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and Wen-Ying Liu

Are new graduates really prepared
for entry-level positions in the work
force? A new survey of employers
compatres entry-level job require-
mentstothe on-fbe-Jobperformances
©f new bires. o
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mployers say college students
. are poorly prepared for the new
and changing workplace. Educators
and career counselors agree there is a
problem. However, these three groups
fail to agree on the level of skills,
competencies, knowledge, and behav-
iors college students need to achieve
success in today’s constantly chang-
ing technological and demanding
workplace.

Recently, a study was designed at
the Collegiate Employment Research
Institute at Michigan State University
to measure the skills and performance
of college graduates in their first jobs.
Employers agreed to observe their new
college hires at work and compare the
requirements of the jobs to their em-
ployees’ work performance. A group
of employers participated in a pretest
of the survey to ensure that the survey
could be used in the workplace. This
article presents the results of the pre-
test.

Employers Define the Job
Requirements

The survey showed employers re-
quired the average entry-level perfor-
mance to be at Bloom's “analysis”
level (see “Survey Methodology™).
That is, in general, employers expected
entry-level hires to be able to “break
down information into its appropriate
parts, discern the relationships between
these parts, and organize information
to support conclusions and generaliza-
tions.” As Figure 1 illustrates, perfor-
mance expectations differed for tech-
nical and nontechnical graduates,

Each of the nine major competency
groups was divided into sets of spe-
cific tasks to be rated. Reading pre-
paredness, for instance, was rated on
nine tasks, mathematics on seven.

Rating the desired skills of new hires
within those major comeptencies,
employers of technical graduates said
that they expected high levels of per-
formance in the areas of manipulating
and retrieving information, analyzing
and synthesizing data, reasoning and
problem-solving, and performing vari-
ous mathematical procedures. Employ-
ers placed slightly less emphasis on
the need for such skills as reading, goal
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setting, coping with deadlines, and
personal and organizational compe-
tencies. Performance levels for infor-
mation §ystems, writing, and math-
ematics were rated lowest for nontech-
nical graduates.

Employer expected a high level
of performance in reasoning and
problem-solving and organizational
skills among new nontechnical hires.
Employers wanted nontechnical em-
ployees to excel in teamwork, conflict
resolution, goal setting, time manage-
ment, and critical thinking, Reading,
personal, speaking, and listening skills
ranked in the middle of the scale. Em-

ployers expected their nontechnical
hires to be least proficient in analyzing
data and mathernatics.

Itis important to note that the survey
did not rate the importance of edch
skill or ability to the employer. For
example, respondents said they expect
all new hires to be able to write memos,
reports, and proposals clearly and
concisely. For some positions, how-
ever, writing may be the most desired
skill; for others, writing may not be
necessary to do the job.

Similarly, employers required tech-
nical and nontechnical new hires to be
competent in mathematics; however,
technical graduates (typically expected
to perform a variety of sophisticated
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Figure 1
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Figure 2

Skills/Competencies Receiving the Highest and Lowest Performance Ratings

Top Technical *

Add, Subtract, Multiply, Divide
Problem Solving

Reasoning

Analyze and Synthesize Data
Understand Technical/Abstract Data
Working As a Team Member
Commitment to Learning

Differentiate Fact From Inference
Enter, Manipulate, Retrieve Data
Interpret Information in Charts/Tables

Top Nontechnical *

Interpersonal Skills

Problem Solving

Working As a Team Member
Initiative

Decision Making

Following Directions

Setting Priorities

Working Cooperatively/Competently
Self-Esteem

Workplace Values/Ethics

Bottom Technical *

Locate Source of Information

Handling Conflict and Criticism

Apply Rules of Grammar/Spelling

Draft a Project Proposal

Organize Information Into Logical
Paragraph

Bottom Nontechnical *

Organize Information Into Logical Paragraph

Write Legibly

Take Notes and Develop Qutline

Reference Sources Correctly

Solve Ratio, Proportion, and Multiple Step
Problems

Proofread and Edit Material
Write Legibly

Personal and Civic Responsibility
Reference Sources Correctly
Take Notes and Develop Outlines

Create and Use Simple Statistics
Proofread and Edit Material

Measure Using Standard/Metric Systems
Draft a Project Proposal

Apply Principles of Algebra/Geometry

mathematical procedures) were re-
quired to have a higher level of abili-
ties than nontechnical majors, who are
generally expected to perform only
basic math skills at a high level.

In other words, specific positions
required different levels of compe-
tency for each skill.

Figure 2 illustrates the specific skills
employers required for both technical
and nontechnical graduates. The top
10 required skills for technical posi-
tions included technical/content and
applied thinking skills, Employers said
they expected an entry-level employee
to perform these skills at a 4.25 level
on the Bloom scale, or with skills that
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place between “analysis” and “synthe-
sis” in ability. In other words, techni-
cal graduates were expected to be able
to apply their technical/content knowl-
edge in abstract situations, compute
mathematical calculations, structure
and analyze data sets, and interpret
findings at sophisticated levels. Skills
falling at the bottom of the rankings
were primarily writing related, and
they included resolving conflicts, lo-
cating information, and involvement
in civic activities.

Employers placed a high value on
interpersonal skills and personal man-
agement among their nontechnical
employees. The most important skills

for a nontechnical employee included
self-esteem, workplace values, time
management, and taking initiative. The
mean rating employers gave these top
skills exceeded 4.22. Nontechnical
entrants were expected to work both in
teams and competitively (on their own);
to bring strong interpersonal skills and
initiative to the workplace; and to be
able to think abstractly in problem-
solving/critical thinking situations.
Similar to technical graduates, writing
skills were ranked among the group of
skills (6 out of 10) with the lowest
performance requirements. The re-
maining four skills involved math-
ematical procedures or measurement.

continued on page 52
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PREPARED...continued from page 35
Preparation for the Job

Employers said technical gradu-
ates were prepared best in mathemat-
ics and information systems (Figure
3); however, new hires were less
than “adequately prepared” in writ-
ing, speaking/listening, and organi-
zational skills. Nontechnical gradu-

 ates were prepared best in speaking
and listening; less so in mathemat-
ics. Employers believed that both
groups were prepared to handle data/
information, including its analysis and
interpretation. In all other areas the
ratings were about the same,

Employers believe new graduates
were “slightly more than adequately
prepared” to “highly prepared” in 10
specific skills (see Figure 4), Employ-
ers also named the 10 skills graduates
were least prepared in, calling gradu-
ates “slightly below adequately pre-
pared” according to the Likert scale.

Technical graduates proved to be
best prepared in mathematical skills (7
of the top 10), two information system
competencies (enter, manipulate, and
retrieve data; and analyze/synthesize
data), and their commitment to learn-
ing. Technical graduates were least
prepared in four writing skills; presen-
tation skills; interaction skills (obsery-
ing verbal and nonverbal questions);
and personal and civic responsibility.
Overall employers believed technical
graduates were poorly prepared to take
on leadership responsibilities and to
negotiate the business environment.

Interestingly, the mathematics skill
of adding, subtracting, multiplying,
and dividing was the highest rated skill
for nontechnical graduate—as it was
for the technical graduate—although
nontechnical graduates were least pre-
pared in advanced mathematical skills,
according to employers, Nontechnical ~Becaus: WO scal g& -
graduates also scored high on informa- | oW ; r&%i&%ﬁ
tion/relational skills, in particular, Ipagison: be B%ﬂgjﬁv d:
working cooperatively, being a mem- %@LH
ber of a team, and understanding and ;
following directions. Nontechnical
graduates proved less than adequately
prepared in goal setting, handling
conflict and criticism, and understand-
ing workplace values and ethics. Simi-
lar to their technical counterparts, these
students were not well prepared to
write project proposals or negotiate i
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construction of work/study portfolios
have been advocated as ways to help
students position themselves for work-
place success. However, two key in-
gredients are often missing. First, fac-
ulty need to be committed to these
activities. Thus, career services pro-
fessionals must find ways to bring
faculty into these programs. Second,
time {s needed for students to reflect
on their education and other experi-
ences as it relates to their future plans.
Career services professionals need to
show students how coursework and
co-op and internship experience pieces
fit together.

Skill development beyond the class-
room is not a new idea. Student affairs
professionals, residence hall advis-
ers, and career development special-
ists are heavily involved in develop-
ing the “total student,” often in col-
laboration with employers (i.e. co-op
programs and internships). The chal-
lenge comes in aligning and meshing
academic preparation with student
development. |

Endnotes
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