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For the purpose of this review, imagine the case of a firm which has job openings for recent high school graduates. In choosing new employees for these openings, the potential employer is trying to select the most suitable applicants from a pool of people about whom he or she has very little knowledge. It could be thought that an obvious predictor of future employee behavior is the performance of any particular applicant while he or she was in high school. However, “for the most part, employers never ask about high school achievement or performance on standards-based assessments. Moreover, states offer no easy access to information about graduates’ academic records, even if employers want it” (Achieve, 2004, p. 2). Barton (2006) commented that “employers do not typically ask for transcripts when they hire high school graduates” (p. 11), and read this “in general, evidence of academic achievement is not high on the list of skills and qualities that employers are looking for” (p. 12). 

The potential employer may not ask because he or she has learned through experience to distrust the level of achievement of high school graduates in areas that are the direct focus of education up to high school graduation. For example, Achieve (2004) found that more than 60% of employers “rate graduates’ skills in grammar, spelling, writing and basic math as only ‘fair’ or ‘poor’” (p. 11). According to the National Governors Association Center for Best Practices (NGACBP, 2005), employers found that “almost 40% of high school graduates lack the reading and writing skills that [they] seek” (p. 4). Barton (2006) sounded a cautionary note and pointed out that in the face of the limited amount of hiring of recent high school graduates, it is unwise to place too much weight on the opinion of employers about the “qualifications of…high school graduates for entry level jobs or for advancement” (p. 11).
Despite the apparent lack of clarity among employers concerning the relevance of high school achievement (Bills, 1988; Bishop, 1993; Crain, 1984; Shapiro & Iannozzi, 1999), Rosenbaum (2003) pointed out that high school grades and test scores are strongly associated with important long-term outcomes. For instance, they predict students’ ultimate educational attainment, and long-term earnings. Rosenbaum calculated that a rise of one letter grade (from a C to a B) was associated with a 12.8% earnings gain by age 28.
Applicants’ Perspectives 

The applicants for those hypothetical openings, for their part, are likely to be applying to the potential employer in the hope of simply gaining employment, not because they have their heart set on the particular opening in the employer’s firm, or because they see themselves as long-term employees (Johnson & Duffet, 2005). In fact, Johnson and Duffett found that “young people who go directly to work are…substantially less likely than those with degrees to see their current job as the opening to a future career” (p. 2). 
Proceeding to college rather than entering the workforce is the preferred path for young adults. They “clearly believe that attending college is a reliable receipe for finding a rewarding job and more comfortable life circumstances” (p. 5). Supporting these young adults’ perception, NGACBP (2005) noted that “on average, college graduates earn 70 percent more than their high school graduate counterparts” (p. 4). Crook (2006) cautioned against using education as the simple answer to a question as complex as maintaining the viability of the American economy, but made the point that, as a simple rule of thumb, “everybody understands that…more school means a bigger paycheck” (p. 25). Rouse and Barrow (2006) illustrated this common belief with figures from the March 2003 and 2004 U.S. Census Current Population Survey, and pointed out that “on average, high school graduates with twelve years of schooling earn nearly $26,000 a year, as against about $19,000 for high school dropouts with only eleven years of schooling” (p. 100). Johnson and Duffett cited the U.S. Census Current Population Survey for 2002 indicated that 64% of high school graduates enrolled in college immediately after graduation. In terms of these hypothetical openings in this firm, applicants could be expected to come predominantly from among the lower achieving one third high school graduates, presuming that most of those who apply to college are the higher achievers.
However, not all of those eligible to apply for college do so. In the light of the perceived lifetime premium for attending college, why do slightly more than one third of high school graduates opt not to enroll in college? Johnson and Duffett (2005) found that almost 9 in 10 respondents agreed that college is not for everyone, and that there are some people who just do not like school. A similar proportion (slightly more than 8 in 10) asserted that many people succeed without a college education. The lure of making money immediately outweighed the prospect of continuing to sit in a classroom for more than half of the respondents, and the accumulation of hands-on experience and job skills not taught in college was also attractive. It is worth noting that high school students seem to be confused about the role of course work in ensuring later employability. Jobs for the Future (2005) reported that “many high school students do not understand how their classes might connect to their future careers” (p. 7). This confusion is not limited to those who are considering going straight to work after high school graduation. For example, ACT (2006) reported that only two-thirds of middle and high school students who said they were planning to go on to college were taking a college-preparatory curriculum. 

The heart of the matter appears to be that some high school graduates simply do not believe that going to college will benefit them. For example, Johnson and Duffet (2005) found that employed young adults without a degree were not convinced that the college route was the best way to achieve a good job and a comfortable lifestyle. In looking for correlates of this decision, they found there was little difference between college- and work-bound youth in terms of encouragement and role-modeling during high school, although college-bound youth studied harder. However, there was a “profound” (p. 19) difference between home experiences for the two groups, with work-bound youth experiencing far lower parental expectation of college education, lower involvement of parents in their decision to not go to college, and fewer friends who went to college. The influence that peers have on the career decisions of low socioeconomic status and black and Hispanic youth has received particular attention (Sokatch, 2006; Azmitia & Cooper, 2001). The influence of the social network in determining whether a high school graduate goes straight to work seems to be strong, although causation cannot be attributed. It could be that students who are similarly minded seek each other’s company, rather than an enduring group structure influencing subsequent individual decisions.    
In summary, the applicants for these hypothetical openings may be lower achievers who do not see the point of high school courses (and hence may have been happy to get by with minimal study), and who are attracted to short-term financial rewards. They may value the acquisition of hands-on skills which they expect to enable them to move into other jobs as they become more adept, and they may believe that looking for work after high school graduation is in keeping with their family and peer expectations. Johnson and Duffet (2005) referred to the poignancy of the optimism of these applicants about their personal financial future.
Skills Beyond the “Basics” 
The role of high school course work in preparing graduates for jobs was called into question in the surveys that contributed to the American Diploma Project report (Achieve, 2004) in which a majority of workers gave high schools “a grade of C, D or F for their success in preparing students for success on the job” (p. 11). This same report rated literacy and critical-thinking skills as more important than job-specific skills or computer skills. As an outcome of the American Diploma Project (ADP), Achieve has proposed a set of benchmarks which considerably raise the bar for graduation in terms of literacy and critical thinking. For instance, in mathematics, the ADP benchmarks:
 reflect content typically taught in Algebra I, Algebra II and Geometry, as well as Data Analysis and Statistics. The English benchmarks demand strong oral and written communication skills because these skills are staples in…most 21st century jobs. They also contain analytic and reasoning skills that formerly were associated with advanced or honors courses in high school. Today, however…employers agree that all high school graduates need these essential skills. (pp. 4-5)
In supporting the general notion that literacy levels of work-bound high school graduates need to be raised, NGACBP (2005) commented that “nearly two thirds of new jobs in this decade will require some postsecondary education, and the fastest-growing jobs make the highest literacy and education demands” (p. 4).

Skills in mathematics and English constitute academic skills, and reference was made earlier in this paper that there is a general perception among employers that academic skills are lacking among high school graduates, although the solidity of the basis for this opinion was called into question. Academic skills are directly taught in courses offered in high schools. In addition to academic skills there are “soft skills” which, though they are not directly taught in high schools, are nonetheless critical to the individual’s success in the work place. Indeed, Rosenbaum (2001) commented that “although employers value academic skills, they rate ‘soft skills,’ like motivation and social skills, as their greatest need, and as far more important than academic skills” (p. 269). 

Le, Casillas, Robbins, & Langley (2005) affirmed a “growing consensus [in the personality and industrial-organizational psychology literatures]…about the basic structure of personality”, p. 485) and how this impacts an individual’s work readiness. Le et al. nominated five broad personality constructs in this area: emotional stability (or neuroticism), extroversion, conscientiousness, agreeableness, and openness. Le et al. supported their contention that both job performance and turnover have repeatedly been linked to conscientiousness, emotional stability, and agreeableness.
 Employers’ Views on Desirable Skills
A large number of reports have addressed what employers are seeking from high school graduates. Blanket rejection of the value added to graduates’ skills by their high school education was the theme of A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983) and its imperative for educational reform. Predictably, while it has its defenders (e.g. Stedman, 1996), A Nation at Risk  has been subject to trenchant criticism for its political agenda (e.g., Berliner, 1993; Berliner & Biddle, 1995, 1996).  
What are the necessary skills?

 The U.S. Secretary of Labor’s Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS, 1991) focused on “only one part of…education, the part that involves how schools prepare young people for work” (p. i). The Commission consulted with business owners, public employers, employee managers, union officials and workers and distilled this key message: “New workers must be creative and responsible problem solvers and have the skills and attitudes on which employers can build” (p. i). SCANS laid out a concept of “workplace know-how” that was described as encompassing “five competencies which, in conjunction with a three-part foundation of skills and personal qualities, lie at the heart of job performance today” (p. ii). Proficiency in the three-part foundation of skills required the possession of basic skills, thinking skills, and personal qualities. The five competencies embraced the productive use of (a) resources, (b) interpersonal skills, (c) information, (d) systems, and (e) technology.
In discussing the basic skills, SCANS (1991) emphasized that employees need the ability to read and write, carry out mathematical computations, and listen and speak within an actual work context. Thinking skills included (a) creative thinking, (b) decision making, (c) problem solving, (d) seeing things in the mind’s eye, (e) knowing how to learn, and (f) reasoning. Personal qualities included (a) responsibility, (b) self-esteem, (c) sociability, (d) self management, and (e) integrity and honesty. Both the thinking skills and personal qualities foundations are in the genre of soft skills, and the personal qualities are striking in their similarity to the qualities that predict college-level outcomes (Le et al. 2005; Robbins et al., 2004). 
SCANS (1991) estimated that, in terms of the basic skills, “less than half of all young adults” (p. xi) were proficient in reading and writing, that even fewer could handle the mathematics, and that schools only indirectly addressed the listening and speaking skills it had in mind. The Commission’s work on defining the minimum levels of proficiency related to the five competencies “examined less than a third of the jobs we intend to research” (p. xii), and no conclusions were drawn.
Equipped for the Future
The Equipped for the Future (EFF) initiative was begun by the National Institute for Literacy (NIFL) in 1994, and modified the SCANS (1991) agenda in two ways. First, whereas SCANS has focused on what work required, EFF asked employers and workers “what workers needed to be able to do to be effective in the work place” (EFF, n.d., p. 2). Second, whereas SCANS focused only on work, EFF deliberately sought “a stronger focus on the interpersonal skills that enable us to work with others and the decision-making skills that enable us to set priorities, balance competing needs, and plan for the future” (p. 2). The strong emphasis on the soft skills has been a continuing theme in the numerous reports on the skills mismatch, although the emphasis on content knowledge has not disappeared.  

Desired skills are lacking
The 2005 Skills Gap Report (National Association of Manufacturers, NAM, 2005) provided an unflattering assessment of the quality of high school graduates entering the work force: 84% of survey respondents indicated that K-12 schools were not doing a good job of preparing students for the workplace—an increase over the 78% of respondents who held that opinion in 2001, and the 81% in 1997. The 2005 report declared that “manufacturers are seeking help in closing the skills gap and they view the public education system as having potential to be a significant part of the solution” (p. 16). It also diplomatically suggested that “many opportunities exist to improve the public education system and to increase the level of collaboration with employers” (p. 16). This language was reminiscent of that used in the SCANS (1991) report, suggesting that there may have been little progress made in the intervening years. Barton (2006) asserted that “employers, other than those in industries that rely heavily on teenagers, do not want to hire high school graduates until they are well into their 20s, irrespective of how well they do in high school” (p.3, emphasis in original). Wilson (1996) and Juntunen and Wettersten (2005) have made similar observations, pointing out employers’ reluctance to hire recent high school graduates in jobs that were accompanied by benefits, adequate salaries and advancement opportunities.

What are the skills of the 21st century?
The Partnership for 21st Century Skills, continuing the legacy of SCANS (1991) (Partnership, 2002, p. 9), has been prominent in the recent discussions of what students need to know and be able to do to be ready for work.  The group’s members include “leading education, business and technology organizations” (Honey, Fasca, Gersick, Mandinach, & Sinha, 2005, p. 4) that share a belief that there is a “profound gap between the knowledge and skills most students acquire in school and those required in today’s 21st century communities and technology-infused workplaces” (Honey et al, p. 2).

Noting that “the narrow job skills that most employees learn today will be obsolete within three to five years” (Partnership, 2002, p. 6), the Partnership stressed the need for schools to emphasize both core subjects (which were distilled from the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 as being English, reading or language arts, mathematics, science, foreign languages, civics, government, economics, arts, history and geography) and learning skills (comprising information and communication skills, thinking and problem-solving skills, and interpersonal and self-directional skills). By using 21st century tools to develop learning skills, the Partnership proposed that students would “learn to use the tools that are essential to everyday life and workplace productivity” (p. 4). The emerging content areas were identified by both “education and business leaders” (p. 5) as including global awareness; financial, economic and business literacy; and civic literacy. The Partnership acknowledged that it was “calling on schools to change dramatically even as they face[d] difficult economic challenges and a vigorous discussion of student achievement and assessments” (p. 2), but asserted that these changes were necessary to address the needs of “business leaders [who] want employees who can continually update their skills, communicate effectively and work independently to get things done” (p. 10).
In 2005, the Partnership addressed the issue of how to measure 21st century learning. The focus of this report was not on the assessment of traditional core content areas (the report deferred to the existing assessments in these areas) but on “key elements of 21st century learning [that] are critical for every child’s success as a worker and citizen in the 21st century” ( Honey et al., 2005, p. 4). These were listed as: (a) global awareness; (b) financial, economic and business literacy; (c) civic literacy; (d) information and communication skills; (e) thinking and problem-solving skills; (f) interpersonal and self-directional skills; and (g) information and communication technology (ICT) literacy.

More recently, the Partnership has reaffirmed its reform message because current “high school reform is not likely to produce graduates who are prepared for the challenges of the modern world” (Partnership for 21st Century Skills, The, 2006, p. 2). The Partnership declared that “students are not acquiring the skills they need to keep the nation competitive” (p. 4). The Partnership took issue with high school reform initiatives aimed at keeping students in school, and enrolling them in more challenging classes (thereby raising high school graduation rates) because “even if every high school in the country achieved these goals, high school graduates would remain woefully lacking in preparation for the world” (p. 5). The Partnership described the root of the problem as attributable to a complex set of factors, one of which was that “many companies recruit workers with a variety of 21st century skills that are not reflected in any way in most traditional high schools” (p. 8).

The Partnership’s (2006) list of the six key elements of 21st century learning reveals the discrepancy between the focus of schools and the agenda proposed by the Partnership.  There is initial agreement in terms of the importance of (a) core subjects, in which the Partnership deferred to NCLB (2001). In the remaining five elements, however, the Partnership extended the concept of educational relevance beyond NCLB’s emphasis on accountability. The remaining five elements of 21st century learning were (b) 21st century content (global awareness; financial, economic, business and entrepreneurial literacy; civic literacy; and health and wellness awareness), (c) learning and thinking skills (critical-thinking and problem-solving skills, communication skills, creativity and innovation skills, collaboration skills, contextual learning skills, and information and media literacy skills), (d) ICT literacy, (e) life skills (leadership, ethics, accountability, adaptability, personal productivity, personal responsibility, people skills, self-direction, and social responsibility), and, lastly, (f) the use of  21st century assessments incorporating modern technologies to increase the effectiveness and timeliness of the measurement of outcome in all five of the preceding elements. The Partnership’s dissatisfaction with the status quo was based on the sizable discrepancy revealed in the listing of the six key elements.       

Are they really ready to work?

A consortium consisting or the Conference Board, Corporate Voices for Working Families, The Partnership for 21st Century Skills, and The Society for Human Resource Management (Conference Board, 2006) recently surveyed over 400 employers across the United States to delineate the skill set that new entrants need to succeed in the workplace. For high school graduates, there were ten skills (both basic knowledge and applied skills) which a majority of employers held to be very important: Written communications, professionalism/work ethic, critical thinking/problem solving, oral communications, ethics/social responsibility, reading comprehension, teamwork/collaboration, diversity, information technology application, and English language. Unfortunately, at least 20% of employers (and up to 80.9%) rated high school graduates as deficient on all ten of these skills. Table 1 shows the percentage of employers responding with a “deficient” rating for each of the ten “very important” skills.

Table 1
Percentage of Responding Employers Giving High School Graduates a Rating of “Deficient” on Ten “Very Important” Skills. (Conference Board, 2006, p. 41)
	Very Important Skill
	Percentage Rating This Skill as “Deficient” Among High School Graduates

	Written Communications
	80.9

	Professionalism/Work Ethic 
	70.3

	Critical Thinking/Problem Solving
	69.6

	Oral Communications
	52.7

	Ethics/Social Responsibility 
	44.1

	Reading Comprehension
	38.4

	Teamwork/Collaboration
	34.6

	Diversity
	27.9

	Information Technology Application
	21.5

	English Language
	21.0


Work Readiness Approaches
Table 1 presents a clear picture of the dimensions of the gap between the skills which high school graduates possess and the skills which employers seek, and supports  Handel’s (2005) contention that there is a “widespread belief that U.S. workers’ education and skills are not adequate for the demands of jobs in the modern economy” (p.1). Juntunen and Wettersten (2005) highlighted a comment from a former U.S. Secretary of Labor that America had the worst school-to-work transition process of any industrialized nation, stating that “there are few systematic services in place to help high school students and graduates make the transition to work” (p. 577). The lack of such services supports the views of The Partnership for 21st Century Schools (2002, 2006) about the futility of simply keeping students at school longer. Changes in society and the global economy have played a hand in altering the employment landscape in ways that schools have yet to accommodate. 
Ready for the Real World?

In a report sponsored by Educational Testing Services (ETS) and designed to be representative of the national perspective, Hart and Winston (2005) sought to discern the opinions of the American public about the value added currently to graduates’ skills by their high school education. They found that 63% of their respondents believed that America’s high schools are “coming up short or falling behind in several important areas including…equipping students with the training and skills they will need for the work force (63%)” (p. 3). They also found that that, even while decrying the shortcomings of the high schools, more than 60% of their survey respondents saw the issues as extending beyond the direct control of the school and “relating to the broader society outside school” (p. 3). The respondents to Hart and Winston’s survey saw a clear link between the nation’s success and the quality of the public education system, which 76% of all adults asserting that “America’s ability to compete in the world would be weakened if 25 years from now high schools have not improved” (p. 6).  
The United States Chamber of Commerce
From the perspective of the United States Chamber of Commerce (Chamber, 2006), NCLB (2001) has addressed “the basic academic skills gap, not the employability skills gap facing business” (p. 2). To focus attention on the employability gap facing business, the Chamber recently formed a coalition with the National Institute for Literacy (NIFL) and policy makers from the states of Florida, New York, New Jersey, and Washington to define “work-readiness” and support the development of an assessment instrument to measure the level of work-readiness of high school students (or other potential employees). The coalition envisaged one major benefit of this endeavor as providing guidance to schools concerning what skills employers want to see in graduates proceeding straight from graduation to employment. Successful completion of the coalition’s assessment leads to the awarding of a National Work Readiness Credential (WRC) to the candidate. 
The WRC is based on a set of four tests “to evaluate whether or not a candidate possesses the work readiness skills necessary to be successful in entry-level jobs” (CASTLE Worldwide, 2006, p. 7). These tests cover an assessment of reading with understanding, using mathematics, speaking and listening, and a situational judgment test (testing ability to cooperate with others, resolve conflict and negotiate, solve problems and make decisions, observe critically, and take responsibility for learning). The WRC assessments are all delivered on-line, with the Oral Language Test (evaluating speaking and listening) utilizing a microphone into which the candidates speaks his of her response to the verbal prompt issued by the software. The WRC is intended to show prospective that the candidate has “the knowledge and skills needed to be a successful entry-level worker” (National Work Readiness Council, 2006, p. 4).
ACT National Career Readiness Certificate 
The new “National Work Readiness Credential” can be contrasted with the well-established “National Career Readiness Certificate” offered by ACT (n.d.) in conjunction with its long-standing WorkKeys assessment tools. The concept of ACT’s Career Readiness Certificate is to determine the candidates’ skill levels on three WorkKeys assessments: (a) applied mathematics, (b) reading for information, and (c) locating information. Individuals who score at specified levels receive the appropriate gold, silver, or bronze certificate. The skill level scores attained by the candidate can be compared to the skill levels required by the many jobs listed by tile in ACT’s established job profiles to see whether an individual is a good fit in terms of skills for that job. The Career Readiness Certificate is based on a subset of 3 of the 10 skills which WorkKeys can assess. WorkKeys mines the wealth of data gathered in the national O*NET database (O*NET, United States Department of Labor, Employment and Training Administration, n.d.) but is not well suited to providing data on the skills which, for example, the Conference Board survey (2006) suggests employers see as lacking in high school graduates (see Table 1). 
The Penalties of an Insufficiently Skilled Workforce
 The deep-seated concern with the alleged “skills mismatch” in the United States relates to the economic penalty sustained at the national level by a workforce should it be insufficiently skilled in comparison with this country’s trading partners. For example, in the preface of the recent 8th edition of their ongoing efforts to redefine the role of those who lead the instructional endeavor in schools, Sergiovanni and Starrat (2007) identified eleven influences which they implicated in the “ferment of concern about the shortcomings of schooling in its present state” (p. xvii). Prominent among these eleven influences were those arising from economic concerns. They asserted that “business executives and government officials maintain that American youth are unprepared for the technological demands of the 21st century workplace. Continued advances in economic productivity require investment in high-quality education, especially in developing workplace skills” (p. xvii). 
Global Competitiveness
Productivity is one of the key attributes of a globally competitive economy, and, as Sergiovanni and Starrat (2007) intimated, it is intrinsically tied to the educational level of the workforce, since skilled usage of technology is the means by which productivity growth is maintained without increasing the number of hours worked (Bourles & Cette, 2005). Productivity is defined by United Stated Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS, 2006) as a measure of economic efficiency that shows how effectively economic inputs are converted into output. Another way of looking at productivity is as a measure of the value of the goods produced per hour of work. 
Glynn (2004) described the difficulty of comparing sectoral productivity across countries, labeling the process as “notoriously tricky” (p. 77). Echoing Glynn, Bourles and Cette (2005) adverted several times to the large number of simplifying assumptions that are involved in making international comparisons before declaring that “the United States is the country with the highest ‘structural’ level of hourly productivity and is therefore setting the ‘technical efficiency frontier’ for industrialized countries” (p. 89). In  Bourles and Cette’s (2005) study, structural hourly productivity referred to the earlier work of Cette (2005) in “correcting ‘observed’ hourly production by factoring in the differences in average hours worked and/or the employment rate (compared with the United States)” (Bourles & Cette, 2005, p. 77).  Bourles and Cette conjectured that the gap between the structural productivity levels of other industrialized countries and the United States (which they describe as widely analyzed by the OECD) was “due to many possible causes, including lower average educational attainment in the working-age population, [and] less ICT [information and communication technologies] production and diffusion” (p. 89). Elaborating on the connection of structural productivity to the education level of the work force, Bourles and Cette proposed that “ICT use requires more highly skilled labor than other techniques, and a less skilled labor force may also mean less ICT diffusion” (p. 89).
According to the BLS (2006), the seasonally adjusted annual rates of productivity growth in the second quarter of 2006 in the United States were 1.5 % in the business sector and 1.6 % in the non-farm business sector. In manufacturing, the revised productivity changes in the second quarter were 2.6 % in manufacturing, 3.7 % in durable goods manufacturing, and 2.3 % in nondurable goods manufacturing. 
These figures for productivity can be set in context by a recent interview conducted by National Public Radio (NPR) with David Wessel (deputy Washington bureau chief for The Wall Street Journal). Wessel (2006) explained that if productivity growth was at 1.5% it would take 50 years for the standard of living to double, whereas if productivity was to grow at 2.5%, the standard of living would double in only 29 years. The BLS figures for productivity cited above range from 1.5% to 3.7% (depending on the sector) are at the high end of the simple continuum that Wessel proposed. While the ideal time line for doubling the standard of living is a matter of conjecture, in the same NPR interview, Wessel also commented that “American workers are among the most productive in the world,” and that “American productivity growth is the envy of the industrial countries around the world.” The above discussion of structural productivity places Wessel’s remarks in perspective, and validates his assertion. Nevertheless, there are cracks in the edifice. The World Economic Forum (WEF, 2006) recently released its 2006-2007 global competitiveness index ranking which noted a decline of the United States from first place to sixth place. 
The Skills Mismatch

The alleged lack of preparedness for the demands of the 21st century workplace among high school graduates is referred to in this study as the “skills mismatch.” If students who graduate from high school exhibit a skills mismatch, then those pressing for continued advances in productivity from economic, personal development, or democratic perspectives have a strong case to bring against the educational system which has been satisfied with low quality graduates, and has failed to adequately prepare them for life after high school. This raises the question of what is meant by a skill. 

What is a Skill?

The term “skill” is frequently used generically to imply some characteristic that people have in interaction with an environment (Dawis, 2005). Thus, there are some skills that may ease the transition for high school graduates who are work-bound. 

There is a lack of precision within the realm of work skills. For example, “resource management skills” in O*NET (n.d.) appear in the SCANS (1991) report as competencies (“identifies, organizes, plans, and allocates resources,” p. x). Clearly the notions of “skill” and “competency” in this example are closely related, and the approach taken in this paper is to take advantage of the sense underlying both terms as referring to characteristics that facilitate the interactions of people in environments. 
This notion of a skill is in the tradition of the “class of theories known as P-E theories…which are about the person (P) in an environment (E) and the fit between, and the interaction of, P and E” ( Dawis, 2005, p. 3-4). Dawis went on to define skills in the context of the Theory of Work Adjustment (TWA, Dawis & Lofquist, 1984), as “repeatable behavior sequences performed in response to prescribed tasks” (p. 12). Dawis nominated examples of dimensions on which a skill may vary (content of task, difficulty of task, time needed to complete task, and effort expended on task), and asserted that “workers can be categorized by the sets of work skills they possess” (p. 12). The concept of skills as used in this paper refers to repeatable sequences of thought or action that facilitate the performance of a task, and/or the acquisition, or the speed of acquisition, of knowledge.

A Nation at Risk (1983) eschewed any attempt to “search for scapegoats among the victims” (p. 5), but perceived that “a basic promise is not being kept,” namely, “more and more young people emerge from high school ready neither for college nor for work” (p. 5). Exacerbating this problem, according to the report, was the decline in the quality of graduates occurring at a time when “the knowledge base continues its rapid expansion, the number of traditional jobs shrinks, and new jobs demand greater sophistication and preparation” (p. 5). A Nation at Risk certainly encapsulated the “intensity of … frustration” the “growing impatience with shoddiness” (p. 5) which it distilled from its sources. 

SCANS (1991) dismissed the contention that “skills needed in the real world are…just ‘picked up’,” citing “massive training budgets of today’s corporations” as evidence of the instructional burden borne by employers (p. 5). Notwithstanding, the great efforts that had been made, the reason that “we are unable to demonstrate that things are, on the whole, much better” (p.4) was ascribed by SCANS to the fact that “employers and school personnel are passing each other likes ships in the night: one speaks in Morse code, the other signals with flags” (p. 4). 

Little has changed since SCANS (1991) in terms of employer dissatisfaction with the outcomes of the education endeavor—at least as far as manufacturing employers are concerned—although the implication that employers want schools to be their own personal training facilities has been disavowed specifically. For example, Jasinowski (2005), President of The Manufacturing Institute of the National Association of Manufacturers, acknowledged in a letter to The Wall Street Journal that manufacturers ought to be spending more on training, citing the National Association of Manufacturers’ (NAM, 2005) admonition that employers should spend “roughly 3 percent of payroll to train current workers if they want to stay ahead in today’s rapidly changing economy.” However, Jasinowski went on to point out that 3 percent of the payroll pales in the face of the task of compensating for weakness in the education system, suggesting that “even dramatically higher training investments by manufacturers won’t overcome the poor quality of our K-12 education system” (p.1).

The Skills Mismatch is not Clear-cut
In the face of much concurrence that a skills mismatch exists, Handel (2005) has declared that better data are needed to deal with the “considerable ambiguity” that he discerned in “many aspects of the skills mismatch issue [that] seem self-evident to casual, and even some informed observers” (p. 1). Handel focused his investigation on the skills of the worker in general—not specifically on the high school graduate—but his caveat is an indication that the clear-cut case which many accept may be less clear-cut than it would appear. Handel cited Levin (1998) in pointing out that although “many of the economic problems that fueled concern in the 1980s and early 1990s diminished significantly thereafter…no one attributes the economic improvements to schools, nor has the sense of urgency surrounding school quality and reform abated” (p. 3). Levin proposed that schools were “the venue of the usual suspect” and provided a scapegoat to bear the guilt when, in the early 1980s, “the U.S. economy was in a shambles with inflation and unemployment in the double-digit range” (p. 139)—a contention that is consonant with Berliner and Biddle’s (1995) perspective on A Nation at Risk (1983).

Levin (1998) perceptively observed that “the educational quality of the labor force is viewed as the key factor in explaining economic progress without much consideration for the conditions under which education can make a difference” (p. 140). Pursuing Levin’s point, improvement in educational outcomes can no more easily be credited for improved economic outcomes than can poor educational outcomes be blamed for economic woes. Handel (2005) made this same point when he attributed the economic turnaround in the late 1990s more to “swings in macroeconomic forces” than “the modest trend in school quality or individual educational attainment” (p. 6).

Experience at work
In support of his skepticism about the reality of the high school graduates’ skills mismatch, Handel (2005) suggested that what is “often perceived as a cohort effect may be an age effect” (p.9). In other words, in terms of the terminology developed by Sternberg et al. (2000), tacit knowledge takes time to develop. From this perspective, the continual complaints from employers reflect their wrestling with the difficulty of putting old heads on young shoulders. 
Handel (2005) offered support for this maturational interpretation by observing that complaints about younger workers “have persisted for more than 20 years” (p. 9), but that as the young workers of an earlier time have aged, the complaints about their skills have ceased. Thus, Handel’s proposition was that employers’ complaints were linked to age groups, not cohorts. For example, the school graduates at the time of A Nation at Risk (1983) are currently in middle age, and are among the critics of the current new generation of workers. Their work experience has changed them, and Handel returned to the theme of the importance of soft skills by observing that “the problem is really [not] cognitive skills [but] rather…work related attitudes” (p. 9). Handel proposed that:
recent cohorts may pass through a phase of early adulthood characterized by low effort and weak attachment to career opportunities, reinforced by a scarcity of jobs offering career opportunities. As workers age and shoulder more adult responsibilities, they grow out of casual work attitudes and adjust to—or are socialized into—the workplace norms of the jobs they consider worth keeping, and they compensate for any modest cognitive skill deficits through on-the-job experience and situated learning. (p. 9) 

Soft Skills

Barton (2006) summed up seven studies spanning almost two decades, finding “a lot of commonality on what is important to employers: attitude, first impressions, and recommendations” (p. 15). Concurring with Handel (2005), Barton referred to these commonalities as “soft skills.” Rosenbaum (2001) had earlier used “soft skills” to refer to the “motivation and social skills” which employers described as “their greatest need, and far more important than academic skills” (p. 269). Rosenbaum (2002) declared that “high schools are failing to develop soft skills, which employers value much more than academics, and which must be learned before entering the labor market” (p. 10). Underpinning Rosenbaum’s declaration, Murnane and Levy (1996) found that soft skills ratings were better predictors of job performance than test scores (provided that test scores were above a fixed threshold). Soft skills included “attendance, deportment, dependability, initiative, and ability to work with others” (Rosenbaum, 2001, p. 269). This connects with the earlier observations from SCANS (1991) that employers wanted new employees who have “workplace know-how” (p. vii), and who present themselves for work regularly and on-time.

General Employability Skills
Turner and Lapan (2005) suggested that work readiness skills were composed of “general employability skills (e.g., the ability to accept responsibility and make sound decisions), social competency skills (e.g., the ability to appropriately initiate conversations and appropriately regulate emotions), and prosocial skills (i.e., voluntary behavior intended to benefit another)” (p. 420). They suggested that these broad socialization skills may need to be specifically taught in “today’s complex world” (p. 421). In a similar vein, Lapan (2004) proposed a more detailed list of the skills which would maximize school graduates’ career potential including: (a) social competence (the ability to build effective relationships), (b) diversity (the ability and flexibility to successfully interact with coworkers, clients, customers, or students from different cultures), (c) positive work habits (including sound judgment, responsibility, dependability, punctuality, attendance, life-planning and management skills, and recognition of and adherence to the legal and ethical standards that govern…[the] profession), (d) personal management skills (including positive self-attitudes, cleanliness, appropriate dress, both verbal and nonverbal communication skills), and (e) entrepreneurship (including leadership, creativity, desire, motivation, and openness to opportunity) (p. 421).

Investigating Soft (General Employability) Skills
Achieve (2006) declared that “in most states there is a large gap between what high schools expect and what colleges and employers demand” (p. 3, emphasis added). Given the high stakes associated with an adverse selection decision, this study proposes to explore some facets of soft skills that may contribute to the perception that far too many young people emerge from schools without the skills they need to compete in the workplace. Recent studies have defined work force readiness as work force learning readiness (ACT, 2006), and have focused on what have been described as the soft skills. A measure of these soft skills may be the most relevant piece of information for the applicants to the hypothetical positions with which this paper began to convey, and for the potential employers to seek. The relevance of these soft skills would indicate a focused effort on the part of schools to inculcate these skills into their graduates, particularly those who intend to seek work directly from high school graduation.  
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