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1. The main goal of the study was to link ‘soft skills’ to students' engagement and performance in Higher Education. 

In doing this we wanted to: 

a) emphasise that soft skills and academic knowledge are not mutually exclusive, but, on the contrary, that they are positively (and causally) related;

b) add support to the idea that academic performance and engagement foster soft skills and vice-versa.

2. Before approaching this goal, it was deemed necessary to choose specific soft skills and also identify any underlying structure to them. We worked with Peter Knight’s list of complex achievements (which we prefer to call ‘attributes’).

We devised a 3-part self-report inventory that asked students to rate the following:

a) how important these soft skills were for getting a first class undergraduate degree

b) how important these soft skills  were for getting a job

c) how much they were fostering these skills at University (with the help of their studies).

3. In 3 studies (with about N = 1307, N = 449, and N = 90 UG and PG from Goldsmiths = 85% and UCL = 15%), we found that each of the soft skills included in our inventory was rated as important by participants "in general". 

That means that for any given student, say, emotional intelligence was as important as communicational skills and team work (though differences between students were marked). Students were consistent in their ratings of soft skills  - they either rated all of them as important, unimportant, or intermediate (but very rarely answered "1" for some of them and "7" for others). This finding is somewhat surprising because of the different nature of the constructs included in the soft skills inventory. However, they show that all of these attributes have something in common (one may interpret that what the attributes have in common is that they are "non-academic", or not normally explicitly taught or assessed). 

4. After discovering that students were consistent in their ratings of soft skills, we then wanted to look at what students who rated the soft skills highly (for employability, and for a first-class degree), and who also said they were developing them in their degrees/studies, had in common. Also, we investigated what those students who did not rate the soft skills highly had in common. Results showed clearly that students who rated soft skills highly tended to enjoy their degrees a lot more, finding them more inspiring. Moreover, those students were also more likely to do well in their studies, reporting higher AP and predicting that they would graduate with a higher grade (previous research has shown that self-reports of AP are valid indicators of actual grades).

Conversely, students who did not rate soft skills highly, and did not appear to be fostering them, were less engaged with their courses, less enthusiastic about them, and also doing worse (lower AP and predicted a lower grade). Although the correlation between soft skills ratings and AP was modest, AP was highly restricted (with more than 50% of students getting a 2-1) and yet soft skills significantly predicted students' grades. The connection between soft skills and engagement levels was a lot stronger; in particular, students who reported that they were developing the soft skills through their degrees were much more likely to enjoy their degrees/studies.

5. A potential criticism of the above findings (especially point 4) is that students who rated soft skills more favorably are actually those who already have those skills. Moreover, it could be argued that "personality traits" determine how well people do in their degrees (Chamorro-Premuzic & Furnham, 2005, LEA) and especially determine how much students enjoy their studies. Put briefly, it could be that the link between soft skills and AP, as well as engagement, is spurious and/or elusive and only reflects the fact that Extraverted, Open, and Conscientious students both do better and enjoy their studies more. Their own “traits” would have led them to rate the soft skills more highly. Thus we controlled (statistically) for individual differences in personality, and tested whether soft skills ratings (independently of people's personalities) still predicted AP and degree engagement. Not only was the answer still “yes”, but soft skills also partly explained why personality predicted AP: specifically, conscientious students (who tend to enjoy their degrees and do better in Higher Education) were more engaged and had higher marks only because they were developing their soft skills more than other students. Thus if we take two highly conscientious students (who we could expect to perform better on their degrees and enjoy them more than less conscientious, hardworking and organised students), and one of these two students is developing his/her soft skills while the other one is not, only the one who is developing and fostering soft skills will actually do better (AP) and enjoy his/her degree more.

6. A final study tested whether IQ played a difference in ratings for soft skills. We found that – perhaps surprisingly - people with lower IQ (analytical, logical, academic reasoning ability) were more likely to rate and develop their soft skills. This is interesting because it shows that soft skills can be used as a compensatory mechanism or strategy for lower cognitive ability – or conversely, that if a student has a high IQ, they may be less motivated to develop interpersonal, social and soft skills. In line with this idea, the appendix that plots the means for the soft skills inventory shows how the "higher IQ" (more cognitive, “hard science” courses) tended to rate and develop their soft skills less. 

This is possibly because soft skills are less necessary in these courses, but also because the students may be less individually inclined towards these skills. Students studying the humanities and social sciences - who don’t necessarily have a lower IQ, but would certainly on average score lower on mathematical/logical reasoning - are by comparison more eager to develop soft skills, and rate them more highly, too.

What message can we draw from these results? If we provide students with an opportunity to develop their soft skills, they will be likely to enjoy their degree/studies more, which in turn is likely to impact positively in their academic performance. Students rate most highly those highly soft skills perceived as necessary in their studies; next, they rate those soft skills needed for employability, and they rate lowest those skills not perceived as necessary for either academic success or employability. It is therefore feasible to predict that interventions deigns to foster the development of relevant soft skills (those perceived as important for both excelling in academic settings and maximising future job prospects) will, in turn, lead to higher AP, which in turn leads to better job opportunities.   

It is therefore feasible to think of interventions that foster soft skills through academic assessment/teaching methods, and to foster academic excellence through the development of non-academic attributes. 

How can this be the case? Because soft skills feed into higher engagement and higher performance. Academics can exploit this to create a cycle: if academic work is adjusted so as to require higher levels of soft skills, this creates an academic environment in which soft skills are more likely to be developed, and are more highly rated.

These results have influenced the formulation of our revised Learning, Teaching and Assessment Strategy, in which we give greater emphasis on the development of soft skills and on students self-assessing their development.  The department has committed to implementing a number of teaching modalities that enhance the development of soft skills in students: group exercises, dual/paired tasks, etc. These will be implemented initially in the 2nd year Research Methods. We also plan to conduct a further survey on soft skills to address how their development has impacted on academic engagement levels, academic performance, and future job prospects and possibilities.
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