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Abstract 

In the education system, the integration of student perspectives into effective pedagogical 

strategies is gaining momentum. This dissertation delves into the concept of 'Student Voice' and 

its role in shaping educational frameworks. Recognizing the growing gap in soft skill proficiency 

among newly recruited employees, contrasted with the emphasis on hard skills within current 

educational standards, this study analyzes what those skill gaps are in the education and what 

skills students perceive are necessary to integrate into a high school education to better prepare 

students for life, the workforce, and higher education. Focused on recent high school graduates 

in Nevada, the research explores their educational experiences with a specific emphasis on soft 

skill cultivation. By amplifying student voices, the study aims to understand how students 

perceive their high school education in terms of soft skill development. Through mixed methods, 

the research seeks to identify the skills students consider essential for personal and professional 

growth, aligning these aspirations with broader educational objectives. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

In the contemporary landscape of education, the significance of integrating student 

perspectives into the framework of effective pedagogical strategies is garnering increasing 

recognition. The concept of 'Student Voice' has emerged as a potent catalyst, accentuating the 

imperative need for the active involvement of students in the decision-making processes that 

fundamentally shape their learning trajectory. As the demand for proficient soft skills in the 

workforce intensifies, it has become evident that there exists a discernible gap in soft skill 

proficiency among newly recruited employees, a gap that persists while the emphasis is placed 

on hard skills within educational content standards and curricula. 

Rather than leaving the task of identifying the root causes of this disparity and devising 

remedial measures solely to policy makers, it is crucial to involve the most significant 

stakeholders in the educational realm: the students themselves. By incorporating the perspectives 

and insights of students, education policymakers can achieve a more holistic understanding of 

the challenges and deficiencies within the current education system from the students’ 

perspectives. Through an exploration of the aspirations and experiences of recent high school 

graduates in Nevada, this research seeks to understand their high school education, with a 

specific focus on the cultivation and enhancement of soft skills. By amplifying student voices, 

this study aims to understand how high school student experiences within the soft skill realm are 

perceived.  

This study seeks to explore the aspirations of recent high school graduates in Nevada, 

shedding light on the specific skills they consider essential for their personal and professional 

growth. Specifically, this research seeks to identify what students desire to learn in high school. 

By honing in on the realm of soft skills including dependability, problem-solving and critical 
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thinking, teamwork and collaboration, flexibility and adaptability, and communication, this 

research strives to reveal not only what these students wish to learn but also how their desired 

skills align with the broader goals of education. Drawing from the foundational principles of 

Student Voice theory, this study recognizes that students possess unique insights into their own 

learning needs. By actively involving college students in the research process, this study aims to 

amplify their voices, valuing their perspectives as vital contributions to the ongoing dialogue on 

education reform. Through a mixed methods study, this research aims to understand what recent 

high school graduates wish they would have learned in high school that would help them with 

their future academics, career, and personal development.   

Students perform better when they are interested in their education, and value the 

education they receive (Fullan, 2016; Lukes, 2015; Noguera, 2002). Since there is a disconnect 

between what students are learning within the classroom and what is needed for their life and 

professional journey, this research aims to provide insight as to how to bridge that gap to help 

students increase the value they hold in their education. An Adecco survey encompassing 1,500 

global companies disclosed that 92% of surveyed executives observed a deficiency in the skills 

of American workers, with around 44% of this deficit attributed to lacking soft skills (Adecco, 

2020). This new generation of workers exhibits distinct traits and competencies from their 

predecessors, often characterized by tech-centric thinking, necessitating innovative approaches to 

harness their capacities (Beard, Schwieger, & Surendran, 2008). The significance of soft skills is 

underscored by a study involving Fortune 500 CEOs, conducted by Stanford Research Institute 

and the Carnegie Mellon Foundation, which revealed that 75% of career success relies on soft 

skills and the ability to collaborate, while a mere 25% hinges on technical acumen (Mann, 1918). 

This growing requirement for employees proficient in robust soft skills, rather than an exclusive 
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emphasis on hard skills, finds resonance across diverse employment domains. Fields like 

engineering, traditionally reliant on hard skills, have witnessed considerable discourse on the 

urgent necessity for enhanced soft skill development among aspiring engineers. This transition 

could be attributed, in part, to technological advancements. As the cost of smart machines 

diminishes and their capabilities surge, the job landscape is undergoing transformation. 

Automation has usurped roles previously occupied by humans, particularly those involving 

physical tasks, redirecting the workforce towards jobs necessitating human interaction 

(Brungardt, 2011). Although soft skills are not the sole focus of this research, identifying the 

known disconnect between what skills students need for the workforce and their lack of 

development of these skills in the education system forms a foundation as to what students may 

deem important to learn prior to graduating from high school.  

This study acknowledges the pivotal role of soft skills in preparing students for success in 

an ever-evolving job market and an increasingly interconnected world. As such, it seeks to 

contextualize the identified skill aspirations within the broader framework of skill development 

needed for future career prospects and personal growth. In illuminating the desired skills and 

aspirations of recent high school graduates in Nevada, this study contributes to the ongoing 

discourse on student-centered education and equity in learning. By aligning these aspirations 

with the overarching objectives of education, policymakers, educators, and stakeholders can gain 

valuable insights to refine curricular offerings, teaching methodologies, and support systems. 

Ultimately, the findings of this research endeavor to empower these students, fostering a more 

inclusive, relevant, and responsive high school educational experience that is reflective of their 

unique needs and aspirations, as well as the shifts in the workforce that have become more 

prominent through the rise of technology. 
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Research Questions 

This research addressed three research questions: To what degree do students perceive 

their high school education to have emphasized the key skills desired by employers; How are the 

key skills desired by employers primarily taught within a high school setting; and What specific 

knowledge, skills, and/or competencies do recent high school graduates wish they acquired 

within their high school education to foster both personal growth and professional development? 

These questions all refer to the ‘key skills’ evaluated by the Perkins Collaborative 

Resource Network (described in the literature review below) including: dependability, problem 

solving and critical thinking, teamwork and collaboration, flexibility and adaptability, and 

communication.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Student Voice Theory 

Employers note a deficit in soft skills among new employees, while the education system 

prioritizes hard skills. Rather than policymakers addressing these issues alone, students, as key 

education stakeholders, should actively participate in decision-making. This research utilizes 

Student Voice Theory to understand the perspectives of Nevada's recent high school graduates, 

particularly focusing on the cultivation of soft skills, aiming to drive educational reform. 

Student Voice Theory is premised on the idea that students are the direct beneficiaries of 

educational decisions, and have the closest relationship to what may or may not be working 

within the classroom setting to increase learning opportunities. Therefore, in order to improve 

students’ educational experience, it is necessary to solicit students’ ideas and genuinely consider 

their perspectives. Findings from research on student voice initiatives and youth involvement in 

school and after-school programs reveal that the input of young individuals can enhance the 

process of envisioning and strategically planning for organizational change (Brasof and Spector, 

2016; Kirshner et al., 2003; Eccles and Gootman, 2002; Zeldin, 2004; Zeldin et al., 2005). 

Notably, young people often bring forth issues that may elude adults or that adults might 

deliberately avoid. This is particularly valuable when considering students who are struggling 

within the current educational system, including those who are falling behind in their studies or 

at risk of leaving school prematurely. Such students can provide valuable insights into problems 

related to school structure and culture (Smyth, 2007). Typically, struggling students pinpoint 

issues such as obstructive structural and classroom procedures, limited opportunities to establish 

meaningful relationships with adults, and overt discrimination as the underlying problems 

(Colatos and Morrell, 2003; Nieto, 1994; Soohoo, 1993). 
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Efforts to amplify student voices can stimulate a growing interest in integrating student 

input into the decision-making processes within educational institutions. This may involve 

establishing permanent committees focused on curriculum development, staff training, and 

disciplinary matters (Fielding, 2001; Mitra, 2004). An illustrative example at the state level in 

the United States is the work of the Pritchard Committee in Kentucky, where a student-led 

organization consistently played a pivotal role in mobilizing young individuals to assess and 

influence educational policies in the state (Student Voice Team, 2012). Recent research has 

demonstrated various forms of organizational change resulting from involving young people as 

partners, such as teacher assessments in New York City (Sussman, 2013), youth councils and 

youth activism in Philadelphia (Conner and Cosner, 2016), participatory budgeting in Boston 

(Augsberger et al., 2017), school redesign efforts in the Netherlands (Burke and Könings, 

2016), municipal councils in Israel (Nir and Perry-Hazan, 2016), youth advisory boards in 

United States child welfare systems (Havlicek et al., 2016), and community art hubs in Canada 

(Hauseman, 2016). 

Viewed as the means through which young individuals express their perspectives 

regarding their experiences as students, with the aim of catalyzing meaningful transformations 

in educational practices or policies, the concept of student voice has emerged as a vigorous 

catalyst for achieving desired student outcomes (Conner, 2015; Conner et al., 2015). By sharing 

their insights on the strengths and challenges within their schools and classroom environments, 

students enable educators to gain deeper insights into their learning processes and needs, 

thereby facilitating more effective and tailored approaches to teaching (Conner, 2021). Such 

comprehension stands as a cornerstone of adaptive pedagogy.  
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An expanding body of qualitative research has revealed that student voice initiatives yield 

enhancements in instructional methodologies and curriculum formulation (Cook-Sather, 2009; 

Mitra, 2008; Rudduck, 2007). For example, a study by Felten, Bovill, and Cook-Sather, focuses 

on the significance of student-faculty partnerships in higher education, shedding light on the 

challenges and benefits associated with this collaborative approach (Cook-Sather, Bovill, 

Felten, 2014). While traditional research underscores the importance of close faculty-student 

interaction, this study underscores the transformative power of partnerships, which allows for 

collaborative, reciprocal processes where all participants can contribute equally, albeit in 

diverse ways. The study identifies three primary clusters of outcomes resulting from student-

faculty partnerships. Firstly, partnerships foster engagement, motivating students and faculty 

and shifting the focus from learning outcomes to the learning process itself. Secondly, they 

promote awareness, encouraging metacognitive reflection in both students and faculty, leading 

to a reevaluation of their roles and identities in the educational context. Finally, the partnerships 

result in enhancement, making students more proactive in their learning and giving faculty a 

deeper understanding of their students' experiences and needs.  

The impact of student voice often translates into modifications in both practice and 

policy, aligning them more closely with student requirements, ultimately leading to more 

captivating and efficient learning experiences. More specifically, heightened school engagement 

has emerged as an outcome attributed to student voice endeavors (Baroutsis et al., 2016; 

Fielding, 2001, 2004; Levin, 2000; Smyth, 2006; Taines, 2012). Even the seemingly simple acts 

of affording students a sense of being acknowledged and taken seriously within the classroom 

can significantly contribute to bolstering student engagement (Wallace & Chhuon, 2014). 

Dunleavy and Milton (2009) have outlined a set of prerequisites conducive to fostering 
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students’ intellectual involvement, including the directive: “encourage students to co-create 

their learning experiences in the classroom; champion student voice and autonomy” (p. 14). 

The concept of student voice has gained significant attention in the field of education 

over the past two decades. Researchers utilize Student Voice Theory to demonstrate that 

educational research often emphasizes the viewpoints of researchers and educators, sidelining the 

perspectives of students. Consequently, research tends to present a skewed representation that 

leaves out student viewpoints. This raises an ethical concern about the authenticity of voices in 

research findings, prompting a deeper analysis of the notion of "voice." Student voice is often 

viewed as a symbol of inclusivity, compelling researchers to incorporate diverse standpoints into 

knowledge creation. This approach aligns with democratic ideals, aiming to amplify the voices 

of marginalized groups and expose power imbalances. However, it's important to note that 

silence and voice are not necessarily oppositional; voice doesn't solely represent inclusion and is 

not confined to congruent identities.  

Student Voice 

The predominant goal of public education in the United States has been the preparation 

and empowerment of learners with the requisite knowledge, skills, and insights to actively 

participate in society (Goodlad & McMannon, 1997). Nevertheless, the culture within the realm 

of schooling, which has evolved over the course of the last two centuries, has grown to favor the 

values and voices of adults (Bragg, 2007). This culture has been further fortified by the 

escalating emphasis on "results-based" accountability that has permeated the educational 

landscape since the 1980s (Corbett & Wilson, 1995; Mitra & Gross, 2009; Malen & Vincent 

Cochran, 2015). Students, during this period, have predominantly been perceived as passive 

subjects of educational reform initiatives, with their own voices and perspectives largely 

excluded from the decision-making processes governing education (Levin, 2000). 
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To address the issue of young people feeling disconnected and to enhance overall school 

improvement endeavors, there is a growing movement dedicated to amplifying student input 

within schools. This shift is crucial because adolescents frequently describe their experiences in 

schools as impersonal, where they lack a voice and feel ignored (Cook-Sather et al., 2015; Earls, 

2003; Heath and McLaughlin, 1993; Galloway, Conner, & Pope, 2013). In fact, this alienation 

contributes to a number of students becoming disengaged from high school (Cothran and Ennis, 

2000). Disengaged students tend to attend school less frequently, have lower self-esteem, 

achieve less academically, and are more likely to drop out or be expelled (Fullan, 2016; Lukes, 

2015; Noguera, 2002). While many school reforms aim to change students, the concept of 

student voice positions students as active participants in the reform process. By actively 

engaging in change, students come to realize that they can contribute knowledge rather than 

merely receiving it. 

 In European nations, formal policies and national educational structures have given 

significant weight to the concept of student voice. This is often referred to as "youth 

participation" in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), which 

outlined various rights related to accessing information, expression of views, and the freedom to 

form collective organizations (The United Nations, 1989). The CRC placed emphasis on 

enhancing the capacity of both young people and adults to facilitate youth participation, and it 

stresses the importance of clear standards and accountability in this process. European 

educational policies have largely aligned with these principles. 

In many European nations, student participation in matters such as curriculum design, 

testing, and other educational policies has become a mandated requirement (Lundy, 2007; Quinn 

and Owen, 2014; Rose and Shevlin, 2008). UNESCO also actively addressed youth participation 
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in educational development and reform (UNESCO, 2016). For instance, New Zealand's Ministry 

of Education has articulated a vision for student voice, particularly in the context of involving 

students in assessment and educational change (Cook-Sather, 2014). Ontario's Ministry of 

Education has established a comprehensive program for youth voice, including the Ministry 

Student Advisory Council and related projects that prioritize the student experience in provincial 

government decision-making (Courtney, 2014). Sweden's national curriculum even formalizes 

standards for children to express their views on matters concerning their education (Sheridan and 

Samuelsson, 2001). Swedish educators are encouraged to collaborate with students to establish 

rules for participation in their own learning groups (Skolverket, 2011). 

Countries like the UK and Australia have struggled with the effective implementation of 

youth participation, despite having formal structures in place to encourage and, in some cases, 

require it. Even in the UK, where examples of authentic youth participation are more prevalent 

compared to many other nations, instances of insincere or symbolic youth engagement are still 

common, falling short of genuine collaboration with young people (Fielding, 2006; Lundy, 

2007). Ineffective implementation often stems from adults' inadequate knowledge of how to 

effectively partner with young people or a lack of shared understanding of the purpose of such 

activities. In cases where poor implementation occurs, superficial youth participation can be 

detrimental to young individuals, raising feelings of alienation and disconnection from their 

educational experiences (Fielding, 2004; Mitra, 2009). 

In contrast to European nations, the United States currently lacks formal policies to 

encourage youth participation. While the fundamental principle of US democracy underscores 

the importance of participation as a basic right of citizenship (Ochoa-Becker et al., 2001), many 

US policies hinder the voices of young people. Notably, the US stands out as the sole nation not 
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to ratify the CRC, and several US states, such as Pennsylvania and Nevada, prohibit young 

people under 18 from serving on decision-making boards (Bates, 2013). Additionally, the focus 

on academic accountability in US schools has led to reduced emphasis on fostering democracy 

and civic engagement, particularly at the elementary level (VanFossen, 2005). 

Despite these obstacles, the idea of student voice continues to be relevant in high school 

reform efforts in the United States. The prevailing framework for US student voice research 

centers on the concept of youth-adult partnership, characterized by relationships in which both 

young people and adults contribute to decision-making processes, mutual learning, and the 

promotion of change (Jones & Perkins, 2004; Mitra, 2009; Wu et al., 2014). Youth-adult 

partnerships entail a shared responsibility for the group's vision, planned activities, and the 

processes facilitating these activities. While these efforts in the US tend to focus on examining 

the impact of involving young people in shaping the organizations and schools designed to serve 

them (Mitra, 2009; Pittman et al., 2000), they are often more limited in scope compared to 

examples from the UK. Therefore, relatively few of these activities are initiated or led by young 

people themselves. 

Student Voice: Levels Of Participation 

Dana Mitra's pyramid of student voice typology (Mitra, 2005) categorizes student voice 

activities into three levels: listening, collaboration, and leadership. The higher a group climbs on 

this pyramid, the greater the extent of student leadership and the more youth benefit from it. As 

young people assume more agency in these initiatives, they have more opportunities for learning 

and personal growth. The narrowing of the pyramid symbolizes that greater youth agency and 

leadership within an organization become more challenging to sustain because these groups must 

continually challenge conventional norms that define the traditional roles of students and 
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teachers. The concept of student voice challenges traditional power dynamics and aims to create 

"radical collegiality" (Fielding, 2004) by establishing non-conventional relationships between 

young people and adults. The positioning of young people is a critical focus, and how young 

people perceive their roles affects the effectiveness of student voice efforts. Power dynamics in 

student voice initiatives have also been explored, emphasizing how power perceptions influence 

actions in this field (Mayes et al., 2016).  

To explain the theoretical underpinnings of the various stages of student voice 

development, it is essential to examine the foundational work of Hart (1992, 2008). Hart 

constructed what he termed a "ladder of youth participation," a conceptual framework illustrating 

different levels of student power and collaboration between children and adults in youth 

engagement initiatives. This ladder consists of eight stages: (1) manipulation, (2) decoration, (3) 

tokenism, (4) assigned but uninformed, (5) consulted and informed, (6) adult-initiated, shared 

decisions with youth, (7) youth-initiated and directed, and (8) youth-initiated, shared decisions 

with adults (Hart, 1992). Roger Hart's Ladder of Children's Participation offers a comprehensive 

framework to understand the varying degrees of children's engagement in decision-making 

processes. The ladder serves as a metaphorical representation, with each rung representing a 

different level of child participation.  

The first rung, 'Manipulation,' illustrates instances where children partake in activities 

without fully grasping the issues at hand or their role in the process. For instance, this may 

manifest when pre-school children are involved in political activities, yet lack an understanding 

of the underlying social policies or their involvement in the political process. Moving up the 

ladder, 'Decoration' characterizes situations where children participate in public events but 

remain oblivious to the significance or purpose of their involvement. An example of this is when 
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children receive T-shirts for a cause or perform at an event without comprehending the essence 

of the occasion. 'Tokenism' denotes scenarios where children seem to have a voice, yet have 

limited choice or the ability to express their genuine opinions. This often occurs when articulate 

children are chosen to represent their peers without proper consultation or substantive 

preparation on the subject matter. 

The ladder also includes 'Assigned but Informed' participation, where children understand 

the project's intentions and willingly volunteer for meaningful roles. An example cited by Hart is 

the World Summit for Children, where children were assigned as pages to world leaders, 

understanding their roles as experts on the event. 'Consulted and Informed' participation involves 

children acting as consultants for adults, with their opinions regarded seriously in the decision-

making process. An instance of this could be an adult-led survey of youth perceptions, where 

children are informed about the survey's purpose and consulted on the questions being 

developed. Further up, 'Adult-Initiated, Shared Decisions with Children' depicts instances where 

adults initiate projects but collaborate with children in decision-making processes. An example 

of this is a youth newspaper, where adults provide guidance and technical support while children 

manage aspects of the operation. 'Child-Initiated and Directed' participation occurs when 

children independently conceive and execute complex projects in cooperation with minimal adult 

interference. However, such instances are often scarce due to adults' difficulty in responding to 

children's initiatives without imposing their guidance. 

The penultimate rung, 'Child-Initiated, Shared Decisions with Adults,' represents a 

scenario where children, typically teenagers, share decision-making authority with adult partners. 

This form of participation empowers young people to influence policies or decisions traditionally 

under the exclusive control of adults. However, such examples are rare due to the absence of 
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adults attuned to the particular interests and initiatives of young people. The ladder ultimately 

emphasizes the significance of recognizing children's capabilities as citizens and the need to 

foster their participation within communities and decision-making processes. Hart emphasized 

that stages one through three represent forms of non-participation, wherein adults engage with 

youth but do not genuinely seek their input in decision-making processes. In contrast, stages four 

through eight represent progressively increasing levels of participation, wherein youth become 

actively engaged in decision-making processes. Hart's central argument revolves around the idea 

that youth should have the agency to determine the stage at which they wish to participate in an 

initiative and decision-making processes. Furthermore, he advocated for optimizing conditions to 

enable every young person to participate "at the highest level of his or her competence, interest, 

and motivation" (Hart, 1992). 

In contrast to Hart's ladder, Shier (2001) introduced an alternative model for youth 

participation in decision-making. Shier's model eliminated Hart's non-participation stages and 

focused more on elucidating the diverse ways adults engage with youth in decision-making 

processes. Shier's model encompasses five levels of participation: (1) youth are listened to; (2) 

youth are supported in expressing their views; (3) youth's views are taken into account; (4) youth 

are involved in decision-making processes but do not share power and responsibility with adults; 

and (5) youth share power and responsibility for decision-making (Shier, 2001). Shier also 

emphasized that individuals and organizations may exhibit varying degrees of commitment to the 

process of youth empowerment, which should be taken into account when engaging with young 

people (Shier, 2001). 

Distributed Leadership 
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 Within education, leadership has traditionally been associated with the roles and 

responsibilities of administrators, principals, and teachers. However, over the past few decades, a 

paradigm shift has occurred, challenging the conventional top-down model of leadership. 

Distributed leadership, a concept that emerged from organizational studies, has gained 

prominence in education as a more inclusive and dynamic approach to leadership (Brasof and 

Spector, 2016). Distributed leadership plays a significant role in education, and more specifically 

is integral in reshaping the dynamics of educational institutions through the context of student 

voices (Brasof and Spector, 2016).  

 Distributed leadership is grounded in the idea that leadership should not be concentrated 

in the hands of a few individuals at the top of the hierarchy. Instead, it should be distributed 

among various stakeholders within an organization. In the educational context, this means that 

leadership responsibilities are shared among teachers, students, parents, and even community 

members. This shift from a hierarchical leadership model to a collaborative and inclusive one has 

the potential to revolutionize the way schools are led and managed. One of the driving forces 

behind the adoption of distributed leadership in education is the recognition of the diverse 

talents, expertise, and perspectives that exist within a school community. Teachers, often on the 

front lines of education, possess valuable insights into classroom practices and student needs. 

Parents and community members bring unique perspectives on the local context and community 

engagement. However, one of the most significant contributors to this shift in educational 

leadership dynamics is the emergence of student voice theory. 

Student voice theory centers on the idea that students should have a say in matters that 

affect their education. It emphasizes the importance of listening to and valuing the perspectives, 

opinions, and experiences of students. This theory not only recognizes students as active 
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participants in their learning but also as valuable contributors to the decision-making processes 

within schools. The integration of student voice theory into the distributed leadership model is 

transformative. It challenges the traditional view of students as passive recipients of knowledge 

and instead positions them as partners in the educational process. When students are given the 

opportunity to voice their thoughts, concerns, and ideas, it not only empowers them but also 

fosters a sense of ownership and responsibility for their education. 

Distributed leadership in education, enriched by the emergence of student voice theory, 

represents a significant departure from traditional top-down leadership models. It empowers 

students, teachers, parents, and community members to collaborate, share responsibilities, and 

shape educational practices. By valuing and integrating the voices of students, educational 

institutions can foster more inclusive, equitable, and student-centered learning environments. 

Ultimately, the partnership between distributed leadership and student voice theory holds the 

potential to transform education for the better, making it a more democratic and responsive 

system that prioritizes the needs and aspirations of its most important stakeholders: the students. 

The justification for researching student voice rests on several arguments: recognizing 

children and youth rights, acknowledging their developmental readiness for engaging in 

educational analyses and reforms, and acknowledging their role as central participants in 

educational processes that can perpetuate inequality. Four values underpin student voice work: 

viewing communication as dialogue, ensuring participation and democratic inclusivity, 

recognizing and addressing unequal power dynamics, and promoting the potential for change and 

transformation. Despite the ethical appeal of prioritizing student voices, it's essential to trace the 

historical evolution of the concept. The study of student voice has evolved over time. Early work 

was rooted in progressive and independent schools, emphasizing students' capabilities and social 
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development. However, critiques arose. Theoretical underpinnings have been questioned, as they 

often rest on inconsistent conceptions of personhood, social action, and communication potential. 

Tensions have also emerged regarding speaking for others or addressing problems related to 

being heard. Implicit assumptions about a single student voice have been challenged, recognizing 

the variability of youth perspectives. Scholarly critiques also extend to methodological choices. 

Some studies may focus excessively on spoken language to gauge voice, neglecting other 

modalities like visual or emotional expressions. Others might prioritize academic learning and 

standards, overlooking personal and social development or civic participation. Overall practical 

challenges include unintended consequences and limited action after obtaining student input.  

Publications in the last decade have shown significant growth and development in the 

field of student voice research. Recent studies have delved into areas such as addressing power 

dynamics (Robinson and Taylor 2013), exploring the influence of student voice efforts on school 

leadership (Cheng 2012; Mitra, Serriere, & Stoicovy, 2012), and examining the political 

dimensions of student voice (Mockler & Groundwater-Smith, 2014). In a global landscape where 

increased student involvement is mandated by international contexts such as the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF, 1990), and as student voice research 

experiences rapid growth within the United States, it becomes imperative to assess the extent of 

reliance on the empirical foundation of student voice. The principal aim of these endeavors has 

been to empower students, often conceptualized in terms of agency, identity, self-awareness, and 

social consciousness, combined with an agenda for school improvement. These constructs have 

been largely theorized within the context of civic engagement and democratic education. While 

some studies have drawn upon these theoretical foundations, such as the insightful work by Tan 

and Barton (2010), there remains ample room for further exploration and production of research 
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in this vein. The philosophical and sociological analyses of "practice" in the study of human 

activity (Schatzki, Knorr-Cetina, & Savigny, 2001) could offer valuable insights into 

understanding student voice within specific sociocultural contexts. Additionally, scholars in the 

learning sciences have produced intriguing findings and theoretical frameworks for examining 

student learning in the context of everyday social practices, linking such learning to career 

success and civic engagement (Ito et al., 2013).  

Soft Skills  

Soft skills, often described as "character traits, attitudes, and behavior" as opposed to 

technical competencies (Robles, 2012), have emerged as highly prized attributes among 

employers (Dale, 2008; Hewitt, 2008; Moss & Tilly, 2001; Tobin, 2006). These interpersonal 

and life skills are widely acknowledged as essential for thriving in a professional context (Dale, 

2008; Hewitt, 2008; Moss & Tilly, 2001; Tobin, 2006). There exists a growing necessity to 

instill in students not just academic knowledge but also proficiencies conducive to encourage 

success beyond the classroom confines. These proficiencies encompass skills such as innovation, 

problem-solving, creative thinking, decision-making, communication, teamwork, and curiosity 

(Voogt & Roblin, 2010). 

A mere college degree no longer suffices to fulfill the entirety of the contemporary job 

market requisites (Casner-Lotto & Barrington, 2006). Across the nation, employers are 

increasingly demanding not only vocational hard skills but also non-cognitive soft skills from the 

workforce (Casner-Lotto & Barrington, 2006; Robles, 2012; Rothwell, 2015). In fact, a 2019 

Global Talent Trends survey by LinkedIn reported 92% of hiring managers value soft skills as 

much or more than hard skills (Global Talen Trends, n.d.). This shift towards an inflection of soft 

skills prompts a need to scrutinize their integration within high school education. The pivotal 
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role of curricula as the bridge between societal demands and the education system is widely 

acknowledged (Welch, 1969). Policymakers have underscored the significance of high school 

graduates being equipped for careers (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices, 

National Conference of State Legislatures, National Association of State Boards of Education, 

and Council of Chief State School Officers, 2008). However, the measures for 'career-readiness' 

often gravitate toward proficiency in reading, mathematics, and science (ACT, 2012). 

Interestingly, the persistent emphasis on hard skills for career preparation, driven by educational 

entities such as ACT and common core, contradicts the prevailing employer perspective that soft 

skills significantly outweigh hard skills in terms of career readiness.  

Soft skills are not only essential for the workforce, but are also indispensable for success 

in higher education. Data collected from the ACT indicated that the majority of students who 

graduate from high school are not deemed college or career ready, and those statistics are worse 

for low-income and minority students (ACT, 2012). High school students often do not know 

what skills are necessary for college. Even though approximately 90% of high school freshman 

expect to complete some degree of college, the majority of them are completely unprepared to do 

so (Kirst, 2004). Specifically among students in low-performing high schools and first generation 

college students, they are not aware of how the skills necessary to graduate high school 

significantly differ from the skills necessary to graduate college and be successful within a career 

after (Boser & Burd, 2009).  There is a missing link between high school and college/career 

readiness. Colleges seek students who can contribute positively to the campus community and 

possess the necessary skills to succeed in their chosen field of study (Ellis & Hackworth, 2014). 

Soft skills such as effective communication, critical thinking, time management, teamwork, 

creativity, and leadership are highly valued by colleges during the admission process. These 
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attributes also help students develop better relationships with their peers and professors while 

pursuing their academic goals. Therefore, through the admissions process, it is desirable to admit 

students who have developed these skills that will help them success in the academic setting and 

beyond (Heckman & Kautz, 2012). Since the term ‘college and career readiness’ is commonly 

used in education, this research will primarily consider workforce readiness with the 

understanding that it captures the congruent lack of college readiness as well. There is extensive 

research on workforce readiness and the lack in soft skill development amongst new hires in the 

workforce, so that research will be used in relation to college and career readiness since this is 

congruent with the lack of preparedness for college, as demonstrated by the ACT results.  

Research in higher education indicates that although 88% of college freshman report that ‘getting 

a good job’ is their reason for attending college, only one third of college freshman agree that 

they are gaining the skills and knowledge necessary to succeed in the workforce (Crisis of 

Confidence, n.d.). This research validates the idea that employers are reporting a lack of 

preparedness because students are not actually prepared, nor do they feel prepared. This is 

problematic. If students are attending school to prepare themselves for a successful professional 

future, they should receive an education that supports their skill development. As discussed in 

the following section, employers report the largest lack in preparedness with soft skills. Not only 

are soft skills the most difficult to teach an employee when they get a job (compared to technical 

skills which can more easily be improved through training), but they are also skills that can be 

developed from a younger age.  

Students To Workforce: Lack Of Preparedness 

The contemporary employment landscape has undergone a paradigm shift, where the 

emphasis on hiring no longer singularly revolves around academic prowess and technical 
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expertise, but extends to encompass robust soft skills (Kameg et al., 2010). This transformation 

in the workforce dynamic has consequently highlighted the necessity for individuals to possess 

well-developed soft skills to thrive in their professional pursuits (Tulgan, 2015). This transition 

underscores the realization that soft skills are not solely prerequisites for securing employment, 

but equally indispensable for retaining jobs (Evenson, 1999). This void in soft skills is 

substantiated by multiple business surveys (Adecco, 2020; Hewitt, 2008), encompassing a 

diverse spectrum of industries. Surprisingly, even in industries where 'people skills' might 

presumably appear less crucial, such as in business and accounting (Andrews & Higson, 2008), 

information technology (Zhang, 2012), engineering (Rocco, 2019; Schooley, 2017), and 

biotechnology (Hilton & Slotnick, 2008), these industries have expressed significant gaps in the 

development of soft skills among new entrants to the workforce. Despite the differences in the 

nature of these careers, characterized by a lack of interpersonal interaction, employers 

consistently express the scarcity of requisite soft skills among their employees in these domains 

(Adecco, 2020). 

While machines currently contribute to around 30% of tech-driven tasks, projections 

suggest that by 2025, this balance is expected to shift to a more equal 50/50 division between 

machines and human labor (Kelly, 2020). As the capabilities of smart machines increase and 

their costs decrease, the dynamics of the job market are undergoing a profound alteration. Roles 

previously occupied by humans are being automated, particularly those involving physical labor. 

This surge in automation has propelled the incline of soft skills as pivotal components in shaping 

the emerging organizational structure (Brungardt, 2011). This recalibration is critical due to the 

fact that technology is increasingly replacing routine tasks, prompting a transformation in the 

skills demanded from the workforce. Given their inherent complexity and intricacy, soft skills 
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have garnered significance, leading employers to place a premium on prospective employees 

who have honed these skills (Guerra-Baez, 2019). 

This predicament propels the confrontation of a pivotal inquiry: Why does this readiness 

gap persist? Although extensively examined, the answer remains multifaceted. However, a 

compelling solution arises in reforming curricula to better reflect the needs of the workforce and 

society. Frequent curriculum reviews and dynamic reforms, as advocated by Reis (2018), emerge 

as effective strategies to ensure congruence with contemporary demands. At the crux of this 

discussion lies the conception that curricula function as the connection between societal needs 

and educational systems (Welch, 1969). This intermediary role necessitates that curricula aptly 

encapsulate both developmental milestones and societal integration. In this light, Young (2014) 

delineates the dual facets of curricula – the normative and the critical. While the latter guides the 

acquisition of knowledge, the former orients education towards societal integration, an aspect 

acutely relevant to this study. 

Soft skills, being pivotal for personal and professional growth, emerge as a focal point 

within this context. The shift towards Outcome-Based Education (OBE), proposed by Spady 

(1994), seeks to bridge this gap by aligning curricula with end goals. This recalibration demands 

a shift from educator-centered paradigms to student-centered approaches, thereby nurturing a 

learning continuum. The premise of this transition hinges on the notion that soft skills are not 

merely supplementary but integral for meaningful employment (Lowden et al., 2011). However, 

the current literature predominantly accentuates soft skill development in higher education 

contexts, largely overlooking their significance in high school settings. While collegiate studies 

have proven invaluable, they inadvertently perpetuate the notion that formal soft skill education 

is exclusive to higher education. This discrepancy is challenged by Positive Youth Development 
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Theory (PYD), championing the importance of cultivating these skills during formative years 

(Lerner et al., 2005). Bempechat et al.'s (2014) study, explaining the positive impact of explicit 

soft skill education within a network of schools, reinforces the prospect of similar endeavors 

within the public education framework. 

Concurrently, the high school emphasis on hard skills, primarily driven by the 

quantitative evaluation of grades and standardized tests, underscores an incongruity between 

education and workforce demands. This dichotomy, as demonstrated by Gonsalves et al. (2019), 

can lead to identity conflicts for students maneuvering between distinct skill orientations. The 

educational system's discourse places hard skills at the forefront, leaving soft skills in the 

shadows despite their increasing importance. Hence, this study aims to explore and address these 

gaps, specifically focusing on the aspirations of recent high school graduates in Nevada 

concerning their education, and the pivotal role soft skills play in their career readiness. Through 

the lens of Student Voice theory, this research aims to amplify student perspectives, propose 

strategic curriculum adjustments, and ultimately pave the path for a more meaningful high school 

education.  

Soft Skill Integration in Education 

 The Perkins Collaborative Resource Network evaluated top skills for high school 

students to acquire, and categorized them into three groups: Applied Knowledge (academic and 

critical thinking skills), Effective Relationships (interpersonal skills and personal qualities), and 

Workplace Skills (including resource management and communication) (Employability Skills, 

n.d.). The top five skills found through the conceptualization of these three categories consisted 

of: dependability, problem-solving and critical thinking, teamwork and collaboration, flexibility 

and adaptability, and communication. 
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Dependability  

 Dependability made its debut on Monster's "The Future of Work" survey, swiftly 

claiming a top spot for the most crucial skill sought by employers and concurrently emerging as 

the primary skills gap (The Future of Work, 2021). This prominence stems from the fact that 

employers aspire to recruit individuals whom they can rely on to proficiently complete tasks 

within stipulated timeframes. This, in turn, enables managers to divert their attention towards 

overarching strategic priorities rather than engaging in micromanagement. When a workforce 

comprises dependable employees, the entire organization experiences heightened productivity 

and success. From establishing clear attendance expectations to ensuring unwavering 

commitment follow-through, the classroom provides an ideal setting for nurturing and 

reinforcing dependability skills. 

 Incorporating dependability in high school curricula is of paramount importance as it 

equips students with essential life skills that surpass the classroom and prepare them for success 

in various aspects of their personal and professional lives. The development of dependability, 

characterized by traits such as responsibility, accountability, and reliability, is a critical 

component of character education (Pearson et al., 2009). These skills not only enable students to 

excel academically but also empower them to become responsible citizens and valuable 

contributors to their communities. Research has demonstrated that dependable individuals tend to 

have better mental health and higher levels of life satisfaction (Moeller & Seehuus, 2019). High 

school is a formative period in a student's life, and integrating lessons on dependability into the 

curriculum can foster the growth of these attributes at an early stage, setting a foundation for a 

successful and fulfilling future.  

The demand for dependable employees is consistently high in the job market (Zhenjing et 

al., 2022). Employers highly value individuals who can meet deadlines, fulfill their 
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commitments, and work collaboratively in a team. Incorporating dependability education into 

high school curricula can give students a competitive edge when seeking employment or 

pursuing higher education opportunities. This aligns with the broader goals of education, which 

include preparing students for the challenges and responsibilities they will face in their careers 

and personal lives. Therefore, including dependability in a high school curriculum is not only 

academically beneficial but also essential for nurturing responsible, well-rounded citizens who 

can positively contribute to society. 

Teamwork And Collaboration 

 Teamwork, as defined by the Oxford Dictionary, refers to "the combined action of a 

group of people, especially when effective and efficient." In most organizational structures, the 

presence of a single individual is a rarity (Loughry, Ohland, & Woehr, 2014). Therefore, it 

becomes imperative for students to cultivate teamwork skills to prepare for life beyond the 

classroom. Collaborating with individuals from diverse cultural, economic, and academic 

backgrounds has proven to be a multifaceted challenge in the professional world (Remedios, 

2012). Remedios emphasized the significance of teamwork, highlighting that those with strong 

teamwork skills can effectively connect and interact with others, adapt their role as leaders or 

followers depending on the context, appreciate and embrace differences among team members, 

and communicate and listen effectively. The capacity to work harmoniously with others fosters 

opportunities for collaborative idea generation and paves the way for more innovative problem-

solving. 

Within an academic context, teamwork often manifests through participation in sports or 

group projects within the classroom. These activities aid students in developing critical 

teamwork skills such as distributing workloads, fostering healthy competition, engaging in 

different levels of interaction, and managing conflicts. However, explicit instruction in teamwork 
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is frequently lacking, leading to motivational, social, and cognitive factors exerting a negative 

influence on group dynamics (Sweet & Michaelsen, 2007). Social interdependence theory, as 

outlined by Johnson and Johnson (2009), sheds light on concepts like positive interdependence, 

individual accountability, promotive interactions, and the judicious use of social skills. This 

theory elucidates the inner workings of group tasks that can sometimes hinder the development 

of robust teamwork skills. Nonetheless, Chang and Brickman have addressed some of these 

challenges by presenting strategies for instructors to facilitate effective collaborations, including 

role assignments, group contracts, peer evaluations, and the clear delineation of expectations for 

group participation (Chang & Brickman, 2018). Additionally, research by Troth and colleagues 

(2012) has shown that highly successful team players possess elevated levels of emotional 

intelligence. Consequently, a person's emotional intelligence serves as a strong predictor of their 

effectiveness within a team. If formal education were to address this aspect, it could significantly 

enhance the productivity of teamwork within classrooms. 

Problem Solving And Critical Thinking 

Critical thinking involves employing analytical skills to assimilate and assess 

information, subsequently formulating responses based on this information (Bloch & Spataro, 

2014). It's important to note that critical thinking isn't an inherent skill for most individuals; 

rather, it necessitates gradual development over time (Bloch & Spataro, 2014). Fostering an 

environment conducive to the cultivation of critical thinking skills entails the examination of 

diverse viewpoints, perspectives, and opportunities (Bloch & Spataro, 2014). Typically, this skill 

is perceived as one that thrives within a formal educational setting, such as a classroom (Flores, 

Matkin, Burbach, Quinn, & Harding, 2012). 
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In an academic context, the encouragement of critical thinking and problem-solving skills 

can manifest in various forms. For instance, educators can facilitate the development of critical 

thinking skills by teaching strategies for organizing and interpreting data and information 

(Remedios, 2012). They may also prioritize instruction on techniques for formulating questions 

or approaches to tackling complex problems (Remedios, 2012). Well-developed critical thinking 

skills empower individuals to assess intricate situations effectively and derive sound solutions or 

make informed decisions (Flores et al., 2012). 

Problem-solving operates on the same foundational principles as critical thinking but 

primarily focuses on the aspect of critical thinking that centers on finding solutions (Almeida & 

Morais, 2021). When an individual can generate a solution based on their analysis of a situation, 

they are essentially engaging in problem-solving. This necessitates the skill set to break down a 

problem, identify and define it, and explore potential solutions, even when the individual may 

initially believe they lack the capability to solve the task (Almeida & Morais, 2021). Whether 

these problems surface in a professional or academic setting, developing problem-solving skills 

involves using facts, knowledge, and data effectively to address challenges (U.S. Department of 

Labor). Crucially, both critical thinking and problem-solving do not demand immediate answers; 

rather, they require the capacity to formulate rational solutions based on presented facts and 

information. 

Flexibility And Adaptability 

 Flexibility and adaptability have emerged as critical skills in education due to the rapidly 

changing dynamics of the modern world. As educational paradigms shift and new technologies 

continually reshape how information is accessed and utilized, the ability to adapt to change and 

embrace flexibility is paramount. Research by Hase and Kenyon (2000) underscores the 

importance of flexibility in learning, particularly in the context of self-directed and lifelong 



 

 

 

28 

learning. Their work highlights how students who are equipped with flexible learning skills tend 

to be more successful in navigating the complexities of modern education. Adaptability in 

education is closely linked to the capacity for problem-solving and critical thinking (Biesta, 

2012). According to Biesta, adaptability implies an openness to different perspectives and 

approaches, which can enrich the learning experience. This aligns with the views of Martin and 

colleagues (2012), who emphasize the importance of nurturing adaptability in students to prepare 

them for a future characterized by uncertainty and change. 

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, the significance of adaptability and flexibility 

in education became strikingly evident. Research by Hodges et al. (2020) highlights how 

educational institutions were compelled to swiftly adapt to remote learning environments, 

underscoring the need for educators and students alike to be flexible and adaptable in the face of 

unforeseen challenges. Fostering flexibility and adaptability in education is not merely a 

response to the evolving demands of the modern world but also an essential aspect of equipping 

students with the skills and mindset required to thrive in an ever-changing educational landscape. 

The works of Hase and Kenyon (2000), Biesta (2012), Martin and colleagues (2012), and 

Hodges et al. (2020) collectively emphasize the importance of these attributes in preparing 

students for the challenges and opportunities that lie ahead.  

Communication 

According to a survey conducted by the National Association of Colleges and Employers 

(2010), communication emerged as the top-ranked essential skill and quality sought in job 

candidates. Success in various professional contexts hinges not solely on one's knowledge but 

also on their ability to effectively convey that knowledge (Robles, 2012). Proficiency in 

articulating intricate ideas verbally, in writing, and in interpersonal interactions stands as a 

cornerstone for achieving success in the workplace (Reinsch & Gardner, 2014). It's imperative to 
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recognize that communication encompasses more than just speaking; it encompasses active 

listening, responsive engagement, and the art of sustaining meaningful dialogues, necessitating a 

comprehensive skill set (Remedios, 2012). 

Communication's significance transcends individual capabilities and extends to the 

collaborative dynamics within organizations, emphasizing its pivotal role in teamwork and the 

achievement of collective goals (DeKay, 2012). Furthermore, emotional intelligence emerges as 

a driving force behind robust communication skills (Troth, Jordan, Lawrence, & Tse, 2012). In 

collaborative endeavors, the ability to share ideas, express emotions, and navigate conflicts 

through effective communication becomes indispensable (Goleman, 1998). Conflict resolution 

and negotiation, vital components of workplace interactions, are inherently linked to adept 

communication (Schramm & Morais, 2013). However, these advanced skills rely on a 

foundation of basic communication abilities; without these fundamentals, mastering higher-level 

communication becomes challenging (Schramm & Morais, 2013). Additionally, in professional 

settings, there is a growing emphasis on proficient written communication skills (Moore & 

Morton, 2017). Employers frequently note that new hires often lack this skill, which is 

consistently nurtured in academic contexts (Moore & Morton, 2017). 

While the study conducted by Kameg et al. (2010) focused on nursing students rather 

than high school students, it underscored the teachability of communication skills within an 

academic environment. The study employed high fidelity human simulation (HFHS) to expose 

students to a diverse array of patient scenarios, beyond what they would encounter in a typical 

clinical setting. By comparing the effectiveness of the HFHS approach with traditional lectures, 

the research revealed that students who engaged in HFHS experiences felt more self-assured in 

their communication abilities. This study serves as an illustration of the broader point that strong 



 

 

 

30 

communication skills are indispensable in a wide range of fields and can be cultivated and 

enhanced within an educational setting through various teaching methodologies. 

Student Voice and Learning Theories 

Self-Regulated Learning 

Self-regulation entails an active and constructive procedure wherein learners establish 

objectives for their learning endeavors and then make efforts to oversee, govern, and direct their 

thinking, drive, and conduct, all within the framework of their objectives and the contextual 

factors in their surroundings (Pintrich, 2000). When it comes to the cultivation of academic 

proficiency, the strategies learners opt for and employ are pivotal in determining whether they 

can realize their intended outcomes. In the context of academic achievement, self-regulation 

necessitates a deliberate awareness and involves the selection and application of suitable 

strategies to attain explicit or implicit learning objectives (Jain and Dowson, 2009; Jansen et al., 

2019). The development of agency evolves through a continuous process of introspection and 

assessment of progress in tasks. 

Engaging in collaborative efforts with adults and actively participating in the teaching 

and learning process is believed to result in heightened empowerment, a key objective of 

numerous research projects. Additionally, the cultivation of self-confidence and self-esteem 

plays a pivotal role in amplifying the influence and constructive nature of student voices (Coll et 

al., 2018; Howley & Tannehill, 2014; Shilcutt et al., 2021, 2022). Teachers hold a critical role in 

enhancing students' perceived competencies and capabilities through the provision of guidance, 

support, encouragement, and valuable insights (Biddulph, 2011; Howley & Tannehill, 2014). 

They also bear the responsibility of openly acknowledging the significance of student voices and 

emphasizing their legitimacy. It is imperative for students to genuinely feel that their 
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contributions are valued and that their input will be effectively utilized (Bloemert et al., 2020; 

Enright & O'Sullivan, 2010, 2012; Howley & Tannehill, 2014). 

Recent research in the realm of achievement motivation and self-determination has 

challenged the conventional division between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Self-

determination theory acknowledges that many situations, especially in education, often involve 

external factors as catalysts for behavior. It posits that external expectations can be internalized, 

integrated, and ultimately lead to highly autonomous functioning (Appleton, Christenson, & 

Furlong, 2008). Education serves the purpose of imparting subject knowledge and instilling 

societal norms, often imposed by external entities. Therefore, it's crucial for educators to 

comprehend how students can transition from mere compliance to forms of self-regulated 

cooperation that fulfill both individual and societal needs. According to the research conducted 

by Richard Ryan and Edward Deci (2000), students' motivation levels are often contingent on the 

extent to which they perceive their actions as self-determined. Feeling self-determined hinges on 

experiences related to competence, autonomy, and relatedness. When students believe they can 

perform a task with relative ease (competence), perceive a degree of control over how an activity 

is conducted (autonomy), and experience a meaningful connection with others while engaging in 

it (relatedness), they are considered to be self-determined. The more frequent these self-

determined experiences occur, the more robust and enduring their motivation tends to be. 

Self-regulation theory offers a distinctively student-centered perspective on the 

multifaceted aspects of engagement. While self-determination theory examines students' 

perceptions of their autonomy, competence, and relatedness within a particular activity, self-

regulation theory focuses on the actions students take to initiate and sustain their engagement. It 

commences with the premise that students are active participants in their own learning, aligning 
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with the constructivist viewpoint that emphasizes knowledge construction rather than passive 

absorption. To be self-regulated implies being purpose-driven and demonstrating control over 

and accountability for one's concentration and effort during the learning process.  

Cognitively, "self-regulated learners engage in planning, goal-setting, organization, self-

monitoring, and self-assessment at various stages during their endeavor to acquire new 

knowledge or skills. These processes enable students to possess self-awareness, knowledge, and 

decisiveness in their approach to learning" (Zimmerman, 1990). From the teacher's standpoint, 

self-regulated learners tend to be self-initiators who display diligence and perseverance in their 

learning pursuits. They proactively "seek advice, information, and conducive learning 

environments" (Zimmerman, 1990). Self-regulated learners also possess the capability to assess 

the effectiveness of their learning strategies and, upon recognizing areas for improvement, adjust 

their approach accordingly. 

Self-regulation extends beyond an individual's actions and influences collective 

engagement. Studies exploring children's and adolescents' capacity to build relationships have 

highlighted perspective-taking as a crucial skill for establishing and maintaining friendships 

(Selman, 1980; Selman, 2003; Selman, Levitt, & Schultz, 1997). In group settings, self-

regulation can involve not only setting goals and monitoring time but also considering others' 

viewpoints and levels of engagement. It entails assuming responsibility for one's role in 

influencing these aspects. Effective groups often exhibit "metacognitive awareness that 

necessitates adjusting, closely monitoring group dynamics, and frequently revisiting instructions 

to ensure clarity and task structure for all members" (Boekaerts, 2011). Consequently, self-

regulation serves as a means for individuals to collectively assess and contemplate their support 

for fostering healthy engagement within groups, classrooms, and the entire school community. 



 

 

 

33 

In this context, the intent behind directives issued by teachers, parents, administrators, or 

peers becomes secondary. Self-determination theory is primarily concerned with the degree to 

which individuals internalize and integrate external expectations. Students whose perceived 

"locus of causality" leans more towards the internal side exhibit greater psychological investment 

in activities, leading to a convergence of intrinsic and extrinsic motivations. Given that 

adolescents are in the process of developing their identities and advanced cognitive abilities, it is 

logical that they are more motivated by activities that afford them some level of decision-making 

authority (Miller, 1989). To provide a framework for understanding the spectrum of self-

determining experiences that students can encounter in the classroom, Deci and Ryan (2000) 

introduce a continuum. At one end of this continuum lies heteronomy, characterized by 

subordination, subjection, or coercion, while at the opposite end lies autonomy, marked by 

independence, self-sufficiency, and self-rule. 

Incorporating Student Voice Theory into educational practices is not only a matter of 

providing students with a platform to express their needs but also aligns with well-established 

theories in cognitive development, human cognition and learning, as well as motivation and self-

regulated learning. It recognizes students as active participants in their educational experiences, 

capable of contributing valuable insights. For example, Shepherd Zeldin (2004) conducted 

research on numerous community-based initiatives where both students and adults shared the 

duties of governance. The study revealed that when student leadership was incorporated into 

these programs, young individuals exhibited heightened dedication to their communities, 

increased self-assurance, greater capabilities in assuming governance roles and responsibilities, 

and a reinforced commitment to the organization. The competencies and community networks 

that young people developed through these experiences resulted in various opportunities, 
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including college recommendations, internships, job offers, advice on college applications, 

speaking engagements, employment references, and financial consultations. This led one young 

participant to express that "opportunities I wasn't even aware of are now accessible" (Zeldin, 

2004). By empowering students to take an active role in shaping their own education, educators 

and institutions create more effective, engaging, and student-centered learning environments that 

benefit all stakeholders involved. This integration of theory and practice marks a promising path 

toward transformative education.  

Cognition And Learning 

Incorporating student voice into the educational process also resonates with human 

cognition and learning theories. Cognitive Load Theory, for instance, emphasizes the importance 

of managing the mental effort required for learning (Sweller, 2010). When students articulate 

their educational needs, they become more aware of their cognitive limitations and can better 

regulate their learning. This self-awareness can lead to more effective learning strategies, such as 

chunking information or utilizing spaced repetition, aligning with principles of cognitive load 

management. Beyond this, aligning student voices with agency increases student motivation and 

allows for effective engagement.   

Agency, as defined by Bandura (2001), encapsulates the ability to initiate actions. Within 

social cognitive theory (SCT; Bandura, 1986), agency hinges on a person's capacity to manage 

and govern their thoughts, motivations, and conduct through the influence of their existing self-

beliefs, particularly self-efficacy. SCT comprehends human functioning as a result of triadic 

reciprocal causation among internal personal factors, behavioral patterns, and environmental 

forces, all interplaying as mutually influential determinants impacting one another bidirectionally 

(Bandura, 2006, 2001). In SCT, this concept portrays an entity both shaped by determinants and 

influential in its own right. Agency emerges within social frameworks and contexts and, once 
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established, holds the potential to exert influence capable of reshaping social, cultural contexts, 

and structures (Bandura, 1986, 2001, 2006). In SCT, behavioral, cognitive, and other personal 

factors, along with environmental influences, serve as causal determinants influencing each 

other. The regulation of personal processes is fundamentally an individual endeavor; however, 

the individual does not operate in isolation and relies on the mediating contributions of others 

and elements within the sociocultural environment to develop and function in a purposeful 

manner. SCT delineates four core facets of human agency within the self-as-agent: intentionality, 

forethought, self-reactiveness (self-regulation), and self-reflectiveness (self-efficacy). Bandura 

(2001) defines agency as a complex interplay of personal attributes, belief systems, self-

regulatory abilities, and the shared structures and functions that enable individuals to exert 

influence over their circumstances. This agency is not static but can be nurtured and developed 

(Rainio & Hilppö, 2017), and it emerges from social interactions and relationships 

(Kumpulainen, Lipponen, Hilppö, & Mikkola, 2014), suggesting its relational nature (Pineda-

Báez, Manzuoli, & Sánchez, 2019). 

Agency for Learning (AFL; Code, 2010) extends the foundations of social cognitive 

theory by positioning agentic abilities as intermediaries that mediate the influences of personal, 

behavioral, and socio-environmental factors on an individual's self. The expression or constraint 

of individual agency varies across contexts and for various reasons. Consequently, it is crucial to 

examine agency from the learner's standpoint in the context of learning. According to AFL, 

agency is "an emergent entity that is displayed through an individual's capacity to interact with 

personal, behavioral, environmental, and social elements within the learning context" (Code, 

2010). Fundamentally, agency is an emergent capability characterized by intentionality, self-

initiation, and external sources of influence. Emergence, in this context, signifies the 
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development of innovative and cohesive structures, patterns, and qualities during the process of 

self-organization (Goldstein, 1999). A capability is considered emergent when it consists of 

several constituent components but can't be reduced merely to these components (O'Connor and 

Wong, 2002; Martin, 2003). Since agency arises from self-generated intentional action, its 

explanation lies in the interplay among its constituent influences. These constituent influences 

are embodied by an individual's intentionality, forethought, self-regulation, and self-efficacy. 

Agency plays a pivotal role in students' capacity to regulate, direct, and supervise their 

own learning. Students put agency into action by governing their cognitive, emotional, and 

behavioral processes as they engage with environmental factors. This involves not only 

possessing the behavioral competence to self-manage environmental contingencies but also 

possessing the knowledge and the sense of personal agency to apply this competence in pertinent 

contexts (Zimmerman, 2000). AFL introduces a more integrated approach to exploring learning 

processes within both individual and social settings. Situated within the framework of social 

cognitive theory, AFL broadens this perspective by incorporating elements of developmental, 

historical, and sociocultural theories that underscore the indispensable role of agency in the 

regulatory mechanisms requisite for learning. AFL furnishes a more holistic understanding of 

how students manage and wield their influence to attain personal and collective objectives. It 

also offers a structural foundation that facilitates further exploration of learning in formal and 

informal educational contexts. 

The interpretation of situations by individuals is strongly influenced by the social 

practices they engage in (van Huizen, van Oers, & Wubbels, 2005). This concept, while initially 

referring to teacher training, can be extended to students. Both teachers and students are 

profoundly affected by the socio-cultural structures they are embedded in, shaping their 
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comprehension of situations and, subsequently, their agency (Kumpulainen et al., 2014). 

Furthermore, the transformation of structures and culture essential for fostering student agency 

aligns with the requirements for teacher agency, suggesting a mutually beneficial relationship 

(Priestley & Minty, 2013). To cultivate effective student voice systems, it is imperative that all 

segments of the community are engaged, rather than just those who readily participate (Rudduck 

& Fielding, 2006). Dialogues limited to individuals with existing rapport are unlikely to result in 

substantial improvements (Chopra, 2016), and school staff must be prepared for student voice 

initiatives (Raymond, 2001). Inclusive decision-making processes involving all stakeholders 

contribute to successful schools (Leithwood & Riehl, 2003). Day (2011) emphasizes the 

connection between agency and leadership in successful school heads, suggesting that fostering 

student agency can also nurture student leadership. The distribution of leadership, including 

students, fosters collective agency among all stakeholders (Harris, 2004). Mitra (2004) suggests 

that student voice enhances agency by enabling students to articulate their thoughts, cultivating 

their identities as change-makers, and nurturing their leadership potential. 

Student agency manifests through students' actions and interactions within their 

environment (Klemencic, 2015). It represents the dynamic capacity to exert influence in specific 

situations (Mitra, 2004), although some perspectives view it as the 'capacity' for acting in one's 

best interest (Podolefsky, Rehn, & Perkins, 2013). This research underscores the idea of agency 

as a temporally adaptable mechanism shaped by an individual's circumstances and intricate 

interactions. In essence, while the concept of 'capacity' acknowledges the importance of 

situational factors, it also recognizes that the ability to exercise agency in a given context can be 

developed (Rainio & Hilppö, 2017).  



 

 

 

38 

Engagement has long been a focal point for researchers due to its pivotal role in the 

learner's transition from motivation to learning, prompting extensive analysis of its effects, 

mechanisms, and methods of cultivation within educational settings. The significance of 

engagement in education is underscored by its consistent identification as a robust predictor of 

student performance and conduct in the classroom (Klem & Connell, 2004). It serves as an 

antidote to student alienation (Fredericks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004) and a precursor to 

enduring academic achievement and eventual school completion (Connell, Spencer, & Aber, 

1994). Engaged students are more likely to attain higher grades (Goodenow, 1993) and test 

scores (Willingham, Pollack, & Lewis, 2002), exhibit improved attendance (Klem & Connell, 

2004), and experience lower dropout rates (Ekstrom et al., 1986). Conversely, students with low 

engagement levels face adverse long-term consequences, including disruptive classroom 

behavior, absenteeism, and withdrawal from school (Archambault, Janosz, & Pagani, 2009; 

Rodríguez & Conchas, 2009; Rumberger, 2010). Consequently, engagement is regarded as the 

primary predictor and key phenomenon for comprehending dropout rates (Appleton, 

Christenson, & Furlong, 2008). 

An examination of in-class behaviors conducted by Adena Klem and James Connell 

(2004) revealed that engaged students exhibit heightened attentiveness, appear more interested, 

and demonstrate greater persistence when confronting challenges compared to their less engaged 

peers. Additionally, Appleton and colleagues (2008) observed a cyclical pattern in engagement 

research: students who choose to engage in one context tend to find subsequent engagement in 

the same or different contexts more straightforward, enjoyable, and desirable. This suggests that 

with appropriate encouragement, initial engagement behaviors can gain momentum and lead to 

progressively higher levels of achievement. Engagement may function as a significant social 
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signal within the classroom. Teachers, striving to assess the impact of their instructional efforts 

on students, actively monitor for signs of engagement in the activities they design. When 

students display engagement through on-task behaviors, inquiries, or completed assignments, 

they often trigger reciprocal engaging responses from teachers. Research affirms that engaged 

students typically receive more motivational support and assistance from their teachers (Furrer & 

Skinner, 2003; Skinner & Belmont, 1993; Skinner, Kindermann, & Furrer, 2009). 

Scholars have long emphasized the positive link between noncognitive skills and 

educational achievement. Binet and Simon (1916) recognized over a century ago that success in 

school depends on qualities beyond mere intelligence, including attention, willpower, and 

character. More recently, Olson (2012) provided a detailed explanation of how noncognitive 

skills are connected to academic performance, highlighting the significance of social skills and 

the absence of aggressive or disruptive behavior as predictors and facilitators of learning (Olson 

2012). Heckman (2008) underscores a similar point in favor of early investments in education, 

stating that "skills beget skills." Numerous meta-analyses and comprehensive literature reviews 

further corroborate the positive relationship between noncognitive skills and academic success. 

Farrington et al. (2012) conducted a literature review that considers academic performance as not 

only a measure of academic knowledge but also a reflection of various essential student 

attributes or noncognitive factors. These encompass a range of academic behaviors, attitudes, 

and strategies crucial for success in school and later life. This includes study skills, attendance, 

work habits, time management, help-seeking behaviors, metacognitive strategies, and social and 

academic problem-solving. 

Durlak et al. (2011) conducted an extensive meta-analysis of over 200 interventions 

aimed at enhancing the social and emotional learning of students from kindergarten through high 
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school. Their findings indicate that participants benefited from these interventions, with 

improved social and behavioral skills. Importantly, these interventions also correlated with 

higher academic achievement, leading to an estimated gain in performance equivalent to 11 

percentile points, a consistent effect across different grade levels. Levin (2012) translated this 

gain into a measure equivalent to one-third of a standard deviation, signifying a significant 

increase in educational outcomes. Shriver and Weissberg (1996) highlighted the policy 

implications of these findings, emphasizing that educational policies can effectively target both 

cognitive and noncognitive aspects simultaneously, striking an appropriate balance between the 

two domains. This underscores the interdependence of noncognitive skills and their vital role in 

supporting cognitive development. Specific noncognitive skills, such as executive function skills 

encompassing self-regulation and self-control, have been identified as critical predictors of 

academic achievement. Research shows that self-control and self-discipline correlate with better 

classroom behavior, which, in turn, is associated with improved report card grades and other 

measures of academic performance (Duckworth, Quinn, and Tsukayama 2012; Duckworth and 

Seligman 2005). Research findings affirm that student voice initiatives yield a range of positive 

outcomes for both students and teachers. These initiatives empower students, enhance their skills 

and self-esteem, foster healthier school environments, and equip teachers with valuable insights 

and motivation for educational improvement (Mager & Nowak, 2012; Rudduck & Flutter, 2014). 

Mager and Nowak (2012) found compelling evidence for the positive impact of student 

voice on the development of critical life skills, communication abilities, responsibility, self-

esteem, and social status among students. Additionally, they noted that student voice initiatives 

contribute to nurturing students' sense of agency, enhancing their democratic skills, and fostering 

a sense of citizenship. These efforts were found to have a positive influence on student-adult 
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relationships and contribute to shaping the overall spirit of the school. Mager and Nowak also 

identified positive effects in other areas. These included improvements in peer relationships, 

student health, academic achievement, and changes to school facilities, rules, and policies. 

Concerning the impact on teachers, Rudduck and Flutter (2014) found that student voice 

initiatives offer educators several valuable benefits. Teachers involved in these efforts tend to 

develop a more open perception of students' capabilities, gain fresh perspectives on curriculum 

design, exhibit a greater willingness to adapt their thinking and teaching practices, experience 

renewed excitement in their teaching roles, and are provided with a practical agenda for 

continuous improvement. 

Relating the findings on noncognitive skills and their impact on educational achievement 

to Student Voice Theory, it becomes evident that student voice initiatives and policies should not 

solely focus on cognitive development but also prioritize the cultivation of noncognitive skills. 

Student Voice Theory emphasizes the importance of students actively participating in shaping 

their educational experiences and voicing their needs. In light of the evidence presented, it 

becomes clear that encouraging students to express their thoughts, concerns, and preferences 

within the educational context can play a crucial role in nurturing their noncognitive skills, such 

as self-regulation, motivation, and social skills. When students are given the opportunity to voice 

their opinions and take ownership of their learning environments, they can develop these skills, 

ultimately contributing to their academic success and holistic development. Therefore, Student 

Voice Theory aligns not only with cognitive development theories but also with the broader 

perspective that encompasses the significance of noncognitive skills in the educational journey, 

reinforcing the idea that both cognitive and noncognitive aspects are intertwined in student 

development. 
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Programmatic Support: CTE and WBL 

The need for a comprehensive and adaptable high school education has become 

increasingly evident. Although this research is not specifically advocating for the expansion of 

Career and Technical Education programs or Work-Based Learning, both of these approaches to 

education demonstrate incorporating the development of soft skills into the students’ education 

so that the full gamut of their educational needs are met. Whereas traditional education programs 

typically target hard skills, as seen by the emphasis on the subjects tested on the ACT, grades, 

and various standardized tests, these programs attempt to deepen skill development so that 

students are better equipped for college and/or the workforce upon graduation. The American 

College Testing (2006a) survey emphasized the importance of a comparable education for all 

high school students, regardless of their college or work-bound aspirations. This education 

should equip students with essential skills and readiness for both higher education and the 

workforce. The Conference Board et al. (2006) highlighted the deficiency of high school 

graduates in fundamental skills desired by employers, such as written communication, math, and 

professionalism. A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983) 

similarly underscored the lack of these skills and prompted a focus on academic skill 

development. 

However, the William T. Grant Foundation (1988) provided a counter-narrative with 

"The Forgotten Half," emphasizing that not all students would pursue higher education and 

urging educators to prepare those not college-bound. Subsequent initiatives, including the 

School-to-Work Opportunities Act of 1994, aimed to bridge the gap between education and 

employment by fostering partnerships between educators and employers (Gordon, 2008). The 

Act emphasized collaboration, integrated curriculum, and work-based learning, reflecting the 
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importance of preparing students for both academic and career success. Despite these efforts, 

career and technical education (CTE) was often seen as secondary to college-focused education 

(Hoachlander, 2006). Recent years have seen a resurgence of interest in CTE's potential to 

enhance students' transitions from secondary to postsecondary education and the workforce. 

Work readiness, a key aspect of CTE, encompasses skills required for employment and includes 

soft and hard skills (U.S. Department of Labor, 2000). Many states, including Georgia, have 

implemented work readiness credentialing processes to validate students' possession of these 

skills (Hyslop, 2008). In a rapidly evolving, technology-driven economy, CTE has gained 

prominence as a means for students to gain career preparation across a wide spectrum of 

occupations. It offers opportunities for students to explore their career preferences while 

acquiring fundamental work readiness skills. Regardless of the path students choose, there is a 

growing consensus among CTE experts that high school programs must integrate academic skills 

essential for success in contemporary workplaces (Lynch, 2000).  

There exists a tangible correlation between education and the development of soft skills, 

specifically through educational programs. This is evident in numerous high school programs, 

such as Career and Technical Education (CTE), which deliberately integrates soft skill 

cultivation into their curriculum. Whether integrated into a comprehensive high school 

curriculum or offered through specialized career academies, Career and Technical Education 

(CTE) plays a vital role in guiding students towards various career options while imparting 

essential foundational skills essential for any job (Rosenbaum, 2001). These skills are critical for 

students, regardless of whether they plan to directly enter the workforce or pursue higher 

education after high school. Ensuring that students possess these skills is not only crucial for 

their success in college-level courses but also for their readiness to participate in workforce-
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training programs. While research has extensively explored the advantages of CTE, including its 

impact on high school completion, attendance, grades, postsecondary enrollment, and future 

earnings, there remains a gap in our understanding of the extent to which CTE programs equip 

students with work readiness skills. Despite these efforts, an alarming trend emerges from data 

collected by the ACT – a significant portion of high school graduates, particularly those from 

low-income and minority backgrounds, are deemed inadequately prepared for college or career 

pursuits (ACT, 2012). Therefore, if CTE programs are adequately equipping students with the 

work readiness skills they need, the programs should be expanded to provide that skill 

development for all students. However, since it is established that many students who graduate 

high school are not prepared for college or the workforce, that is where the focus needs to 

remain. There is a gap to fill on ensuring students who graduate high school are adequately 

prepared for college and/or the workforce.  

 Work-Based Learning (WBL) is a time-tested educational approach found in many 

industrialized nations, integrating technical, academic, and employability skills development 

within real work settings. It often complements classroom learning by emphasizing practical, 

problem-focused education. The objectives of WBL can be categorized into three areas: 

cognitive development, social/emotional development, and career development (Darche, Nayar, 

& Bracco, 2009a). Various forms of WBL exist, from job shadowing to cooperative education 

and apprenticeships. About 72% of public high schools in the United States offered WBL 

opportunities in 2007-08 (NCES, 2011). In recent years, WBL has regained prominence in the 

U.S. as part of the effort to prepare "career and college-ready" graduates, drawing lessons from 

successful systems in other countries (Hoffman, 2011). Strong vocational education and training 

(VET) systems abroad emphasize public-private partnerships, employer-led curriculum 
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development, and national quality control agencies. In contrast, US students spend the least 

amount of time in work settings compared to their counterparts in 12 other countries. 

Despite recent efforts to connect education and employment, WBL opportunities for 

American students vary widely in availability and quality. U.S. employers, for the most part, do 

not view it as their responsibility to provide workforce training (Casner-Lotto & Barrington, 

2006). The European model of apprenticeships, in contrast, involves significant employer 

involvement, with businesses defining qualifications, offering paid apprenticeships, and 

assessing student performance. While some aspects of the European model may not align with 

American preferences, several features are attractive (Symonds et al., 2011). To promote more 

apprenticeships in the U.S., policymakers could consider funding measures to scale up programs, 

encouraging states to subsidize tuition for apprenticeships, and awarding college credit for job-

based experience (Lerman, 2009). Public-private partnerships may play a pivotal role in 

supporting these training models. The renewed interest in WBL should draw upon past successes 

and challenges to create meaningful work-based learning experiences for high school students in 

the evolving educational landscape. 

Work-Based Learning connects classroom learning to real-world applications, enhances 

student engagement, and fosters essential employability skills (Brown, 2003). It empowers 

students by involving them in real-life tasks, teaching self-reliance, teamwork, and problem-

solving abilities, thus boosting self-confidence and motivation for further learning. While the 

research on WBL in the United States has yielded mixed results, there are evident benefits. WBL 

helps students apply classroom knowledge, increases motivation, explores career options, and 

enhances their understanding of the work environment (Brown, 2003; Kenny et al., 2010; Stern 

et al., 1998). It also improves work readiness (Halpern, 2006; Phillips et al., 2002), job-related 
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skills (Halpern, 2006; Hughes et al., 1999), school attendance, and reduces dropout rates 

(Hughes et al., 2001). Moreover, well-structured WBL can help students develop vital skills such 

as responsibility, hard work, meeting deadlines, and persistence (Stasz & Kagonoff, 1997). 

However, high-quality WBL requires specific parameters. Supervision through schools 

enhances students' use of academic skills and interactions with adults (Stone et al., 1990). Long-

term WBL experiences appear to be more effective (Linnehan, 2001), especially for at-risk 

students (Gemici & Rojewski, 2010). Yet, the benefits might not extend beyond high school 

(Stern et al., 1995). A crucial element of WBL is its integration with the school curriculum, 

which reinforces learning in both settings (Stasz, 1998). However, designing internships to 

connect closely with specific classroom-based curricula may not always be feasible (Hughes et 

al., 1999). Additionally, the role of employer mentors in WBL is not well-studied. Mentors may 

face challenges balancing quality and productivity (Halpern, 2006). Some employers may 

prioritize productivity over creating a safe learning environment (Taylor & Watt-Malcolm, 

2007). Finally, the links between school and work in WBL are often tenuous (Stasz, 1998). 

While costs vary, WBL programs can incur expenses like student wages, administration, 

curriculum development, staff development, equipment, and facilities (Stasz, 1998). However, 

WBL programs with strong connections between work and school tend to perform better (Taylor 

& Walt-Malcolm, 2007). Countries with higher rates of intensive WBL, such as apprenticeships, 

have better school completion and post-secondary education rates, potentially due to employers 

covering continuing education costs and the value placed on high-quality academic and WBL 

programs (Bishop & Mane, 2004). 

In conclusion, this literature review has explored the concept of Student Voice Theory, 

the role of distributed leadership, and the importance of soft skills in high school education. 
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Student Voice Theory emphasizes the significance of incorporating students' perspectives and 

input into educational decision-making processes. It has been shown to enhance organizational 

change efforts and empower students, particularly those who may be struggling within the 

educational system. Distributed leadership, grounded in the idea of shared leadership 

responsibilities among various stakeholders, has gained prominence in education, with a focus on 

integrating student voices. This approach challenges traditional top-down leadership models and 

positions students as active partners in the educational process. When students are given the 

opportunity to voice their thoughts and ideas, it empowers them and fosters a sense of ownership 

and responsibility for their education. Employer trends have led to researchers concluding that 

students must develop soft skills to maintain the demand of employers. This shift in the 

workforce underscores the need to examine how high schools can better prepare students in 

terms of soft skill development. While hard skills continue to be emphasized in high school 

curricula, there is a growing recognition that soft skills are equally essential for success in both 

higher education and the workforce. There is a great need to bridge the gap between what is 

taught in high school and the skills required for success in college and careers. The integration of 

soft skills into high school curricula has been explored as a potential solution to this challenge. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

Student Voice Theory provided the baseline in expressing the importance of students 

having a say in educational policies or decision-making that impacted their education. This 

research applied the ideals of Student Voice Theory by allowing space for students to voice their 

perspectives on their education with the goal of impacting future educational change. By 

conducting research that targeted recent high school graduates, it was a retrospective viewpoint 

of Student Voice Theory. Although these students did not produce their opinions for their current 

educational desires, they had a clearer vantage point on what skills or competencies they could 

have learned in high school that would benefit them in their current academic and personal 

pursuits. Whereas interviewing current high schoolers might have provided a present perspective 

of what high schoolers would like to learn, by targeting first and second-year college students, 

the students were more able to provide a thoughtful perspective as to what skills and 

competencies would have benefited them as they transitioned from high school to college. 

Therefore, first and second-year college students were surveyed for this research in order to gain 

a better understanding as to what they wished they would have learned in high school that would 

benefit them academically, professionally, and personally. Since college and career readiness are 

simultaneously considered in education, the perspective for this research was that any results 

targeting either of these individual categories were congruent and could be grouped as a whole. 

Sampling Strategy 

The study's target population was comprised of first and second-year college students in 

Nevada, specifically among those who attended the University of Nevada, Las Vegas (UNLV). 

A purposive sampling method was employed to ensure the sample was representative of various 

majors and ethnic backgrounds. UNLV is a large university, with a diverse population, and the 
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statistics from the 2022 school year were useful to demonstrate the broad population of students 

that were considered for this research. In 2022, UNLV reported a total enrollment of 30,660 

students. Among these, 25,373 were undergraduate students, which constituted approximately 

82.6% of the total student population. Graduate students accounted for 4,271 students (about 

14%), while professional students made up the remaining 1,045 students (roughly 3.4%). Since 

only undergraduate students were surveyed for this data, it was relevant to acknowledge that they 

made up the vast majority of the student population at UNLV. 

Among these students, 13,154 were male, representing approximately 43% of the total, 

while 17,506 were female, making up the remaining 57%. This relatively equitable 

representation of male and female students suggested a balanced gender distribution within the 

university. Regarding residency status, the majority of UNLV students were residents of Nevada, 

with 26,458 students, constituting approximately 86% of the total student population. 

Nonresident students numbered 4,202, making up the remaining 14%. Additionally, there were 

810 international (nonresident) students, representing approximately 3% of the total student 

population. UNLV's commitment to diversity was evident in its racial and ethnic composition. 

The university welcomed students from various backgrounds, with different racial and ethnic 

identities. The breakdown of minority students was as follows: Native American or Alaskan 

Native (81 students, approximately 0.3%), Asian (4,651 students, approximately 15%), Black or 

African American (2,697 students, around 9%), Hispanic (9,819 students, approximately 32%), 

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (227 students, about 1%), and Two or More Races (3,683 

students, roughly 12%). Additionally, there were 346 students (approximately 1%) whose race or 

ethnicity was classified as unknown. White students accounted for 8,346 students, representing 

approximately 27% of the student population. 
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Understanding the demographic makeup of UNLV formed the basis of the sampling 

strategy, as it provided the foundational demographics from which the sample was drawn. The 

sample of first and second-year college students used for this research aligned with the 

demographical data here. The diverse representation in academic levels, residency status, and 

racial/ethnic backgrounds emphasized the need for purposive sampling to ensure the research 

captured a representative range of voices within the university community. 

For this research, the researcher utilized the perspectives of students in first and second-

year seminar courses at UNLV. The researcher aimed to survey 100 first and second-year 

seminar students. Every student at UNLV is expected to pass a first and second-year seminar 

course. Although there are many varieties of courses that satisfied this requirement, this research 

utilized the first and second-year seminar courses offered by the College of Education at UNLV. 

These courses provided a diverse group of students, as students from various majors, 

backgrounds, and ages took these courses. The first-year seminar at UNLV, COE 103, was 

designed to provide students with essential skills for success at the university. It focused on 

topics such as time management and study skills while also encouraging discussions and debates 

on contemporary issues. During the semester, students selected an issue to research and engaged 

in a service-learning project related to their chosen topic. Successful completion of COE 103 or a 

similar first-year seminar prepared students for the second-year seminar, COE 202. In COE 202, 

students further develop critical thinking skills, enhance their research and analytical abilities, 

and continue engaging in discussions on current issues. The course also emphasizes 

strengthening writing skills and fostering a sense of community through participation in service-

learning projects alongside instructors and classmates. These courses provided a foundation for 

surveying students as a large population of students took these courses, and the emphasis of 
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research within the course itself may have encouraged students to participate in research projects, 

such as the one proposed. 

Procedure 

This research utilized a methodological procedure to understand the perspectives of first 

and second-year UNLV students regarding their high school experiences and their perceived 

educational needs. It combined both quantitative and qualitative analyses to provide a view of 

students' opinions and skills gaps while aligning the findings with academic content standards for 

educational improvement. Ultimately, the goal is to inform educational policy to better serve 

student needs and prepare them for future success. 

This research involved a practical application of Student Voice Theory by utilizing the 

fifth and sixth rungs of Hart’s ladder of participation, Consulted and Informed and Adult-

Initiated, Shared Decisions with Children (Hart, 1992). The survey instrument for this research 

was designed to gather the input of recent high school graduates and allow the students to be 

both consulted and informed about the purpose and content of the survey. They had a chance to 

express their opinions on their high school experiences, the education system, and their transition 

into adulthood. Since the survey design and questions were developed in consultation with the 

first and second-year college students themselves, it ensured that their perspectives were taken 

seriously and integrated into the decision-making process. Therefore, the level of participation 

could fall within being Consulted and Informed, as the students acted as consultants to help 

shape the survey, and their resulting opinions were sincerely valued. This research could also fall 

within the rung of Adult-Initiated, Shared Decisions with Children, as an adult initiated this 

research project, but students gave their input that ultimately impacted any decision-making in 

the educational realm. 
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This research had a mixed methods approach, in which a survey involved qualitative and 

quantitative measures (Schooneboom & Johsnon, 2017). This QUAN → qual design is 

demonstrated through the complimentary nature of the qualitative analyses for the quantitative 

findings (Morse & Niehaus, 2009). The survey elicited both quantitative and qualitative results, 

and the procedure for analysis contributed to the blending of both methods. In the quantitative 

phase, a structured survey questionnaire was administered to a sample of participants. The 

survey contained Likert-scale items, demographic questions, and open-ended questions with the 

purpose of identifying which skills students felt like their high school education focused on, 

explaining their educational and personal background, and exploring what skills and 

competencies they wish they learned in high school. The quantitative aspect of this research 

formed a foundation of the student’s personal and educational background that could be used to 

identify trends. The qualitative aspect of this research involved analyzing the open-ended 

question on the survey. This question specifically aimed to answer the research question of what 

specific skills or competencies students wished they learned in high school that would benefit 

them in higher education, personally, or professionally. This open-ended question was used to 

encourage participants to express desires freely (Mitra, 2005). During the analysis, the 

quantitative analyses were supported by the qualitative results. The qualitative findings also 

expanded on the significant quantitative findings in order to provide actionable solutions and 

hone in on the most prevalent student desires. In the analysis phase of this research, the 

qualitative data was used to better explain some of the broad findings in the quantitative data. 

For example, the quantitative results found a significant difference in the educational emphasis 

for students in terms of hard and soft skills; hard skills were significantly more emphasized in 

these students’ high school education. At the same time, the vast majority of students noted a 
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desire to increase the emphasis on soft skills in their high school education. These quantitative 

analyses were supported by the qualitative results that honed in on exactly which soft skills 

students wish they learned in high school. Taken together, the following conclusion can be 

drawn: the high school curricula is primarily focused on hard skills, but students need more soft 

skills in their education to feel prepared for college and the workforce, and more specifically 

they crave skills such as financial literacy, life skills, communication, and professionalism.  

This research project involved gathering and analyzing data from first and second-year 

students at UNLV regarding their high school experiences and what they believed they should 

have learned. Before commencing any data collection, obtaining Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) approval was the first priority. This ensured that the research adhered to ethical guidelines 

and safeguarded the rights and privacy of the participants. The next step involved meticulously 

finalizing the survey instrument. In order to ensure student voices were accurately collected 

through this survey, the researcher piloted the survey with several students who were recent high 

school graduates and ensured the researcher and potential participants were on the same page, 

and the language of the survey was understood by the students. The goal of this meeting was to 

determine whether any of the questions could be worded differently and were understood by the 

students. Following this meeting, multiple changes were recommended and made.  

First, in the follow up questions to the Likert Scale items addressing the mode of 

instruction for the various skills, the researcher added descriptions to ensure the students 

understood the terms (specifically ‘direct instruction’, ‘modeling’, and ‘indirect instruction’. 

Additionally, it was recommended that the soft skills were operationalized on the survey so that 

students understood exactly what components of the skill to consider. This change was made for 

questions 13-22. Finally, it was recommended that there should be clarity on the mode of 
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instruction options for these questions. Specifically, a student brought up the fact that multiple 

modes of instruction could have taken place, so the researcher changed the verbiage to specify 

the ‘primary’ mode of instruction. This methodology aligned with the principles of the Student 

Voice Research Framework, where intersubjectivity was critical (Brasof & Levitan, 2022). The 

researchers and the students needed to understand each other. When the survey items and larger 

goals for the research were understood and shared by the students and researcher, the student 

voices could more clearly be depicted in the data.  

The second principle captured in the Student Voice Research framework was reflexivity, 

which explained how researchers could impact Student Voice initiatives by not acknowledging 

the influence of their own childhood and educational experiences (Brasof & Levitan, 2022). By 

involving students in the process of revising the survey, it ensured the students were holding the 

researcher accountable as to not let their experiences overpower the potential input of the 

students. Power dynamics were addressed in the third principle of this framework (Brasof & 

Levitan, 2022). Within the context of this research, by providing the students this survey (after 

receiving student input on the operationalization of the terms and questions), the researcher had a 

hands-off approach while the data was collected. This allowed students the freedom to express 

their perspectives anonymously, without the concern for repercussion or power dynamics to play 

a negative role. The final principle involved context, which captured the idea of data collections 

needing to be more congruent with student contexts (Brasof & Levitan, 2022). For this research, 

education was a prominent part of students’ lives, and therefore, the data collection aligned well 

with student experiences and perspectives. Regardless of the student’s background, they had 

something to contribute to this topic, and therefore had a voice to be heard on their educational 

experiences. 
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The survey was divided into three sections. The first section involved demographic data. 

Specifically, there were eight questions that asked participants about their identity, age, and 

similar demographic questions. This section also targeted educational demographic questions 

such as their primary high school location, if they participated in a CTE program (or a trade 

school or any after school programs that specifically targeted workforce readiness such as Junior 

Achievement), and similar education-based demographic questions. Then the survey transitioned 

to asking about their current education and high school experiences which comprised of 19 

questions. These questions were in two parts: first, education-based questions and second, the 

degree to which their high school education focused on the various soft skills specifically 

addressed in the literature review above. The education-based Likert-scale questions involved 

questions about the student’s confidence with hard skills and soft skills. Descriptions and 

examples of both hard and soft skills were provided for the student’s reference. The second part 

of the Likert-scale items addressed the student’s perspective on how much dependability, 

problem-solving and critical thinking, teamwork and collaboration, flexibility and adaptability, 

and communication were each emphasized in their high school education. Since these were the 

primary soft skills emphasized by employers, the skills were evaluated as to whether they were 

taught within a high school setting. If the participant indicated that those skills were emphasized 

in their education, there was a follow-up question regarding the mode of instruction for the skills. 

Finally, the last component of the survey involved an open-ended question that allowed the 

students to respond with what they wish they learned in high school. This question specifically 

asked: Please list and describe any specific skills or competencies you wish you had learned in 

high school that would have benefited you academically, professionally, or in your day-to-day 

life. 
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To gather data, the researcher actively recruited participants by visiting first and second-

year seminar courses within the College of Education, specifically COE 103 and COE 202 

courses. During these visits, the researcher introduced the research project, explained its 

significance, explained that participation in the research would not impact their grade in the 

course, and provided students with a QR code for the survey to participate. This face-to-face 

approach helped in building trust and rapport with potential participants and also provided an 

opportunity for the participants to ask questions or receive clarity on the research and its purpose. 

Since the researcher taught within two of the seven classes surveyed, the researcher instituted a 

safeguard of having her advisor introduce the research topic and provide the QR code in the 

classes the researcher taught. The researcher left the room for this portion of the class to avoid 

any bias of survey completion.  

Data Analysis 

The application of Student Voice Theory in the interpretation of survey data involved a 

systematic approach comprising various steps. First, the data collection was comprehensive, 

encompassing multiple facets of the student experience, such as academic, social, and emotional 

domains, to provide a holistic understanding of student perspectives. The data analysis phase 

involved both quantitative and qualitative techniques. Quantitative analysis focused on 

identifying trends and patterns within the numerical data, while qualitative analysis delved into 

the in-depth exploration of student responses and open-ended questions, aiming to extract 

nuanced insights. 

During the interpretation process, special attention was paid to the diverse perspectives 

represented within the student population, acknowledging potential variations across different 

student subgroups, including demographic and contextual factors. Emphasizing the core tenet of 

Student Voice Theory, the involvement of students in the decision-making process was 
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prioritized, wherein the survey data informed discussions and actions within the educational 

institution. The interpretation of survey data, guided by the principles of Student Voice Theory, 

was expected to result in actionable steps to address student concerns and recommendations. 

This fostered an environment where student feedback directly influenced institutional policies 

and practices, promoting a more student-centric educational environment. 

Data analysis began with the processing of collected responses. This study captured the 

responses of 100 participants. However, two respondents only responded to a portion of the 

demographic questions at the beginning of the survey, so their responses were entirely excluded 

from the study in order to maintain consistency and reliability. Additionally, some respondents 

did not complete the final open-ended question, but the quantitative responses were still 

analyzed. SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) was used to conduct descriptive 

statistics, providing valuable insights into the demographic characteristics of the participants and 

trends related to the Likert-scale items. Descriptive statistics, including frequencies, means, and 

standard deviations, were computed to summarize demographic information and participants' 

responses regarding desired skills and knowledge. Inferential statistics, such as regression, was 

used to see how the key skills impacted perceived college preparedness. The demographic 

information was insightful for understanding both the students’ personal (age, ethnicity, etc.) and 

educational (major, CTE/specialized program participation, location of high school, etc.) 

backgrounds. The Likert-scale items were used to assess factors such as confidence in school, the 

degree to which students felt like high school had a purpose and was transferrable to 

college/workforce, and how much each of the following skills was addressed in their high school 

education: dependability, problem-solving and critical thinking, teamwork and collaboration, 
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flexibility and adaptability, and communication. Charts and tables were employed to visually 

represent these findings, making them more accessible and comprehensible. 

For the qualitative component of the analysis, the open-ended responses were subjected 

to a category analysis with frequency counts. First, the response skills/competencies were 

categorized based on whether they were more directly aligned with being a hard skill or a soft 

skill. If considered a soft skill, it then proceeded to the following step. This research was 

primarily involved in analyzing the soft skills mentioned, so although the categorization was 

displayed through a table, only the responses with the soft skill denotation were further analyzed 

to see if they aligned with a content standard. To simplify the procedure, the grouping and 

matching were conducted with only identical or near-identical terms. For example, if three 

students indicated they would have liked to become more competent in communication, writing 

emails, and giving presentations, these respective responses would all be grouped together under 

the umbrella of ‘communication’ as they individually represented an aspect of communication. 

Some responses elicited several derived skills, in which case the response was counted in 

multiple categories. The categories were not set prior to reading the responses, but rather derived 

from the responses themselves.  

 The research also explored the alignment between the skills identified in the open-ended 

responses and the Nevada Academic Content Standards. The Nevada Academic Content 

Standards were available on the Department of Education’s website and provided the required 

standards that subjects must follow within each grade level. Specifically, the high school 

standards were divided into subject-based categories and were the basis of the academic 

curricula for high schools in Nevada. If patterns of skills emerged that were not explicitly 

addressed in the standards, the researcher proposed opportunities for new standards to be 
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incorporated to better prepare students for college and the workforce through a student voice 

lens. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

This research aimed to address the following research questions: To what degree do 

students perceive their high school education to have emphasized the key skills desired by 

employers; How are the key skills desired by employers primarily taught within a high school 

setting; and What specific knowledge, skills, and/or competencies do recent high school 

graduates wish they acquired within their high school education to foster both personal growth 

and professional development? Specifically by gaining an understanding of what skills are taught 

in various ways, the researcher is able to then ask if there are skills they wish were more focused 

on in high school that would better prepare them for their academic achievement, professional 

success, and personal development? This mixed-methods research design aimed to investigate 

the perspectives of college students in Nevada regarding the skills and knowledge they desired to 

acquire in their high school education to determine whether these skills aligned with existing 

educational standards.  

In the examination of factors influencing college preparedness, regression analyses 

uncovered intricate relationships between skill emphasis and perceived readiness. The results 

demonstrated that both hard and soft skills significantly contributed to college preparedness, 

emphasizing their interconnected influence. However, specific soft skills, such as dependability, 

problem-solving, teamwork, flexibility, and communication, did not individually predict 

preparedness. Correlation analyses reinforced this, showing weak non-significant correlations 

between preparedness and the emphasis on hard and soft skills. Descriptive statistics elucidated 

the nuanced foundation of skill development, portraying a higher emphasis on hard skills across 

surveyed high schools. Post-high school, a substantial portion of participants entered the 

workforce, yet a significant percentage felt inadequately prepared for their jobs, hinting at 
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potential gaps in alignment between education and workplace expectations. Participants 

acknowledged the equal importance of both hard and soft skills, highlighting a recognition of the 

multifaceted demands of the modern workforce.  

Demographic Data 

The first ten questions of the survey were aimed at capturing the demographics of the 

participants. These questions addressed age, racial/ethnic identity, type of high school, location 

of high school, CTE participation, participation in workforce readiness programs, major in 

college, and year in college. The questions were selected to help understand the backgrounds of 

the respondents, so that their academic responses can be analyzed in relation to their individual 

contexts.  
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Table 1. Frequencies for Age 

Age 
      Frequency           Percent         Valid Percent 

18   2   2.041   2.532   

19   51   52.041   64.557   

20   13   13.265   16.456   

21   6   6.122   7.595   

22   2   2.041   2.532   

23   1   1.020   1.266   

24   2   2.041   2.532   

25   1   1.020   1.266   

27   1   1.020   1.266   

Total   
98   100.000       

  

 

The age distribution of participants is depicted in Table 1, showing that the majority fall 

within the range of 19 to 21 years. Specifically, 52.04% of participants are 19 years old, 13.27% 

are 20, and 6.12% are 21. The cumulative percentage reveals that 93.67% of participants are 

aged 22 or below. 
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Table 2. Frequencies for Racial or Ethnic Identity 

Racial or ethnic identity          Frequency  Percent  Valid Percent  

Asian  15   15.306   15.789   

Two Or More Races   19   19.388   20.000   

Black or African American  6   6.122   6.316   

Hispanic or Latino  24   24.490   25.263   

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander  2   2.041   2.105   

White  29   29.592   30.526   

Total   98   100.000       

  

 

Table 2 detailed the frequencies for racial or ethnic identity. The largest ethnic group 

identified is White, constituting 30.53% of the respondents. Following closely is the Hispanic or 

Latino category, representing 25.26% of the participants. The table reflects a significant 

representation of Asian individuals (15.79%), Two or More Races (20.00%), and Black or 

African American respondents (6.32%).  
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Table 3. Frequencies for Primary High School's Location 

High School Location          Frequency  Percent  Valid Percent  

International  2   2.041   2.105    

United States  14   14.286   14.737    

Las Vegas, Nevada   78   79.592   82.105    

Total   98   100.000          

 

 

The frequencies table for the primary high school's location (Table 3) provides insights 

into the geographical distribution of the surveyed participants, shedding light on the diverse 

backgrounds of the respondents. A substantial majority, 82.11%, attended high school in Las 

Vegas, Nevada. Additionally, 14.74% of respondents attended high school in the United States 

but outside Las Vegas. The inclusion of an International category (2.11%) represents the 

population of students that primarily attended high school outside of the United States.  

  



 

 

 

65 

Table 4. Frequencies for Type of High School 

Type of High School         Frequency       Percent      Valid Percent  

Charter/Magnet School  17   17.347   17.708    

Homeschool  1   1.020   1.042    

Private School   1   1.020   1.042    

Public School  66   67.347   68.750    

Technical Academy  11   11.224   11.458    

Total   98   100.000           

 

 

The frequencies table detailing the types of high schools attended by participants (Table 

4) represents the types of high school attended by the respondents. Public schools emerge as the 

predominant choice, with a significant majority of respondents, 68.75%, having attended public 

high schools. Technical academies also were heavily attended, accounting for 11.46% of 

respondents. Charter/Magnet schools, representing 17.71% of participants. Homeschooling and 

private school attendance exhibit minimal representation, each constituting approximately 1% of 

respondents.  
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Table 5. Frequencies for Career and Technical Education (CTE) Participation 

CTE Participation Frequency  Percent  Valid Percent  

No  49   50.000   51.042    

Yes  47   47.959   48.958    

Total   98   100.000           

  

 

The frequencies table examining participation in Career and Technical Education (CTE) 

programs during high school (Table 5) provided insight into the prevalence of such vocational 

and skill-focused educational initiatives within the study sample. The majority of respondents, 

constituting 51.04%, did not partake in CTE programs, highlighting a significant portion of 

individuals who pursued a more traditional academic path during their high school education. On 

the contrary, nearly half of the participants (48.96%) engaged in CTE programs. 
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Table 6. Frequencies for Participation in Programs That Specifically Targeted Workforce 

Readiness 

 

Workforce Readiness Program Participation  
Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

No  79  80.612  82.292   

Yes  17  17.347  17.708   

Total   98  100.000          

 

  

 

The frequencies table (Table 6) examined participation in after-school programs targeting 

workforce readiness, such as Junior Achievement or Gear Up, which shed light on the extent to 

which students in the study sample availed themselves of these specialized extracurricular 

offerings. A significant majority, comprising 82.29% of respondents, did not participate in such 

programs, indicating that a substantial portion of the surveyed individuals did not engage in 

structured after-school activities explicitly designed to enhance workforce readiness skills. 

Conversely, 17.71% of participants reported active involvement in these programs. 
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Table 7. Frequencies for Major at UNLV 

Major at UNLV  Frequency         Percent  

 

         Valid Percent 

  

Accounting   5   5.102   5.155    

Anthropology   1   1.020   1.031    

Architecture   4   4.082   4.124    

Biology   2   2.041   2.062    

Business   11   11.224   11.340    

Business Administration   1   1.020   1.031    

Business Management   1   1.020   1.031    

Business Management on Information Systems   1   1.020   1.031    

Business Marketing   1   1.020   1.031    

Computer Science   6   6.122   6.186    

Criminal Justice   2   2.041   2.062    

Early Childhood Education   2   2.041   2.062    

Economics   1   1.020   1.031    

Education   3   3.061   3.093    

Elementary Education   6   6.122   6.186    

Exploring   1   1.020   1.031    

Film   6   6.122   6.186    

Finance   1   1.020   1.031    
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Major at UNLV  Frequency         Percent  

 

         Valid Percent 

  

Fine Art, Concentration in Photography   1   1.020   1.031    

Graphic Design   3   3.061   3.093    

Graphic Design and Media   1   1.020   1.031    

HMD   1   1.020   1.031    

Hospitality   8   8.163   8.247    

Hospitality Management   1   1.020   1.031    

Human Resources   1   1.020   1.031    

Human Services   1   1.020   1.031    

International Business   1   1.020   1.031    

Journalism   1   1.020   1.031    

Kinesiology   1   1.020   1.031    

MIS   1   1.020   1.031    

Marketing   1   1.020   1.031    

Marketing and International Business   1   1.020   1.031    

Mathematical Science   1   1.020   1.031    

Medical Imaging   1   1.020   1.031    

Music Education   1   1.020   1.031    

Psychology   2   2.041   2.062    

Secondary Education   7   7.143   7.216    
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Major at UNLV  Frequency         Percent  

 

         Valid Percent 

  

Social Work   1   1.020   1.031    

Special Education   1   1.020   1.031    

Sports Marketing   1   1.020   1.031    

Theatre   1   1.020   1.031    

Undeclared   3   3.061   3.093    

Total   98   100.000        

 

 

The frequencies table (Table 7) detailing the current major or field of study at UNLV 

reflects the diverse academic pursuits of the participants. The most common major reported was 

Business, with 11 participants (11.22%). Other prevalent majors included Hospitality (8.16%), 

Secondary Education (7.14%), and Computer Science (6.12%). The data highlights a broad 

spectrum of academic disciplines, from Arts and Sciences (e.g., Anthropology, Biology, Film) to 

Business-related fields (e.g., Business Administration, Business Management) and Technology 

(e.g., Computer Science, MIS). The small percentage of participants categorized as "Undeclared" 

(3.06%) indicated that the majority of students have chosen set majors.  
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Table 8. Frequencies for Year in College 

 

Year In College          Frequency Percent Valid Percent 

1  5  5.102  5.208  

2  77  78.571  80.208  

3  14  14.286  14.583  

Total  98  100.000      

 

 

The frequencies table (Table 8) outlines the current year of participants at UNLV. 

Second-year students constituted 78.57% of the sample, a large majority. In contrast, first-year 

students make up a smaller portion, with 5.10%, while third-year students account for 14.29%.  

Descriptive Statistics for Skills 

 

The descriptive statistics for participants' perceptions of the emphasis placed on hard and 

soft skills in their high school education are presented through the following tables and figures. 

The survey first asked respondents to rate how much they thought hard and soft skills were 

emphasized in their high school education, on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 indicated that a skill was 

not at all emphasized and 5 signified a high emphasis. Next the survey led the participant to do 

the same thing for a series of five soft skills. If the participant rated the perceived emphasis a 2 or 

higher, then they were led to respond with the primary mode of instruction for that particular 

skill.  
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Table 9. Skill Emphasis in High School 

  Hard Skill Emphasis                  Soft Skill Emphasis  

Mean   3.604   2.925   

Median   4.000   3.000   

Mode   4.000   3.000   

Std. Deviation   0.957   0.935   

 

 

For hard skills, the valid responses from 96 participants revealed a mean of 3.604, 

indicating a moderate level of perceived emphasis (see Table 9). The median and mode were 

both 4.000, suggesting a central tendency toward a relatively high emphasis. Similarly, for soft 

skills, based on the valid responses from 93 participants, the mean was 2.925, indicating a 

slightly lower perceived emphasis compared to hard skills. The median and mode were 3.000, 

reflecting a central tendency around a moderate level of emphasis.  

Following this means analysis, a dependent t-test was conducted to assess the 

significance of the difference between these two groups: the means of hard skills emphasis vs. 

the means of soft skills emphasis. The t-value was computed using the formula t = (M - μ)/SM. 

The resulting t-value was compared against critical values from the t-distribution to determine 

the statistical significance of the observed difference. The significance level (α) was set at p < 

.05. In this case, the calculated t-value of -4.97 was found to be statistically significant (p < 

.001), indicating a significant difference in the means. Therefore, there is a significant difference 

between the perceived emphasis on hard skills and the perceived emphasis on soft skills in a high 

school education for the sample population.  
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Table 10. Skills Means 

Soft Skills Mean        Standard Deviation  

Dependability  3.086   1.039     

Problem Solving/Critical Thinking  3.261   .993     

Teamwork/Collaboration   3.533   .974        

Flexibility/Adaptability   2.675   1.141       

Communication  3.084  1.107     

 

 

Further analysis explored specific skills such as dependability, problem-solving/critical 

thinking, teamwork/collaboration, flexibility/adaptability, and communication skills (see Table 

10). Dependability received a mean rating of 3.086, signifying a moderate emphasis, while 

problem-solving/critical thinking had a mean rating of 3.261, indicating a similar moderate 

emphasis. Teamwork/collaboration exhibited a higher mean of 3.533, suggesting a relatively 

stronger emphasis, while flexibility/adaptability received a mean of 2.675, pointing to a 

moderate emphasis. Communication skills, with a mean rating of 3.084, also demonstrated a 

moderate emphasis. The standard deviations for these specific skills (ranging from 0.974 to 

1.141) underscore the variability in participants' perceptions. 
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Figure 1. Dependability Modes of Instruction. 

 

 

Figure 1 details the primary mode of instruction for the emphasis on Dependability in 

high school education. Among participants who indicated a moderate or higher emphasis on 

Dependability (score of 2 or above), the majority (43.18%) highlighted "Direct Instruction" as 

the primary mode. This suggests that a substantial portion of respondents experienced a hands-

on, explicit teaching approach to instill dependability. Another 43.18% indicated "Modeling" as 

the primary mode, indicating that learning through observation and imitation was also prevalent. 

"Indirect Instruction" was selected as the primary mode of instruction by 13.64% of participants.  
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Figure 2. Problem Solving/Critical Thinking Modes of Instruction. 

 

 

Figure 2 visualizes the primary modes of instruction for the emphasis on problem-

solving/critical thinking in high school education. For respondents who selected a 2 or higher, 

indicating a moderate or higher emphasis on problem-solving/critical thinking, the majority 

(49.43%) reported "Direct Instruction" as the primary mode of instruction. Another 21.84% 

indicated "Modeling" as the primary mode, highlighting the importance of learning through 

observation and imitation in developing these skills. "Indirect Instruction" was selected as the 

primary mode of instruction by 28.74% of participants.  
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Figure 3. Teamwork/Collaboration Modes of Instruction. 

 

 

Figure 3 offers insights into the primary instructional methods employed for emphasizing 

teamwork/collaboration during high school education. Among respondents who selected a 2 or 

higher, indicating a moderate or higher emphasis on teamwork/collaboration, a significant 

majority (59.55%) reported "Direct Instruction" as the primary mode of instruction. Another 

13.48% indicated "Modeling" as the primary mode, whereas the choice of "Indirect Instruction" 

by 26.97% of participants reflects the varied educational strategies used to cultivate teamwork 

and collaboration skills.  
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Figure 4. Flexibility/Adaptability Modes of Instruction. 

 

 

Figure 4 provides a visual of the primary modes of instruction used to emphasize 

flexibility/adaptability during high school education for respondents who selected a 2 or higher. 

Notably, "Modeling" emerges as the predominant mode, with 58.21% of participants identifying 

it as the primary instructional approach. "Direct Instruction" is reported by 17.91% of 

respondents. Additionally, "Indirect Instruction" was chosen by 23.88% of participants to 

indicate the primary mode of instruction for teaching flexibility/adaptability.   
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Figure 5. Communication Modes of Instruction. 

 

 

Figure 5 revealed the primary modes of instruction utilized to emphasize communication 

skills for respondents who selected a 2 or higher on the prior question. "Direct Instruction" 

emerges as a significant mode, reported by 42.31% of participants, indicating a structured and 

explicit approach to teaching communication skills. "Modeling" is identified by 24.36% of 

respondents, suggesting that a considerable portion learned these skills through observation and 

imitation. "Indirect Instruction" was chosen by 33.33% of participants.  

 

 

Table 11. Frequencies for Employment After Graduating High School 

Employment After High School             Frequency  Percent  Valid Percent  

No   23   23.469   24.468    

Yes   71   72.449   75.532    

Total   98   100.000           
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Table 12. Frequencies for Job Preparedness 

Job Preparedness           Frequency  Percent  Valid Percent  

No   19   19.388   26.761    

Yes  52   53.061   73.239    

Total   98   100.000           

 

Examining participants' preparedness for college and employment (Table 11 and Table 

12), the study found that 75.53% of the respondents had been employed since graduating from 

high school. Among those employed, 73.24% felt adequately prepared for their job(s). 

 

 

Table 13. Frequencies for Skill Importance 

Skill Importance         Frequency  Percent  Valid Percent  

Hard Skills  10   10.204   10.753   

Soft Skills  48   48.980   51.613   

Equally Important  35   35.714   37.634   

Total   98   100.000           

 

 

 

Participants were asked which skill (hard skills, soft skills, or both) is more important to 

emphasize in education for academic success, professional advancement, and daily life (see 

Table 13). A substantial majority (48.98%) of respondents indicated a preference for 

emphasizing soft skills, while a considerably smaller proportion (10.20%) advocated for a focus 
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on hard skills. A significant segment (35.71%) asserted the equal importance of both hard and 

soft skills.  

Correlations 

 

Table 14. Correlations Between Variables 

 

 

There were several statistically significant relationships among the variables related to 

skill emphasis in high school education (see Table 14). Firstly, Dependability shows a significant 

positive correlation with Problem Solving/Critical Thinking (r = 0.427, p < .001), suggesting that 

students who perceived a higher emphasis on dependability in high school also tended to 

perceive a stronger emphasis on problem-solving and critical thinking. Secondly, 

Teamwork/Collaboration exhibits a positive correlation with Dependability (r = 0.318, p = 

0.003) but not with Problem Solving/Critical Thinking, indicating a specific association between 

Variable  Dependability  

Problem-

solving/ 

critical 

thinking  

teamwork/ 

collaboration  

flexibility/ 

adaptability  

Problem Solving/  

Critical Thinking 
 Pearson's r   0.427        

  p-value   < .001      

   
    

Teamwork/ 

Collaboration 
 Pearson's r   0.318   0.170      

  p-value   0.003   0.113      

   

 

Flexibility/  

Adaptability 

 Pearson's r   0.408   0.284        0.162    

  p-value   < .001   0.013        0.171     

Communication    

Pearson's r  
 0.319   0.370        0.600   0.262  

  p-value   0.004   < .001        < .001   0.030  
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teamwork emphasis and dependability perception. Additionally, Flexibility/Adaptability 

correlates significantly with Dependability (r = 0.408, p < .001) and Problem Solving/Critical 

Thinking (r = 0.284, p = 0.013), highlighting the interconnectedness of these skills. Lastly, 

Communication demonstrates positive correlations with all other skills: Dependability (r = 0.319, 

p = 0.004), Problem Solving/Critical Thinking (r = 0.370, p < .001), Teamwork/Collaboration (r 

= 0.600, p < .001), and Flexibility/Adaptability (r = 0.262, p = 0.030). These findings suggest 

that students who perceived a higher emphasis on communication skills in high school also 

tended to perceive a stronger emphasis on other skills. 

College Preparedness and Skills 

 

A regression was conducted to assess the relationship between students' perceived college 

preparedness upon high school graduation and various factors related to educational emphasis 

(see Table 15). The dependent variable was how prepared for college a student felt upon 

graduating from high school, rated on a scale of 1 to 5. The model summary demonstrated that 

the predictors (key skills desired by employers) account for a small proportion of the variance in 

feelings of college preparedness, with an adjusted R-squared value of 0.062. The adjusted R-

squared value is used here as it is a more conservative measure since it accounts for the number 

of predictors in the model. In this case, since there are five key skills in the model, it would 

account for this in addition to the sample size. This value estimated that only approximately 

6.2% of the variability in college preparedness was explained by the emphasis on the five key 

skills desired by employers in high school. Therefore, the overall regression model is not 

statistically significant, as indicated by the F-value of 1.822 and a corresponding p-value of 

0.123, which is greater than the 0.05 alpha level. In addition to the lack of significance in the 

overall model, none of the individual skills desired by employers have statistical significance in 
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their relationship to predicting perceived college preparedness. This is demonstrated by the p-

values all exceeding the .05 alpha level.   

A post-hoc power analysis was completed in G*Power to ensure the sample size was 

robust enough to correctly reject a null hypothesis when it is false (Erdefelder, Faul, & Buchner, 

1996). The post-hoc analysis resulted in a statistical power of 0.862 for this regression which 

indicated a relatively high level of statistical power. Here, this means that the regression model 

has a good ability to detect significant relationships between the variables. This means that the 

model is likely to correctly identify meaningful associations or effects in the data. Generally, a 

power of 0.80 or higher is considered desirable in statistical analyses, as it indicates a relatively 

low risk of Type II error (Kang, 2021).   
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Table 15. College Preparedness 

Model  R  R²  Adjusted R²           RMSE  

H₀   0.000   0.000   0.000   0.834   

H₁   0.371   0.138   0.062   0.807   

Model     Sum of Squares  df  Mean Square  F         p  

H₁   Regression   5.935   5   1.187   1.822       0.123   

    Residual   37.144   57   0.652         

    Total   43.079   62           

Note.  The intercept model is omitted, as no meaningful information can be shown.  

 

Mode

l  

   Unstandardized  

Standard 

Error  

Standardized  t  p  

H₀   (Intercept)   3.175   0.105     30.229   < .001   

H₁   (Intercept)   1.727   0.533     3.241   0.002   

    Dependability Emphasis  0.044   0.119   0.054   0.373   0.710   

    

Critical Thinking/Problem 

Solving Emphasis 
 0.081   0.134   0.083   0.602   0.550   

    

Teamwork/Collaboration 

Emphasis 
 0.253   0.137   0.286   1.856   0.069   

    Flexibility/Adaptability Emphasis   -0.011   0.102   -0.015   -0.106   0.916   

    Communication Skills Emphasis  0.035   0.115   0.047   0.308   0.759   
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Another regression was conducted to assess the relationship between students' perceived 

college preparedness upon high school graduation and the extent to which a student’s high 

school education emphasized hard skills and soft skills (see Table 16). The dependent variable 

was how prepared a student felt for college after graduating high school. This regression analysis 

examines the relationship between feelings of preparedness for college upon high school 

graduation and the emphasis placed on hard skills and soft skills in high school. The adjusted R-

squared value of 0.352 demonstrated that approximately 35.2% of the variability in perceived 

college preparedness was accounted for by the emphasis on hard and soft skills in a student’s 

high school education. This is confirmed by the ANOVA table that shows the F-value of 24.370 

and the p-value <0.001, which demonstrates that the regression model is statistically significant. 

When analyzing the individual variables, both the emphasis on hard skills and soft skills result in 

statistically significant relationships with perceived college preparedness. This means that the 

emphasis on soft skills and the emphasis on hard skills individually (and positively) contribute to 

perceived college preparedness.  

A post-hoc power analysis was also completed for this regression to ensure the sample 

size was robust enough to correctly reject a null hypothesis. The post-hoc analysis resulted in a 

statistical power of 0.999 for this regression which indicated a very high level of statistical 

power. 
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Table 16. College Preparedness After High School 

Model Summary – College Preparedness After High School Graduation.  

Model  R  R²  Adjusted R²  RMSE  

H₀   0.000   0.000   0.000   0.958   

H₁   0.606   0.367   0.352   0.771   

  

Model     Sum of Squares  df  Mean Square  F  p  

H₁   Regression   29.003   2   14.502   24.370   < .001   

    Residual   49.985   84   0.595         

    Total   78.989   86           

Note.  The intercept model is omitted, as no meaningful information can be shown.  

  

Coefficients  

Model     Unstandardized  Standard Error  Standardized  t  p  

H₀   (Intercept)   2.989   0.103     29.086   < .001   

H₁   (Intercept)   -0.102   0.459     -0.222   0.825   

    Hard Skill Emphasis   0.438   0.092   0.415   4.743   < .001   

    Soft Skill Emphasis    0.511   0.090   0.494   5.649   < .001   
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Qualitative Results 

 

According to the survey results, college students identified a range of skills they wished 

they had learned during their high school education. The responses were categorized based on 

the prominent skill(s) explicitly mentioned and by the operationalization of the skills. Although 

the soft skills were expanded into eighteen skill categories, hard skills were only mentioned five 

times and remain in their own category. The most frequently mentioned skill was financial 

literacy, with 32 responses emphasizing the need for education on budgeting and financial 

management. Additionally, 17 respondents expressed a desire for practical life skills, such as 

becoming independent and learning tasks like cooking and sewing. Communication skills were 

highlighted by 17 participants, with a specific focus on effective and context-specific 

communication. Professionalism, time management, and organization were also mentioned, 

reflecting a desire for a more comprehensive education in these areas. Other skills mentioned 

included learning strategies, genuine teamwork experiences, problem-solving, self-improvement, 

leadership, community engagement, emotional intelligence, networking, and a balanced 

emphasis on enthusiasm for learning. Some students also underscored the importance of 

education on research, health and wellness, and college readiness. 
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Table 17. Derived Skills 

Derived Skill Quantity of Responses Sample Response 

Financial Literacy 32 I wish that high school taught 

finance or at least the basics 

to budgeting your money.  

Life Skills 17 To learn more about how to 

become independent, an 

actually undergo the process 

of becoming an adult. 

Home-ec like cooking or 

sewing would be helpful now. 

Communication 17 I wish in high school we 

spoke or were taught 

effective communication 

more. More towards how to 

speak effectively and 

properly depending on the 

circumstances. 

Professionalism 13 More emphasis on life after 

high school like how to get a 

job or act professionally. 

Even how to buy a house or 

how to cook. Felt like a lot of 
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info I learned was dumped 

the second I graduated. 

Time Management 6 How to be better at time 

management 

Hard Skills 5 I definitely feel like a bigger 

emphasis on hard skills 

would’ve been a lot more 

beneficial for me in high 

school, especially the math 

aspect because being 

financially smart is a huge 

thing to get through life 

without debt.  

Learning Strategies 4 I wish I would have learned 

how to study the correct way 

Collaboration/Teamwork 4 Team work (but real 

teamwork, most group 

projects devolve into 

everyone splitting up and 

doing their own thing without 

unison)  

Problem Solving  3 I think it would've been 

incredibly helpful if schools 



 

 

 

89 

focused on more of a 

problem-posing model of 

education that allows students 

to develop more soft skills 

through discussion and 

thinking critically about their 

experiences, then allowing 

them to have agency over 

their future and recognize 

oppressive power structures. 

It would also help develop 

critical literacy for media or 

new knowledge. I feel like 

most students graduate 

unaware of systems that 

affect them and the means to 

freely think about anything 

other than the rigid status quo 

still being reinforced today. I 

think I could've been in a 

much better position in my 

life today had I been given 
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the tools to practice these 

skills. 

Self-Improvement 2 Working for the good of 

yourself and not the grade. 

Leadership 2 Leadership and Confidence  

Community Engagement 2 Sometimes the students were 

often labeled as either good 

or bad, I think it really puts in 

how competent a person 

becomes. Therefore I think a 

class in social behavior 

especially for school is rough 

neighborhoods.  

Emotional Intelligence 2 Emotional intelligence and 

understanding of adult tasks 

such as taxes and resumes for 

jobs  

Networking 2 Learn how to talk in public, 

how to be confident and how 

to network. 

Enthusiasm 1 I wish I learned more about 

the fun side of school, rather 

than just academics  
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Research 1 How to improve your local 

community, how to exercise a 

joy in learning, how to do 

independent research,  why 

the hard skills learned are 

important 

Health/Wellness 1 I also wish high school taught 

better courses on 

understanding our own health 

and wellness.  

College Readiness 1 I think highschool should 

prepare us more for College 

and talk about how financial 

aid works. I also think 

Driver’s ED should be a 

required course or let it be 

available for all students. 

Organization 1 Being organized  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

The objective of this study was to explore the preferences of recent high school graduates 

in Nevada, focusing on the knowledge, skills, and competencies they wished to have gained 

during their high school education to facilitate personal growth and professional development. 

More specifically, the research sought to identify any particular skills that these graduates 

believed should have been emphasized more in high school, contributing to enhanced academic 

achievement, professional success, and personal development. Utilizing a mixed-methods 

research design, the study aimed to capture the perspectives of college students in Nevada, 

assessing their desired skills and knowledge from high school to ascertain alignment with 

established educational standards. The mixed-methods approach is seen throughout the research, 

but primarily through the strategic survey design and the analysis of the results (Schooneboom & 

Johsnon, 2017). This research primarily utilized quantitative analyses, and used the qualitative 

analyses to compliment them- a deductive simultaneous design (Morse & Niehaus, 2009). The 

survey is designed to capture both quantitative and qualitative simultaneously and in consistent, 

yet complimentary ways. In terms of the results, the qualitative results in this study support the 

quantitative findings. Students perceive a greater emphasis on hard skills within their high school 

education (a statistically significant mean difference between hard and soft skills emphasis), and 

their qualitative results lend themselves to desiring greater soft skills within their high school 

education. This dichotomy presents itself throughout both the qualitative and quantitative results, 

and are used in tandem to present the findings of this research.  

The quantitative findings largely showed that within the high school curriculum, there is 

a primary emphasis on hard skills. The mean differences between hard skill emphasis and soft 

skill emphasis in this sample’s perceived high school education was statistically significant. 

Therefore, students report that their high school education predominantly focused on hard skills. 
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This also aligns with how the literature perceives soft skills, and the emphasis on hard skills to 

better align with the operationalization of those skills on standardized tests (Duckworth, Quinn, 

& Tsukayama, 2012). The qualitative results supported this finding, by demonstrating that 

almost all of the students desired more soft skills in their high school education. The top-reported 

skills that were missing from the sample’s high school education were all soft skills. More 

specifically, students wish there was more emphasis on financial literacy, professionalism, 

communication, and life skills within their high school education. These qualitative findings fill 

in the gaps by demonstrating what soft skills should be implemented in high school in order to 

increase student’s perceived preparedness for life, college, and their professional careers.  

This study on recent high school graduates in Nevada revealed a moderate emphasis on 

hard skills and a slightly lower emphasis on soft skills in the respondents’ high school education. 

The findings emphasized the significance of a balanced approach to skill development, 

highlighting a correlation between skills emphasized in high school and perceived college 

preparedness. Graduates expressed a need for financial literacy, life skills, effective 

communication, and professionalism, suggesting potential gaps between existing standards and 

students' practical needs. The study aligned with the evolving employment realm, emphasizing 

the growing importance of soft skills alongside hard skills. Insights from student voice theory 

underscored the value of actively involving students in decision-making processes, advocating 

for a more student-centric approach to education.  

Skill Perception 

The results of this research are particularly relevant to a student’s high school education, 

where the emphasis on both hard and soft skills plays a crucial role in shaping their overall 

development. Here, the moderate perceived emphasis on hard skills, with a mean score of 3.604, 
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aligned with the traditional focus on academic subjects. However, an opportunity exists to bridge 

the gap between theoretical knowledge and practical application, ensuring that students are not 

only well-versed in hard skills and subject matter but also equipped with the technical 

competencies needed for future success, whether in higher education or the workforce. The 

slightly lower perceived emphasis on soft skills (mean of 2.925) in high school education 

highlights an area for improvement. Soft skills are increasingly recognized as essential for 

success in various aspects of life, including interpersonal relationships, leadership roles, and 

professional settings. High school is a formative period where cultivating these skills can 

significantly benefit students in their future endeavors. 

The specific emphasis on teamwork/collaboration with a mean score of 3.533 is 

particularly relevant to high school, as collaborative projects and group activities are common 

components of the high school curriculum. Fostering teamwork early on not only enhances social 

skills but also prepares students for the collaborative nature of many higher education programs 

and careers. A mean score of 3.533 indicates that many students felt that teamwork and 

collaboration was addressed in high school, but not highly emphasized. Knowing that this is a 

top skill for employers and college/readiness, it is a pivotal skill to incorporate at a greater level 

into the high school education. Similarly, the low emphasis on flexibility/adaptability (mean of 

2.675) underscores the importance of incorporating scenarios and activities in high school 

education that challenge students to adapt to different situations. This can contribute to their 

resilience and ability to navigate the complexities of an ever-changing world. 

Three-quarters of the participants had been employed after graduating from high school. 

Among those employed, 73.53% felt as though they were adequately prepared for their jobs. 

Although this research did not ask participants what fields they had been employed in, that could 
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be an opportunity for future research; connecting career readiness to high school learning 

outcomes is a relevant and relatively understudied topic. Based on the participants’ college 

majors, the top industries students plan to enter are business, hospitality, and education. All of 

these fields require high levels of human interaction and therefore are highly connected to soft 

skill development. The participants' perspectives regarding the importance of skills for 

academic/professional success and daily life shed light on the prevailing stances towards soft and 

hard skills in the broader educational context. A prominent 48.98% of respondents expressed a 

preference for emphasizing soft skills, signaling a recognition of the pivotal role these 

interpersonal and adaptability skills play in navigating not only academic challenges but also in 

the complexities of daily life. This emphasis on soft skills suggests a growing awareness that 

success extends beyond the mastery of subject matter and that personal and social competencies 

are essential components of a well-rounded education. This means that approximately half of the 

participants thought that soft skills were more important than hard skills and should be 

emphasized more in a high school education.  

Contrastingly, a mere 10.20% of participants advocated for the prioritization of hard 

skills. This relatively low percentage underscores a shift in perspectives, challenging the 

conventional notion that academic success is solely contingent on technical proficiency. The 

diminishing emphasis on hard skills in this context may be indicative of an evolving educational 

landscape where the ability to collaborate, communicate effectively, and adapt to diverse 

situations is increasingly valued alongside, if not more than, traditional academic proficiency. 

This shift also reflects the trends noted in the workforce. If the job market is favoring soft skills, 

and students are saying soft skills are more important for their academic, professional, and daily 

life, it is suggested that a student’s high school education should reflect that shift.  
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Finally, 35.71% of respondents believed in the equal importance of both soft and hard 

skills. This balanced perspective reflects the understanding that a comprehensive education 

should equip individuals with a spectrum of competencies, blending the analytical and technical 

aspects with the interpersonal and practical skills. In a larger educational context, this balanced 

viewpoint advocates for an integrated approach that nurtures students holistically, preparing 

them not only for academic success but also for the multifaceted challenges they will encounter 

in various facets of life. 

The correlations among emphasized skills, hold significant implications for educational 

strategies and curriculum development. The positive correlations discovered, such as the 

significant positive correlation between Dependability and Problem Solving/Critical Thinking, 

underscore the interconnected nature of how skills are emphasized in education. These 

connections highlight the idea that when one skill is highly emphasized in a high schooler’s 

education, it is also highly likely another skill is paired with it. For example, as the results 

suggest, when dependability is taught in high school, problem solving/critical thinking is also 

likely taught. The correlated nature of these skills indicates that they are often emphasized 

congruently in education. This highlights the importance of adopting an integrated approach to 

education, where the development of various skills is not seen in isolation but as a cohesive and 

complementary set. Educators can leverage these correlations to design interdisciplinary learning 

experiences that reinforce multiple skills simultaneously, fostering an interconnected 

understanding among students. 

The regression analyses are instrumental in thinking about the impact of hard and soft 

skills on education. Even though the first regression (the impact of the key skills in predicting 

perceived college preparedness) did not have a statistically significant model, it is useful in 
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understanding the multifaceted nature of education and curricula. Although these five factors did 

not significantly predict perceived college preparedness, there may be a model that incorporates 

these five skills (in addition to many others) that would not only be more representative of the 

various factors in the education system, but also be a more well-rounded model. This is what 

encouraged the second regression model. The second regression model examined the impact of a 

high school’s emphasis on hard and soft skills on their perceived college preparedness upon 

graduating high school. Interestingly, here, the model was significant which means hard and soft 

skill emphasis within a high school education is predictive of perceived college preparedness. 

Not only was the overall model significant, but the individual skills were also both significantly 

predictive. By acknowledging the importance of both skill sets, educational stakeholders can 

design curriculum frameworks that integrate interdisciplinary learning experiences to ensure 

their high school education is well-equipped with both hard and soft skills. 

The regression analyses highlighted the multifaceted nature of education, emphasizing 

the need for whole-student models that account for the diverse factors influencing student 

outcomes. By embracing a whole-student approach to curriculum design and educational 

practice, educators can empower students with the tools, competencies, and confidence needed to 

thrive in higher education and beyond.  

Desired Skills 

The qualitative findings from recent high school graduates provided insight into the skills 

they believe would have benefited them academically, professionally, and personally. Aligning 

with the quantitative findings, the perceived emphasis on hard skills, created a large gap in soft 

skill education, which led students to primarily desire soft skills. Almost all respondents noted a 

desire for more soft skill integration in their high school education. Considering there is a 
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statistically significant greater emphasis on hard skills in this sample’s high school education, it 

is not surprising that they would crave a greater emphasis on soft skill development to feel 

prepared for college, the workforce, and life. These results also align with the workforce needs 

and emphasis on soft skills. If students are not learning these skills in school, it makes sense that 

the workforce would note a gap in soft skill development among new hires and employees.  

The overwhelming demand for financial literacy skills, expressed by 32 respondents, 

highlighted the practical need for understanding budgeting and financial management. This 

resonates with the real-world challenges that young adults face as they navigate financial 

independence, emphasizing the importance of incorporating financial literacy into high school 

curricula to equip students with essential life skills. In connecting this to the Nevada Academic 

Content Standards, there are specific standards dedicated to financial literacy. Seeing the 

prominence of this response, and the various ways it was articulated by respondents, the 

prominence is likely due to the standards not aligning with the needs of students. The standards 

focus heavily on more math application, rather than a focus on real-life application, which could 

explain why students are still commonly reporting this as a need when it is addressed by their 

educational standards.  

The emphasis on life skills, expressed by 17 respondents, encompasses a desire for 

knowledge on how to become independent and manage the responsibilities of adulthood. This 

includes practical skills such as cooking and sewing, suggesting a yearning for a more 

comprehensive education that prepares students for the practical aspects of daily life beyond 

academic and professional realms. There are no standards within the Nevada Academic Content 

Standards that address these competencies. This is an opportunity for improvement. Students 

leave their classrooms feeling unprepared for life. As the education system has moved to 
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increased models of standardization, it has left students feeling behind in pursuits that benefit 

them in everyday life.  

Communication skills emerged as a crucial aspect for 17 respondents, with a desire for 

effective communication training tailored to various circumstances. This underscores the 

recognition that clear and articulate communication is fundamental not only in professional 

settings but also in personal and social interactions. The call for enhanced communication 

education points to the importance of a broader approach to skill development that goes beyond 

traditional subject matter. Although the Nevada Academic Content Standards address 

communication skills in many subject areas and competencies, students seem to be seeking 

specific skills related to communication that are not addressed. Based on the participants’ 

responses, students desire communication skills related to professionalism, which are not 

explicitly addressed in the standards.  

The desire for professionalism skills expressed by 13 respondents indicates a gap in 

preparing students for life after high school, encompassing aspects such as job-seeking, acting 

professionally, and resume development. This points to the importance of integrating practical 

professional skills into high school education, ensuring that students are equipped with the 

knowledge and skills needed for a successful transition into adulthood. Skills for professionalism 

are indistinctly addressed in the Nevada Academic Content Standards, but are covered at great 

length for the Employability Standards for Career and Technical Education (CTE) Programs. 

Since students are reporting a great need for increased professionalism skills development in 

high school, it would be encouraged to replicate the Employability Skills Standards and make 

them accessible for all students, rather than just those in CTE programs.  
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The qualitative responses also highlight the importance of soft skills such as 

collaboration/teamwork, problem-solving, and emotional intelligence. These skills are seen as 

essential for personal growth and navigating complex societal structures. The call for a problem-

posing model of education that fosters critical thinking and awareness of power structures 

reflects a desire for a more dynamic and engaging learning experience that goes beyond rote 

memorization. Some of these skills are addressed inconsistently throughout the Nevada 

Academic Content Standards, but Problem Solving/Critical Thinking is heavily addressed 

throughout these standards. This skill is noted as one of the top competencies required in high 

school, and therefore heavily emphasized in the standards. Based on the student responses, it 

seems that their desire for problem solving and critical thinking goes beyond a word problem in 

math, but rather having a more significant life application. With a greater emphasis in life skills 

in education, this skill would likely develop naturally.  

These qualitative results highlight the importance of a comprehensive education that goes 

beyond the traditional emphasis on hard skills. These desired skills challenge the current 

education system, but quantifying actual skills that students need for life. The expressed desires 

for practical life skills, effective communication, and a broader range of soft skills point to a 

need for educational reform that aligns with the evolving demands of the workforce and society. 

Incorporating these insights into curriculum development can better prepare students for the 

challenges and opportunities they will encounter in their academic, professional, and personal 

journeys. 

Research Connections 

The research findings on recent high school graduates in Nevada align with the broader 

context of the evolving employment landscape, emphasizing the growing importance of soft 
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skills in the professional realm. The shift in hiring practices, recognizing the significance of not 

only academic prowess but also robust soft skills (Kameg et al., 2010), resonates with the 

aspirations expressed by high school graduates for a more balanced emphasis on both hard and 

soft skills. This aligns with the current paradigm in the workforce, emphasizing a comprehensive 

skill set that includes not just technical competencies but also interpersonal and adaptability 

skills. The study underscores the need for soft skills, such as dependability, problem-solving, 

teamwork, flexibility, and communication, aligning with existing literature (Tulgan, 2015; 

Evenson, 1999). These skills correlate with those identified by the Perkins Collaborative 

Resource Network as essential employability skills (Employability Skills, n.d.). The growing 

acknowledgment of the rise in automation and its impact on job roles further highlights the 

increasing importance of soft skills in shaping the emerging organizational structure (Brungardt, 

2011). As technology replaces routine tasks, the emphasis on complex and intricate soft skills 

becomes essential for navigating the dynamic demands of the modern workplace (Guerra-Baez, 

2019). The readiness gap identified in the study reflects a broader challenge in the workforce, 

emphasizing the need for curricular reform to better align with contemporary demands (Reis, 

2018). The call for frequent curriculum reviews and dynamic reforms is consistent with the shift 

towards Outcome-Based Education (OBE) proposed by Spady (1994), highlighting the 

importance of aligning educational outcomes with the skills and knowledge needed for success 

in the workforce. If this alignment was done in Nevada, the desired skills by the students (that 

also aligned with the desired skills of the workforce) would be better addressed in an educational 

setting. The curriculum would address the soft skills outlined by the student, because those are 

the needs of society today. The identified discrepancy in high school emphasis on skills, as 

revealed through this research, resonates with previous studies (Gonsalves et al., 2019) that 
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highlight identity conflicts for students navigating between distinct skill orientations. This 

reinforces the need for a more balanced approach to skill development that acknowledges the 

importance of both hard and soft skills in preparing students for their future. 

Student Voice Theory 

In recent years, societal paradigms have shifted towards recognizing the vital role of soft 

skills in preparing students for the dynamic demands of the modern workforce. By actively 

involving students in decision-making processes, the research aimed to address what skills 

students desired to acquire while in high school to promote a more comprehensive and student-

centric approach to education. The research acknowledged a noticeable deficit in soft skills 

among new employees, prompting an exploration of students' unique perspectives on the 

workings of the educational system. Drawing on student voice theory, the research suggested 

that students are well-positioned to offer valuable insights into what may or may not be working 

within the educational landscape. Studies by Brasof and Spector (2016), Kirshner et al. (2003), 

Eccles and Gootman (2002), Zeldin (2004), and Zeldin et al. (2005) supported the idea that 

involving young individuals in decision-making processes could enhance the envisioning and 

strategic planning for organizational change, particularly in terms of creating educational 

systems that benefit students and what they feel they need to learn.  

Student voice theory underscored the importance of soliciting students' ideas and 

considering their perspectives to improve educational experiences. The research advocated for 

efforts to amplify student voices, such as establishing committees (Fielding, 2001; Mitra, 2004). 

These initiatives demonstrated various forms of organizational change, translating the impact of 

student voice into modifications in both practice and policy. Studies by Baroutsis et al. (2016), 

Fielding (2001, 2004), Levin (2000), Smyth (2006), and Taines (2012) showcased the tangible 
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benefits of incorporating student input in creating more captivating and efficient learning 

experiences. Struggling students often pinpointed issues related to school structure, classroom 

procedures, and limited opportunities to establish meaningful relationships with adults. Their 

perspectives, as highlighted in the research (Colatos and Morrell, 2003; Nieto, 1994; Soohoo, 

1993), played a crucial role in identifying and addressing challenges faced by students grappling 

with educational obstacles. This student-centric approach provided a detailed understanding of 

what issues students actually face, rather than placing these narratives on them without their 

input.  

Dana Mitra's pyramid of student voice typology and Roger Hart's Ladder of Children's 

Participation provided frameworks to understand the varying degrees of student power and 

collaboration between children and adults. These models highlighted the importance of 

increasing student agency and leadership, challenging traditional power dynamics, and creating 

collaborative relationships. By adopting such frameworks, the research sought to enhance 

student engagement and foster a sense of ownership in their educational journeys. This research 

was student-centered from start to finish. They not only provided their input on what questions 

should be asked and how to word them to be understood by their peers, but also provided their 

personal perspectives on what they wish they received from their high school education.  

The integration of student voice theory into research on soft skills among Nevada's recent 

high school graduates reveals a promising avenue for educational reform. By actively involving 

students in decision-making processes and seeking their input throughout the process, educators 

and policymakers can harness the unique insights of students to address soft skills deficits, 

enhance educational experiences, and create more responsive and engaging learning 
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environments. Especially since students are education’s largest stakeholders, their voice is 

critical in conversations around educational decision-making.  

Research Implications 

The findings of this research carry several practical implications that can significantly 

influence educational practices, policy-making, and institutional strategies to better equip high 

school graduates in Nevada for their future endeavors. Firstly, the insights derived from the study 

can guide curriculum design and reform. By recognizing the importance of incorporating both 

hard and soft skills with a balanced approach, educators can enhance existing programs or 

introduce new ones that align more closely with the evolving demands of the workforce. Even if 

the higher-level policies do not change to re-shape curricula, educators can place greater 

emphasis on teaching these skills within the existing curriculum. The study provided specific 

skills, such as teamwork, flexibility, and communication, that can be integrated into high school 

curricula to foster a more comprehensive and relevant learning experience. The study also 

emphasized the principles of Student Voice theory, advocating for active student participation in 

decision-making processes. Policymakers and institutions can use this insight to ensure that 

students' perspectives are considered when shaping educational policies, fostering a more 

inclusive and student-centric learning environment. Since students are the most prominent 

stakeholder in education, it is critical their perspectives are considered when making educational 

decisions. Ideally, they would have a more active role in shaping policies and developing 

curricula that better fit their needs. 

Another practical implication lies in the realm of college and career readiness programs. 

Institutions can use the research findings to refine or develop programs that specifically target 

the identified skills, better preparing students for the transition from high school to higher 
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education or the workforce. The emphasis on soft skills highlights the importance of 

employability skills, suggesting the need for workshops, seminars, or specific courses that focus 

on teamwork, communication, leadership, life skills, financial literacy, and problem-solving. 

These skills should be better represented in the Nevada Academic Content Standards to ensure 

all students are receiving an equitable education that prepares them for life outside of the 

classroom. This is a new take on the ‘whole-student’ approach, because it is not just important 

for policy-makers to identify what students need and then enact regulations that cover those 

needs, but also considers the voices of the students when evaluating what the needs are and how 

they can be met.  

Limitations and Future Research 

As with any study, it was important to consider potential limitations and ethical 

considerations that may have arisen with this research. This study adhered to ethical guidelines 

and protocols, including obtaining informed consent from participants, ensuring their anonymity 

and confidentiality, and obtaining institutional approvals as required. Participants had the right to 

withdraw at any point during the study without repercussions. Additionally, prior to collecting 

data, the researcher gained IRB approval. 

This research, while comprehensive and methodical, had several limitations that should 

be acknowledged. Firstly, the sample primarily consisted of first and second-year students within 

the College of Education at UNLV. While efforts were made to ensure diversity within this 

group, this selection may not have fully represented the broader UNLV student population, nor 

accounted for the unique perspectives of students in other colleges or those at different stages of 

their academic journey. Additionally, the research faced potential response bias, as survey 

participation was voluntary. Students who chose to participate may have possessed distinct 
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motivations or viewpoints compared to those who opted out, possibly affecting the 

generalizability of the findings. A further limitation related to recall bias. Given that participants 

were reflecting on their high school experiences, there was a risk that their memories may have 

been influenced by their current college encounters, which could potentially impact the accuracy 

of their responses. While the research aimed to identify the skills students wished they had 

acquired in high school, it may not have delved deeply into the underlying reasons behind these 

desires. The qualitative analysis could provide insight into what skills were perceived as lacking 

(according to the students in the sample), but it may not have fully explored the root causes of 

these gaps. Although Student Voice Theory did not require a deep exploration of the ‘why’ 

behind every student perspective, this could be an opportunity for future research to connect the 

gaps between what students needed in their education and why those needs were not fulfilled. 

There was also a potential for bias in the interpretation and coding of open-ended 

responses by researchers. Despite efforts to ensure consistency, subjectivity may have influenced 

the identification and categorization of themes from these responses. The researcher was an 

instructor for first and second-year students, some of which may have elected to participate in the 

survey. Therefore, it was critical to attempt to remove any personal aspects of the responses and 

be as objective as possible when conducting thematic coding and dissecting the responses, which 

was safeguarded by the fact that no identifying information was provided on the survey, so the 

researcher could not link any individual responses to specific students. 

Building upon the insights gained from this research, future studies should delve deeper 

into the nuanced dynamics of skill development in high school education, particularly exploring 

the long-term impact of enhanced hard and soft skills on students' academic, professional, and 

personal trajectories. A longitudinal study tracking the progress of individuals who experienced a 
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curriculum enriched with the identified skills could provide valuable insights into the sustained 

effects of such educational emphasis. Additionally, a comparative analysis between schools that 

have integrated these skills into their curricula and those that have not could offer a 

comprehensive understanding of the outcomes and benefits associated with skill-focused 

education. Future research could also investigate the role of parental involvement, after-school 

activities, and community support in reinforcing the development of these skills, considering 

them as external factors influencing students' educational experiences.  

Surprisingly, the regression analysis indicated a lack of a significant correlation between 

students' perceptions of their schools addressing soft skills and their preparedness for college and 

career. This suggests that, despite some level of instructional focus on soft skills, the impact of 

such education may not have been substantial enough to significantly influence students' 

readiness for higher education and the workforce. This unexpected finding highlights the 

necessity for a more thorough examination of the effectiveness and intensity of soft skills 

instruction in high schools. Despite the majority of students expressing the view that 

emphasizing soft skills in education is crucial, the regression analysis demonstrated no 

significant relationship between those who reported their schools addressing soft skills and their 

level of college and career preparedness. This discrepancy may be attributed to the possibility 

that, although schools provided some instruction on these skills, it might not have been delivered 

at an intensity sufficient to yield a significant impact on students' overall readiness. 

Conclusion 

The findings from this study of recent high school graduates in Nevada shed light on 

crucial aspects of their educational experiences, preferences, and perceived preparedness for 

college and careers. The research underscored a nuanced balance in the emphasis on hard and 
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soft skills during high school, with a current moderate focus on hard skills and a lower emphasis 

on soft skills. Notably, the identified gap between the perceived importance of soft skills and 

their relative emphasis in high school education highlights the need for a more targeted and 

intensified approach to soft skills instruction. The study's alignment with existing literature, 

particularly in the context of the evolving employment realm and the growing recognition of soft 

skills' significance, reinforces the broader discussion on educational reforms. The integration of 

student voice theory provided a valuable dimension, emphasizing the importance of actively 

involving students in decision-making processes to bridge gaps between existing curricula and 

students' practical needs. As the workforce continues to evolve, this research advocates for a 

more student-centric and skill-integrated approach to education, emphasizing a development 

strategy that adequately prepares students for the challenges and opportunities of higher 

education, professional pursuits, and everyday life. 
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Appendix A. Survey 

INFORMED CONSENT 

Department of Educational Psychology, Leadership, and Higher Education 

 

TITLE OF STUDY: Using Student Voices to Direct Curricular Reform: Exploring High School 

Educational Desires to Improve Curricular Decisions 

INVESTIGATOR(S): Anna Colquitt under Dr. Rebecca Nathanson  

For questions or concerns about the study, you may contact Anna Colquitt at 

anna.dreibelbis@unlv.edu.   

For questions regarding the rights of research subjects, any complaints or comments regarding 

the manner in which the study is being conducted, contact the UNLV Office of Research 

Integrity – Human Subjects at 702-895-0020 or via email at IRB@unlv.edu. 

  

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 

You are invited to participate in a research study. I sincerely appreciate your participation in this 

survey, which aims to gain valuable insights into the perspectives of first and second-year 

college students regarding their high school experiences and the skills or competencies they 

believe could have better prepared them for their current academic, professional, and personal 

pursuits. 

PARTICIPANTS 

You are being asked to participate in the study because you fit this criteria: a UNLV student in a 

first or second year seminar course that has graduated from high school. 

PROCEDURES  

Your participation is vital in helping me gather information that can contribute to educational 

improvements and policy changes. Your honest and thoughtful responses to this survey will 

provide valuable insights that can shape future educational strategies and curricular decisions. 

The survey is divided into several sections, each designed to gather specific information. These 

sections include questions about your demographic information, your high school experiences, 

the emphasis placed on various skills in your high school education, and your reflections on your 

high school preparation for college. The survey will also include an open-ended question at the 

end, where you can provide more detailed insights into the skills or competencies you believe 

you should have learned in high school. 

BENEFITS OF PARTICIPATION  

There may not be direct benefits to you as a participant in this study.  However, we hope to learn 

what students desire to learn in high school in order to shape curricular reform in the future. 

RISKS OF PARTICIPATION  

There are risks involved in all research studies. This study may include only minimal risks, but I 

do not anticipate any risks from participating in this study. 

COST /COMPENSATION 
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There may not be financial cost to you to participate in this study.  The study will take 

approximately 20 to 40 minutes of your time.  You will not be compensated for your time. 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY  

All information gathered in this study will be kept as confidential as possible.  No reference will 

be made in written or oral materials that could link you to this study.  All records will be stored 

in a secure electronic database for five years after completion of the study.  After the storage 

time the information gathered will be shredded and disposed of appropriately. 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION  

Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to participate in this study or in any 

part of this study.  You may withdraw at any time without prejudice to your relations with 

UNLV. You are encouraged to ask questions about this study at the beginning or any time during 

the research study.  

PARTICIPANT CONSENT:  

I have read the above information and agree to participate in this study.  I have been able to ask 

questions about the research study.  I am at least 18 years of age.  A copy of this form has been 

given to me. By clicking the button below, you are indicating your consent to participate in this 

research.  
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Survey Questions 

Section 1: Demographics 

Q1 What is your age? 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Q2 What is your racial or ethnic identity (select all that apply)? 

▢ Asian  (1)  

▢ Black or African American  (2)  

▢ Hispanic or Latino  (3)  

▢ Native American or Alaskan Native  (4)  

▢ Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander  (5)  

▢ White  (6)  

▢ Two or More Races  (7)  

▢ Other  (8)  

 

 

 

Q3 Please specify your primary high school's location (city, state, country). 

 

 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Q4 What type of high school did you primarily attend? 

o Public  (1)  

o Private  (2)  

o Charter/Magnet  (3)  

o Technical Academy  (4)  

o Homeschool  (5)  

o Other  (6)  

 

 

Display This Question: 

If What type of high school did you primarily attend? = Other 

 

Q5 Since you selected, 'Other' for your type of high school, please explain 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Q6 Did you participate in a Career and Technical Education (CTE) program in high school? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

 

 

Q7 Did you participate in any after school programs that specifically targeted workforce 

readiness, such as Junior Achievement or Gear Up? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

 

Display This Question: 

If Did you participate in any after school programs that specifically targeted workforce 

readiness,... = Yes 
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Q8 If 'yes', please specify what program you participated in. 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Q9 What is your current major or field of study at UNLV? 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Q10 Which year are you in at UNLV? 

o First Year  (1)  

o Second Year  (2)  

o Other  (3)  

 

Q33 Hard Skill & Soft Skill Description: 

Hard skills in education refer to the specific, measurable, and often technical abilities or 

knowledge that can be taught and assessed, such as mathematics, science, and computer 

programming. These skills typically have clear right and wrong answers. On the other hand, soft 

skills in education encompass a range of non-technical, interpersonal, and personal qualities like 

communication, teamwork, problem-solving, and adaptability. 

 

Q11 On a scale of 1 to 5, how much do you think your high school emphasized hard skills? For 

your reference, hard skills are described above.  

 ( 1= Did not emphasize, 5 = Highly Emphasized). 

 Did Not 

Emphasize 

A little Neutral A lot Highly 

Emphasized 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 

. () 
 

 

Q12 On a scale of 1 to 5, how much do you think your high school emphasized soft skills? For 

your reference, soft skills are described above.  

 ( 1= Did not emphasize, 5 = Highly Emphasized). 

 

 Did Not 

Emphasize 

A little Neutral A lot Highly 

Emphasized 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 
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. () 
 

 

 

Q32 Note: For the following questions, please respond with how much your school emphasized 

your development with the soft skills mentioned in the question. 

 

 

Q13 How much do you think your high school education emphasized developing the skill of 

dependability?  

Dependability refers to the ability of an individual to be reliable, accountable, and trustworthy in 

their interactions and commitments with others, demonstrating consistent and responsible 

behavior in a collaborative or team-based setting.  

(1 = Not emphasized, 3 = Neutral, 5 = Strongly emphasized) 

 Not 

Emphasized 

Slightly 

Emphasized 

Neutral Emphasized Strongly 

Emphasized 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 

. () 
 

 

 

 

Display This Question: 

If How much do you think your high school education emphasized developing the skill of 

dependability... [ . ]  >= 2 

 

Q14 Since you selected a 2 or higher (indicating Dependability was emphasized in your high 

school education), in what way was this skill emphasized? Choose the primary mode of 

instruction.  

o Direct Instruction (i.e. the skill was taught through formal curriculum and/or academic 

lessons)  (1)  

o Modeling (i.e. teachers demonstrated the skill for students, but it was not directly taught)  

(2)  

o Indirect instruction (i.e. the skills were emphasized in school policies and principles but 

the development of this skill was not a part of learning)  (3)  
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Q15 How much do you think your high school education emphasized problem-solving/ critical 

thinking skills?  

Problem-solving and critical thinking skills encompass the ability to analyze, evaluate, and 

devise effective solutions to complex issues or challenges through logical and systematic thought 

processes. 

(1 = Not emphasized, 3 = Neutral, 5 = Strongly emphasized) 

 Not 

Emphasized 

Slightly 

Emphasized 

Neutral Emphasized Strongly 

Emphasized 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 

. () 
 

 

 

 

Display This Question: 

If How much do you think your high school education emphasized problem-solving/ critical 

thinking sk... [ . ]  >= 2 

 

Q16 Since you selected a 2 or higher (indicating problem solving/critical thinking was 

emphasized in your high school education), in what way was this skill emphasized? Choose the 

primary mode of instruction. 

o Direct Instruction (i.e. the skill was taught through formal curriculum and/or academic 

lessons)  (1)  

o Modeling (i.e. teachers demonstrated the skill for students, but it was not directly taught)  

(2)  

o Indirect instruction (i.e. the skills were emphasized in school policies and principles but 

the development of this skill was not a part of learning)  (3)  
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Q17 How much do you think your high school education emphasized teamwork/collaboration?  

This skill involves the ability to collaborate effectively with others, leveraging individual 

strengths, and fostering a cohesive and cooperative environment to achieve shared goals or 

objectives.  

(1 = Not emphasized, 3 = Neutral, 5 = Strongly emphasized) 

 Not 

Emphasized 

Slightly 

Emphasized 

Neutral Emphasized Strongly 

Emphasized 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 

. () 
 

 

 

 

Display This Question: 

If How much do you think your high school education emphasized teamwork/collaboration? 

This skill in... [ . ]  >= 2 

 

Q18 Since you selected a 2 or higher (indicating teamwork/collaboration was emphasized in 

your high school education), in what way was this skill emphasized? Choose the primary mode 

of instruction. 

o Direct Instruction (i.e. the skill was taught through formal curriculum and/or academic 

lessons)  (1)  

o Modeling (i.e. teachers demonstrated the skill for students, but it was not directly taught)  

(2)  

o Indirect instruction (i.e. the skills were emphasized in school policies and principles but 

the development of this skill was not a part of learning)  (3)  
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Q19 How much do you think your high school education emphasized flexibility/adaptability?  

Flexibility/adaptability is the capacity to adjust and thrive in the face of changing circumstances, 

demonstrating the ability to embrace new ideas, tasks, or roles with openness and resilience.  

(1 = Not emphasized, 3 = Neutral, 5 = Strongly emphasized) 

 Not 

Emphasized 

Slightly 

Emphasized 

Neutral Emphasized Strongly 

Emphasized 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 

. () 
 

 

 

 

Display This Question: 

If How much do you think your high school education emphasized flexibility/adaptability? 

Flexibility... [ . ]  >= 2 

 

Q20 Since you selected a 2 or higher (indicating flexibility/adaptability was emphasized in your 

high school education), in what way was this skill emphasized? Choose the primary mode of 

instruction. 

o Direct Instruction (i.e. the skill was taught through formal curriculum and/or academic 

lessons)  (1)  

o Modeling (i.e. teachers demonstrated the skill for students, but it was not directly taught)  

(2)  

o Indirect instruction (i.e. the skills were emphasized in school policies and principles but 

the development of this skill was not a part of learning)  (3)  
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Q21 How much do you think your high school education emphasized communication skills?  

Communication skills encompass the ability to convey and exchange information effectively, 

utilizing verbal, nonverbal, and written means to articulate ideas, thoughts, and emotions clearly 

and comprehensively.  

(1 = Not emphasized, 3 = Neutral, 5 = Strongly emphasized) 

 Not 

Emphasized 

Slightly 

Emphasized 

Neutral Emphasized Strongly 

Emphasized 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 

. () 
 

 
 

Display This Question: 

If How much do you think your high school education emphasized communication skills? 

Communication s... [ . ]  >= 2 

 

Q22 Since you selected a 2 or higher (indicating this skill was emphasized in your high school 

education), in what way was this skill emphasized? Choose the primary mode of instruction. 

o Direct Instruction (i.e. the skill was taught through formal curriculum and/or academic 

lessons)  (1)  

o Modeling (i.e. teachers demonstrated the skill for students, but it was not directly taught)  

(2)  

o Indirect instruction (i.e. the skills were emphasized in school policies and principles but 

the development of this skill was not a part of learning)  (3)  

 

Q23 How prepared for college did you feel when you graduated from high school? 

(1 = Not at all Prepared, 3 = Adequately Prepared 5 = Very Prepared) 

 

 Not Prepared Adequately 

Prepared 

Very Prepared 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 

. () 
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Q24 Have you been employed since graduating from high school? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

 

Display This Question: 

If Have you been employed since graduating from high school? = Yes 

 

Q25 If you have worked after high school, did you feel adequately prepared for your job(s)? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

 

Q26 If you have been employed after high school, how much did high school contribute to you 

feeling adequately prepared for your job?  

(1 = Did not contribute to me feeling prepared, 3 = Neutral, 5 = Highly contributed to me feeling 

prepared). 

 Did Not 

Contribute 

A little Neutral A lot Highly 

Contributed 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 

. () 
 

 

 

Q27 How helpful do you think it would be for high schools to focus more on... 

 Not Helpful Neutral Very Helpful 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 

Hard Skills (Math, Programming, etc.) () 
 

Soft Skills (Communication, Collaboration, 

etc.) ()  
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Q28 Which of the two types of skills do you view as more important to emphasize in education 

for continual academic success, professional growth, and day-to-day life? 

o Hard Skills  (1)  

o Soft Skills  (2)  

o One is not more important than the other  (3)  

 

Q29 Please list and describe any specific skills or competencies you wish you had learned in 

high school that would have benefited you academically, professionally, or in your day-to-day 

life. 

________________________________________________________________ 
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