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1  ABSTRACT 

Facing the realities of increased education costs, competitive job markets and new demands of 
the 21st century, Universities are exploring how they can revitalize education and make their graduates 

and technical acumen. The study explores the ranking (using a force-rank response system) of soft skills 
(7 clusters with 7 characteristics each), such as communication, listening effectively, cross-disciplinary 
experiences, working well under pressure, ability to self-start and leadership. The soft skill priorities are 
compared to identify where students, faculty, alum and employers in Landscape Architecture and allied 
professions (n=1,036) agree or differ. The data is a subset of a larger study with over 8,000 respondents 
in Agriculture and Natural Resource disciplines from all 50 states and 31 Land-grant Universities. Mean 
scores are used to identify rankings of soft skills and ordinal regression to identify significant differences 
between the stakeholder groups. The employers rank order of soft skill priorities is: Communication, Self-
management, Teamwork, Decision-making/Problem solving, Experiences, Professionalism, and 
Leadership. All of the stakeholder groups agree Communication is the most important soft skill with 
Employers value listening as the top Communication characteristic; above oral and written skills. 
Employers value Teamwork higher than students and faculty in importance for new employees. 
Discussion includes issues such as: students seem to under-estimate the importance of self-starting and 
that having a positive attitude is important to their future employers. Curricular implications are also 
discussed to enhance soft skill development.  
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2 INTRODUCTION 
 The importance of soft skills are being extolled internationally - from government reports to 
university research studies. Employers, students and faculty are aware of the need to complement 
professional and technical skills with soft skills. This study explores the ranking (using a force-rank 
response system) of soft skills (7 clusters with 7 characteristics each), such as communication, listening 
effectively, cross-disciplinary experiences, working well under pressure, ability to self-start and leadership. 
The purpose of this study is to identify soft skill priorities and identify where students, faculty, alum and 
employers in Landscape Architecture and allied professions (n=1,036) agree or differ. The data is a 
subset of a larger study with over 8,000 respondents in Agriculture and Natural Resource disciplines from 
all 50 states and 31 Land-grant Universities.   
 The need for soft skills is receiving international attention. Findings from US national surveys are 
reporting that employers are encouraging students to place higher importance on their sense of urgency, 

2000; Agricultural Future of America and Millennium Research, 2009). Employers in the United Kingdom 
are looking for more skills in oral communication, customer handling, problem-solving, and team-working 
(UK Commission on Employment and Skills, 2009). Communication skills include a strong foreign 
language component for employment in Asian and European markets (Arocena, Nunez & Villanueva, 
2007; Zaharim et al., 2009). In terms of international experience and study abroad, US studies are finding 
both ends of the spectrum, from highly value to least valued, for new employees (Gardner, Gross & 
Steiglitz, 2008; Scholar Ship, 2007).   
 

Parker, 2009). Sensitivity to culture and diversity are also cited as important skills new employees should 
bring to the workplace (Barry, 2007). The Australia Department of Education and Training published a 
guide addressing core skills such as communication, teamwork and problem-solving in the social and 
work context of Western Australia (Commonwealth of Australia, 2009). 
 Universities may be lagging in preparing our future workforce with the skills and values they will 
need for success (Bolmen & Gallos, 2011). This is compounded by a potential disconnect between what 
students and faculty consider are important skills to learn, which can diminish the learning experience 
(Angelo, 1993). Studies in the US, Europe and Asia are finding employers feel university/college 
graduates need to expand their basic communication skills (Jagger, 2001; Stevens 2004; Zaharim et al., 

believe young people are not smart. In summary, employers believe young people lack the skills they 
need in the workplace: meaningful work experience; maturity to deal with the situations they will face as 
an employee; and command of the skills that allow them to converse with diverse colleagues, handle 
multipl
exploring how they can revitalize education and make their graduates more competitive in the job market. 

 knowledge, the soft skills of communication, 
decision-making, self-management and teamwork are critical skills employers are looking for in applicants 
(Crawford et al., 2011b).  
 
3 SOFT SKILLS 
 While the literature explores a host of soft skills important for entry into the job market, many fail to 
discern differences in priorities. All of the soft skills are important. The literature also ranges from very 
broad, blanketing multiple industries, jobs and profession, to very specific, such as for computer 
technicians or engineers. Responsibility, asserts Lowden, et al., 2011, for learning and implementing 
these skills in their lives falls three ways: the public body or university, the employer, and the individual. 
Each specific sector of the market, however, requires specific competencies and skills for employment 
(SCANS, 2000).  
 The Association of Public and Land-grant Universities (APLU) commissioned report on soft skills 
creates a starting point for identifying soft skill priorities in Agriculture and Natural Resources related 
industries and connecting this information with US Universities. The APLU, located in Washington, D.C, 
focuses on higher education policies and gives a national voice to university concerns. The organization 
includes 221 member public universities, land-grant universities and state university systems with over 3.5 
million undergraduate students (Fink, 2011; APLU, 2007-2011). The 2011 APLU National Academic 



Landscape Research Record No.1

85 

st 

discipline specific skills as an important issue for 21st century education. The committee decided data 
would be the key to engaging the national audience of University administrators and faculty. A survey was 

our colleges are well-regarded for their teaching of the disciplines and technical skills, employers often 
take our institutions (and higher education as a whole) to task for not preparing students with transferable 

provides information to help prioritize soft skills and discern differences in priorities between four key 
stakeholder groups - students, faculty, alum, and employers. 
 The CASS study team included the summit planning committee Chair from the University of 
Georgia (Dr. Josef Broder), the director of the Academic Programs Section of APLU from Washington, 
D.C, (Ms. Wendy Fink), two faculty members from Michigan State University (Drs. Pat Crawford and 
Suzanne Lang), and two students from Michigan State University (Mr. Robert Dalton and Ms. Laura 
Fielitz). The team presented the study findings at the Summit in Indianapolis, IN. (Crawford, 2011a).  
 The CASS study team identified seven soft skill clusters, with seven descriptive characteristics 
each, from a literatur
skill clusters and descriptive characteristics within each cluster. The use of a forced-ranking response 
system required respondents to prioritize their responses, rather than giving equal value to multiple skills 
or characteristics. The study included 8,111 viable responses; from 282 employers, and 4,262 alum, 898 
faculty and 2,669 students from 31 Universities across the United States. The CASS Report analysis used 
the mean forced ranking results to compare value perceptions across the stakeholder groups. Employers 
ranked Communication, Decision-Making and Self-Management as the three top soft skills. Teamwork, 
Professionalism and Experiences followed with Leadership as the 7th skill (Crawford et al., 2011b).  Within 
each cluster, participants also ranked the descriptive characteristics. For example, employers ranked 
listening as the most important characteristic within the Communication cluster, followed by 
communicating concisely and oral (verbal) communication skills. While each of the skills is important, the 
CASS study begins to inform priorities where to focus training and education efforts. The full results of 
stakeholder mean comparisons are published by APLU and available on-line at: 
http://www.aplu.org/document.doc?id=3414.  

 
4 METHODOLOY 
 This work is a new line of inquiry building off the APLU Report Comparability of Soft Skills: What is 
Important for New Graduates? (Crawford et al., 2011b). The authors were part of the CASS research 
team and the previous summary information sets the stage for the new in-depth analysis presented in this 
article focusing on soft skill values of those in Landscape Architecture and allied professions. This 
analysis focuses on the Environmental and Natural Resource Specialists (ENRS) field of the CASS study 
data set, which represents landscape architecture and allied positions in which landscape architects are 
often employed or work closely. LA graduates are expanding their job search to a host of allied positions 
as a way to begin their careers. Up to 29% of the employed US Landscape Architects are in positions 
other than traditional design, engineering and planning firms or agencies (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 
2012).  The ENRS data set includes areas such as landscape design, construction, civil engineering, park 
design and management, interior design, golf course design and management, natural resource 
management, and forestry. Survey response differences between students, faculty, alum and employers 
are explored. 
 The Comparability of Soft Skills: Data Set (Crawford et al., 2011c) is used for analysis with the 
Statistical Package for Social Science 19 (SPSS - IBM Statistics Software Editor). For this study the data 
is explored for significant differences of ranking of the soft skills between stakeholders using ordinal 
regression. This technique is selected due to the forced ranking of data used in the CASS study which 

 or distance between the variables (IBM, 
2011). Ordinal regression allows for multiple independent variables and unequal sample sizes. In this 
study, the stakeholder group is designated as the independent variable and the soft skill clusters and 
characteristics as the dependent variables (See Figure 1: Employers Soft Skills Ranking for full list). Using 

full data set. The analysis was run for 336 comparisons of the four stakeholder groups with the dependent 
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variables (7 clusters plus 49 characteristics). The findings include significant differences between the 
stakeholder groups. The sample size is n=1,036 and the Wald statistic is used to identify significant 
differences. Differences equal to or less than 0.05 are considered significant.  
  
5 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
 The 1,036 survey responses are distributed across the four stakeholder groups with 38.5% 
students, 22.3% faculty, 36.1% alum and 3.1% employers. (See Table 1: Response Rate by Stakeholder). 
The 32 employer responses represent small to large businesses across the US and only one survey per 
firm or organization was collected. 
 
Table 1. Response Rate by Stakeholder 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The employers rank order the soft skill clusters with Communication, Self-management and 

Teamwork as the most important with Leadership as the least important for an entry level employee. (See 
Figure 1: Employers Soft Skills Ranking). Employers and students have significant differences for five of 
the seven soft skill clusters. Employers significantly rank Communication, Self-Management and 
Teamwork higher than students. Students rank Professionalism and Experiences significantly higher than 
employers. Students rank Self-management significantly lower and Experiences significantly higher than 
faculty, alum and employers. Employers rank Decision-making higher than faculty, while faculty rank 
Teamwork lower than employers in importance for new employees. (See Table 2: Soft Skill Cluster 
Significant Differences across Stakeholders). 
 The employers rank order of the soft skill clusters are interpreted as a spectrum, with the top 
priorities being the basic building blocks with the skills building on each other (Fink, 2011). The results of 
this study are interpreted with Communication (the top priority) as a foundational skill for work. Self-
management (second priority) is then the ability to work without explicit directions and monitoring, building 
towards working with others in teams (third priority). With development of personal and team skills, then 
Decision-making and Problem-solving in the workplace become viable roles for a new employee. The 
value of Experiences is influenced by the development of the previous skills. Experiences, such as 
internships or study abroad, may not have the impacts needed to foster learning and professional 
development if basic communication or decision-making skills have not been developed. The last two, 
Professionalism and Leadership, are then higher order skill sets which are possible because of the 
foundational skills. .  
 For soft skill clusters at the entry level of the spectrum, (Communication, Self-management, 
Teamwork and Decision-making), all of the significant differences with students are with the students 
valuing the skill lower than faculty, alum and employers. As a cautionary note, because employers ranked 
Communicat
their top priority soft skill when looking at new hires. Students place significantly higher emphasis on the 
other end of the spectrum (Experiences, Professionalism and Leadership) and not the foundational end of 

spectrum. Some may be from generational norms or trends such as organized youth sports and activities 
where 

e, or appropriate communication and social interaction. For 
whatever the reason, exploring the disconnect is important. Employers are looking for base skills first, 
while students may be seeking leadership and other experiences more than the base skills. 
 

Stakeholder N Percent 
Student 399 38.50% 
Faculty 231 22.30% 
Alum 374 36.1% 
Employer 32 3.10% 
TOTAL 1036 100% 
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Figure 1. Employer Soft Skills Ranking 

 
Table 2. Soft Skill Cluster Significant Differences across Stakeholders 
Core Skills Significant Differences by Stakeholder Comparisons 

Clusters Employer-
Student 

Employer-
Faculty 

Employer-
Alum 

Faculty-
Student 

Faculty-
Alum 

Student-
Alum 

Communication 0.047 E      

Self-Management 0.019 E   0.000 F 0.033 F 0.003 A 

Teamwork 0.003 E 0.003 E 0.011 E    

DM/PS  0.025 E 0.043 A 0.005 F  0.013 A 

Experiences 0.024 S   0.006 S  0.001 S 

Professionalism 0.041 S      

Leadership    0.000 S 0.001 A 0.016 S 

Letter Indicates the Stakeholder that Places Higher Emphasis on the Skill/Characteristic. S= student, F=faculty, A=alum, E=employer 
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Within each cluster, seven descriptive characteristics give deeper meaning to the cluster. 
Significant differences between stakeholder rankings emerged (4 stakeholder groups and 7 characteristics 
= 42 comparisons per cluster). The cluster with the most differences in ranking characteristics is 
Experiences, with over half of the possible comparisons between stakeholder groups significant. Two 
thirds of these differences are between students and the other stakeholder groups. Self-management and 
Communication follow second and third with 40% and 33% of the possible stakeholder comparisons 
significant. The students represent the majority of significant differences in both clusters. Professionalism 
is next with a quarter of the possible comparisons significant. The majority are differences between alum 
and students or alum and faculty. Decision-making, Teamwork and Leadership have the least number of 
significant differences. Student to faculty and alum comparisons represent the most differences in the 
Decision-making cluster. In Teamwork, alum have the most significant differences and in Leadership the 
majority of differences are between students and faculty. (See Figure 2: Significant Differences within Soft 
Skill Cluster Characteristics and Table 3: Significant Difference Occurrences by Characteristic within 
Clusters). An in-depth analysis of each individual cluster and characteristics are presented next. 

Figure 2. Significant Differences within Soft Skill Cluster Characteristics

Table 3. Significant Difference Occurrences by Characteristic within Clusters
Skill                                 Number of Significant Differences Among Stakeholders

Total Chara. 
1

Chara. 
2

Chara. 
3

Chara. 
4

Chara. 
5

Chara. 
6

Chara. 
7

Communication 14 (33.3%) 0 0 4 0 4 3 3 
Self-Management 17 (40.5%) 3 3 0 3 3 1 4 
Teamwork 7 (16.7%) 0 2 0 2 1 0 2
DM/PS 8 (19.0%) 2 0 2 1 1 2 0
Experiences 24 (57.1%) 3 3 4 2 5 4 3
Professionalism 11 (26.2%) 4 0 0 4 2 0 1
Leadership 6 (14.3%) 1 0 2 0 0 1 2

5.1 Communication
Communication is the most important soft skill for employers. Students also rank Communication 

as the most important, yet significantly value it less than the employers. Employer rank order of the 
characteristics is: listen effectively, communicate accurately and concisely, communicate pleasantly and 
professionally, effective oral communication, effective written communication, ask good questions, 
communicate appropriately and professionally using social media. Faculty value communicating 
pleasantly and professionally significantly less and written communication significantly higher than the 
other groups. Employers, faculty and alum value asking good questions higher than students. Students, 
on the other hand, value skills for appropriate and professional social communications higher than the 
other groups. (See Table 4: Communication Characteristics with Significant Differences by Stakeholder).

14 17

7 8

24

11

6
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  In this study, Communication skills are the most important and listening skills are the most 

syllabus? Or is it a skill that students are expected to have upon entering the design studio? Given the 
importance across the stakeholder groups, perhaps more direct attention is warranted. Because of the 
alignment with student responses it can enhance learning  they already value it and may appreciate 
listening skills being formally addressed in their classwork (Angelo, 1993). 
  A social interaction disconnect is potentially in play between students and the other stakeholder 
groups. Employers, faculty and alum value the social aspect of learning and working through the 
processes of asking good questions while the students emphasize skills in digital communications, such 
as facebook, twitter and blogging more than the other groups. This may be a generational comfort, or 
preference, of face-to-face communications versus digital.  
 
Table 4. Communication Characteristics with Significant Differences by Stakeholder 
Communication Significant Differences by Stakeholder Comparisons 

 Employer-
Student 

Employer-
Faculty 

Employer-
Alum 

Faculty-
Student 

Faculty-
Alum 

Student-
Alum 

1 Listen        

2 Acc&Concise        

3 Pleasant  0.005 E  0.000 S 0.001 A 0.002 S 

4 Oral       

5 Written  0.001 F  0.000 F 0.000 F 0.000 A 

6 Questions 0.021 E   0.000 F  0.000 A 

7 Social Media  0.017 S   0.000 S  0.000 S 

Letter Indicates the Stakeholder that Places Higher Emphasis on the Skill/Characteristic. S= student, F=faculty, A=alum, E=employer 
 
5.2 Self-Management 
  Self-management is the second most important soft skill cluster for employers and they rank it 
significantly higher than the students. Employers top four characteristics are: efficient and effective work 
habits, self-starting, well-developed ethic, integrity and sense of loyalty, and sense of urgency to address 
and complete tasks. Employers and faculty significantly value self-starting more than students. Students 
value the ability to work well under pressure and dedication to professional development significantly more 
than employers and faculty. (See Table 5: Self-Management Characteristics with Significant Differences 
by Stakeholder). 
 
Table 5. Self-Management Characteristics with Significant Differences by Stakeholder 

Self-
Management 

Significant Differences by Stakeholder Comparisons 

 Employer-
Student 

Employer-
Faculty 

Employer-
Alum 

Faculty-
Student 

Faculty-
Alum 

Student-
Alum 

1 Work Habits   0.028 E  0.013 F 0.024 S 

2 Self-Starting 0.000 E   0.000 F  0.000 A 

3 Ethic       

4 Urgency    0.025 S 0.000 A 0.001 A 

5 Pressure 0.027 S   0.000 S 0.001 A  

6 Technology   0.046 E    

7 Prof. Devel. 0.001 S   0.000 S 0.001 F 0.000 S 

Letter Indicates the Stakeholder that Places Higher Emphasis on the Skill/Characteristic. S= student, F=faculty, A=alum, E=employer 
 
  Students seem to under-estimate the importance of self-starting as an important skill for new 
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containing set due dates, specified objectives to fulfill and information delivery through lectures, reading 
lists, and resource guides provided by an instructor. Fitting courses into University semesters/quarters and 
a lock-step professional design curricular structure also allows students to progress through a curriculum 
without thinking much about when to start or stop. Practicing self-starting behaviors can be supported 
through co-curricular and extra-curricular clubs or activities, and are especially useful when they help build 

ation to continued professional development is applauded, but may 
be a bit pre-mature. This may connect with employers concerns that students are graduating with an 
unrealistic sense of where they will start in the workforce (Gardner, 2013).  
 
5.3 Teamwork 
 Teamwork is in the top three soft skills clusters for employers, with being a productive team 
member and a positive attitude the top descriptive characteristics. Of the few significant differences in this 
cluster, most involve the alum. Alum significantly value punctuality and meeting deadlines more than 
employers, working with multiple approaches higher than faculty, and awareness and sensitivity to 
diversity higher than faculty or students. Employers join the alum in valuing a positive attitude significantly 
more than students. (See Table 6: Teamwork Characteristics with Significant Differences by Stakeholder).  
 An important aspect of the characteristics in this cluster is the lack of significant differences 
between students, faculty and employers. While students may not like teamwork for course projects, and 
rank the cluster as a whole lower than employers, there is substantial agreement on the important 
descriptive characteristics of teamwork. This is with one exception; students undervalue the importance of 
having a positive attitude and possibly how this can be a valuable attribute in the workplace and in 

that they may not be connecting the adage 
employment and promotion. 
 
Table 6. Teamwork Characteristics with Significant Differences by Stakeholder 
Teamwork Significant Differences by Stakeholder Comparisons 

 Employer-
Student 

Employer-
Faculty 

Employer-
Alum 

Faculty-
Student 

Faculty-
Alum 

Student-
Alum 

1 Prod. Member       

2 Pos. Attitude 0.009 E     0.000 A 

3 Accountable       

4 Deadlines 0.013 S  0.018 A    

5 Mult. Appro.     0.022 F  

6 Mult. Audience       

7 Diversity     0.038 A 0.000 A 

Letter Indicates the Stakeholder that Places Higher Emphasis on the Skill/Characteristic. S= student, F=faculty, A=alum, E=employer 
 
5.4 Decision-Making / Problem-Solving 
 At the cluster level, employers rank Decision-making lower than faculty in importance for new 

how to make decision and solve problems. But as new employees in the workforce, they need to learn the 
ropes of the business before jumping in and making decisions. Another interpretation is looking at the 
Teamwork and Decision-making clusters together. Employers place a higher value on the interpersonal 
skills which are developed in Teamwork and the faculty place a higher value on critical thinking skills 
which are developed through problem identification and decision making processes. Both are important, 
but who is responsible for teaching which skills, and to what level of mastery, needs to be vetted across 
the stakeholder groups so that graduates are competitive in the job market. 
 The students have a different view than the faculty, with significant differences for four of the 
seven characteristics. Faculty value identifying and analyzing problems and finding creative and 
innovative solutions significantly higher than students. Students value understanding the effects of 
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decisions and life-long learning significantly more than faculty. (See Table 7: Decision-making / Problem-
solving Characteristics with Significant Differences by Stakeholder). 
 
Table 7. Decision-making / Problem-solving Characteristics with Significant Differences by 
Stakeholder 

DM/PS Significant Differences by Stakeholder Comparisons 

 Employer-
Student 

Employer-
Faculty 

Employer-
Alum 

Faculty-
Student 

Faculty-
Alum 

Student-
Alum 

1 Ident. Probl.    0.000 F  0.035 A 

2 Action     0.021 A  

3 Effect of Dec.    0.001 S   

4Transfer Knowl.       

5 Creative Solut.    0.006 F  0.032 F 

6 Life. Learn.    0.029 S  0.007 S 

7 Abstract Think.       

Letter Indicates the Stakeholder that Places Higher Emphasis on the Skill/Characteristic. S= student, F=faculty, A=alum, E=employer 
 
5.5 Experiences 
 Experiences are the most contested skill cluster with students valuing Experiences significantly 
higher than employers, faculty and alum. The differences continue within the descriptive characteristics 
with two-thirds of the significant differences between students and the other stakeholder groups (16 of 24). 
Faculty and employers both rank teamwork and internship experiences significantly higher than students. 
The students rank leadership experiences and cross-disciplinary experiences significantly higher than 
faculty, alum and employers. (See Table 8: Experiences Characteristics with Significant Differences by 
Stakeholder). 
 
Table 8. Experiences Characteristics with Significant Differences by Stakeholder 
Experiences Significant Differences by Stakeholder Comparisons 

 Employer-
Student 

Employer-
Faculty 

Employer-
Alum 

Faculty-
Student 

Faculty-
Alum 

Student-
Alum 

1 Work-Internsh 0.000 E   0.000 F  0.000 A 

2 Teamwork 0.000 E   0.000 F  0.000 A 

3 Leadership  0.009 S   0.000 S 0.033 A 0.000 S 

4 Proj. Mgmt.     0.014 A 0.000 A 

5 Cross Disc. 0.000 S 0.019 F  0.000 S 0.003 F 0.000 S 

6 Community  0.001 E 0.013 E 0.000 S  0.000 S 

7 International  0.001 F  0.000 F 0.000 F  

Letter Indicates the Stakeholder that Places Higher Emphasis on the Skill/Characteristic. S= student, F=faculty, A=alum, E=employer 
 
 Faculty rank international experiences and cross-disciplinary experiences higher than employers. 
In contrast, employers rank community engagement experiences significantly higher than faculty. This 
cluster needs significant dialogue and processing to unpack the meaning and root of the strongly different 
perceptions of these types of student experiences. Integrating these into curricular offerings is costly for 
everyone involved  faculty, employers and students. Yet, these types of experiential and authentic 
learning are considered to be some of the most powerful ways to enhance learning (Doyle, 2011; Kuh, 
2008). Are we not preparing the students adequately to connect their learning with the experiences? Do 
we need to spend more time on reflection so that students can communicate their learning? Are we 
focusing limited resources on the most impactful learning experiences?  
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5.6 Professionalism 
  Professionalism is ranked 6th of the 7 skill clusters by employers. The majority of significant 
differences are between faculty and the other groups (8 of 11) and half of the differences are with the 
alum stakeholder group. (See Table 9: Professionalism Characteristics with Significant Differences by 
Stakeholder). Effective relationships with customers, business and the public is ranked first by employers 
and is significantly undervalued by faculty when compared to the other groups. This could be an important 
gap if the importance of effective relationships in the workplace is not being addressed with the students. 
Faculty place a significantly higher value than alum on the characteristics of trustworthy with sensitive 
information, dealing effectively with ambiguity, and, working with and accepting advice from a mentor. 
These characteristics may be more important in the academic setting than for an entry level employee. No 
significant differences were found with accepting and apply critique in the workplace and maintaining 
appropriate décor and demeanor.   
 
Table 9. Professionalism Characteristics with Significant Differences by Stakeholder 

Professionalism Significant Differences by Stakeholder Comparisons 

 Employer-
Student 

Employer-
Faculty 

Employer-
Alum 

Faculty-
Student 

Faculty-
Alum 

Student-
Alum 

1 Cst. Relations.  0.026 E  0.001 S 0.000 A 0.040 A 

2 Critique       

3 Role in wrkplc 0.001 S      

4 Trustworthy  0.002 F   0.003 F 0.000 S 

5 Ambiguity    0.000 F 0.017 F  

6 Décor/dmnr       

7 Mentor     0.021 F  

Letter Indicates the Stakeholder that Places Higher Emphasis on the Skill/Characteristic. S= student, F=faculty, A=alum, E=employer 
 

5.7 Leadership 
  Leadership is ranked 7th by employers, potentially representing Leadership as the pinnacle of the 
soft skills. The major difference in perspectives is between faculty and students. (See Table 10: 
Leadership Characteristics with Significant Differences by Stakeholder). This scenario represents a similar 
situation to how the clusters can be explored with the top characteristics as entry level foundational skills 
and the last characteristics as higher order skills. foundational characteristics of learning how to see the 
big picture and respecting contributions from others. 
 
Table 10. Leadership Characteristics with Significant Differences by Stakeholder 
Leadership Significant Differences by Stakeholder Comparisons 

 Employer-
Student 

Employer-
Faculty 

Employer-
Alum 

Faculty-
Student 

Faculty-
Alum 

Student-
Alum 

1 Big Picture    0.041 F   

2 Lead/Follow       

3 Respect    0.000 F 0.001 F  

4 Conflict mgmt       

5 Relationships       

6 Motivate    0.013 S   

7 Lead Change     0.000 S  0.010 S 

Letter Indicates the Stakeholder that Places Higher Emphasis on the Skill/Characteristic. S= student, F=faculty, A=alum, E=employer 
 
 Students emphasize the higher order characteristics of motivating and leading others, and 
recognizing change is needed and leading the change effort. With the increase in leadership events and 
programs across college campuses, a touch of caution is wise. While learning is enhanced when students 
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are in a compelling and engaging situation (such as leadership), placing them in situations beyond their 
skill level, especially without appropriate support and guidance, decreases their learning (Komives et al., 
2011). This may be a case where faculty guidance to insure the foundational skills are in place first is 
appropriate. 
 
6 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
  The findings can inform educational curriculum to better prepare undergraduates across the full 
spectrum of professional skills, disciplinary knowledge and soft skills. While ALL of the soft skills are 
important, the employer priority rankings can aide in where to focus limited resources. The differences 
between stakeholder groups can assist with bridging across the perspectives and values. The final 
solution will be a combined education, industry and individual effort. When looking at the characteristics of 
the individual soft skill clusters, faculty and employers do not have any significant differences in Self-
management, Teamwork, Decision-making and Leadership. The majority of significant differences are 
found with student comparisons to the other stakeholder groups, and the highest frequency of difference 
is with faculty and student comparisons.  
  Active learning, learner-centered teaching, authentic learning and connecting learning to real-
world situations, to name a few, are some of the approaches in curricular design that connect 

learning for students to connect with and apply their learning in their own lives. Embedded in the seven 
principles the authors emphasize the soft skills of oral and written communications, problem solving and 
teamwork. In 1993 Angelo published fourteen research based principles for improving learning. This work 
brought out the importance of a connection, or fit, between the students and the teachers goals to 

learning new material. When applied to soft skill development, a difference in priorities between students 
and faculty of which soft skills are important diminishes the potential learning that could occur (Angelo, 
1993). Helping students understand why they are important, and which ones employers value can remove 
learning barriers. Soft skills are often an unintended, or incidental, learning byproduct of a curricular 
design (Crawford et al., 2012; Engelkemeyer and Brown, 1998). Some of these skills, such as listening, 
communicating with diverse groups and time management, may be extremely important for employability 
and early career success. Whether attended to explicitly or incidentally, soft skills are an essential piece of 
making our graduates competitive in the workforce. 
 Further research can include comparing the priorities of the Landscape Architecture and allied 
professions to other disciplinary / professional groups. This is important for the University setting where 
curricular decisions, and priorities, can be set by upper admistration. Parents can also be considered 
another influential stakeholder group that influences how students perceive the value of soft skills.   
 
7 ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 
  Thank you to the Association of Public and Land-grant Universities for permission to use the 
Comparative Analysis of Soft Skills Data Set in this research. Support for the CASS Report project was 
provided by the Association of Public and Land-grant Universities, the University-Industry Consortium, 
Michigan State University and MSU AgBio.  
  
8 REFERENCES 
Angelo, T. A. (1993). A 'teacher's dozen': Fourteen general, research-based principles for improving 

higher learning in our classrooms. The AAHE Bulletin, 45(8), 3-7 & 13. 
APLU. (2011). 2011 National academic programs summit. Washington, D.C. Retrieved from 

http://www.Aplu.Org/Page.Aspx?Pid=1992. 
APLU. (2007-2011). Welcome to APLU. Washington, D.C. Retrieved from 

http://www.Aplu.Org/Page.Aspx?Pid=203. 
Arocena, P., Nunez, I., & Villanueva, M. (2007). The effect of enhancing workers' employability on small 

and medium enterprises: Evidence from Spain. Small Business Economics, 29, 191-201. 
Barry, N. (2007). When reality hits: What employers want recent college graduates to know. Dallas: Brown 

Books Publishing Group. 



Landscape Research Record No.1

94 

Bolman, L. G., & Gallos, J. V. (2011). Reframing academic leadership. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
Chickering, A., & Gamson, Z. (1987). Seven principles for good practice in undergraduate education. 

AAHE Bulletin, 39(7), 3 7. 
Crawford, P., Lang, S., Fink, W., Dalton, R., & Fielitz, L. (2011a). Comparability of soft skills: What is 

important for new graduates? APLU Academic Programs Summit. Indianapolis, IN. 
Crawford, P., Lang, S., Fink, W., Dalton, R., & Fielitz, L. (2011b). Comparability of soft skills: What is 

important for new graduates? Washington, D.C. Retrieved from 
http://www.Aplu.Org/Document.Doc?Id=3414. 

Crawford, P., Lang, S., Fink, W., Dalton, R., & Fielitz, L. (2011c). Comparability of soft skills: Data set. 
Washington, Dc: Association of Public and Land-Grant Universities. 

Crawford, P., Johnson, A., Dalton, R., Brazelton, B., & Hu, S. (2012). Montessori goes to college: A 
qualitative case study on incidental learning. Great Lakes Conference on Teaching and Learning. 
Mt. Pleasant, Mi. 

Commonwealth of Australia, T. (2009). Employability skills and workplace culture in Australia. E. P. D. O. 
E. A. (Ed.). East Perth. 

Doyle, T. (2011). Learner-centered teaching: Putting the research on learning into practice. Sterling, VA: 
Stylus Pub.  

Fink, W. (2011). The importance of soft skills to employers. Agwired: News from the World of Agribusiness. 
Engelkemeyer, S.E., & Brown, S.C. (1999). Powerful partnerships: A shared responsibility for learning. 

AAHE Bulletin, 51(2), 10-12.  
Gardner, D.P., Gross, L., & Steglitz, I. (2008). Unpacking your study abroad experience: Critical reflection 

for workplace competencies. Collegiate Employment Research Institute. CERI Research Brief 1-
2008. Michigan State University, E. Lansing, MI. 

Gardner, D.P. (2013). Recruiting trends 2012-2013. 42nd Ed. East Lansing: Collegiate Employment 
Research Institute, Michigan State University. 

Griesel, H., & Parker, B. (2009). Graduate attributes: A baseline study on South African graduates from 
the perspective of employers. Pretoria: Higher Education South Africa. 

IBM Corporation. (2011). IBM statistical package for the social sciences 19. Armonk, New York. 
Jagger, N. (2001). Employers' views of postgraduate physicists. Swindon, UK, Institute for Employment 

Studies. 
Kuh, G. (2008). High impact educational practices: What are they, who has access to them, and why they 

matter. Washington, Dc: Association of American Colleges and Universities. 
Komives, S.R., Dugan, J.P., Owen, J.E., Slack, C., Wagner, W., & Associates. (2011). The handbook for 

student leadership development. 2nd Ed. San Franciso: Wiley & Sons.  
Lowden, K., Hall, S., Elliott, D. D., & Lewin, J. (2011). Employers' perceptions of the employability skills of 

new graduates. London, The SCRE Centre Research in Education at the University of Glasgow. 
SCANS: Secretary's Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills. (2000). Skills and tasks for jobs: A 

SCANS report for America 2000. Washington, Dc, U.S. Department Of Labor. Retrieved from 
http://www.Academicinnovations.Com/Report.Html. 

Scholar Ship. (2007). Study abroad boosts employability say global Hr Execs in new study. April 9, 2007. 
Retrieved from http://Old.Goinglobal.Com/Newsletter_Atricles/June07_General_Study.Asp. 

Stevens, B. (2004). How satisfied are employers with graduates' business communication skills? A survey 
of Silicon Valley employers. Elon University. 

U.K. Commission for Employment and Skills. (2009). The employability challenge, South Yorkshire, UK. 
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. (2012). Occupational employment statistics. Retrieved from 

http://www.Bls.Gov/Home.Htm. 
Zaharim, A., Yosoff, Y., Mohd, O., Mohamed, A., & Muhanad, N. (2009). Engineering employability skills 

required by employers in Asia. 6th WSEAS International Conference on Engineering Education. 
  


