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What skills and competencies do high school
students need to master for future success? And
what can high schools do to develop these skills?
Research on skills has tended to focus either on
college readiness or on workplace readiness, often

not commonly addressed in current school
curricula. Students often do not receive sufficient
instruction to help them develop the following
skills and competencies:

in isolation and frequently without reference
to what the broader field of youth
development tells us every young person needs to
make a successful transition to adulthood.
Additionally, the emphasis has been on cognitive
skills, and on how students, particularly those with
challenges, leave high school intellectually unpre-
pared for college or work. There has been less
focus on the specific competencies, including
non-cognitive skills, which are necessary to
foster that preparation. This brief draws on
research across the three fields of college
readiness, workplace readiness, and youth devel-
opment, to identify strategies high schools can
employ to foster both cognitive and non-cognitive
competencies in their students, and highlights
practices that are particularly effective for students
facing specific challenges.

Gaps in Current High School Curricula

Many skills and competencies needed for
success in college, the workplace and adult life are

* problem-solving/ critical thinking
and reasoning;

* healthy habits and avoiding risky
behaviors;

* self-management and other learning
and motivational strategies;

* a strong work ethic;

* social competencies such as
communication, conflict resolution,
and understanding other cultures;

* a strong moral character (for example,
being an ethical person or having
integrity).

In this era of high-stakes testing, expanding
curricula is difficult, especially when the
additional areas do not focus directly on academic
subjects. Yet the research base is quite clear
and strong: When these competencies are
developed, students do better on the cognitive
tasks of high school, as well as on long-term
outcomes of college and the workplace.

This brief draws from the report, A Developmental Perspective on College and Workplace
Readiness, (http://www.childtrends.org/Files//Child_Trends-2008_09_15_FR_ReadinessReport.pdf) by Laura
Lippman, Astrid Atienza, Andrew Rivers, and Julie Keith of Child Trends, with support from the Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation. The report summarizes and compares competencies that researchers across three fields have
found are necessary to be ready for college, the workplace, and a successful transition to adulthood. It applies
a developmental framework to recommendations from each field that reveals where those recommendations fall
short, from a developmental perspective, and how they could be strengthened. It also highlights competencies
that are particularly salient for students with specific challenges, and effective ways that schools could support
their development. A chart of key competencies across fields is included (the citations for each of these
competencies are found in the full report).
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What High Schools Can Do

High schools do not need to create additional
curricula, but rather, they can modify curricula
to help students attain these skills. Here are some
examples:

* Design courses so that students learn to
reason and solve problems at the same
time that they learn the basics.'*

* Teach self-management and learning
strategies at the beginning of the school
year and review each semester.

* Make character education and multi-
cultural education an integrated part of
class work.

* Offer opportunities to develop
communication and leadership skills,
and opportunities to work in diverse
groups during classes.

* Integrate civic engagement experiences,
such as community service projects, into
the curriculum.

 Teach students safe and healthy behaviors
through positive programs in which they
are engaged in building relationships and
in activities that foster skill attainment.
Programs that teach positive skills are
also effective in reducing risky behavior
such as teen pregnancy and drug and
alcohol use, while didactic programs
that provide information, or programs
that employ scare tactics about negative
behaviors, are not effective.®

Programs and Practices for
Special Populations

Some programs and practices are particularly
effective in helping special populations of students
overcome readiness challenges.

Low-income and minority youth

* Placing and supporting low-income and
minority students in rigorous classes
such as Advanced Placement,3? citedin 28
as well as avoiding special education
classes,!0ascitedin4 yi]] help to prepare
them for postsecondary education.
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» High-quality college counseling (including

sharing information on college costs and
strategies for managing them), as well as
career and vocational planning can help
at-risk students set high expectations

for themselves, develop the skills to plan
and keep themselves accountable to reach
those goals.?! Gender- and culturally-
specific counseling and teaching is
particularly helpful.

Mentoring programs may increase
academic motivation and school attendance
and reduce problem behavior among
low-income and minority youth,>!834

as well as encourage students to consider
postsecondary educational opportunities.'
Same-sex mentors may serve as positive
male role models for young men.?>%¢

School-to-work programs such as
internships and career counseling can
help students become oriented to the
adult world, and may facilitate a
smooth transition to the workforce.?!32!

Students can benefit from greater access
and training to bridge technological gaps
that exist in some schools in low-income
communities.”

English language learners

* Classes that are tailored to specific levels of

skill in speaking English and in academic
subjects can help ELL students progress
faster. Simultaneous teaching in English
and a native language is beneficial when
English language learners are just beginning
to learn English.!-26:9:24.27:32

For workplace readiness, English language
learners tend to benefit from learning about
American culture, including workplace
norms and expectations.’!

Disconnected youth, disabled youth, foster
youth and sexual minority youth

* Job training and vocational education can

help prevent students from dropping out of
school® and help improve adult outcomes
for foster youth! and students with
disabilities.!”*?



* Students with disabilities do better over
time when, if possible, they earn a high
school diploma,!®3* and when they are
provided help with planning their transition
to college or the workforce.'*!”? They can also
benefit from special coursework that helps
them develop basic and social skills."

 Disconnected youth need alternative
diploma-based or GED programs with
a social skills component. Many students
who earn a GED lack the social skills that
employers seek.!! Building and assessing
these non-cognitive skills in addition to, or
as part of, a GED course can help dropouts
succeed in the job market..

» Some factors that help foster youth become
more successful adults include: participating
in clubs while in foster care, earning a high
school diploma or GED before leaving care,
receiving a scholarship for college or job
training, and receiving life skills training.*

 Sexual minority youth who attend schools
with lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender
support groups are more involved in their
schools® and report lower rates of victim-
ization and suicide attempts than those
in other schools.”

Conclusion

In addition to academic skills, a variety of psy-
chological and social skills are vital to success in
college, the workplace, and a healthy transition to
adulthood. Schools can help their students by in-
corporating many of these skills into their curricula,
through lessons, for example, in self-management
and learning and motivational strategies. Special
populations of youth can benefit from programs like
mentoring and school-to-work training that are tar-
geted to the academic, psychological and social
skills they need in order to overcome readiness chal-
lenges. There are many competencies that youth
need to succeed in college, the workforce, and the
transition to adulthood. Existing high school

programs and practices can play an important
role in developing these competencies in their
students.

References

! August, D., & Shanahan, T. (2006). Developing literacy in second-language learners: Report
of the National Literacy Panel on language-minority children and youth. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates.
2 Collier, V. P. (1995). Acquiring a second language for school. Directions in
Language and Education, 1(4).
3 Constantine, M. G., Kindaichi, M. M., & Miville, M. L. (2007). Factors influencing the edu-
cational and vocational transitions of black and Latino high school students.
Professional School Counseling, 10(3), 261-265.
4 Crawford, F. A. (2007). Why bother? They are not capable of this level of work:
Manifestations of teacher attitudes in an urban high school self-contained
special  education  classroom  with  majority  blacks  and  Latinos.  from
http://aera-ultr.org/2007_eYearbook_final.pdf#page=12
> Dance, J. (2001). Shadows, mentors, and surrogate fathers: Effective schooling as
critical pedagogy for inner-city boys. Sociological Focus, 34(4), 399-415.
© Genesee, F, Lindholm-Leary, K., Saunders, W., & Christian, D. (2006). Educating English
language learners: A synthesis of research evidence. New York: Cambridge
University Press.
7 Goodenow, C., Szalacha, L., & Westheimer, K. (2006). School support groups, other school
factors, and the safety of sexual minority adolescents. Psychology in the Schools, 43(5), 573-589.
¥ Hair, E., & Moore, K. A. (forthcoming). Disconnected youth: The influence of family, pro-
grams, peers, and communities on becoming disconnected. Child Trends.
° Hakuta, K., Butler, Y. G., & Witt, D. (2000). How long does it take English
learners to attain proficiency? Stanford, CA: Stanford University.
10 Harry, B., & Klingner, J. K. (2005). Why are so many minority students in special education:
Under ding race and disabilities in school. New York: Teachers College Press.
! Heckman, J. J., & Rubinstein, Y. (2001). The importance of noncognitive skills: Lessons from
the GED testing program. The American Economic Review, 91(2), 145-154.
12 Hildreth, B. L., & Dixon, M. E. (1994). College readiness for students with learning disabil-
ities: The role of the school counselor. School Counselor, 41(5), 343.
13 Johnson, A. (1999). Sponsor-A-Scholar: Long-term impacts of a youth mentoring program on
student performance. Princeton, NJ: Mathematica Policy Research, Inc.
14 Keating, D. P, Lerner, R. M., & Steinberg, L. (2004). Cognitive and brain development. In
Handbook of adolescent psychology (2nd ed.). (pp. 45-84). Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons Inc.
' Lent, R., Brown, S., & Hackett, G. (2000). Contextual supports and barriers to career choice:
A social cognitive analysis. Journal of Counseling Psychology, 47(1), 36-49.
'® Levine, P, & Wagner, M. (2005). The transition to adulthood for the special education pop-
ulation.  Philadelphia, ~PA:  MacArthur  Foundation Research  Network on
Transitions to Adulthood and Public Policy, Policy Brief Issue No. 24.
7 Malian, 1., & Nevin, A. (2002). A review of self-determination literature: The impact of self-
determination curricula. Remedial and Special Education, 23(68-74).
'8 Martin, D., Martin, M., Gibson, S., & Wilkins, J. (2007). Increasing prosocial behavior and
academic achievement among adolescent African-American males. Adolescence, 42(168), 689-698.
19 Pecora, P. J., Kessler, R. C., Williams, J., O'Brien, K., Downs, A. C., English, D., et al. (2005).
Improving family foster care: Findings from the Northwest Foster Care Alumni Study. Seattle,
‘WA: Casey Family Programs.
20 Pecora, P. J., Williams, J., Kessler, R. C., Downs, A. C., O'Brien, K., Hiripi, E., et al. (2003).
Assessing the effects of foster care: Early results from the Casey National Alumni Study. Seat-
tle, WA: Casey Family Programs.
2! Phillips, S. D., Blustein, D. L., Jobin-Davis, K., & White, S. F. (2002). Preparation for the
school-to-work transition: The views of high school students. Journal of Vocational Behavior,
61,202-216.
2 Podsiadlo, J., & Philliber, W. (2003). The Nativity Mission Center: A successful
approach to the education of Latino boys. Journal of Education for Students Placed at Risk,
8(4), 419-430.
2 Price, L. A., Wolensky, D., & Mulligan, R. (2002). Self-determination in action in the class-
room. Remedial and Special Education, 23(2), 109-115.
2 Rolstad, K., Mahoney, K., & Glass, G. V. (2005). The big picture A meta-analysis of program
effectiveness research on English 1 learners. Educational Policy, 19(4), 572-594.
2 Russell, S. T. (2002). Queer in America: Citizenship for sexual minority youth. Applied
Developmental Science, 6(4), 258-263.
2 Singh, K., Vaught, C., & Mitchell, E. (1998). Single-sex classes and academic achievement
in two inner-city schools. Journal of Negro Education, 67(2), 157-167.
27 Slavin, R. E., & Cheung, A. (2003). Effective reading programs for English I learn-
ers: A best-evidence synthesis. Baltimore, MD: Center for Research on the Education of Stu-
dents Placed At Risk.
8 Task Force on Maryland's African-American Males. (2007). Report of the task force on the ed-
ucation of Maryland's Afirican-American males: Maryland State Department of Education.
2 The Children's Partnership. (2005). Measuring digital opportunity for America's
children. Washington, DC: The Children's Partnership.
*The College Board. (2005). Value of AP to colleges and universities: The College Board.
31 The Secretary's Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills. (1993). Teaching the SCANS
competenctcs Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Labor.

32U.S. Department of Education. (1995). Recrumng teacher candidates. In Model strategies in
bilingual education: Pr sional devel 1 on, DC: U.S. Department of Education.
¥ Wagner, M., Blackorby, J., Cameto, R & Newman, L. (1993). What makes a difference? In-
Sluence on pa_stschoul outcomes ofvmtth with disabilities. Menlo Park, CA: SRI International.
3 Whiting, G. (2006). From at risk to at promise: Developing scholar identities among black
males. The Journal of Secondary Gifted Education, 17(4), 222-229.
3 Zaff, J., & Moore, K. A. (2002). Promoting Well-Being Among America's Teens. An executive
summary of adolescent development research reviews completed for the John S. and James L.
Knight Foundation. [Electronic Version]. Retrieved from www.childtrends.org on October 24, 2008.

© 2009 Child Trends and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation

Support for this Research Brief comes from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.

Child Trends is a nonprofit, nonpartisan research center that studies children at all stages of development. Our mission is to improve
outcomes for children by providing research, data, and analysis to the people and institutions whose decisions and actions affect chil-
dren. For additional information on Child Trends, including publications available to download, visit our Web site at
www.childtrends.org. For the latest information on more than 100 key indicators of child and youth well-being, visit the Child
Trends DataBank at www.childtrendsdatabank.org. For summaries of over 350 experimental evaluations of social interventions

for children, visit www.childtrends.org/LINKS.

A Developmental Perspective for High School Practitioners o



Chart of Key Competencies Across Three Fields:

Healthy Youth Development, College Readiness, and Workforce Readiness

This chart shows each competency mentioned in the report and whether research identifies the competency as critical
to healthy youth development, co|f; e readiness, or workforce readiness. The order is the same as is mentioned in the
report, onc(if does not imply level ofgimportcmce. A scale of High, Medium, and Low has been used to identify the extent
and strength of research tor each competency. Blank spaces in this chart show that no research mentioning that compe-
tﬁncy was found, not that the competency is unnecessary. Page numbers indicate where the competency is discussed in
the report.

Legend: Number of icons indicates the prominence of the competency in the research.

Low (1 or 2 references) Medium (1 or 2 high-level reports + references) High (several high-level reports + references)
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