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Introduction  
Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation has asked Milwaukee 7 Talent Partnership to 
summarize the current research and information that articulates essential ready-to-work skills, 
including reviewing national models. The intention of this white paper is to shed some light on a 
seemingly intractable problem confronting Milwaukee 7 region manufacturers: There are many 
good work readiness development programs, but there is no standard definition that is 
accepted across the spectrum of programs funded by workforce development, vocational 
rehabilitation, K12 systems, and adult and higher education, to certify that an individual 
has the basic employability skills sought by Milwaukee 7 employers. 
 
Foundational, work-ready skills (soft skills) are centrally important for human capital 
development and workforce success. A growing evidence base shows that these qualities rival 
academic or technical skills in their ability to predict employment and earnings, among other 
outcomes (Kautz, Heckman, Diris, ter Weel, & Borghans, 2014). As the workplace has 
modernized around the world, the demand for such skills has increased over the past 20 years 
(Balcar, 2014; Carnevale, 2013; Eger & Grossmann, 2004; International Labour Organization, 
2008). Nevertheless, a soft skills “gap” is noted by many employers around the world, who 
report that job candidates lack these foundational skills needed to fill available positions 
(Manpower Group, 2013). (as cited in Lippman, L., Ryberg, R., Carney, R., Anderson, K., 
2015). 
 
While proficiency with work-ready skills is essential for all workers, this white paper focuses on 
the opportunity for having an impact on work-ready skills for young people between the ages of 
15 and 29. While all workers need to have critical work-ready skills, the next generation of 
workers (age 15-29) will eventually be responsible for managing the biggest changes and biggest 
skills gaps in manufacturing sectors. Having foundational skills will be a leverage point for the 
more complex learning that workers will need to achieve. The keys to a competitive advantage 
toward transforming productivity include: developing flexible workers who are ready to learn 
quickly and have an ability to see how one’s skills can transfer to new/novel markets and work 
contexts. 
 
According to the 2007 Every Promise, Every Child: Turning Failure into Action report, a large 
percentage of young people preparing to enter the workforce over the next two decades are 
significantly lacking in the “soft” or applied skills — such as teamwork, decision-making, and 
communication — that will help them become effective employees and managers. In addition, in 
a Job Outlook 2008 survey conducted by the National Association of Colleges & Employers 
(NACE), the top characteristics looked for in new hires by 276 employer respondents were all 
soft skills: communication ability, a strong work ethic, initiative, interpersonal skills, and 
teamwork. Lastly, the Indiana Business Research Center (IBRC) found that while credentials 
(degrees and certificates) are important, it is the development of soft skills (those that are more 
social than technical) that is critical to developing a strong, vibrant workforce.  
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Interestingly, research also suggests that soft skills are not just important for first-time 
employees. According to a poll released in June 2008 by the Society for Human Resource 
Management (SHRM), many workplace soft skills have become more important for the 
experienced professional. These skills include critical thinking/problem solving, leadership, 
professionalism/work ethic, teamwork/collaboration, and adaptability/flexibility (as cited in U.S. 
Department of Labor, “Soft skills,” Introduction, para. 1-2). 
 
Defining “work ready” individuals can vary greatly. Generally, employers use this term to 
describe someone who has a baseline of hard skills (e.g., reading and math proficiency, computer 
literacy, using office equipment) and soft skills (e.g., customer service, problem solving, 
reliability, cultural competence, leadership, teamwork). Employers view this combination of 
skills as transferable from one position to another, across industries. Connected to this employer 
preference, work readiness certificates have emerged in order to provide employers with 
assurance that a person has the basic skills needed to perform, at minimum, entry-level work 
(Rey-Alicea, & Scott, 2007). 
 
In addition to credentials related to specific fields, there is also a growing interest in credentials 
that reflect general work readiness. This is in line with the thinking of Anthony J. Carnevale 
(2013) and his colleagues, who say that to be employable in today’s labor market, “workers must 
have both content knowledge and effective workplace skills.” They need to have and 
demonstrate expertise in their fields, as well as a comprehensive set of core career competencies. 
These skills and competencies include critical thinking, problem solving, teamwork, 
communication, and leadership and creativity. A high regard for ethical behavior and the ability 
to work cross-culturally also are required, as is some college education, or a vocational 
certificate. 
 
A more pressing challenge is that the post-secondary and adult workforce training programs and 
certifications are also numerous and fractured, run by many different public and private entities, 
some of which have had little to do with each other historically – including community colleges, 
private trade schools, industry and professional association-run training and certification 
programs. Many of the certificates offered by these entities lack any independent assessment and 
validation from an impartial third party, raising issues of trust. When it comes to independent 
evaluation and accreditation, this is a key issue for the ultimate success of any system of 
portable, stackable certificates or other credentials. Anthony Carnevale (2013) writes that as 
“alternative models in higher education – such as do-it-yourself (DIY) education, competency-
based education, and e-learning a.k.a. online education – are becoming more prevalent, the need 
for a reliable credentialing system has risen in tandem. This need arises because of the difficulty 
in evaluating the reliability of the credentials established by these alternative systems to ensure 
that workers have the knowledge and skills necessary to perform proficiently on the job.” 
 
Unfortunately, there is not a clear consensus about which soft skills are most critical for 
workforce success let alone how to assess these skills for a valid and reliable certificate. This 
confusion obstructs investments in workforce development and foundational, work-ready skills 
that could increase the chances that people will be successful in the workforce.  
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One of the biggest problems revealed during the investigation for this white paper, is the 
inconsistent assessment of the critical work-ready skills.  There is a misunderstanding about 
authentic assessment and its value in supporting the development of desired behaviors. Too 
many school districts and tech colleges do not demand assessment and feedback of their 
students’ skills in a ‘real-world’ context.  Too many industry supervisors are not educated about 
mentoring for and assessing “soft skills” on the job. Without educator alignment (whether that 
educator is a high school teacher, counselor, college instructor or industry supervisor) the 
message of work-ready and associated expectations is very muddled.  
 
Research has been completed by M7 Talent Partnership to reveal many local and national 
programs pursuing the certification of critical employability skills. The assertion of this white 
paper is that there are at least four issues that have (and will continue to) obstructed progress 
regarding the development of work-ready skills in the Milwaukee 7 region: 

1. There is a lack of a common language, definitions, and agreement of acceptable evidence 
of proficiency for foundational skills across K16 and industry. 

2. While all workers need to have critical work-ready skills, the next generation of workers 
(age 15-29) will be experiencing many fundamental changes in manufacturing processes 
and expectations.. Foundational skills will be a leverage point for the more complex 
learning these workers, managers and owners will need to achieve. 

3. Many local, regional, and national programs exist that have identified too many work-
ready skills that are determined to be “essential” to teach and learn. The quantity of 
foundational skills makes work-readiness very difficult to track and assess. A failure to 
track and assess dilutes the effective assessment and refinement of work-ready 
development. Without data, how does a community ever know what makes a difference 
versus what is just an ineffective use of resources? 

4. There is inconsistent assessment of the critical work-ready skills. There is also a 
misunderstanding about authentic assessment and its value in supporting the development 
of desired behaviors. Too many school districts and tech colleges do not demand 
assessment and feedback of their students’ skills in a ‘real-world’ context. Too many 
industry supervisors are not skilled about mentoring for and assessing “soft skills” on the 
job. 
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The Need for Foundational Skills at Work 

In 2013, Seattle Jobs Initiative (SJI) published a study to determine the reliability and validity of 
their program hallmark which e integrates soft skills into their training curriculum. Their 
emphasis on soft skills grew from ongoing communications between SJI and employer partners 
that soft skills are the most important attribute – and the most difficult to find – among entry-
level job applications. Outside of that anecdotal evidence, however, SJI had only a limited base 
of research supporting the importance of soft skills to local employers. SJI initiated a research 
study to gain perspectives from employers and postsecondary administrators on soft skills 
priorities and deficiencies, assessment tools, and training practices (Pritchard). 
	
The purpose was to help SJI improve its soft skills curriculum and promote the integration of soft 
skills training within the regional workforce development system. Major findings include: 

• More than 75% of employers surveyed said that soft skills were as important as – or more 
important than – technical skills in securing entry -level employment.  

• National surveys of employers reflect similar views, showing that in many cases soft 
skills are even more important than technical skills.  

• Research on predicting the future career success of students supports employers’ opinions 
that some soft skills are a better predictor of adult success (salaries, graduation rates, 
home ownership) than technical skills. 

• Local employers rank professionalism/integrity, reliability, communication, and 
teamwork as the top soft skills priorities for entry-level employment. Conversely, 
creativity/innovation and self-direction were viewed as the least critical of soft skills. 

• The soft skills categories that are both high priorities for local employers and most 
lacking in job applicants are communication, problem solving/adaptability, and 
reliability. Communication was by far the most common skill lacking in job applicants as 
reported by 55% of employers surveyed. 

• There were notable differences among the 3 sectors (healthcare, manufacturing, and 
office occupations) regarding priority skills listed 

• Manufacturing – teamwork, problem solving, and reliability; 
• Healthcare – customer service skills and positive attitudes; 
• Professional services – teamwork, professionalism, and organizational skills. 

• Both community college administrators and employers surveyed agreed that 
communication is the critical skill most lacking in students and job applicants. 
Professionalism/integrity and reliability skills were also ranked by both groups as 
priorities.  

• There are three notable differences in priorities: writing is more important to community 
college administrators than to employers while verbal communication is less important; 
community colleges see more deficits in reliability and professionalism skills in students 
than employers see in job applicants; employers see more deficits in problem solving 
skills in job applicants than community colleges do in their students. 

• The top response from employers regarding who is responsible for soft skills 
development was “employees themselves.” Beyond the individual taking responsibility, 
about two-thirds (67%) of area employers believe that the educational system has an 
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important role in the development of soft skills. 
• Only Half (54%) of the employers surveyed also stated that they are willing to play a role 

in soft skills development of their employees, but mostly on a case by case basis as 
opposed to fulfilling a formal training role. 

• 74% of respondents identifying that the development of a soft skills credential is an 
important task for community colleges and workforce development providers.  

• Only 46% of employers stated that [a soft skill credential] would have a positive effect on 
the job	applicant’s chances of gaining entry-level employment.	

 

In a SalesForce blog post from August 19, 2014 by Stuart Leung, entitled Here Are the Soft 
Skills Most Important to Your Business, Leung makes the following main points: 

• The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) projects that over 1.5 million 
students will graduate with a bachelor's degree in 2014. … [but] many find themselves 
unable to adequately perform in a competitive marketplace due to their lack of 
interpersonal skills otherwise known as soft skills. 

• [D]espite the supposed “disconnect” of the digital age, humanity is still a very social 
species, and unless we as individuals understand how to communicate, cooperate, and 
coordinate with others, we are at a significant disadvantage—especially in the workplace. 
In fact, according to Mark Murphy (author of Hire for Attitude), 46% of new hires fail in 
the first 18 months, and of those new hires, 89% fail for reasons associated with attitude. 

• …Yes, we're all adults, but we all have different approaches to getting things done and 
interacting with one another. There's a reason why 77 percent of employers say that soft 
skills are just as important as hard skills. In a workplace, the diversity in experience, 
demeanors, age, goals, and cultures, sometimes all on the same team, means we have to 
be able to juggle a varied set of personalities and end up at the same end point. 

• This is the Communication Age: Between formulating meaning on our brains, and 
expressing that meaning through our mouths, there’s a lot that can go wrong. Sometimes 
we assume that the recipient has access to specific information. Sometimes there are 
inconsistencies in the perceived connotations and denotations of the words we’re using. 
Sometimes nonverbal implications are missed. Whatever the case, this is called signal 
amplification bias, and it is a very real danger in the business world. 

• The ability to step outside of your own mind and place yourself in the shoes of the 
recipient of your communication is a soft skill that too few workers currently possess. 
When professionals communicate without thought of how their communications will be 
received, it inevitably results in confusion, misunderstandings, and delays. 

• These misunderstandings are anything but harmless; according to the Mitchell 
Communications Group, miscommunication costs businesses $37 billion (or $26K per 
employee) in the U.S. and U.K. every year. On the other hand, organizations that learn 
effective communication are nearly five times as likely to retain the best employees.  

• Teach your employees to avoid assumptions at all costs. Unless information is explicitly 
spelled out, it is impossible to know whether or not the recipient fully understands what is 
being shared. Overly complex messages, communication barriers, and mistrust can also 
play a part in preventing important data from being accurately understood. As such, those 
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who possess the skill to be able to overcome these natural impediments when 
communicating can end up saving their companies substantial amounts of money. 

• Business is Built upon Collaboration: Unless your business consists of a single employee 
working out of a garage, its success depends heavily upon the ability of its staff to 
cooperate on projects in order to achieve company goals. Of course, any time that two or 
more people have to work together, conflict is sure to arise. This is because no two minds 
approach problems in the exact same way…86% of executives identify ineffective 
collaboration and communication as a major cause of failure in business. 

• Many Workers Fail to Prioritize Properly: Given the competitiveness of today’s market, 
most employees don’t have the luxury of being able to focus all of their efforts on a 
single project before moving on to the next one. Instead, they’re given multiple 
assignments at once, and are then left to their own discretion as to which should take 
precedence. 

• The problem is that prioritization is a soft skill that is seldom addressed directly. Colleges 
don’t train in prioritization, assuming instead that students will either naturally adapt to 
heavy workloads or will fail to graduate. Likewise, companies don’t generally bother to 
instruct employees on how to effectively prioritize, because it is assumed that the skill 
would have been learned in college! The inevitable result is that workers often choose 
either to focus their efforts on projects on a first come, first served basis, or they wait to 
be micromanaged by those higher up in the company. 

• This is an issue that many managers recognize. According to NACE’s Job Outlook for 
the Class of 2014, the ability to plan, organize, and prioritize work is ranked as the third-
most desirable quality in a new hire (ranking behind only the ability to make decisions 
and solve problems, and the ability to work in a team structure). Perhaps the best way to 
improve this skill in your employees is through a mentor-protégé relationship, where 
those who have the skill are able to teach by example to those who do not. 

• Social Media Is Currently King: These are the employees who will be representing their companies—in 
essence becoming the face of the organization for potentially hundreds of thousands of social media users. 
If these employees don’t understand the basic precepts of dealing with other human beings in a calm and 
professional manner, then you could end up with a situation….As such, even those whose jobs require no 
direct interaction with the public are having to deal with the complicated rules of etiquette inherent to 
social media. Because, when you get right down to it, this may not be kindergarten, but your people should 
all still know how to play nice. 
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Survey of Programs for Developing 
Foundational Skills 

There is no shortage of ideas and frameworks for what foundational skills are needed at the 
workplace. Here is a list of field-tested, sound programs and offerings for addressing this critical 
work-ready skills: 
 

National Programs 

Work Certified™ Program 
http://www.workcertified.com 

Summary  
Work Certified is a pre-employment, basic and soft skills training program, leading to a 
certificate of work readiness (“employee certification”). After 11 years of operating the program 
in Florida, Illinois, Kentucky, Massachusetts, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Texas 
and Wisconsin, employers who have hired Work Certified graduates have experienced a 
workforce that is more productive and has less turnover. These employers spend fewer hours 
teaching basics and have more time to transact business, resulting in productivity and profit. 
Employees who are Work Certified remain employed, and are more likely to advance in their 
career and/or obtain a promotion with increased pay and responsibilities. 
 
The program is now nationwide and growing larger every day. This Work Certified™ Program is 
unique, as their main clients are the business community. This is different than most certification 
programs, whether not-for-profit, government, or public or private schools. Their training 
approach is business-driven and certification is accomplished by participants who have 
demonstrated they are truly ready to be responsible, productive employees. The overall Work 
Certified™ program goal is to teach, verify skills and behaviors that ensure the success of entry-
level employees in the workplace.  
 
To our knowledge this is the only employer-driven, employer-focused work readiness program 
in the country. To ensure all required aspects of certification programs were met, the National 
Skills Standards Board (NSSB) provided guidance throughout the development and 
implementation of the program. At their meeting in Jacksonville in 2001, the National Skills 
Standards Board stated, “This is the best program of its type in the country.” 
 
The distinctive curriculum structure, along with the requirements of demonstrated ability of 
specific skill outcomes has produced an employer-focused, employer-driven program that is 
understood and embraced by businesses. The Work Certified program establishes skill 
benchmarks that individuals need to succeed in the workplace. These benchmarks were set and 
adopted by businesses based on employers’ needs and expectations.  
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Format 
The Work Certified program is an instructor-led classroom program offering a curriculum of 
nine modules of employability topics. Each module consists of lesson plans addressing the key 
elements of the topic as it applies to the world of work and skills in demand by employers. The 
modules establish individual competencies that must be mastered through lecture, in-class 
exercises, role-playing, case studies, handouts, hands-on, textbooks and worksheets, lessons and 
exercises, and activities indicating the acquisition of that element/skill. 
 
The program is offered only to individuals who have attended the required orientation and 
completed the pre-assessments. All members must pass the required Pre-Assessments (Reading 
Comprehension, Mathematics, and Writing) with the required score of 80%, or upon approval of 
the Certified Instructor to enroll in this program. The program length is 90 hours with 
approximately 15 hours of outside research/activities for a total of 105 hours, offered over a 
three-week period. 
 
Upon mastering the 59 required competencies, the eligible candidate must successfully pass a 
comprehensive certification exam with a minimum score of 80%. The nine modules are: 

• Reading Comprehension 
• Business Technology 
• Business Math 
• Pre-Employment 
• Business Communications 
• Customer Service 
• Employment Expectations (Employability Skills) 
• Mastering Career Success (Work Maturity) 
• General Business Knowledge 
• Optional Module: Overcoming Barriers to Successful Employment 

 
Administration 
All certifications for trainers, instructors, and students are administered by The Work Certified 
program. They offer a collaborative Learning Management System Database to assist in 
maintaining and securing the comprehensive record of all registered students, their profiles, 
modules assignments, competency completions, quiz results, and their final certification 
examination scores. 
 
The instructor uses the database to record individual data on each student to ensure the mastery 
of the requirements to obtain their certification. From these records, a variety of reports can be 
printed to review for program development, success, and the individual results of a student, class, 
course, and even individual site code data. These records are safe and are available to instructors 
and administrators on an individual assignment basis determined through initial user 
authorization with the customer. 
 
Work Certified provides customer assistance and support with the database during all open office 
hours. The system generates detailed information through support tickets and information e-
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mails to Work Certified staff, as well as to assigned instructors. The program and services are 
constantly improving and all customers receive updates and webinar training as deemed 
appropriate, including any special training. These webinars also account for the requirements for 
instructors to remain active in the most current and detailed curriculum and database services. 
 
Work Certified™ is a product of Workforce Solutions in Port St. Lucie, Florida. The Workforce 
Development Board of the Treasure Coast, doing business as Workforce Solutions, is a private, 
non-profit corporation with a Board of Directors consisting of private business, educational and 
economic development representatives, community-based organizations, state agencies, elected 
officials and a full-time professional staff. Our mission is to promote a bright economic future 
through the coordination of workforce development activities and services in the four-county 
area of St. Lucie, Martin, Okeechobee, and Indian River counties. 
 
Evaluation 
The Work Certified program verifies and teaches skills and behaviors to a diverse level of 
employees that will ensure their success in the workplace. By hiring more skilled and 
knowledgeable employees, businesses will be more productive, have fewer turnovers and spend 
less time teaching basics and more time transacting business. 
 
The Work Certified program impacts the alliance and accountability of the workforce 
development system with their communities, regional and state programs and federal governance 
by partnering to meet the diverse needs of their business and career seeking customers, including 
individuals experiencing barriers to employment and providing services that provide genuine, 
effective, and meaningful opportunities for all. The program provides a unified understanding 
among employers, educators, and job-seekers about the skills necessary to obtain successful 
employment. The Work Certified Program is designed to offer a comprehensive training 
program appropriate to the meet the demands and needs of employers and job seekers. 
 
Job seekers who obtain a Work Certified certification will remain employed and be able to 
advance within a business, or obtain a better position with another company. The Work Certified 
Program enables job seekers to demonstrate to prospective employers that they have the 
knowledge and skills needed for successful performance as entry-level workers, while reviving 
their confidence and self-esteem in being a valued, skilled employee that is ready to work. 
 
A student evaluation and an instructor evaluation form are provided for the purpose of evaluating 
the program upon completion of all requirements. In addition, businesses that hire graduates are 
contacted and surveyed to determine if they are obtaining their desired value from the program. 
 
  



 
12 

ACT National Career Readiness Certificate™ 
https://www.act.org/certificate/ 

Summary 
The ACT National Career Readiness Certificate (ACT NCRC) is an assessment-based nationally 
recognized work skills credential powered by ACT WorkKeys®. Issued at four levels, the ACT 
NCRC measures and certifies the essential work skills needed for success in jobs across 
industries and occupations. 
 
The ACT NCRC is widely used by employers, educators, workforce developers, and others with 
a stake in the success of the economy.  

• Job seekers and incumbents: A valuable work skills credential with the potential to 
improve career outcomes. 

• Employers and human resources professionals: A trusted indicator that, in 
combination with other selection tools, can improve hiring, training, or promotion 
decisions. 

• Students and educators: A credential that helps students succeed in a variety of career 
pathways. 

• Workforce developers: A tool that helps displaced workers reenter the job market. 
• Economic developers: Evidence of a skilled workforce that helps attract business and 

industry to states and local communities. 
• Industry associations: A foundation for industry- and occupation-specific stackable 

credentials. 
• Policymakers and legislators: A component of policy and legislative solutions to the 

nation’s economic and educational challenges. 
 
Format 
The ACT NCRC is based on ACT WorkKeys research-based work skills assessments. To earn 
an ACT NCRC, an examinee must successfully complete three ACT WorkKeys assessments: 
Applied Mathematics, Locating Information, and Reading for Information. These assessments 
measure a range of essential work skills, including the ability to: 

• Perform basic mathematic operations relevant to the workplace 
• Read and understand documents commonly found in the workplace 
• Find information presented in common workplace graphics 
• Set up and solve complex work-related math problems 
• Determine the relevance of written information to work-related tasks 
• Apply information derived from graphics to work-related problems 

 
Administration 
Four levels of proficiency - The ACT NCRC is awarded at four levels, based on the scores 
achieved on the component assessments. 

• Platinum: Scores of Level 6 or higher on all three exams 
• Gold: Scores of Level 5 or higher on all three exams 
• Silver: Scores of Level 4 or higher on all three exams 
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• Bronze: Scores of Level 3 or higher on all three exams 
 
Evaluation 
More than 2.8 million ACT NCRCs have been issued nationwide since the credential was 
introduced in 2006. One evolving foundational model for stackable credentials is ACT’s 
NCRC51, launched in 2006 to provide employers with a reliable method of assessing and 
predicting a job candidate’s likelihood of achieving workplace success. The WorkKeys battery, 
which provides the “heavy lifting” for the NCRC, yields three scores: Reading for Information, 
Locating Information, and Applied Mathematics, which are used to award the test taker a 
designation of bronze, silver, gold, or platinum level achievement. The NCRC measures 
problem-solving ability, critical thinking and reading skills, including the ability to understand 
and use work-related text. It also tests a job-seeker’s ability to apply information to solve 
problems, uses mathematical reasoning to solve work-related problems, sets up and performs 
workrelated math calculations, and measures other skills. The NCRC is a portable credential, 
accepted and recognized in 42 states. In addition, it can serve as the first step in a series of 
“stackable” credentials that rise from basic, foundational skills to mastery of a particular trade, 
occupation or craft. The NCRC has been explicitly endorsed as a foundational and career 
readiness credential by: the National Association of Manufacturers (NAM); the National Center 
for Construction Education and Research (NCCER); and the Center for Energy Workforce 
Development (CEWD) (“About Stackable Credentials,” 2010; “Credentialing,” 2010). 
 
It is not, however, accepted by all employers, which can lead to confusion about the credential’s 
usefulness. Currently, there is no measure to show which industries in which regions use the 
certificate, whether it is a requirement, or if there are differences in salary or career advancement 
of certificate holders versus non-holders. The NAM-Endorsed Manufacturing Skills Certification 
System The NAM-Endorsed Manufacturing Skills Certification System is a system of stackable 
credentials applicable to all sectors in the manufacturing industry. These nationally portable, 
industry-recognized credentials validate the skills and competencies needed to be productive and 
successful in entry-level positions in any manufacturing environment. The credentialing partners 
that comprise the Skills Certification System are ACT, the American Welding Society, the 
Manufacturing Skill Standards Council, the National Institute of Metalworking Skills, and the 
Society of Manufacturing Engineers.  
 

Essential Workplace Skills Regional Certificate 
http://www.coeny.com/ 
 
Summary  
The Certificate of Employability is a program of The Chamber of Schenectady County in 
conjunction with the Business and Education Partnership and Schenectady County Community 
College. The Certificate of Employability (CoE) is an educational, workforce development-based 
program designed to supply well-prepared job candidates to employers looking to fill entry level 
positions. The goal is to create a workforce that understands what employers seek in their 
employees. 
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Prior to the creation of the CoE, the Chamber of Schenectady County gathered information from 
more than 100 local employers regarding what their most prominent needs were. Time and again 
the feedback included the need for work-ready personnel. Employers expect to provide the 
training needed to execute the specific tasks of the job. What they identified as missing were the 
soft skills: properly filled out the applications, sound interviewing skills, appropriate professional 
attire, punctuality and adherence of company rules. 
 
The Essential Workplace skills Regional Certificate has been implemented throughout 11 
counties (Albany, Columbia, Fulton, Greene, Montgomery, Rensselaer, Saratoga, Schenectady, 
Schoharie, Warren, Washington).  There are many schools, chambers of commerce, workforce 
agencies, and non-profit organizations that offer programs to improve the work readiness skills 
of youth and adults. 
 
Format 
The CoE program is a 30-hour curriculum that imparts the soft skills requested by employer 
partners. The interactive sessions help those engaged in the program to discover their potential 
skill sets and attributes. Currently the program is being utilized by county school districts, 
numerous nonprofits and the Schenectady Job Training Agency. 
 
The Essential Workplace Skills are standards that are based on the needs of business regarding 
the skills all work ready applicants should have. The purpose of this Regional Certificate is to: 

• Provide one set of identifiable standards for workplace skills that employers throughout 
the region can rely on when they interview someone with this certificate. 

• Offer a place for work readiness programs to share thoughts, concerns, curricula and 
methods of administration that can help programs become even more successful. 

• Develop a regional marketing message to the business community that will give job 
seeking graduates an edge in finding employment. 

 
Administration 
We encourage all local work readiness programs to apply for the Essential Workplace Skills 
Regional Certificate endorsement. This endeavor is currently being overseen by the four 
Workforce Investment Boards that represent the Greater Capital Region, More information about 
the endorsement process can be found at: 
http://www.labor.state.ny.us/workforcenypartners/lwia.shtm. There is no cost for participating. 
 
You do not have to be a participating program to use the COENY website. The website offers 
users both a Discussion Board to share thoughts and concerns and an Electronic Library where 
users can upload or download materials used to operate successful work readiness programs, 
including more information about the regional certificate. 
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Work Readiness Credential (WRC) 
http://www.workreadiness.com 

Summary  
The Work Readiness Credential (WRC) was developed by a partnership of 5 states (Florida, 
New Jersey, New York, Rhode Island, and Washington), the District of Columbia and JA 
Worldwide to provide a national certification of knowledge and skills needed by successful 
entry-level workers. A wide variety of national business organizations, local businesses, and 
federal and state government agencies have guided the design of the Work Readiness Credential. 
Front line workers, supervisors, managers, and other workforce experts were brought together to 
determine the most important skills needed by entry-level workers in the 21st century. The WRC 
tests are based on these important skills. The Work Readiness Credential (WRC) is a group of 
tests designed to determine if candidates have the skills they need to enter the workforce. A wide 
variety of workers, supervisors, managers, businesses, and government agencies have worked 
together to determine what a person needs to know to be a successful employee.  
 
The WRC shows that the person who earns it by passing all four tests has demonstrated 
knowledge and skills important to successful employment in entry-level positions. A student, job 
seeker, or worker who earns the WRC will have a national, transferable certification of skills and 
knowledge in entry-level employment. 
 
The National Work Readiness Council is a group of work readiness innovators that have been 
studying these new skills for over five years. The Council has engaged in an applied research 
project with entry-level workers and frontline managers, across industry sectors, to create a skills 
profile and assessment that measures the foundational skills of value creating relationships. The 
NWRC is passionate about the entry level workplace as a platform for individual success and 
business growth. We believe work readiness means being able to deliver value in frontline jobs 
in entry level workplaces. Work readiness is the key to linking individual and business success to 
transform the entry level workplace through a focus on Value Creating Relationships. 
Vision: Ensure the entry-level workplace is a platform of individual worker success, business 
innovation and enhanced customer value. Mission: Assure excellence and inspire innovation in 
the entry level workplace through community dialogue, simple standards and quality 
assessments. 
 
JA Worldwide is founding partner of the Work Readiness Credential. JA Worldwide (JA) is a 
501(c)3 not-for-profit organization that reaches more than seven million students worldwide 
through programs that prepare middle and high school students for future economic and 
workforce issues they will face, as well as programs that teach elementary school children how 
they can impact the world around them as individuals, workers and consumers. JA joined the 
project in order to work with other state and national partners in building and disseminating a 
Work Readiness Credential that will enable more young people and adults across the country to 
demonstrate they have the knowledge and skills to contribute to the 21st Century workplace. JA 
plans to integrate preparation for the NWRC into its programs for secondary school students. JA 
programs in Cleveland and San Francisco participated in the field test process as a first step 
toward this goal. 
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Format 
The WRC is based on the national Equipped for the Future (EFF) applied learning standards and 
the U.S. Department of Labor’s work on SCANS and O*NET. Managers, workers, and 
supervisors from across industries chose the skills listed below from the EFF Standards as 
critical for entry-level workers to succeed in today’s workplace and global economy: • Listen 
actively • Read with understanding • Use math to solve problems • Solve problems and make 
decisions • Cooperate with others • Resolve conflict and negotiate • Observe critically • Take 
responsibility for learning. 
 
The tests are given on the computer. You do not need computer experience to take these tests. 
The computer presents each of the questions one at a time and you will mark your answers on the 
computer. If you wish to practice before arriving at the test site, there are several sample tests 
located at http://www.castleworldwide.com/nwrc. You are encouraged to view the help demos 
before beginning your test(s). Staff at the test site will be able to answer questions about the 
computer throughout your test session. Staff will NOT answer questions about the test items. 
Students may take the four test sections in any order. The WRC Online Reading Test and the 
WRC Online Math Test are multiple-choice. Four answers will be given after each question; 
students choose the best answer. The WRC Online Situational Judgment Test is different. It is 
also multiple-choice but you must pick two answers: the “best” and the “worst.” In the WRC 
Online Active Listening Test, students listen to a question through headphones and then answer a 
multiple choice question. Four answers will be given after each question; students choose the best answer. 
 
The Work Readiness Credential assessment has four modules that assess whether the test-taker 
can use eight (8) skills well enough to carry out critical entry-level tasks and responsibilities. 
Businesses from across industry sectors identified these skills as critical for entry-level workers 
to succeed in today's workplace and global economy:  
1. Listen actively  
2. Solve problems and make decisions  
3. Cooperate with others  
4. Resolve conflicts and negotiate  
5. Observe critically  
6. Take responsibility for learning  
7. Read with understanding  
8. Use math to solve problems 
 
Administration 
The assessment is a web-based proctored test. Individuals must go to a certified assessment site 
to be tested. 
Assessment sites can be located at different types of organizations including: business, 
community colleges, workforce development agencies and community based organizations. The 
Council has over 130 assessment sites nation-wide and is actively seeking new public and private 
sector organizations to become part of the network. 
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When individuals successfully complete the assessment they receive a National Work Readiness 
Credential as a confirmation that they have the skills to add value on the frontline in entry level 
workplaces. 

Regional Programs (Examples) 

Wisconsin Technical College System: World Wide Instructional Design 
System 
http://mywtcs.wtcsystem.edu/occupational-academic-excellence/occupational-and-academic-
resources/wids 

Summary 
The World Wide Instructional Design System (WIDS) is the preferred method for creating curriculum 
within the Technical College System. 
   
WIDS incorporates “current learning theory and practice into a practical model that brings together 
critical elements of performance-based design. In line with strategic planning, the WIDS Model guides 
teachers and designers to design from the inside out. In other words, what they intend to achieve drives 
how they approach the task. 
 
The model infuses broad, transferable skills called core abilities (e.g., communication, problem-solving, 
and critical thinking) into occupational and discipline-specific instruction. Flexibility within the model 
makes it adaptable to both academic and technical goals.     
 
Emphasizing results, the WIDS model recognizes three performance levels. The broadest level 
incorporates exit learning outcomes, such as program outcomes, general education outcomes, and core 
abilities – skills all successful individuals need regardless of occupation or life roles. At the next level, 
competencies describe major discipline or occupationally specific skills. Each competency is clarified by 
performance standards specifying criteria and conditions for assessment. Learning objectives are the 
enabling instructional outcomes. They describe the lower level, supporting knowledge, skills, and 
attitudes needed to master a given competency.” 
 
WIDS offers a model for strategic planning of learning. After setting learning goals—"what"; establishing 
criteria for determining "when"; teachers or designers plan strategies for—"how". These questions serve 
as a guide through a logical process which leads to effective teaching and learning. 
 
From the learner’s point of view, however, learning moves from the outside in. The learners begin with 
the "how" and aim for the "what" like a target. The WIDS Model requires teachers to provide learners 
with precise information about performance expectations at the beginning of a learning experience. As a 
result, learners set out with a clear vision of the requirements for successful completion. 
 
The WIDS Repository is the location for system-wide aligned curricula including information on 
Technical Skill Attainment (TSA). In addition, Colleges that are awarded grant funds for curriculum 
development and or for DACUMs agree to post the materials to the WIDS Repository as a condition for 
funding.  A login is required and can be obtained by anyone with an e-mail address from one of the 
Wisconsin Technical Colleges. 
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Waukesha County Technical College 
https://www.wctc.edu/ 

Summary 
For the past 25-plus years, employers have consistently described CLS (Critical Life Skills) as crucial for 
qualified student applicants to be successful in work. Input was solicited from faculty and staff, students, 
and employers in order to identify and define the skills necessary for students’ development and for 
achieving occupational and personal success. These 23 Critical Life Skills (CLS) enable students to: • 
function responsibly in their community, • function productively in the workplace, • apply learning, • 
cope with change, • build effective relationships. 
 
WCTC wants programs to consistently assess the CLS to benefit: 

• Students—this will be a “formal” way to talk about and document what students need to improve 
upon and where we believe they are at a professional level. It should be something students can 
use in their job search. 

• Teachers—after analyzing students’ results you will know what needs reinforcing; thus improved 
outcomes for students. 

• Employers will have better prepared employees.  
• College—we will have summative data which will become part of our scorecard, accreditation 

efforts, and state performance measures. 
 
Format 
The following six skill areas and 26 behaviors are associated with well-developed rubrics and integrated 
into some courses. 

1. Citizenship Skills - Demonstrate local and global awareness, social responsibility, and effective 
engagement with diverse populations.  
• Local Engagement  
• Engagement with Diverse Populations  
• Social Responsibility 
• Global Awareness  

2. Communication Skills - Communicate effectively in personal, academic, and professional 
interactions using appropriate modalities.  
• Verbal  
• Non-verbal  
• Listening  
• Written 

3. Critical Thinking Skills - Evaluate pertinent information to reach an informed conclusion.  
• Identify Topic  
• Gather and Evaluate Information  
• Utilize Pertinent Information to Reach Conclusion  
• Evaluate Results 

4. Problem Solving - Skill Solve personal, academic, and professional problems using disciplinary 
concepts and frameworks.  
• Define the Problem  
• Select Process  
• Implement Process  
• Provide Answer  
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• Check Answer 
5. Relationship Skills - Cultivate civil relationships to be effective in personal, academic and 

professional life.  
• Respect 
• Attitude 
• Teamwork 
• Conflict Resolution 

6. Self-Management Skills - Apply methods of continuous personal, academic, and professional 
improvement.  
• Impression Management 
• Change Management 
• Time Management 
• Stress Management 
• Safety Attitude 

 
Evaluation 
All associate degree programs must assess all six CLS. Technical diplomas need to introduce and assess 
some of them, but they may appear independently in individual courses at both the formative and 
summative levels. Often formative courses will only focus on one or two CLS. 
 

WTCS Core Abilities development is also offered at the following colleges with some variances in 
instruction and assessment:  

Moraine Park Technical College 
http://www.morainepark.edu/  

Milwaukee Area Technical College  
http://www.matc.edu/  

Gateway Technical College 
https://www.gtc.edu/  

 

WI Department of Public Instruction – Wisconsin’s Employability Skills  
HTTP://DPI.WI.GOV/SITES/DEFAULT/FILES/IMCE/CTE/PDF/ESIMPLEGUIDE.PDF 
 

Summary 
In Wisconsin, only a small percentage of high school students who are working are involved in any of the 
school-supervised or state-certified work experiences. …The intent of the Employability Skills Certificate 
Program is to recognize a student's mastery of employability skills valued by employers, help students 
explore a career interest, and provide a state credential of student mastery of employability skills. 
Integrated in this strategy, this program provides state guidelines to help local districts offer school-
supervised work-based learning programs. Reinforcing 21st Century Skills into the competencies needed 
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to be a success in the workplace is important to challenge our students to be at the forefront of industry 
expectations. In 2010, this skill integration has happened with partnerships from educators, business, 
industry, and labor representatives.  
 
Format 
This program allows students to document their employability skills, employers to assess the skills they 
are looking for in quality employees, and educators to customize instruction to help learners to acquire 
skills that today’s workplace requires. The Employability Skills Certificate Program consists of the 
following required components:  

• Reinforcing 21st Century Skills in Personal Work Habits and Attitudes  
• Completion of 90 On-the-Job Work Hours  
• Career Exploration and Planning 

 
Employability Skills and Attitudes Rating Environment Personal Work Habits and Attitudes:  

1. Develops positive relationships with others 
2. Communicates effectively with others 
3. Collaborates with others  
4. Maintains composure under pressure  
5. Demonstrates integrity  
6. Performs quality work  
7. Provides quality goods or service (internal and external)  
8. Shows initiative and self-direction  
9. Adapts to change  
10. Demonstrates safety and security regulations and practices  
11. Applies job-related technology, information, and media  
12. Fulfills training or certification requirements for employment  
13. Sets personal goals for improvement  

 

Evaluation 
Local education agencies (LEAs) wishing to offer the Employability Skills Certificate must register the 
certificate(s) with the Department of Public Instruction prior to implementation. Certificate registration 
information may be found online at http://www.dpi.wi.gov/cte/cteskills.html. A separate registration must 
be completed for each individual certificate being operated. Once registered, the LEA will assume the 
responsibility to ensure that all procedures as described in this guide are followed. 
 

Creative Alliance Milwaukee  
http://creativealliancemke.org/  

Summary 
Analyzing data from the Department of Labor known as O*Net, Creative Alliance Milwaukee (CAM) 
found that a set of skills it is calling “The Innovation Skill Set” is important across a broad set of 
industries and occupations. O*Net is the primary source of detailed data about occupations in the U.S. 
O*Net tracks the level and importance of specific skills required for more than 900 jobs. 
 
The Innovation Skill Set is a combination of creative and analytical skills and includes such skills as 
problem solving, creative thinking and coming up with multiple solutions for the same challenge. This 
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skill set is often overlooked or poorly articulated as a set of core workforce competencies; however, these 
skills are more important than ever, given the need for employees to quickly adopt technical innovations, 
adapt to the ever-changing landscape and evolve their skills as future technologies unfold. According to 
human resource professionals, technology is evolving at a pace that makes it difficult to anticipate the in-
demand jobs of the future across industries. Advanced manufacturing is one industry in the M7 region 
that is facing this challenge. 

 
Format 
The Innovation Skill Set = Creative Skills + Analytical Skills: 

• CREATIVE SKILLS 
o Thinks Creatively 
o Fluency of Ideas 
o Originality Innovation 

• ANALYTICAL SKILLS 
o Oral and Written Comprehension and Expression 
o Deductive and Inductive Reasoning 
o Critical and Analytical Thinking 
o Complex Problem Solving and Decision Making 
o Systems Analysis and Investigation 
o Active Learning and Knowledge Application 

 
 
 
Evaluation 
Leveraging the Innovation Skill Set in the workforce across all industries will positively impact 
innovation output in the existing clusters, target industries, and the regional economy as a whole. 
Identifying and assessing individuals’ value as potentially creative innovators beyond their learned 
technical skills and work history, and engaging employees across industries and skill sets has the potential 
to uncover new pathways into careers for those currently lacking cutting edge technical training and 
skills, and therefore potentially uncover and develop a larger workforce pool capable of contributing in 
the evolving 21st century economy.  
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Waukesha County Business Alliance 
http://www.waukesha.org/ 

 

 

�

�

A�Manufacturer’s�Ideal�High�School�Graduate�&�Potential�Employee�
�

Top�Ten�Employability�Skills:�

1. Showing�up�for�work�on�time,�every�day,�ready�to�work��
2. Communication�skills�–�written,�verbal,�listening�
3. Problem�solving�–�root�cause�analysis�
4. SelfͲmotivated�
5. Personal�accountability�
6. Positive�attitude�
7. LifeͲlong�learner�
8. Willingness�to�do/try�new�things�
9. Need�for�continuous�improvement�
10. Team�player/�Ability�to�work�in�teams/collaborate�

Top�Ten�Technical�Skills:�

1. Application�of�mathematics�including�algebra,�geometry�and�trigonometry�
2. Blue�print/schematic�reading�
3. Computer�literacy�
4. Read�&�use�a�ruler,�calipers�and�measuring�devices�
5. CAD/CAM/BMI/design�software�
6. Creativity�–�understanding�methods�to�be�creative�and�innovative�
7. Commitment�to�safety�
8. Mechanically�inclined/understand�mechanics�
9. Basic�manufacturing�equipment�&�processes�knowledge�
10. Basic�quality�concepts/Six�Sigma�

Thanks�to�the�members�of�the�Manufacturing�Executive�Council�&�the�Waukesha�School�
District’s�Engineering,�Manufacturing�&�Technology�Advisory�Committee�for�their�input.�

(In�December�of�2013,�the�manufacturers�asked�us�to�move�the�Employability�Skills�to�be�first�
on�this�document�as�they�are�becoming�more�important�in�their�hiring�decisions!)�

WCBA,�Rev2,�December�2013�
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Other Milwaukee 7 groups offering work-ready development include: 

WRTP/Big STEP 
http://www.wrtp.org/  

Goodwill/TalentBridge 
http://www.goodwilltalentbridge.com/  

Hispanic Chamber of Commerce, Wisconsin 
http://www.hccw.org/  

GPS Education Partners 
http://gpsed.org/  
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Patterns and Trends – Which Foundational 
Skills are of Most Worth? 

If it is deemed necessary that progress in the Milwaukee 7 region regarding work-ready skill 
development is dependent on identifying a few skills and focusing/following through on those 
skills, then how do we decide what soft skills to focus on?  
 

Soft skills refer to a broad set of skills, competencies, behaviors, attitudes, and personal 
qualities that enable people to effectively navigate their environment, work well with 
others, perform well, and achieve their goals. These skills are broadly applicable and 
complement other skills such as technical, vocational, and academic skills: social skills; 
communication; and higher-order thinking skills (including problem solving, critical 
thinking, and decision-making); supported by the intrapersonal skills of self-control and 
positive self-concept. 

 
The Child Trends organization conducted a multifaceted study that included an extensive review 
of research as well as broad stakeholder input. The authors of the report reviewed more than 380 
resources from around the world, including rigorous empirical studies, employer studies, and 
findings of international consensus projects. They examined the relationship between soft skills 
and key workforce outcomes, including employment, performance on the job, wages, and 
entrepreneurial success.  After all of the evidence was gathered, a set of criteria was used to 
arrive at the list of recommended skills. The criteria used include: the quantity, breadth and 
quality of research support, the contextual diversity of the skill (including formal and informal 
employment across sectors and regions), whether the skill is malleable (i.e., changeable or 
teachable among youth ages 15–29), and the developmental appropriateness of each skill. 
 
The recommended list of “soft skills are those five critical skills most likely to increase odds of 
success across all outcomes and which employers expect employees to have: social skills; 
communication; and higher-order thinking skills (including problem solving, critical thinking, 
and decision-making); supported by the intrapersonal skills of self-control and positive self-
concept (Lippman et al., 2015). 
 

NAM - Skills Certification System 
The National Association of Manufacturers (NAM) has endorsed a competency-based Skills 
Certification System that supports the delivery of competency-based, customized education and 
training for the manufacturing workforce.  The system is built on the Advanced Manufacturing 
Competency Model a framework of competencies developed by manufacturing industry 
associations in collaboration with the Employment and Training Administration (ETA).   
 
The NAM-Endorsed Manufacturing Skills Certification System is designed to ensure a pipeline 
of skilled workers in manufacturing and to provide a clear understanding of the competencies 
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needed by 21st century manufacturers.  For more information visit: 
http://www.themanufacturinginstitute.org/Education-Workforce /Skills-Certification-System/About/About.aspx. 

The Skills Certification System is grounded in the Advanced Manufacturing Competency 
Model.  This model, built by manufacturers, for manufacturers, serves as a roadmap of the skills 
needed by workers entering and then advancing in careers across the manufacturing economy. 
 
The foundation of the Competency Model and the Skills Certification System includes core or 
basic skills that cut across all sectors in manufacturing:  

• Personal effectiveness: Will prospective employees show up on time, be dependable and 
demonstrate initiative? 

• Workplace competencies: Do they use critical thinking skills, work in teams and have 
problem solving skills? 

• Basic applied skills in reading, writing, math and locating information: Can workers 
communicate effectively, follow key instructions and read manuals? 

 
Next are the critical industry-wide technical competencies. These are the critical work functions 
that contribute to every manufacturer’s bottom-line such as safety, quality assurance/continuous 
improvement, maintenance installation and repair, production, and sustainable manufacturing. 
 
The third level of certification is occupationally-specific. High-demand occupations are matched 
with critical industry certifications in such areas as machining, welding, fabrication, automation, 
fluid power, mechatronics and logistics.   
 
At the top of the Competency Model are managerial and specialty occupations, including 
engineering.  These are covered by various professional certifications, typically associated with 
baccalaureate and advance level degrees.  
 
The Advanced Manufacturing Competency Model was developed because manufacturers 
recognized the need to agree on a common understanding of the entry-level and technician-level 
skills they require to remain competitive. The framework does not replace or duplicate existing 
skill standards, but rather represents the core skills needed across-the-board to be a high-
performance worker in today’s advanced manufacturing environment.  
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Common Employability Skills 
The National Network of Businesses and Industry Associations (2014) has identified the 
Common Employability Skills for all jobs, which benefit:  

• Employers, who can now identify the common skills that all their employees should 
exhibit.  

• Potential employees, who know what basic skills employers expect them to have for any 
job in the workplace, and can better communicate their skill levels to employers. 

• Educators and other learning providers, who know what foundational skills to emphasize. 
 

PERSONAL SKILLS  
• Integrity  
• Initiative  
• Dependability & Reliability  
• Adaptability  
• Professionalism 

 
PEOPLE SKILLS  

• Teamwork  
• Communication  
• Respect 

 
WORKPLACE SKILLS  

• Planning & Organizing  
• Problem Solving  
• Decision Making  
• Business Fundamentals  
• Customer Focus  
• Working with Tools & Technology 

 
APPLIED KNOWLEDGE  

• Reading  
• Writing  
• Mathematics  
• Science  
• Technology  
• Critical Thinking 
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Employability Skills Matrix 

 

Resource 

Applied Knowledge Effective Relationships Workplace Skills 

Applied 

Academic 

Skills 

Critical 

Thinking 

Skills 

Inter-

personal 

Skills 

Personal 

Qualities 

Resource 

Manage-

ment 

Informa-

tion Use 

Communi-

cation Skills 

Systems 

Thinking 

Technology 

Use 

21st Century 
Skills for 
Workplace 
Success, NOCTI 

X X X X 
  

X X X 

Arizona's New 
Workplace 
Skills, Arizona 
Department of 
Education 

 
X X X X 

 
X X 

 

Assessing 21st 
Century Skills, 
Board on 
Testing and 
Assessment, 
the National 
Research 
Council 

 

X X X X 

 

X 

  

Assessment 
and Teaching of 
21st Century 
Skills, Cisco, 
Intel, and 
Microsoft 

 

X X X X 

   

X 

Career Clusters 
Framework, 
National 
Association of 
State Directors 
of Career 
Technical 
Education 
Consortium 

X X X X X X X X X 

Citizenship 
Foundation 
Skills and 
Knowledge 
Clusters, U.S. 
Citizenship and 
Immigration 

     

X X 
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Services 

Common 
Employability 
Skills, National 
Network of 
Business and 
Industry 
Associations 

X X X X X X X X X 

Comparative 
Analysis of Soft 
Skills: What is 
Important for 
New 
Graduates? 
U.S. 
Department of 
Agriculture 

 

X X X X 

 

X X X 

Employability 
Assessment 
Rubric, Chicago 
Public Schools 

 
X X X 

 
X X 

 
X 

Employability 
Skills 2000+, 
Conference 
Board of 
Canada 

X X X X 
 

X X 
  

Employability 
Skills Blueprint, 
SkillsUSA 

  X X X  X  X 

Equipped for 
the Future, 
Center for 
Literacy 
Studies, 
University of 
Tennessee 

X X X X 

 

X X 

 

X 

Industry 
Competency 
Models, 
Employment 
and Training 
Administration, 
U.S. 
Department of 
Labor 

X X X X X X X X X 

Maryland Skills 
for Success, 
Maryland State 
Department of 

 
X X X X 

 
X 

 
X 
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As cited here: http://cte.ed.gov/employabilityskills/index.php/framework/source_matrix  
 

  

Education 

National Career 
Readiness 
Certificate, ACT 

X X X X  X    

National Work 
Readiness 
Credential 

 X X X   X X X 

O*NET, 
Employment 
and Training 
Administration, 
U.S. 
Department of 
Labor 

X X X X X 

 

X X X 

Partnership for 
21st Century 
Skills 

X X X X  X X X X 

Secretary's 
Commission on 
Achieving 
Necessary Skills 
(SCANS), U.S. 
Department of 
Labor 

X X X X X X X X X 

Workforce Skills 
Certification 
System, CASAS 
and Learning 
Resources, Inc. 

X X X X 
    

 



 
31 

The National Research Council in Vancouver, B.C. initiated an investigation into the topic of 
teaching and assessing 21st century skills…beginning in 2005 (Lai & Viering, 2012). In 2011, a 
committee emerged that would continue to inform the work of assessing these sometimes elusive 
characteristics and  behaviors: The Committee on the Assessment of 21st Century Skills, (ATC 
21) organization has also offered a framework for organizing different types of 21st century 
skills. This framework includes four classes of skills: 

• Ways of Thinking, which encompasses creativity and innovation; critical thinking, 
problem solving, and decision-making; and metacognition or learning to learn  

• Ways of Working, which includes communication and collaboration or teamwork  
• Tools for Working, which addresses information literacy and information and 

communication technology (ICT) literacy 
• Living in the World, which includes citizenship, life and career skills, and personal and 

social responsibility  
 

Mapping of 21st Century Skills Frameworks 
Research-based construct  P21 Framework 

terminology  
NRC Framework 

terminology  
ATC 21 Framework 

terminology  
Critical thinking  Learning and 

innovation – critical 
thinking  

Cognitive – critical 
thinking  

Ways of thinking – 
critical thinking, 
problem-solving, and 
decision-making  

Collaboration  Learning and 
innovation – 
communication and 
collaboration  

Interpersonal – 
complex 
communication, 
social skills, 
teamwork  

Ways of working – 
communication and 
collaboration  

Creativity  Learning and 
innovation – 
creativity and 
innovation  

Cognitive – non-
routine problem 
solving  

Ways of thinking – 
creativity and 
innovation  

Motivation  Life and career skills 
–initiative, flexibility  

Intrapersonal – self-
development, 
adaptability  

Living in the world –
adaptability, 
flexibility, self-
direction  

Metacognition  Life and career skills 
– self-direction, 
productivity  

Intrapersonal - self-
management, self-
regulation  

Ways of thinking – 
metacognition or 
learning to learn  
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Understanding Assessment of Foundational 
Skills 

In Assessing 21st Century Skills: Integrating Research Findings (2012), Emily R. Lai and 
Michaela Viering recommend several practices for assessing 21st century skills that include 
incorporating multiple measures to permit triangulation; designing complex and/or challenging 
tasks; providing open-ended and/or ill-structured tasks; using tasks that employ meaningful or 
authentic, real-world problem contexts; making student thinking and reasoning visible; and 
exploring innovative approaches that utilize new technology.” 

 

How Do Researchers Measure These Skills?  
A number of challenges in measuring proficiency of 21st century skills suggest the need for 
multiple measures that measure the skills in different ways and in different contexts. Limitations 
of any single measures are well-documented, and several of these critical skills entail multiple 
sub-components that creates ambiguity, with disagreement even among experts. …As Webb 
(1995) notes, assessment developers need to be clear about whether the purpose of the 
assessment is to capture process or product…. Cognitive and non-cognitive elements are 
commonly confounded in practice. To provide a more complete picture of student skills, both 
components should be addressed, ideally using complementary assessment modes (Ku, 2009). 
Finally, research suggests that several of the skills are domain-specific. In other words, someone 
could demonstrate proficiency of a skill in one setting but fail to do so in another (as cited in Lai 
& Viering, 2012, p. 43). 

The following list provides common examples of means to measure proficiency foundational 
skills: 

Self- Reporting - Allow individuals to rate their own creativity-related skills, achievement, 
behaviors and abilities and include biographical inventories, questionnaires, and personal 
checklists (Lubart & Guignard, 2004; Treffinger et al., 2002). Although self-reports may be 
relatively easy and cost-effective to administer, their limitations are well-documented… that self-
report methods, such as the use of rating scales or questionnaires that ask respondents to describe 
their use of particular strategies, rely too heavily on verbal ability 

Global Rating Scales - Completed by interested 3rd parties rating scales ask respondents to rate 
other people’s skills, attributes or abilities based on specific descriptions of creative traits 
(Treffinger et al., 2002). As Treffinger et al. (2002) note, many factors influence the accuracy of 
global ratings, including the number and types of opportunities for raters to observe the subjects, 
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the willingness of raters to focus scores only on the criteria provided in the assessment tool, and 
the raters’ overall understanding of the behaviors to be rated. Similarly, Kyllonen (2008) notes 
that although such ratings systems are less susceptible to coaching or faking than self-report 
measures, ratings are prone to the same type of subjectivity that plagues course grades and 
traditional recommendation letters… accurate adjustments of this sort become possible only after 
a sufficient pool of ratings becomes available that allows (1) the same candidates to be rated by 
multiple raters and (2) individual raters to accumulate ratings for many candidates over time. 

Standardized Assessments - Several of these skills have been assessed using standardized 
assessments employing either traditional multiple-choice items or more open-ended prompts. 
The benefit of machine-scorable approaches is that they can be administered easily and cost-
effectively. Moreover, to the extent that multiple-choice items make more efficient use of testing 
time, the domain can be more sampled more broadly than can be accomplished with constructed 
response items. However, methods relying exclusively on multiple-choice type items tend to 
assess only limited aspects of what it means to be a critical thinker or a creative person (Norris, 
1989; Sternberg, 2006a). Because they use scenarios that tend to be drawn from real experience, 
SJTs may offer a more authentic context in which to elicit examinee skills. However, researchers 
also note that SJT approaches are susceptible to faking or coaching and examinee performance 
on these types of items can be confounded with verbal ability when the scenarios require large 
amounts of reading. In addition, it can be difficult to determine a single best response, requiring 
the input of experts. For domains such as collaboration, it is not clear what constitutes expertise 
(Zhuang et al., 2008). 

Situational Judgment Tests (SJTs) have been widely used in personnel selection contexts to 
assess examinee judgment in work-related situations. Typically, the examinee reads a detailed 
description of a scenario and is asked to select the most appropriate response or to indicate what 
he or she would do in that situation. Such measures have been used to capture communication, 
teamwork, and collaboration skills, attitudes, and dispositions (McDaniel et al., 2001; Zhuang et 
al., 2008). 

Observational Measures - [R]esearchers have used a number of different observational 
techniques for cataloging student behaviors relevant to 21st century skills. These techniques 
differ from one another primarily with respect to whether the context of the measure is 
classroom- or laboratory-based…. Researchers studying collaboration have also used a variety of 
observational tools to capture students’ interactions while they grapple with academic problems.  
The benefit of such observational techniques is that they are based on students’ actual behaviors, 
both verbal and nonverbal, as they engage with tasks. Moreover, observational tools designed for 
use with regular academic tasks (as opposed to laboratory tasks) have the added benefit of being 
more related to in-school learning, which has two implications: 1) students may find the tasks 
more personally meaningful and 2) they are closer to the types of problems students will face in 
future educational and employment settings. One obvious limitation of these techniques is their 
heavy reliance on close observation by a professional educator or researcher to observe, record, 
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and interpret student behaviors. Such labor intensity suggests these observational approaches 
may not be feasible for large-scale testing (as cited in Lai & Viering, 2012, p. 43). 
 

What makes an assessment of foundation skills a decent and reliable 
assessment? 

Assessment tasks should be of sufficient complexity and/or offer sufficient challenge. Research 
suggests that the challenge level or complexity of assessment tasks is a key consideration in 
accurately eliciting and capturing 21st century skills. [T]hat are perceived as too easy can 
diminish a person’s engagement because completion of the task does not promote a sense of 
competence (Lange & Adler, 1997). On the other hand, tasks that are perceived as too 
challenging may prompt challenge-avoidance behaviors, such as disengagement and low effort, 
if students are not confident that they can excel at the task (Covington, 1992, as cited in Stipek, 
1996). Thus, tasks of moderate difficulty are argued to elicit increased student persistence, more 
varied strategy usage, and greater task interest (Turner, 1995). 
 

Assessments should include open-ended and/or ill-structured tasks. Researchers agree that 
traditional approaches to standardized assessments that rely heavily on forced-choice item 
formats can assess only limited aspects of these skills. (Norris, 1989; Ku, 2009; Sternberg, 
2006a). Rather, researchers recommend the use of open-ended problems (Ku, 2009; Sternberg, 
2006a; Turner, 1995). According to Turner (1995), “open” tasks allow students to decide what 
relevant information to use or how to use the information to solve the problem. These types of 
tasks require more metacognition and decision-making. In contrast, “closed” tasks are 
characterized by more teacher control and structure. Ill-structured problems are those with no 
clearly defined parameters, no clear solution strategies, and either more than one correct solution, 
or multiple ways of arriving at an acceptable solution. In addition, problems should have more 
than one plausible or defensible solution, and there should be sufficient information and evidence 
within the task to enable students to support multiple views (Moss & Koziol, 1991). 
 
Assessments should use tasks that establish meaningful and/or authentic, real-world 
problem contexts. Turner (1995) points out that authentic tasks tend to be more extended, more 
student-directed or individualized, require integration of multiple skills, and “make deliberate 
use of real-world social and physical contexts” (p. 416). …Okuda et al. (1991) compared typical 
divergent thinking tasks with those that utilized real-world problem contexts…and found that 
student performance on tasks using real-world contexts correlated with actual creative 
performances occurring in a natural environment at much higher levels than did tasks using 
artificial or contrived problem contexts. 
 
 Assessment tasks should strive to make student reasoning and thinking visible. [T]asks 
should make student thinking and reasoning visible by requiring students to provide evidence or 
logical arguments in support of judgments, choices, claims, or assertions. For example, Norris 
(1989) argues that testing validly for critical thinking requires that we observe an examinee’s 
process of thinking. [O]ur ability to observe students’ collaboration skills is dependent on them 
being able to share their own thinking and reasoning with teammates via verbal or nonverbal 
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behaviors (Mercer, 1996; Van Boxtel, 2000; Webb, 1991). Thus, tasks should be structured in 
ways that encourage or require students to share their thinking and reasoning, either with one 
another or with the examiner. 
 
Assessments should explore innovation. As previously discussed, one of the biggest limitations 
of current approaches to measuring these skills is their heavy reliance on examiner observation, 
which is time-consuming and costly to administer. Technology-enhanced item formats, such as 
simulations, tasks that use multimedia stimuli, or items that allow examinees to record their 
responses using innovative media present one way of addressing this challenge. Technology-
enhanced items (TEIs) approaches would have to address scalability concerns. 
 
One limitation of current assessment approaches concerns the costs associated with scoring 
open-ended tasks, such as extended constructed response or complex performance-based tasks. 
Once again, innovative assessment approaches are beginning to address these concerns. 
 

First, automated scoring has advanced in recent years, suggesting that an increasing array of 
item types in several domains (not just ELA) can be reliably and validly scored via AI (Streeter, 
Bernstein, Foltz, & DeLand, 2011). Second, certain types of TEIs—particularly those classified 
by Scalise and Gifford as intermediate constraint items—are experienced as open-ended 
problems by examinees, but can be scored as quickly and reliably as more traditional selected 
response items (Scalise & Gifford, 2006). Thus, although TEIs are more expensive to develop 
than traditional items, cost efficiencies can be gained in scoring, particularly for very large 
numbers of examinees (as cited in Kahneman, 2011). 
 

According to Economics Nobel Laureate, Daniel Kahneman (2011), whenever we can replace 
human judgment by a formula, we should at least consider it because an expert thinks his 
judgments are complex and subtle, but a simple combination of scores could probably do better. 
Kahneman suggests that a decision should be made in advance as to what weight to give to the 
data we have on the candidates’ past performance. Otherwise 3rd parties tend to give too much 
weight to impression from the interviews. 

Why are experts inferior to algorithms? One reason… is that experts try to be clever, think 
outside the box, and consider complex combinations of features in making their predictions. 
Complexity may work in the odd case, but more often than not it reduces validity. Simple 
combinations of features are better.   

Another reason for the inferiority of expert judgment is that humans are incorrigibly inconsistent 
in making summary judgments of complex information. When asked to evaluate the same 
information twice, they frequently give different answers. The research suggests a surprising 
conclusion: to maximize predictive accuracy, final decisions should be left to formulas, 
especially in low-validity environments. (In every case, the accuracy of experts was matched or 
exceeded by a simple algorithm.)  

The aversion to algorithms making decisions that affect humans is rooted in the strong 
preference that many people have for the natural over the synthetic or artificial. Asked 
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whether they would rather eat an organic or a commercially grown apple, most people 
prefer the “all natural” one. Even after being informed that the two apples taste the 
same, have identical nutritional value, and are equally healthful, a majority still prefer 
the organic fruit. Even the producers of beer have found that they can increase sales by 
putting “All Natural” or “No Preservatives” on the label.  

Kahneman had an incredible effect on the process used in Israel for determining whether 
a soldier was ready for combat. By focusing on standardized, factual questions, 
[Kahneman] hoped to combat the halo effect, where favorable first impressions influence 
later judgments. As a further precaution against halos, Kahneman instructed [those who 
were interviewing soldiers] to go through the six traits in a fixed sequence, rating each 
trait on a five-point scale before going on to the next. And that was that. I informed the 
interviewers that they need not concern themselves with the recruit’s future adjustment to 
the military. Their only task was to elicit relevant facts about his past and to use that 
information to score each personality dimension. “Your function is to provide reliable 
measurements,” I told them. “Leave the predictive validity to me,” by which I meant the 
formula that I was going to devise to combine their specific ratings. 

I learned from this finding a lesson that I have never forgotten: intuition adds value even 
in the justly derided selection interview, but only after a disciplined collection of 
objective information and disciplined scoring of separate traits. I set a formula that gave 
the “close your eyes” evaluation the same weight as the sum of the six trait ratings. A 
more general lesson that I learned from this episode was do not simply trust intuitive 
judgment— your own or that of others— but do not dismiss it, either Implementing 
interview procedures in the spirit of Meehl and Dawes requires relatively little effort but 
substantial discipline.  

First, select a few traits that are prerequisites for success in this position (technical 
proficiency, engaging personality, reliability, and so on). Don’t overdo it— six 
dimensions is a good number. The traits you choose should be as independent as possible 
from each other, and you should feel that you can assess them reliably by asking a few 
factual questions. Next, make a list of those questions for each trait and think about how 
you will score it, say on a 1– 5 scale. You should have an idea of what you will call “very 
weak” or “very strong.”  These preparations should take you half an hour or so, a small 
investment that can make a significant difference in the quality of the people you hire. To 
avoid halo effects, you must collect the information on one trait at a time, scoring each 
before you move on to the next one. Do not skip around. To evaluate each candidate, add 
up the six scores. Because you are in charge of the final decision, you should not do a 
“close your eyes.” Firmly resolve that you will hire the candidate whose final score is the 
highest, even if there is another one whom you like better—of research offers a promise: 
you are much more likely to find the best candidate if you use this procedure than if you 
do what people normally do in such situations, which is to go into the interview 
unprepared and to make choices by an overall intuitive judgment such as “I looked into 
his eyes and liked what I saw,” (as cited in Kahneman, 2011). 
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Recommendations from Reviewed Research 
Contrary to local opinion, there is really no lack of programs and frameworks for teaching critical skills 
(life skills, soft skills, etc.) in the M7 region. If common terminology is the only issue, we could more 
readily adjust the terms. 

It is NOT a lack of understanding about what skills people need to bring to work. Nor is it a problem of a 
lack of programs where these skills are being taught. I submit that the problem is a lack of common 
ground about what evidence is acceptable to all stakeholders regarding the proficiency of a skill. I would 
also submit that how to gather that evidence is based on notions of knowledge that are not useful when 
determining evidence of behavior. In addition, there is a general misunderstanding about the difference 
between teaching and understanding/learning. 

“Based on research into various certificate programs and Jobs for the Future’s experience with workforce 
development programs, we have found little to suggest that work readiness certificates of any kind lead to long term 
improvements in the earnings or career advancement of low-skilled job seekers comparable to the impact of a high 
school diploma or post-secondary education. If a state is nevertheless interested in a rapid turn-around credential for 
low-skilled job seekers, we suggest several criteria to guide decisions on implementing a statewide work readiness 
credential.”  (Rey-Alicea, & Scott, 2007). 
 
Ensure that the credentials are valued and used by employers. 
Are both large and small employers asking for a credential other than a high school diploma/GED? It may be useful 
to seek commitments from supportive employers that they will use certificates in hiring decisions in order to 
demonstrate to job seekers that the credential is valuable. Some job ads state a preference for applicants with a 
particular certificate. At the same time, it is important that certificate-holders are informed about how to promote 
their certificate. Some programs report that certificate holders fail to inform prospective employers that they are 
certified, undermining the value of providing the resource. 
 
Commit to marketing and quality monitoring. 
The value of the certificate will depend on its name recognition and its association with quality. Prepare to spend 
resources on marketing the credential and in documenting its value to employers and job seekers. 
 
Leverage the participation and support of a diverse group of stakeholders. 
Employers, community-based organizations, the K-12 system, community colleges, and the One-Stop Centers 
should be engaged in adopting the system to enhance, not replace, current outcome standards. The broader the 
uptake of a credential across the workforce development and education systems, the more likely it is to be embraced 
by job seekers and employers. 
 
Select a credentialing system that is easy to administer and implement. 
Determine whether you want a stand-alone test that can be administered to anyone who walks into a One-Stop 
Center or community agency looking for a job, or by a job readiness program with a curriculum that helps program 
operators across the state apply uniform outcome standards. 
 
 Use your target population as your guide for the kind of certificate you endorse. 
Who are you targeting and for what? Low-literacy residents? Entry-level jobs? Jobs with career advancement 
potential? Do the employers you are targeting care more about literacy or soft skills? 
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Adopt a system that accommodates the accessibility needs of underserved populations. 
An Internet-based system provides better accessibility and flexibility. Most systems are moving in this direction 
but only WorkKeys and the National Work Readiness Credential are fully computerized for both test administration 
and scoring. 
  
Analyze testing instruments for terminology and bias. 
Certificates that document standards such as “personal hygiene” may sound demeaning to some job seekers, who 
might then be reluctant to use them. It is advisable that certificate programs teach and emphasize general workplace 
standards, using concepts that are empowering, not disparaging. In addition, some of the sample exercises used in 
program curricula present scenarios that may not reflect realistic workplace expectations (e.g., placing loyalty to the 
employer ahead of loyalty to colleagues). 
  
If a statewide system is adopted, invest in building the capacity of the organizations that will implement it. 
All certification systems require an investment in training staff members who are using the system, a cost that 
should be borne at the state level to assure that agencies take advantage of the training. Further, the state needs to 
invest in an oversight system to ensure that trainers/ teachers perform well and meet program standards. 
 
Include a well-planned evaluation system that provides cost/benefit data. 
An outcome tracking system that is accessible across state agencies should be developed so that the K-12 system, 
higher education, community-based organizations and One-Stop Centers report comparable outcomes, including the 
value to employers. The accountability system of Florida’s Workforce Development Board of the Treasure Coast 
could serve as a model. 
  
Allocate significant financial resources to implement the system statewide. 
Most states report minimal employer support for employer-fee-based systems, and assigning test costs to 
participants, particularly low-income participants, will minimize their interest in the certificate. Thus, the state must 
identify resources from among the sponsoring state systems to support space needs, marketing, staffing, test 
administration, oversight, and evaluation. 
 

The	Seattle	Jobs	Initiative	(Pritchard,	2013)	provides	this	best	practice	summary	as	a	compilation	of	
information	from	four	year	colleges,	community	colleges,	and	workforce	development	organizations	
discussed	in	previous	sections	of	this	report.	
	

1.	Set	clear	expectations:	As	with	technical	skills,	students	need	a	clear	understanding	of	what	is	
expected	of	them	regarding	soft	skills	and	how	those	skills	are	transferable	to	the	workplace.	
	
2.	Incorporate	soft	skills	into	grading	system	and	assessment	processes:	Schools	and	training	
organizations	need	to	recognize	the	importance	of	soft	skills	by	building	a	grading	and	assessment	
process	that	measures	both	cognitive	and	non-cognitive	skills.	Some	four-year	schools	like	Alverno	and	
Evergreen	College	are	national	leaders	in	this	movement	towards	non-cognitive	assessments.	In	another	
example,	the	workforce	education	departments	at	some	community	colleges	use	online	assessments,	
AccuVision	and	WorkKeys,	to	test	students	on	their	skills	pre-	and	post-training.	
	
3.	Practice	continuously	and	provide	feedback:	Successful	workforce	development	organizations	
have	shown	that	soft	skills	cannot	be	simply	lectured	or	taught	in	a	stand-alone	workshop.	Instead,	
continuous	practice	should	be	incorporated	throughout	workforce	training	curricula	with	feedback	
from	peers	and	faculty.	Similarly,	successful	colleges	have	found	that	using	collaborative	learning	
approaches	that	incorporate	soft	skills	help	students	engage	and	be	more	successful	in	school.	
	
4.	Incorporate	real-world	situations	and	environments:	Students	need	to	gain	practical	experience	
about	what	typical	work	days	are	like	in	a	particular	field.	Training	organizations	often	simulate	work	
spaces,	by	both	physical	structures	and	projects.	Postsecondary	schools	also	use	this	strategy	through	
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real	case	scenario	projects,	community	projects,	and	work	study	programs.	Soft	skills	play	a	big	role	in	
these	strategies	because	most	of	these	simulated	projects	are	team-based,	where	students	get	the	
opportunity	to	practice	interpersonal,	reliability,	and	problem-solving	skills.	
	
5. Encourage professional communication between students and their peers, faculty, and 
community: In the job application process and in the workplace, employees’ communication with 
their colleagues and supervisors is constant. Employees can expect to problem solve, listen, 
adapt, receive and give feedback on a daily basis. Thus, it is critical for students to practice these 
skills while still in school. 
 

A recent study by Jobs For the Future (Austin, Mellow, Rosin, & Seltzer, 2012) recommends that 
credentials would be:   

• Portable, so that they are trusted by employers and educational institutions 
throughout the country and perhaps even the world. To accomplish this, they would 
be independently verified or accredited, as in the case of “Qualification 
Frameworks” that are currently being adopted around the world in such places as 
India, the European Commission, the Philippines, and Australia. According to the 
recent McKinsey report cited above22, by adopting innovative technologies, 
educational institutions can now reach many more students at a much lower cost. 
Online learning offers the promise of providing millions of students access to the best 
teachers and teaching systems, and can be customized to suit individual learning 
objectives. •  

• Stackable, so that students are able to earn shorter-term credentials with clear labor 
market value and then build on them to access more advanced jobs and higher wages. 
These stackable postsecondary certificates and credentials would offer an 
accelerated entrance to the job market, which is essential for students who need to 
work while in school and may not be able to wait four to six years to finally earn a 
marketable credential. “The majority (51%) of post-secondary certificate programs 
take less than a year of instructional time to complete, while 41% take between one 
and two years.”23 Stackable credentials also increase the persistence and motivation 
of the learner by offering smaller, yet recognized subgoals.  

• Part of a Career Pathways System, with clear education, training strategies, 
mechanisms, and supports for moving from the acquisition of core skills and 
credentials for job entry on through increasingly higher levels of relevant skills and 
credentials to advance to higher levels of employment within sectors and industries. 
(page 7) 

Jonathan Finkelstein founder and chief executive officer of Credly asserts:  

[T]raditional paper certificates or even a college transcript… [are] documents which 
give one party a means to make an official statement about what someone else knows or 
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what they can do or what they have achieved. There are many limitations and missed 
opportunities when somebody's achievement only lives on a wall or on paper or in a file 
cabinet and is not immediately known or visible to others. 

That's where digital badges are especially unique. I think one of the things to think about 
is that digital badges are far more visible and far more useful than the paper or the 
embroidered counterparts. They're more visible in a few ways—in a human-readable and 
in a machine-readable way. By human-readable, I mean that they can be showcased on 
profiles, on social networks and online communities and resumes, portfolios or e-
portfolios and other places where people are increasingly curating their personal and 
their professional identity. 

When I talk about the machine-readable advantages of digital badges, it's important to 
think of these as portable collections of data. They tell you what somebody did or what 
they can do. They tell you how they were assessed or what program they completed. They 
tell you when and by whom they were assessed for their skills or their competency. They 
indicate if the person's skill expires after a certain time, if they need to retrain. It does all 
this in a secure and portable way that the person who earned it actually owns and can 
control. This machine readability and the data-driven nature of a digital badge also 
means that the person's credential can make them more discoverable or visible when it 
comes to recruiting or talent management within a company or in communities they join 
through profiles that showcase these skills. 

Soft skills are crucial to workplace success, and yet, I think there's really few ways today 
that these are being recorded in a way that's verified and useful. There's movement to 
turn toward alternate forms of credentials, beyond the traditional four-year degree and 
even in conjunction with the four-year degree. In fact, over the next five years, it's 
expected that the availability of alternative credentials like digital badges and 
professional certificates are expected to double. So the time is right to think about the 
context of soft skills and credentialing and how we can serve people, both employers but 
of course individuals, by arming them with a verified achievement that indicates who they 
are and what they can do. 

I think one of the things that gives credentials their meaning is when they have wide 
recognition. That can often mean collaboration between businesses, agreeing on common 
skill sets that can inform the learning and training programs. I would also say that 
business communities should pay it forward. The ability to give employees digital 
credentials or some form of official recognition for what they do is a way of ensuring that 
people who come at your door next are going to come with some kind of evidence that 
makes it useful for you to tap into what their potential is. We have to think about this as a 
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way of building a relationship and loyalty and helping cultivate our own workforce. In 
that way, we'll not only build a better business but we'll also be building a better 
ecosystem for everybody.  

 

Six Recommendations for a Collaborative 
Milwaukee 7 Approach 

 
1. Identify 5 Foundational Skills for the Milwaukee 7 Region with common terminology and 

definitions to be used by the region’s K16 system (DPI, WTCS), Apprenticeships, Manufacturers, 
Workforce Investment Boards and all training providers. (e.g., WorkKeys; Communication 
(Speaking/Listening); Self-Regulation (Executive Functions); Problem Solving; Professional 
Integrity) 

2. An agreement will be reached in the region that once a certificate is available, that candidates 
holding a Certificate of Employability will be given hiring preference when all other criteria are 
equal. 

3. Industry Supervisors will be educated, certified, and financially compensated for their ability to 
mentor and assess foundational skills. 

4. Regional partnerships will be formed between High School, Technical College early years and 
companies (or real-world training providers like Goodwill) available to provide students with 
earn-while-you-learn and other work-based learning and certification opportunities in 
foundational skill development.  

5. WI DPI and DWD/BAS will create a memorandum of understanding regarding the inclusion on 
transcripts and apprenticeship credentials of work towards and/or completion of the Milwaukee 7 
Regional Certificate of Employability. 

6. Milwaukee 7 Regional partners will agree on one organization to be the owner and accreditation 
officer for the M7 Certification of Employability. 
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White Paper Feedback 
On January 8, 2016 a diverse group of  people were gathered to provide feedback to the white paper 
draft:  Certificate of Employability:  Finding Common Ground for Foundational, Work-Ready Skills 

Participants provided feedback on the following: 

What Problem Are We Trying To Solve? 
• Can we agree on the common essential skills? There is a lack of a common recognizable standard 

and/or set of foundational work-ready skills. 
• If we have too many learner assessment, does that dilute the value of any one of them? 
• How do we address the issue of a huge lack of available workers in manufacturing? The problem is 

massive and must be addressed at the community level, K12, Technical education and 4-year level.  
We need to instill the value of work as early as possible. 

• Will creating another certificate solve the problem of young people not ready for work with essential 
skills industry needs?.  We should focus on actual, personal, mentor connection among businesses 
(employers) and students. 

• How do we make sure that there are enough quality mentors and guidance for younger workers? 
• How do we create practices so that students hear the voice of industry punctuating what they are told 

in school? 
• How do we create transparency between student school performance and employer expectations?  

E.g., grades and attendance indicate past performance and that data should be shared. 
• How do we support industry to promote the skills needed to succeed in those industries? 
• How do we expand capacity industry wide to mentor young people?   
• How can the state accountability system reflect a value for career readiness?  It seems that only ACT 

and AP courses are valued. 
• How can we establish better systems for local and regional control over work-ready skills versus 

state and federal control? 
• Is it too difficult to measure attitudes and willingness to learn and work? 
• Is assessment the problem because employers have such different needs? 
• Is there time to reach consensus when we are talking about changing behaviors?  How do we identify 

the need, determine the desire to change and create a model ( of what?) 
• How do we help kids to experience life?  They are isolated from real-world experiences so they don’t 

know what the expectations are. 
• Can soft skills be standardized and measured? 
• Do employers/manufacturers still obsess about technical skills first and foremost when it comes time 

to hire? 

Feedback on The Six Recommendations made in the Original Draft 
Original Recommendation #1:  Identify 5 Foundational Skills for the Milwaukee 7 Region with 
common terminology and definitions to be used by the region’s K16 system (DPI, WTCS), 
Apprenticeships, Manufacturers, Workforce Investment Boards and all training providers. (e.g., 
WorkKeys; Communication (Speaking/Listening); Self-Regulation (Executive Functions); Problem 
Solving; Professional Integrity) 
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Feedback:  Most participants agreed that it would be helpful to establish a common goal and clearly identify 
the who, what, why, and how. Some people asserted that if we can’t agree on the common standards of work-
ready skills, there is no point for further action.  Fourteen work-ready skill training providers who participated 
in the feedback session were sent a survey seeking to determine how closely aligned supply side providers were 
with what and how they prepare young workers (age 15-29) for foundational, work-ready skills. Ten of the 
fourteen responded provided responses.  The responses are summarized in the table below: 

 

 

  

Summary Of Current Practices Of 10 Work-Ready Training Providers. 
 
 
Commonly-Used 
Term For Work-
Ready Proficiency 

This 
term is 
exactly 
the same 
(or 
similar 
to) a 
work-
ready 
behavior 
we 
address. 

We 
provide 
focused 
instructi
on to 
learners 
about 
this 
topic. 

We use a 
rubric 
that 
describes 
what this 
behavior 
looks like 
at 
varying 
degrees of 
proficiency 

An 
instructor 
formally 
assesses 
proficienc
y of this 
behavior. 

Proficiency 
of this 
behavior 
is 
formally 
self-
assessed 
by the 
learner. 

An industry 
supervisor 
formally 
assesses 
proficiency 
of this 
behavior in 
a real-world 
business 
setting.  

All instructors 
teaching and 
assessing this 
specific 
behavior are 
required to 
participate in 
related 
professional 
development. 

All industry 
supervisors 
responsible for 
assessing and 
developing this 
specific 
behavior are 
required to 
participate in 
related 
professional 
development. 

Citizenship  4/10 5/10 4/10 5/10 2/10 2/10 2/10 1/10 
Communication  8/10 9/10 6/10 6/10 5/10 5/10 5/10 1/10 
Critical Thinking  7/10 8/10 5/10 4/10 3/10 2/10 5/10 0/10 
Problem-Solving   7/10 7/10 4/10 4/10 4/10 2/10 5/10 0/10 
Relationships/Inte
rpersonal Skills 

9/10 8/10 6/10 6/10 3/10 2/10 3/10 1/10 

Self-Management  5/10 8/10 5/10 5/10 3/10 1/10 2/10 0/10 
Life-Long 
Learning 

3/10 5/10 1/10 2/10 3/10 1/10 3/10 0/10 

Professionalism 6/10 6/10 4/10 5/10 4/10 4/10 4/10 1/10 
Initiative  7/10 9/10 4/10 5/10 3/10 3/10 3/10 1/10 
Dependability & 
Reliability  

9/10 8/10 5/10 5/10 2/10 5/10 4/10 1/10 

Adaptability 8/10 7/10 4/10 3/10 3/10 2/10 5/10 0/10 
Proper access, 
analysis and 
application of 
information 

5/10 7/10 3/10 4/10 3/10 0/10 4/10 0/10 
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Original Recommendation #2:  An agreement will be reached in the region that once a certificate is 
available, that candidates holding a Certificate of Employability will be given hiring preference when all 
other criteria are equal. 

Feedback: 

• Some people agreed with the Jobs for The Future assertion, we have found little to suggest that 
work readiness certificates of any kind lead to long term improvements in the earnings or career 
advancement of low-skilled job seekers comparable to the impact of a high school diploma or 
post secondary education. (Rey-Alicea, & Scott, 2007). 

• One respondent commented, “ Please…not one more certificate!  The creation of a new 
certificate program would be too costly with no guarantee that the certificate would make a 
dent.”   

• There seemed to be general consensus on all recommendations that unless a Certificate of 
Employability and/or work-ready skill standards were embraced by a critical mass of industry 
partners, the certificate and cost of implementation would not be of value.   

• Others expressed concern that if a Certificate of Employability were embraced by industry, those 
who had not fallen into the age groups and programs for earning that certificate would be 
penalized.  What would be the consequence for a person who has the work-ready skills industry is 
seeking, but the person never received the formally recognized “certificate”.  Have we 
inadvertently created another hoop that obstructs a seamless path to meaningful employment? 

• A lively discussion ensued about the mixed results of the National Career Readiness Certificate 
(WorkKeys) certificate.  NCRC is not an instrument that signifies work-ready skills in terms of 
attitudes, dispositions and other foundational characteristics that have been referred to as ‘soft 
skills”.  NCRC/WorkKeys measures proficiency in Applied Mathematics, Reading for 
Information, and Locating Information.  

• The implementation process for NCRC certifications and WORKKEYS assessments does provide 
a comparable context for reaching consensus and implementing new certificates in Wisconsin.  
According to JobCenter of WI the NCRC is a transferable credential that proves an individual is 
work ready. It is a tool that demonstrates to employers that an individual possesses the basic skills 
required for success in today’s workforce. The program is based on hard-skills testing integrated 
into a system called WorkKeys®, which was created by ACT, a nationally recognized assessment 
organization. These are skills critical in 77% of the jobs in the country.  53 WI companies are 
listed as supporters of the NCRC.   There are 3099 manufacturers in Southeast WI (Milwaukee 

• It appears that, even though a number of companies see value in the NCRC, they do not 
require/prefer the NCRC as part of their hiring requirements. 
http://www.wisconsinjobcenter.org/ncrc/employer/ 
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According	to	WI	DPI:		ACT	WorkKeys	NCRC	Information 
Hats off to Wisconsin high school students for earning the WorkKeys National Career Readiness 
Certificate at a rate well above the national average. The national average is 82% and Wisconsin earned at 
a rate of almost 92%! 
 
WI HS NCRC Earned 
Bronze                  9077 
Silver                   29,061 
Gold                    16,888 
Platinum                505 
Total Certificates      55,531 
Did Not Qualify         5595 
Total Tested            61,126 

• ACT has a recognized program called “Work Ready Communities” 
(http://workreadycommunities.org/) that is used widely in other states, but not (yet) in 
WI.  …there are a few pockets in various parts of the state (primarily the Fox Valleys and SE WI), 
where employers are more familiar with WorkKeys, but I think it’s safe to say that we are still in 
the very initial stages of figuring out the potential of this tool and actually establishing Work 
Ready Communities. 

• …Obviously, schools and students get information about student performance on WorkKeys 
which can be used to identify and remediate some gaps, but the larger purpose of the tool relates 
to its use by employers, and that is where, I believe, more work needs to happen across the state. 
Trying to get the various stakeholders involved in that, as you can probably guess, is part of the 
challenge. 

• According to one of the highly regarded Youth And Career Readiness Coordinators, WorkKeys 
seems like a natural place to start for a solution, at least from the K-12 perspective.  The reason 
for this is that as of 2015, all juniors in the state take the assessment as part of the ACT suite of 
tests.  I recently looked more into the data for [my district in M7…I saw that our students seemed 
to do pretty well overall, but that was purely anecdotal so I reached out to DPI.  [There was very 
little help from DPI in finding and organizing information regarding WORKKEYS results.] 

 
• … At meetings, whenever I've asked what businesses honor the certifications I hear that 

Johnsonville does, but I never hear of other specific companies beyond them.  If more employers 
view the certifications as valuable, then we are on to something.  However, if we are testing every 
single junior in WI and sending them results which don't really mean much to them or help them 
get a job, then we seem to be wasting a lot of instructional time in every high school in the state, 
and wasting a lot of money! 

 
• Perhaps what is needed is a concentrated effort to get businesses on board (if they see the 

benefits, of course), and then a marketing campaign from businesses to show students the benefits 
of the test.  If this leads to actual jobs, students and parents will take it seriously, and schools will 
do even more to prepare their students to do well! 

 
• Another area I would recommend spending some time on in the paper is Youth 

Apprenticeship.  I'm likely biased in that area as I know it well, but the program seems to be 
gaining in popularity lately.  If it is ultimately tied to the adult apprenticeship program as is 
being reviewed right now, that will give it even more leverage.  I'm guessing this will be added as 
part of the GPS section since it is a vital part of their program, but if not, it may be something to 
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consider. 
 

• Lastly, regarding Employability Skills through DPI.  We used to use that program much more 
than we do now, but once we started losing teachers and had to eliminate time for teachers to run 
the work programs during the school day, that is one of the areas that suffered.  I think our staff 
believed strongly in the program, but given time constraints, many added responsibilities around 
things like Educator Effectiveness, etc., something had to go.  Unfortunately, that was one of the 
areas. 

 
• Perhaps we are unique in this regard, but as is the case with the many certifications mentioned in 

your white paper, there are many work programs, certifications, articulations, etc. that teachers 
are now dealing with, and they just can't keep up with them all.  Streamlining things for use in 
education that is important to business is exactly what we need! 

 

Original Recommendation #3:  Industry Supervisors will be educated, certified, and financially 
compensated for their ability to mentor and assess foundational skills. 

Feedback:  (There was little conversation on this recommendation, but it was not found to be compelling 
except to a few.) 

• Yes.  More employers need to dedicate staff to work with schools and students so they probably 
need to know how to do that effectively.  There needs to be some sort of incentive and or 
recognition built into the role of industry mentors and supervisors. 

• One person just said, “No!” 

Original Recommendation #4:  Partnerships will be formed among High School, Technical College 
early years and companies available to provide students with earn-while-you-learn and other work-based 
learning and certification opportunities in foundational skill development.  

Feedback:  Recommendation #4 was the only one of the six around which there was consensus as to the 
urgency and importance of this action step. 

• This is the most important recommendation.  More partnerships are essential for telling and helping 
schools know what the employers’ needs are. Find best practices, then share and scale via collaboration.   

• The only way to validate the essential life skills that help build industry is the demonstration of these skills 
at work. 
Work with those who want to work on this.  Don’t force it.  If it is successful, others will want to join.  Once 
successful, market the success! 

• The best way to develop collaboration is to establish common terms and direction and design career 
pathways with employers who are interested in being involved in each step of the process. 

• This is the action that matters and can be facilitated by effective implementation o Inspire SE WI. 
• Business has consensus on the problem, but lacks consensus on the solution.  Partnerships between K16 

and industry need to be designed as sustainable and scalable. 
• The partnerships must start with an agreement as to the 5 foundational skills that will be 

addressed/developed. 
• These partnerships should be tied into the Annual Career Plan. Partnerships are the key solution as part of 

ACP implementation. 
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Original Recommendation #5:  WI DPI and DWD/BAS will create a memorandum of understanding 
regarding the inclusion on transcripts and apprenticeship credentials of work towards and/or completion 
of the Milwaukee 7 Regional Certificate of Employability. 

Feedback: 

• Currently, certificates are not noted on High School transcripts unless they are connected to a 
training course that gets high school credit. 

• I do not believe that a certificate of employability is of value.  Employability is to fluid, per day, 
per situation, per job, per employer, per demographic, per life situation, etc., to have a 
“certificate”  on a transcript or anywhere. 

• Great idea! 
• A certificate will only work and be useful on a transcript if industry has bought in. 
• Itemizing a COE on a transcript might be technologically burdensome because there is not one 

student information system. 
 

Original Recommendation #6:  Milwaukee 7 Regional partners will agree on one organization to be 
the owner and accreditation officer for the M7 Certification of Employability. 

Feedback: 

• This is not just an issue for Milwaukee 7.  We should work with the state to revise the state high 
school employability skills standards at least for high schools. 

• Don’t bother unless industry has already bought into the concept. 
• Oversight and ownership are keys to the success of common standards for work-ready skills. 
• Our classes/ training varies greatly in content and length based on employer requirements. This 

necessitates a differing instructional approach depending on the amount of time provided and the 
emphasis different employers may have on a specific element. For example, one employer has 
very low tolerance for errors so that training will emphasize problem solving and initiative more 
than an employer whose had attendance issues and wishes dependability and reliability 
emphasized. 

• Because the training [we provide] is industry-responsive and industry-driven, [industry] define 
their end goals including what is proficiency in a specific area. 

• The hiring and or upgrading of skills for a specific employer varies greatly in how it is 
implemented. Some employers utilize an on-the-job training model which will provide supervisors 
formally assessing proficiency of specific behaviors (as identified in the OJT training plan) other 
employers count on the individual being job-ready and place them on the job. The assessment 
that occurs is the same as the assessment provided to any individual in that job classification and 
using that company’s assessment process. 

• The instructors utilized by WRTP/BIG STEP are hired on a project basis and are contract based. 
Their ability to provide the necessary training and knowledge of the content area are part of the 
job description and skills required in the selection process. 
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What’s Next? 
Secondary school, post-secondary, and adult workforce training programs and certifications in 
Milwaukee 7 are numerous and fractured, run by many different public and private entities, some 
of which have had little to do with each other historically – including school districts, community 
colleges, private trade schools, industry- and professional association-run training and 
certification programs. Many of the certificates offered by these entities lack any independent 
assessment and validation from an impartial third party, raising issues about the validity and 
reliability of participant proficiencies. When it comes to independent evaluation and 
accreditation, credible assessment is a key issue for the ultimate success of any system of 
portable, stackable certificates or other credentials.  
 
Following are five themes that emerged from the study and discussions about the very important 
issue of work-readiness skills: 
 
 

• A critical mass of industry partners must mandate and inform any structure intended to 
get us to a common approach for addressing the identification, development and 
assessment of foundational skills. 

• Much more intentional work is needed to substantially and sustainably connect K16 and 
industry through mutually beneficial partnerships. 

• Finding common ground will be facilitated by regularly disseminating best practices and 
tools used for developing and assessing proficiency of foundational skills.  

• The current research on executive functioning provides great promise for engaging (re-
engaging) the next generation of workers (ages 15-29).  By applying our understanding of 
executive function development to entry-level worker development, we can help 
shepherd the next generation of people to successful states of citizenry, relationships, and 
productive participation in the economy. 

• Discussions will continue with work-ready skill training providers to facilitate the 
renaming of the common, foundational work-ready skills identified in the survey. 
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