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Abstract

The primary goal of this research is to provide graphic communications educators with a variety of educational approaches,
as well as inspire new, creative approaches regarding the implementation of soft skills competencies into the graphic com-
munications curriculum.

The framework for this study is based on a recent research project conducted by Bridges (2020) on the most needed com-
petencies for higher education graphic communications programs. Experts overwhelmingly identified soft skills as the most
needed competencies for students upon entering the graphic communications workforce.

This paper will discuss the importance of soft skills and why their inclusion in a higher education graphics curriculum is so
vital. This will be followed by an examination of current teaching strategies from related disciplines and explore how those
fields are incorporating soft skills into the classroom. Findings from a focus group comprised of graphic communications
educators at both the secondary and post-secondary levels will also be addressed. Participants of the focus group were first
prompted to address if and how soft skills are presented to students in lecture content. The discussion then moved to more
detailed strategies for integrating soft skills into small-scale assignments and larger project-based assignments. Finally, par-
ticipants were asked to share any additional classroom-related tasks where soft skills can be included.

1. Introduction

A recent research study entitled Competencies  graphic design skills (Bridges, 2016) had similar
and Tools of Higher Education Graphic Commu-  findings. Three of the 21st century skills found
nications Programs (Bridges, 2020) found that to be most needed in effective university-lev-
soft skills were the most desired competencies el graphic design programs were exhibiting

for students entering the graphic communica- interpersonal skills; writing clearly, concisely,
tions industry, as identified by graphic commu-  correctly; and effectively present, which are all
nications educators and industry professionals.  considered to be soft skills.

The study utilized a modified Delphi Technique

with four rounds of survey questions. Quan- Currently, a wide range of educational research
titative and qualitative data were collected. regarding soft skills exists. Researchers over-
The survey results from that study found that whelmingly argue that soft skills can, in fact,
top-ranking competencies included critical be taught in the classroom. The challenge and

thinking skills, communication skills, teamwork,  duty of educators, then, is to determine how

problem-solving and analytical thinking skills, best to do that. The purpose of this study is to

and business and personal ethics. Interesting- identify potential teaching strategies focusing

ly, another study on identifying 21st century on soft skills to incorporate into graphic com-
14
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munications classrooms. Though this research
focuses primarily on the importance of soft
skills from an educator's perspective, graphic
communications industry professionals have
also expressed a need for these skills before
students enter the workforce. In the previously
mentioned 2020 (Bridges) study, 21 of 34 par-
ticipants were industry professionals. Some soft
skills comments related to communication and
teamwork from industry professionals includ-
ed, “We routinely train for soft skills. Graduates
are not using salutations, closings in emails.
They often send shortened replies that look
like texts and avoid calling clients directly” and
“When people go into the workforce, they have
to be able to work in groups. If they cannot

do that, it doesn't matter what their skills are.”
This demonstrates that the need for more soft
skills-related education in graphic communica-
tions is supported by educators and industry
professionals alike.

1.1 Importance of Soft Skills in Education

In general, soft skills are defined as a combi-
nation of interpersonal and social skills (Dixon
etal., 2010). These abilities enable individuals
to interact “effectively and harmoniously” with
others (Oxford Languages, n.d). In the work-
place, soft skills complement hard skills, which
refer to a person’s knowledge and occupational
skills (Kenton, nd). In graphic communications
specifically, this is especially important as many
students entering the field have considerable
technical skills. Table 1, created by Schulz
(2008), offers some examples of traits that are
considered to be soft skills. This is not a com-
plete list, and some traits may differ based on
the specific area.

Table 1 Soft Skills Traits

Communication skills [ Responsibilituy
Critical and structural | Etiquette and good
thinking manners
Problem solving skills | Courtesy
Creativity Self-esteem
Teamwork capability | Sociability
Negotiating skills Integrity/Honesty
Self management Empathy
Time management Work ethic
Conflict management | Project
management
Cultural awareness Business
management
Common knowledge

Schulz, B. (2008). The importance of soft skills:
Education beyond academic knowledge. Nawa
Journal of Communication, 2(1), pp.146-154.

Soft skills are important in education for a
number of reasons. One important factor is that
graduating students are entering one of the
strongest job markets in several years (Rivera,
2022). This will allow students to be selective

in the types of positions and roles they accept
within a company. Mastery of soft skills leads

to a greater likelihood of advancement within a
given company or additional career opportuni-
ties that may not otherwise be possible (Schulz,
2008). According to Nealy (2005) several studies
have found that soft skills were the top skill that
business and industry look for in employees.
Soft skills will also give students a much-need-
ed competitive edge when entering the indus-
try. In addition, some studies have suggested
that currently employers are dissatisfied with
the “lack of academic preparedness” from
recent graduates (Nealy, 2005). For example,
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students not having specific skills listed in a
particular job description (Hansen, 2021). This
exemplifies the need to explore various teach-
ing and classroom practices where soft skills
can be emphasized.

1.2 Strategies from Other Disciplines

To better understand how soft skills can be
taught, it was important to examine how other
academic disciplines were implementing
teaching strategies targeting soft skills. Shu-
man, Besterfield-Sacre, and McGourty (2005)
argue that soft skills can easily be incorporated
into a broad range of classrooms and disci-
plines. Thus, a variety of disciplines, both closely
related and very different from graphic com-
munications, were examined in this research.
The areas included Business and Management,
Art, Education, Computer Science, Science, and
Technology.

Some broad strategies commonly mentioned
were active teaching (engaging students as
active participants in their learning during
class) and project-based learning (Nealy, 2005).
Active learning promotes a broader knowledge
base as well as interpersonal skills such as com-
munication, problem solving, and teamwork
(Nealy, 2005). According to Lucas (1997) active
learning is a “simulation or game approach”
consisting of the following four features: a
search for meaning and understanding, a focus
on student responsibility, a concern with skills
and knowledge, and a curriculum approach
that leads beyond graduation to a wider career
and social setting. Project-based learning is a
student-centered teaching approach where
students gain knowledge of a particular subject
through projects. This type of learning puts
much of the learning responsibility onto the
students and the teacher takes on more of a
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facilitator role (Aristidou, 2020). Specific active
learning and project-based learning activities
included self-assessment and reflection, such as
class critiques; online portfolios; service-learn-
ing projects, such as getting students actively
involved in the community, which encourages
communication and participation with groups
they may not otherwise interact with; mentor-
ing, which encourages communication; dining
etiquette; mock interviews; ethical awareness
games, which encourages goals more than just
winning; round table discussions; role playing;
and encouraging extra-curricular activities for
class credit. In addition, some disciplines are de-
veloping specific soft-skills courses, which are
added to department curriculum requirements
(Majid et al, 2012).

Business and science disciplines are similar in
some ways to the graphic communications
field. In business, work-based learning pro-
grams are used as ways to connect work to the
classroom. The rationale behind this strategy is
that if students work repeatedly under “coach-
es” or expert teachers the student will achieve
fluency in soft skills (Wilhelm et al, 2002).
According to Wilhelm (2002), “Realistic activ-
ities incorporated into the curriculum afford
an opportunity to gain workplace readiness,
provide stimulating and engaging activities,
and engage students in the learning process”
(p.37). Some other specific teaching strategies
from business include designing a web page
to encourage communication and teamwork,
job shadowing to gain experience in oral and
written communication, and case studies to
strengthen problem solving abilities (Wilhelm
etal, 2002).

In the sciences, educators recommend inte-
grated learning as the most effective means for
teaching soft skills. Integration allows students
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to develop soft skills while simultaneously fo-
cusing on course learning objectives (Susilawati
et al, 2020). Another suggested strategy was

to develop activities in the social community.
This gives students the opportunity to interact
with others while building communication
skills, teamwork, and integrity (Susilawati et al,
2020). Upon entering the industry, students
will almost certainly be required to interact and
work with others, while also being expected to
conduct themselves in a professional manner.
Educators in the sciences also view modeling
as an effective teaching approach because the
teacher essentially serves as a role model for
students giving them a firsthand example of
the application of soft skills (Susilawati et al,
2020).

2. Methods

This study utilized a focus group to collect
educator input regarding effective soft skills
teaching strategies. Focus group interviews

are typically used to gather views from specif-
ic people. It involves collecting data through
group interviews with a small number of partic-
ipants (Creswell, 2012). The researcher develops
a small number of general questions and elicits
responses from the participants. Responses

are then recorded, oftentimes through audio

or video recording or notetaking. In general,
each participant is encouraged to speak and
take turns speaking. Some advantages of

focus group interviewing include providing for
interaction among participants, allowing for
the collection of extensive data, and encour-
aging participation from all individuals in the
group (Krueger, 1994). Some disadvantages or
challenges to focus group interviewing include
the interviewer can sometimes lack control over
the discussion, difficulty in taking notes due to
the ongoing conversation, and the tendency
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for some participants to dominate the discus-
sion (Creswell, 2012). Focus group interviewing
allows for the collection of qualitative data, and
in some instances, quantitative data as well.
This research data utilized a focus group inter-
view where qualitative data were collected and
recorded via notetaking by the researcher.

2.1 Participants

The focus group was conducted as a panel ses-
sion at the Summer 2022 Graphic Communica-
tions Education Association Annual Conference.
Participants included both retired and current
educators from secondary and postsecondary
levels. All were registered attendees at the
GCEA conference. There were 18 educators that
participated in the discussion, and approxi-
mately 10 others that sat in on the focus group
as observers. Participants were from various
geographic locations in the United States and
Canada and included a wide range of ages. The
focus group was given a 30-minute panel ses-
sion time slot; however, the focus group lasted
roughly 45 minutes.

2.2 Procedures

Participants of the focus group were first pro-
vided with an informed consent (Appendix A),
and then given some background and context
regarding the need for the study. The group
was given short instructions regarding how the
focus group would be conducted. As previously
mentioned, focus group discussions can often-
times be difficult for the researcher to record
via notetaking. To address this concern, it was
determined that it would be beneficial for each
participant to provide written responses first for
each question and then discuss orally. Partic-
ipants were asked the following focus group
questions:
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1. How do you integrate soft skills into your
classroom lecture content? Give specific
examples.,

2. How do you integrate soft skills into small-
scale assignments and major projects? Give
specific examples.,

3. Are there any other specific classroom-re-

lated activities where soft skills can be
included? Give specific examples.

Educators were given questions one at a time
and instructed to take approximately 5 minutes
to record their response for the question, fol-
lowed by an approximately 10-minute discus-
sion.

3. Results
3.1 Lecture Content

Traditional classroom lectures are one method
for helping students develop soft skills. Schulz
(2008) stated, “...students participating in a
lecture with the aim of learning a hard skill will
inevitably and unconsciously practice a range
of soft skills. This comes very close to an ideal
way of lecturing”(p.152). Question one asked
participants to address how they incorporate
soft skills into lecture content. Many partici-
pants discussed first day of class content, such
as going over the syllabus and providing a
course overview. One educator mentioned
giving students scenarios that they can relate
to in order to encourage more professional
behavior. Another participant discussed asking
students to talk about what they think makes a
successful course and what they would consid-
er a successful student to look like. A partici-
pant also mentioned asking students to talk
about their specific goals for the course, and
what their expectations are from the instruc-
tor. One other educator discussed engaging
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in get-to-know-you questions to help stu-
dents feel more comfortable with and begin

to develop a rapport with the instructor. Also
discussed were brainstorming exercises and
active discussion during lectures, where the
instructor asks the students questions. Another
educator mentioned utilizing lecture discussion
to highlight how to make logical choices and
decisions. Many of these examples demonstrate
a use of the integrated learning concept which
allows students to acquire soft skills while also
focusing on course learning objectives. Table

2 provides a synopsis of the specific lecture
content example with the soft skill that can be
highlighted. The soft skills are based off the top
five skills from Bridges 2020 study on graphic
communications competencies.
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Table 2 Soft Skills and Teaching Strategies in Lecture Content

Critical Communication | Team- Problem Business/
thinking work solving personal ethics
Real-world X X X X
scenario discussion
What makes a X X X
successful course/
student
Goals for the X X
course
Instructor X X
expectations
Get to know you X
questions
Brainstorming/ X X X X
Active discussions
Discussion on X X X
making logical
choices and
decisions

X = soft skill emphasized in lecture content

3.2 Small-scale Assignments and Major
Projects

Small-scale assignments and major projects
are common teaching strategies used to help
students develop and reinforce their use of soft
skills, and the concept is often referred to as
project-based learning. Participants were asked
to discuss how they integrate soft skills into
these types of course activities. One suggested
strategy regarding the small-scale assignment
included doing a computer demonstration in a
particular application and then asking students
to do the same action in a different way than
demonstrated. One example is showing stu-
dents how to retouch a photo in Adobe Photo-

19

shop and then asking them to explore and find
a different method to achieve the same result.
The participant mentioned that this encourages
continual problem solving. Another partici-
pant discussed requiring students to explain

a process as they complete it. An example of
this would be asking students to explain the
steps to prepare a screen for screen printing.
Impromptu interviews were also discussed as

a strategy for small-scale assignments. In an
estimating course, the instructor could have
the students call a print company to request a
quote for a job, rather than emailing. Another
strategy related to major projects was to make
mistakes on purpose and have the students
troubleshoot and figure out how to address the
problem. An example would be causing some-
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thing to go wrong on a flexography press and asking the students to determine what the issue is
and how to fix it. Some other general examples included scaffolding or benchmarking in assign-
ments and projects (part one is due this date, part two this date, and so on), giving assignment
constraints as though they were working for a particular client with a specific budget, group work
and teamwork, and peer reviews, either written or verbal. Another example discussed by an educa-
tor regarding scaffolding in a major project was to have the students write down a specific process
through a technical report, demonstrate the process and address how it could be improved, and fi-
nally master the process via peer review and proofing checks. Many of these activities requires the
student to take an active role in the learning process, and places much of the responsibility on the
student with the educator predominantly serving as a facilitator. Table 3 lists the project example
with the soft skill that is integrated into the assignment.

Table 3 Soft Skills and Teaching Strategies in Small-scale Assignments and Major Projects

Critical Communication | Team- Problem Business/
thinking work solving personal ethics

Computer demo X

rework

Verbal process X X X

explanation

Impromptu inter- X X

views

Troubleshooting X X

problems

Scaffolding X X

Peer reviews X X

Assignment X X

constraints

X = soft skill emphasized in lecture content

3.3 Soft Skills in Other Areas

Within the learning environment, educators can also utilize more non-traditional activities to rein-
force the development of soft skills. Question three asked participants to discuss any other specific
classroom-related tasks where soft skills can be emphasized. One participant stated “I take soft
skills and give a 10% grade each week for each student. | track communication, problem solving,
attendance, professionalism, participation/teamwork, and time management. | then give them
feedback and they can be aware of their soft skills.” Another educator discussed having each stu-
dent reflect on their own soft skills throughout the semester. An example of this practice would be
to ask students each week to write down the soft skill(s) they focused on that week and how that
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skill was highlighted. Another suggestion was to have the entire class create a list of important soft
skills and then have the students develop project and assignment ideas that emphasize what they
identified. One participant mentioned using a WHAT grade at the end of every term assessing work
habits, attitude, and trustworthiness. Finally, it was suggested to have the students create their
own personal soft skills list that they will work on throughout the term, and then evaluate whether
they were successful in developing those skills. These strategies frequently require additional effort
on the part of the instructor but can lead to valuable learning experiences for the students. Table

4 provides other classroom-related activities that focus on all or almost all of the top-five soft skills

and can be evaluated throughout the course

Table 3 Soft Skills and Teaching Strategies in Small-scale Assignments and Major Projects

Critical Communication | Team- Problem Business/
thinking work solving personal ethics
Tracking soft skills X X X X X
and giving feed-
back
Self-reflection X
Student developed X X X X X
assignments
emphazing soft
skills
WHAT grade X X X X X
Student developed X X X X X
soft skills set

X = soft skill emphasized in lecture content

4. Discussion

The focus group revealed similar teaching strat-
egies to those mentioned in other disciplines.
Active learning and project-based learning
were themes addressed during the discus-
sion. Participants also gave specific examples
relevant to the graphic communications field.
Upon analyzing the results from the discussion,
another overarching theme that arose from the
focus group interview was the idea of student
ownership. This encompasses ownership of the
course, assignments, course goals, and course
outcomes. Participants repeatedly discussed

the educational value in placing the respon-
sibility of acquiring soft skills into the hands
of the students. The intent is that if students
help develop the course content and assess-
ment, this will lead to more of an investment
in the course and a more beneficial learning
experience. The educator then must create a
classroom atmosphere that fosters a sense of
student responsibility, which in turn helps the
students make a more attainable investment
in the class. This indeed takes time to develop
and assess how effectively students are acquir-
ing soft skills, in addition to the other learning
goals within a given course. If the educator is
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willing to make the investment, the result will
lead to students being better prepared to enter
the graphic communications industry, as well
as more equipped to advance further in their
careers.

An encouraging observation from the focus
group was the overall enthusiasm and will-
ingness to share among participants. This
demonstrated that educators are interested

in improving their teaching strategies and are
willing to make adjustments in their teaching
in order to focus more on the development of
soft skills in student learning. Participants were
very active throughout the discussion, and it
was clear that as more educators shared what
they were doing in the classroom, it sparked
ideas from other educators in the room which
led to a livelier discussion. At the conclusion
of the focus group, all educators had partici-
pated and several mentioned how helpful the
process had been in generating new ideas and
teaching strategies that could be implemented
in the classroom. This was the overall goal of
the focus group interview, to inspire and share
in order to help educators develop and imple-
ment strategies to improve student learning

in the classroom. These findings should help
those educators who are skeptical or reluctant
to incorporate soft skills into their courses feel
more comfortable doing so, and the ideas
generated from the focus group can serve as a
starting point for implementing assignments
and exercises that place an emphasis on soft
skill development.

Based on the theme that arose from the focus
group regarding student ownership, it would
be beneficial to conduct a study assessing the
importance of soft skills in education utilizing
students as the participants. A 2012 study
(Majid et al.) found that a majority of students
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believed that soft skills were important for
social interaction and career advancement.
The top five most valuable skills as identified
by students were: teamwork and collabora-
tion, decision-making, problem-solving, time
management and critical thinking (Majid et

al., 2012). This finding is consistent with skills
identified by graphic communications educa-
tors and industry professionals. Future studies
focusing on the student perspective regarding
how necessary and crucial soft skills are to them
and their future success in graphic communi-
cations would provide some valuable insights.
In addition, it would be helpful to get student
ideas regarding course content that would aide
in their development of soft skills.

Finally, as educators continue to develop and
refine teaching strategies focusing on soft
skills, it will be important to determine how
effective the strategies are. Additional studies
will need to be conducted assessing the impact
on student learning and preparedness for the
graphic communications field. Partnering with
graphic communications industries in order to
assess soft skill implementation during student
internships and full-time employment and

its effects on career readiness would provide
valuable data in assessing teaching effective-
ness. Both student and employer feedback
could be collected via questionnaires and/or
interviews. Pre and posttests are also useful
measures of student learning in the classroom.
These would be relatively simple to incorporate
into any graphic communications course to
assess soft skills. One such example is a pre and
post survey analyzing written communication.
The Daly-Miller Writing Apprehension Test is

a widely used instrument that measures the
level and type of anxiety students have around
writing (ECU, 2020). The pretest would be used
as an initial measure, followed by a series of
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writing assignments given throughout the
semester/year, concluding with a posttest to
determine if any improvement or reduction in
anxiety has been achieved. This is especially
beneficial with first-year or younger students
who do not have a great deal of experience
with writing, especially in the graphic com-
munications field where technical writing is
emphasized. Another example where a pre and
posttest could be used to measure problem
solving and critical thinking is for the instructor
to develop a checklist for a specific printing
process and observe students’ progression over
time in terms of on-press work, maintenance,
and troubleshooting. Finally verbal communi-
cation can also be assessed with a pretest and
posttest. Presentations are an excellent means
for measuring improvement in speaking. Teach-
ers could utilize previously developed tests or
create one more specific to the subject area. For
example, in an introductory design course each
student could give a brief presentation on what
design means to them, and at the conclusion of
the semester give a presentation on the same
topic. Educators could analyze growth in terms
of correct terminology usage, confidence, and
delivery, among several other criteria.

5. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that many educators
recognize the need for incorporating soft skills
teaching strategies into the classroom. How-
ever, some remain skeptic of the benefit and/
or do not see the value in taking the time to
assist students in developing these skills. This is
evidenced by feedback received from employ-
ers who state that students are underprepared
in this area. The results of this research reinforce
the conclusion that soft skills can be taught,
and in fact, are being taught by graphic com-
munications educators. Based on research and

feedback from industry professionals, many dis-
ciplines are now seeing the necessity and value
in their inclusion into courses. Implementing
the teaching strategies mentioned in this study
will require time, preparation, and hard work on
the part of the educator. However, it is worth
the investment if student learning and pre-
paredness are improved. Educators will need

to continue to be innovative, creative, and pur-
poseful in the creation of course content and
assessment in order to ensure that the soft skills
experts have determined to be vital for success,
are being emphasized in the classroom.
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