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“ A credential of value prepares 
students with the knowledge, 
skills, and experience to get a 
good job, succeed in it, and adapt 
as their work changes.



Why are these skills more essential than ever 
before in a world with AI agents and tools?



Large language models 
are incredibly powerful

Three years into the “AI 
era” certain limits are 

notable



What people can do that AI agents can’t do 

Systems thinking & 
problem solving

Business 
management & 
administration

Critical review & 
analysis

People skills Hands-on skills



Employers rank key skills like critical thinking and 
communication as most important

Employers’ average rating of each skill’s importance (1–5 scale)
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AI literacy

Quantitative reasoning

Technical proficiency

Self-management

Workplace readiness

Collaboration

Communication

Critical thinking

#8
AI literacy ranked last of 
eight skills for entry-level 

hires

Source: Strada Institute for the Future of Work, Entry-Level Hiring in the AI Era (2026); ~1,500 employers. Average importance, 1–5 scale.



Employers look first for evidence of problem solving and 
teamwork skills

Top attributes employers look for on candidates’ resumes
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Interpersonal skills

Detail-oriented

Analytical/quantitative skills

Flexibility/adaptability

Communication skills (verbal)

Technical skills

Strong work ethic

Initiative

Communication skills (written)

Ability to work in a team

Problem-solving skills

Source: NACE, Job Outlook 2025 (237 employers, surveyed Aug–Sep 2024). Share of employers seeking each attribute on a candidate’s resume.



Hiring managers hire for skills and 
experience

94%
are more likely to hire an entry-

level candidate who shows 
critical thinking and problem 

solving skills

90%
are more likely to hire one who 
shows effective communication 

skills

89%
believe experience is more 

valuable than formal education

Source: U.S. Chamber of Commerce & College Board, 2025 New Hire Readiness Report (Ipsos survey of 500 hiring managers).



Employers are screening less on GPA, more 
on experience

Employers screening by 
GPA

73% in 2019

42% in 2026

What they screen for instead

63%

73%

74%

79%

81%

93%

Leadership position

Demonstrated competencies

Internship in organization

Internship in industry

Industry experience

Academic major

Source: NACE, Job Outlook 2026. Screening criteria among employers that do not screen by GPA.



A gap between what employers need and 
what new grads show

96% 96% 94%
89%

66%

45%

56% 54%

82%

50%
43%

31%

Critical thinking Communication Teamwork Professionalism Career & self-dev. Leadership

Importance Proficiency

40+
point gap in 

communication and 
critical thinking

Source: NACE, Job Outlook 2025 (employers surveyed Aug–Sep 2024). Share of employers rating each competency.



Students can build 
these skills through 
active and applied 
learning



Few community college students get work-
based learning

17%
of two-year students in 2025 
reported a paid work-based 

learning experience

Community college students who participated in…

8% 9% 11%

58%

Internship Job shadowing Co-op or clinical None

Sources: Strada State Opportunity Index, 2025; Inside Higher Ed Student Voice survey (community college respondents).



of community college students want more 
work-based learning (42% very, 32% 
somewhat interested)

74%

Source: Inside Higher Ed Student Voice survey (community college respondents).



Students want to develop networking, problem-solving, 
self-confidence, and leadership skills

Skills community college students want to build through work-integrated learning (up to 3 each)

20%

21%

21%

23%

30%

35%

37%

37%

42%

Teamwork and collaboration

Time management and organization

Adaptability and workplace culture

Professional communication

Leadership and project management

Self-confidence and professional presence

Problem-solving and critical thinking

Networking and relationship-building

Technical skills specific to their field

Source: Inside Higher Ed Student Voice survey; two-year college students (n=241).



Bring active learning into every course

Identify 
competencies

Support faculty 
innovation

Help students 
demonstrate skills



Help students show employers what they 
can do

70%
of employers use skills-based 
hiring (65% in 2025)

Share examples of using skills to solve 
problems

Point to experiential learning and work in 
college

Translate coursework into “skills language”

Source: NACE, Job Outlook 2026.
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