collegiate level must understand what influences student views of what
makes one workplace-ready, such that this knowledge can be utilized to design and implement

new programs to support student acquisition and development of these necessary skills.
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Problem Statement

Over the past 10 years, increasingly negative research results and media have exposed the
growing skills gap between the nation’s recent graduates and the workforce. With the landscape
of the workforce constantly changing, the demand for skilled workers continues to increase as
technological advances and breakthroughs in industry result in the creation of positions that need
qualified candidates. Research shows that employers are greatly discouraged and frustrated by
the lack of workplace readiness skills that millennial students are graduating with from colleges
and universities. Though employers are already pointing fingers in blame, recent millennial
alums are also venting their frustration and disappointment towards their university and career
services regarding the lack of preparation and assistance in their development as professionals.
With many recent alums finding themselves underemployed and lacking by employer standards,
they have begun to question the value of their college degree. Much of the current research
focuses on employers perceptions of workplace readiness and what constitutes a highly qualified
candidate (Bentley University, 2014a; Bentley University, 2014b; Gallup & Lumina Foundation,
2013; Harris Interactive, 2013) while there is limited research that focuses on the undergraduate
and recent graduate’s perceptions of workplace readiness and the role that institutions should
play in the preparation of students for life outside of college.
Purpose of Research

The purpose of this embedded mixed methods study was to explore undergraduate and
recent graduate’s understanding of what it means to be workplace ready and how their
experience in a higher education institution did or did not assist them in developing these
necessary skills. This study also sought to understand how recent graduates perceived their

degree and its return on their investment. The results of this type of study can be used by
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institutions to inform decisions regarding the need for additional programming or new learning
opportunities which can reach students on a greater level to help develop them as professionals
and assist them in building their professional skill set.
Research Questions
Central guiding research question:
* What are undergraduate students’ and recent graduates’ perceptions of
the quality of career preparation provided by their institution?
Sub questions:
1. What skills do undergraduate seniors and recent graduates define as being workplace-
readiness skills?
2. What skills do undergraduate seniors and recent graduates perceive as being most
important to secure a degree-appropriate job?
3. What university-offered resources would assist undergraduate students in developing
workplace-readiness skills that are not currently offered?
4. What activities do students perceive as most valuable in preparing them for the world
of work?
Research Design
The study utilized an embedded mixed methods design, with the intent of gaining a rich
understanding of students’ perceptions of workplace readiness and the career preparation
provided by their institutions. Creswell (2009) describes embedded mixed methods as a design
that combines the use of either quantitative or qualitative data within a greater design where “the
data sources play a supporting role in the overall design” (p. 16). The target populations for this

study were current undergraduate seniors and the most recent graduating class of a private, non-



13

profit institution in California. Data was gathered through online surveys capturing both
quantitative and qualitative data and designed specifically for the targeted group. The key
difference in the recent graduates’ survey involved the language used within the survey which
encouraged alumni participants to reflect back upon their time as students to answer the survey
items.

The researcher is a staff member of the targeted private, non-profit institution in
California. To support subject anonymity and ensure confidentiality of the students and alumni
participating, the online surveys were created and administered through Qualtrics. Within this
survey administration software, responses were stripped of any identifying information before
being seen by the researcher. The research followed the rules as set forth by the Pepperdine
University Institutional Review Board.

Assumptions and Delimitations

This study assumed that the population of undergraduate seniors from the non-profit
higher education institution targeted was representative of other graduating undergraduates from
other private institutions. Additionally, the population of first-year alum from the non-profit
higher education institution was representative of other first-year alum from other private
institutions. Second, the study assumed that once graduates leave the collegial environment,
their understanding of workplace readiness changes upon gaining experience in the professional
world. Third, it was assumed that career development and workplace readiness skills were not a
part of the current academic curriculum. Fourth, it was assumed that current undergraduate
students and recent graduates have a basic understanding of workplace readiness, however are
not educated on what workplace readiness skills employers are looking for within the various

industries or how skills can be developed through experience. Fifth, the research assumed that
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current students’ and recent graduates’ attitudes towards workplace readiness and the role they
feel the university should play in career development could be influenced by feelings of
entitlement. This research study focused on participants’ perceptions and experiences, without
diving deeper into how their feelings of entitlement might have influenced their personal career
development. Lastly, the study assumed that the limited student knowledge of workplace
readiness leads to a miscommunication of the roles that the student themselves and institution
play in the student’s career development. Whatever their current understanding of workplace
readiness was, participants received a working definition before beginning the survey process.
This study was limited to a single, non-profit private higher education institution located
in California. This institution was selected as it has a student body representative of those
preparing to enter the workforce. The distribution of majors provided a cross-section of data that
highlighted the different preparation methods used for students majoring in various industries.
With each industry drawn towards candidates with a specific skill set, capturing these
undergraduate seniors’ and recent graduates’ perceptions provided insight into potential gaps in
workplace readiness preparation across majors and industries. In addition, research shows that
while the skills gap affects universities across the company, that private institutions typically
show that their graduates have greater success in securing gainful employment. By seeking to
understand where strengths and weaknesses in workplace preparation are occurring, these results
can be shared with similar institutions to inform decisions regarding future academic and career
services programming. Finally, this study was conducted with the intention of understanding
student perceptions of workplace readiness. With current research already having explored the

employer and career services perspective, this study limited its collection of data to
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undergraduate senior students and first-year alumni of the targeted institution to understand what
can be done to bridge the skills gap and properly prepare students for the working world.
Conceptual Framework

The main underlying framework for this study focused on workplace readiness.
Workplace readiness refers to “the possession of the foundational skills needed to be minimally
qualified for a specific occupation or role” (ACT, 2013, p. 3; Hais & Winograd, 2014; United
States Department of Education, 2015). The topic of workplace readiness has garnered much
attention over the past 15 years as negative reports have pointed to millennials’ struggle to secure
gainful employment upon graduation, due to a lack of workplace readiness skills. With
employers becoming increasingly disappointed with the quality of candidates arriving fresh from
the university, many have voiced their concern that institutions are not supporting their students
to be competitive in the local and global labor markets. Literature focused on the employers
perspectives as to what makes a college graduate workplace ready were explored as well as any
existing studies focused on defining workplace readiness, desired skills and competencies, and
student perceptions of their value.

For many millennial recent graduates, despite having a college degree, their lack of
workplace readiness skills have resulted in their underemployment. Glyde (1977) describes
underemployment as “a set of conditions where the number of hours worked, compensation, and
skills required to fill a position are incompatible with the skill level of the employee” (p. 246).
Not only does underemployment affect all academic disciplines, but is also affects the ability for
students to pay back the debt they have accrued from earning their degree. Literature focused on

defining underemployment and its implications for graduates was studied as its prevalence
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amongst millennials has aided in directing the Federal Government and public interest to take a
greater interest in higher education practices.

Many administrators believe that the responsibility of preparing the future work force has
been placed into the hands of higher education without their consent (Fischer, 2013). Despite this
view, the Federal Government has determined that institutions will be held responsible for the
employment outcomes of their student body, citing that this type of reporting will police those
institutions that profit while their students struggle to find gainful employment. According to the
Federal Government, a student is gainfully employed if they are employed in a position whose
salary enables them to pay back the full amount of their loans per a set prior agreement (DOE
Debt Measures Rule, 2012). Further institutionally provided career-specific programs are
“considered to lead to gainful employment if the average graduates’ estimated annual loan
payment does not exceed 20% of their discretionary income or 8% of their total earnings”
(Department of Education, 2014, para. 3). The deeper exploration of gainful employment
regulations and supported literature highlighted future decisions that higher education institutions
will need to make regarding the workplace preparation of their students.

The institution of gainful employment regulations, current media, employers, and recent
graduates have charged higher education with the need for change, citing the skills gap between
recent graduates and the workplace as being a result of poor preparation provided by the
university and departments affiliated with career services. Thus, the function and role of career
services within higher education environments was investigated as it provides an important
foundation for the proposed study. The literature provided within the next chapter serves as the

framework upon which the study was both designed and built.



17

Definitions and Key Terms

* Career Services in Higher Education: A department of university professionals that
provide services to students that help them to “choose and attain personally rewarding
careers, and also help employers develop effective college relations programs which
contribute to effective candidate selections for their organizations” (NACE, 2015b, para.
1). In the targeted institution, there is a single Career Services department with 7
employees accountable for providing career services and career-related events to all
undergraduates and alumni of the target institution’s undergraduate campus.

*  Workplace Readiness: Often interchanged with “career readiness,” workplace readiness
describes “the attainment and demonstration of requisite competencies that broadly
prepare college graduates for a successful transition into the workplace” (National
Association of Colleges and Employers [NACE], 2015a). For this study, workplace
readiness was self-assessed by undergraduate graduating seniors and first-year alumni of
the target institution using an online survey process.

*  Workplace Readiness Skills: “Workplace readiness skills include both foundational
cognitive skills such as reading for information, applied mathematics, locating
information, problem solving, and critical thinking and non-cognitive skills, or soft skills,
which are defined as personal characteristics and behavioral skills that enhance an
individual’s interactions, job performance, and career prospects such as adaptability,
integrity, cooperation, and workplace discipline” (ACT, 2013, p. 3). Perceptions of
workplace readiness skills were gathered from the self-assessment responses of

undergraduate graduating seniors and first-year alumni of the target institution using an
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online survey process. Responses were limited to those of graduating seniors and first-
year alumni, and did not include the perspective of employers of Career Services staff.
Gainful employment: “Secure employment within the field for which a students’ program
prepared them and must earn salaries in those positions which enable them to pay off
their loans per prior agreement” (DOE Debt Measures Rule, 2012, p. 34409). Gainful
employment of first-year alumni was determined by alums self-assessment of salary and
ability to pay off student loans per prior agreement.
Underemployment. An individual is consider underemployed if they meet
any of the following criteria: (a) they possess more formal education than their
current job requires, (b) they are involuntarily employed in a different field from
that in which they received their formal education, (c) they possess higher-level
skills than the job requires, (d) they are involuntarily engaged in part-time,
temporary or intermittent employment, and (e) they are earning 20 per cent less
than the average earnings of their graduating cohort in the same major or
occupation track. (Feldman, 1996, p. 388)
Underemployment was determined through the self-reporting of first-year alum of the
targeted institution. Alum self-reported the level of degree required to hold their current
professional role.
Millennial: Also known as “Generation Y, millennial is the name given to the generation
of individuals born between 1982 and 2003 (Hais & Winograd, 2014, p. 2). For the
purposes of this study, the online survey was only delivered to millennials at the target
institution who were graduating seniors or first-year alum.
Skills gap: A term used to describe the “difference he difference between the skills
needed for a job versus those skills possessed by a prospective worker” (ACT, 2011, p.

2). Perceptions of having a skills gap were determined by asking first-year alum of their

experience upon acquiring their first professional position. Participants then self-reported
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whether they felt adequately skilled for the position, if they had to receive specialized

training, what skills were they lacking (if applicable), and how this skills gap was

addressed (if applicable). Graduating seniors were asked to self-report their perceptions

of their skill level in comparison with the current workforce, strengths, and weaknesses.
Significance of the Study

“Millennials will comprise more than one in three of adult Americans by 2020, and will
make up as much as 75% of the United States workforce by 2025 (Hais & Winograd, 2014, p.
2). With the skills gap continuing to grow and garner attention by the public and government,
higher education has become caught in the crossfire and tasked with bridging this gap (ACT,
2011). Higher education enrollment continues to increase each year as students flood institutions
with the intent of gaining knowledge and securing employment at the level of their degree
(Vedder et. al, 2013; Yee, 2012). With statistics showing college graduates fairing better
financially than non-degree holders, many quickly finance their degree with the assumed idea
that they will be able to pay it back quickly after college. Unfortunately for many, this has not
been the case. Since the great recession of 2008, the underemployment rate of the United States
has remained consistently high — maintaining around 10% (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010;
Miller & McKee, 2009). The impact of the recession was not biased towards any individual’s
education level, but instead affected all regardless of degree earned. Not only were thousands of
jobs cut in the process, but also the number of “good jobs™ left available was limited. As a result
of the weakened economy and labor market, many recent college graduates have found
themselves in professional positions that are not equivalent to the degree they earned.

For many recent graduates, embarking on the transition from formal education to the

workplace can be extremely daunting. Across the literature over the past ten years, common
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themes of recent graduates feeling unprepared and experiencing anxiety or tension upon seeking
employment were noted. New degree holders often describe feeling “that something is missing
or has been missed” (Olson, 2014, p. 74) as they shift from college to the workplace. A study of
chemical engineers after graduation found them to be “adequately, if not well, prepared to face
the challenges of work in industry” (Martin, Matham, Case & Fraser, 2005, p. 178). Yet, despite
having confidence in their preparation, many also expressed feelings of being “thrown into the
deep end” in their new roles and ill-equipped to be successful. In a study conducted by Farner
and Brown (2008), student felt ready for the work world, but that confidence ebbed for those
closer to graduation as compared to the responses of lower division students.

Even with feelings of anxiety or concern towards entering into a new role, recent
graduates exude the belief that they are ready for the 21* century workplace. Unfortunately,
employers do not express this same confidence in their new hires, and feel that despite holding a
degree, that many of these individuals are ill-prepared for the workplace setting (Bentley
University, 2014a; Farner & Brown, 2008; McLester & Mclntire, 2006; Olson, 2014). This
disconnect between what the employer views and recent graduates see in themselves has led
industry leaders to question what higher education is doing to support students in this transition.

Of the current research and data that is available, the researcher found few studies that
focused solely on student’s perception of workplace-readiness and how their institution has
prepared them to enter into the future workplace. Most data focuses on the perceptions of
recruiters and businessman, and the workplace readiness skills they believe students are lacking.
This study has the potential to inform institutions of their students’ mindsets and feelings
regarding how well they have prepared their students for life outside of college. In addition,

understanding students’ and recent graduates’ perceptions towards workplace readiness and the
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skill necessary to be successful will allow administrators to identify gaps in preparation methods
and skill development. This information can guide future programming and help to inform future
decisions of how the institution should move forward to address the skills gap of their students.
Chapter Summary

With the recent governmental stipulations set forth by the President to address the
growing skills gap of recent graduates, higher education administrators now more than ever need
a plan to address the trouble facing their recent graduates. In order to help more institutions
understand the student mindset regarding workplace readiness, the student body and recent
graduate perception regarding how their institution prepared them for the workplace must be
understood and addressed. The review of literature presented in the next chapter describes
current research and knowledge about workplace readiness including the responsibility of career
services in higher education, gainful employment regulations, the crisis of underemployment,
corporate expectations for workplace readiness, and the workplace readiness skills that graduates
are expected to have when they enter the world of work. Additional research on perception of
higher education regarding the training of students will also be reviewed to better understand the
viewpoints of institutions and how this might affect the reaction of higher education towards

these new expected learning outcomes.
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature

“In the years since the Great Recession, the American economy has struggled to regain
its economic pace, and more policymakers are turning to education to help meet the high
demands of a skilled workforce” (Hultin, 2014, p. 1). With technology rapidly advancing, the
field of education and learning are constantly evolving in an attempt to meet the demand of an
ever-changing society. While educational institutions have attempted to keep up with the
changing landscape of the world, many are also clinging tightly to tradition in an attempt to
avoid change and separate themselves from being held responsible for what happens to their
students beyond graduation. Yet, as research on the underemployment of recent graduates
continues to report a considerable skills gap and lack of preparedness (Bentley University,
2014a), all eyes and attention are being directed towards higher education and understanding the
role an institution plays in preparing students for life as a working professional (Fischer, 2013).
This review of the available literature focuses on exploring how workplace readiness is defined
and in turn what the corporate expectations are regarding student workplace readiness skills.
With many of the nation’s recent graduates plagued with unemployment as a result of their lack
of workplace readiness, recent literature will be studied that highlight how we define
underemployment and how its continued increase has resulted in the release of gainful
employment regulations. These regulations along with the history of career services roles within
higher education will be explored to provide a foundation of knowledge for this study in an
attempt to better understand how these concepts should fit within the realm of higher education.
Workplace Readiness

Over the past decade, increasing exposure has been given to the subject of workplace
readiness and how the field of education has fared in supporting graduates in their preparation

for the world of work. With the landscape of the work environment changing, identifying the
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skills that new employees need to transition successfully in the modern workplace has become
increasingly important. The issue of workplace readiness is not a new phenomenon, and there
have been several notable projects that have focused on defining workplace readiness,
identifying key skills and supporting future employees’ development of these skills. (ACT, 2015;
Bentley University, 2014b; Casner-Lotto & Barrington, 2006; NACE, 2014, 2015b). Within each
workforce sector, there are industry-specific technical skills that are expected of employees
within that field. What sets workplace readiness skills apart from industry-specific, technical
skills is transferability. Workplace readiness describes an individual’s possession of key skills
needed to meet the minimum qualifications for a specific job or position (ACT, 2015; Hais &
Winograd, 2014; United States Department of Education, 2015). These key workplace readiness
competencies are transferable across all industries and necessary for success in the ever-evolving
workplace.

While workplace readiness is not a new concept, key projects conducted by the National
Academy of Science (1984), Committee for Economic Development (1985), and the Secretary’s
Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS) report (1990) were instrumental in
defining and advocating for the need of these skills within the labor force (Martin, 2009). The
National Academy of Sciences enlisted a diverse study panel of representatives from across
education, public/private sector and the government. The panel was tasked with identifying the
non-technical “employability skills” one needs to be successful in any type of employment. Ten
core competencies were cited by the study panel as being the most important including: social
and economic studies, oral communication, computation, science and technology, reading,
writing, reasoning and problem solving, interpersonal skills, and personal work habits and

attitudes (National Academy of Science, 1984). A year later, the Committee for Economic
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Caraer History Work status Congruenca” Job Search/intantion 1o Ouitf Tumaver
Jab Scarch Stratagios Career Quicomes
Employes Exparionca, Ovsredcatin Carser Amitudos
Claractoristion, & Trae Job Fiokd Undoremployment Caroer Outoames”
Parsonal Work Praforancas”
Skl Undansization Parsonal Outcomes.
_ . Psychological Wel being
Parcaived Ovarqualiicaon’
Marital Farmily, & Social Ralatiorships,
Ralatva Daprivation”
SUBJECTIVE (NTERPRETATION)

*Indicates dimensions added since Feldman's (1996) review.

My citation will need to be listed within APA formatting if there is a specific language you would like to utilize. |
would truly appreciate your permission in my being able to use this figure as it will serve to educate others and
promote further scholarship on the role that workplace readiness should play in higher education. | look forward
to your response. Thank you so much for your consideration and if you could please provide me with Professor
Harvey's email contact, | would truly appreciate it so that | could request his permission as well. Thank you
again!

Best,
Molly Gonzales, m.s.

Professional Development Coordinator

Student Employment Office

Pepperdine University
http://www.pepperdine.edu/studentemployment/

Hello Molly,

I'm sorry for the delay. Of course! You're welcome to use our figure. I'm interested in hearing more about your
dissertation.

All the best,

Fran

Sent from my iPhone

222



Dear Ms. Gonzales,

Thank you for contacting the United States Department of Education. Your email was referred to this
office and we are pleased to respond.

Unless specifically stated otherwise, all information on the U.S. Department of Education's (ED's)
website at http://www.ed.gov is in the public domain, and may be reproduced, published or
otherwise used without ED's permission. This statement does not pertain to information at web sites
other than www.ed.gov, whether funded by ED or not.

Some photographs in www.ed.gov's major banners and navigation headings are commercially
licensed and cannot be reproduced, published or otherwise used.

Once again thank you for contacting us and we wish you the best on your dissertation!

Sincerely,

Information Resource Specialist
Information Resource Center

Office of Communications and Outreach
United States Department of Education
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