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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this sequential exploratory mixed methods study was to
assist employers, the local economies, and California Community Colleges in
identifying and defining what communication skills are necessary to be
successful in a middle-skill level position. A Likert-type scale survey and focus
group responses were used to determine what skills are important to middle-skill
level employers, managers, and/or supervisors. Participants identified (a)
communicating information effectively, (b) listening thoughtfully and carefully, and
(c) communicating effectively in stressful situations as most important to job
success. Focus group responses provided comprehensive definitions including
the types of communication used, the nonverbal components, and the
organizational influence on communication. The definitions can be used to assist
in the creation and revision of communication course curriculum to better reflect
the needs of a student population who may not necessarily complete a degree.
Further, these findings will help California Community Colleges meet the needs
of the local economy in regard to communication skills. These findings reinforce
the mission and vision of California Community Colleges. Additionally, these
findings argue that community colleges should look beyond completion as a
measurement for success and instead look back to the California Master Plan to
meet the needs of all students entering the California Community Colleges.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Employees are working for a lower average wage than they were in 2008,
and they are working fewer hours with fewer benefits, virtually eliminating the
middle class and American Dream (Sentier Research, 2013). Lower wage jobs
account for more than 30% of the job growth since the recession of 2008 while
high paying jobs account for less than 13% (Alter, 2014; National Employment
Law Project, 2014). The United States is struggling to stay competitive in an
ever-changing global economy (International Labour Organization, 2013). The
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development provided statistical
data from the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)
describing student performance in math and problem solving. PISA compared
the results from 65 nations, ranking them as above average, average, or below
average as a nation. In 2012, students in the United States scored lower than
average in both math and problem solving. Further, students in the United
States skipped school more often and reported higher levels of performance
anxiety than their international counterparts (PISA, 2012). This lag between the
United States and the world can account for the number of international
individuals usurping high paying technical jobs within the United States (Chegg,
2013; Sommers & Franklin, 2012; Ugeux, 2013). However, these high skill level
jobs are not those that will drive the economy in the long term.
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Moeller (2012) indicated that of the 20.5 million jobs to be created by
2020, half will be in non-technical fields such as social assistance, professional
services, and business services. These jobs rely less on mathematical
computation skills and more on the general skill set expected from college
graduates, including communication (Huegli & Tschirgi, 1974; Jacobson &
Seashore, 1951; Weitzel & Gaske, 1984). Consequently, it is imperative that
education moves away from reactive methods and uses prescriptive methods to
assess and correct the lack of oral communication skills apparent in recent
graduates.
Background of the Problem
Much of the scholarly research regarding college graduates,
communication skills, and employment took place more than ten years ago
(Austin & Ventura, 1985a; Austin & Ventura, 1985b; Huegli & Tschirgi, 1974).
The two most significant studies regarding Communication Studies programs at
the community college level are more than forty years old (Engleberg, Emanuel,
Van Horn, & Bodary, 2008). These studies focused on creating a comprehensive
look at the communication departments within community colleges across the
nation (Berko, 1973; Meyer, 1973). Both studies were instrumental in
highlighting norms and trends within the discipline, allowing additional research
to be completed. However, the findings are considered outdated (Engleberg et
al., 2008; Ruddick, 1995).
More recently communication research has been focused on specific
topics. Focus shifted from institutional communication practices, such as a
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general overview of a speech department, to the use of technology in
communication. The prevalence of the Internet and the ability to communicate all
the time created opportunity for new exploration within the discipline.
Consequently, the study of the discipline became fragmented, and technical
communication became the focus (Engleberg, 1999; Zakel & Wynn, 2000). A
comprehensive study of the discipline was executed within the past decade, but it
examines both two- and four-year institutions and makes no differentiation
between them, leaving the story unfinished (Morreale, Hugenberg, & Worley;
2006). Scholarly writings leave us wanting more regarding communication
competence and employees.
In addition to the scholarly research in the discipline, communication skills
have been studied by educators, practitioners, and businesses alike to determine
where communication gaps occur (Austin & Ventura, 1985a; Austin & Ventura,
1985b; Chegg, 2013; Morreale et al., 2006). These practical studies are more
recent, giving the academic realm an idea of the skills the local economy is
anticipating that college students will possess. Outside organizations with
interests in academia and the local economy have focused on what skills
graduates will need in the workplace (Hart Research Associates, 2013). The
skills that are most often identified as missing or underdeveloped in college
graduates are critical thinking, oral communication, effective listening, and
teamwork (Casner-Lotto & Barrington, 2006; Chegg, 2013; Hart Research
Associates, 2013; Lumina Foundation, 2016). Given that college graduates have
been identified as lacking in communication skills, and businesses cite
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communication skills as the most desired skill in a potential employee, it is
imperative to study and document where these deficiencies might begin (Belkin,
2015; Chegg, 2013).
Need for Communication Skills
As previously stated, students are graduating unprepared for the working
world not just in oral communication but in other areas as well (Belkin, 2015).
However, oral communication is essential to most employment positions. Hart
Research Associates (2013) asserted that 93% of employers surveyed believe
that an individual’s ability to communicate clearly and think critically are more
important than the chosen course of study. Further, employers expect that
higher education will teach communication competence and oral communication
skills before graduation (Morreale, Osborn, & Pearson, 2000). Oral
communication has been identified as key to academic, personal, and
professional success as well as the cornerstone of the goals of education
(Baritaud et al., 2016; Morreale & Pearson, 2008). Moreover, Thomas Friedman
(2006) claimed that success relies on several factors:
You need to like people. You need to be good at managing or
interacting with other people. Although having good people skills has
always been an asset in the working world, it will be even more so in
a flat world [advances in technology and communication putting
diverse people in touch as never before]. That said, I am not sure
how you teach that in classroom curriculum, but someone had better
figure it out (p. 106)

5
There is little doubt that communication is a discipline that is imperative to student
success.
In a thematic analysis of 93 annotated references, Morreale et al. (2000)
identified four major themes or claims with regard to communication. They
argued that communication is necessary in four areas: the development of the
whole person, success as an individual in one’s career and in business,
improvement of educational enterprise, and being a responsible participant in the
world. A second look at communication references in a later study identified two
additional themes that assert communication is necessary to enhance the
organizational process and that communication is changing to include emerging
concerns like health and crisis communication (Morreale & Pearson, 2008).
Each of these themes plays a significant role in ensuring the success of the
individual post-graduation.
In the workplace, employers identified communication as the most
important skill necessary for gainful employment (Booher, 2005; Clement, 2001;
Cline, 2005). The need for oral communication skills traditionally outranked
written communication skills by a few percentage points, even though academia
has stressed the need for written communication aptitude far more than oral
communication (Casner-Lotto & Barrington, 2006; Hart Research Associates,
2013). Successful communication skills were also associated with higher
salaries (Grensing-Prophal, 2003; Radcliff, 2007). Even more significant,
employers will often choose the candidate with better communication skills when
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two or more candidates have the same educational or professional background
(Fisher, 2001; Stevens, 2005).
Gap in Research
Current research focuses on the lack of communication skills present in
the workplace and does little else. There is no current research regarding what
the specific missing communication skills might be. Without further exploration of
what specific communication skills employers need for their workforce, the
current research remains largely ineffective. The snapshots of the shortcomings
that the literature provides does not allow for change or movement toward a
solution.
Communication departments in higher education have long sought to
teach college graduates to become more effective global citizens. The California
Community College Chancellor’s Office Course Identification Descriptors
illustrate the importance of communication within the local community. Each of
the communication courses listed, whether electives or part of the general
education curriculum, adopts a student learning outcome that states the student
will be able to engage as an effective member of the community after taking the
course (Course Identification Numbering System, 2015).
Beyond education, employers demand employees with soft skills,
specifically communication skills (Chegg, 2013; Flores, Matkin, Burbach, Quinn,
& Harding, 2012; Gray & Murray, 2011; Hiring Managers Believe, 2013; Lumina
Foundation, 2016). To respond to the gap in oral communication skills, many
colleges and universities are requiring students to complete a basic oral
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communication course. The majority of associate degrees and transfer
agreements require an oral communication component; however, the
requirement is only one course, and it is often buried between other course
sequences. Consequently, students are still leaving community colleges as
underprepared employees.
As recent as January 2015, employers from all industries, specifically
middle skill jobs, reported that when it comes to oral communication skills in the
workplace, students do not meet expectations. This is true even after taking a
basic oral communication course at the community college level (Austin &
Ventura, 1985b; Belkin, 2015; Chegg, 2013; Engleberg, 1999; Engleberg et al. ,
2008; & Morreale & Pearson; 2008). Further, the research conducted only
identified that students are missing communication skills, as a general concept
(Austin & Ventura, 1985a; Fisher, 2001; Engleberg et al., 2008; Levashina,
Morgenson, & Campion, 2012; Morreale & Pearson, 2008; Stevens, 2005). By
not identifying specific communication skills required to succeed on the job,
education and the workforce become further separated. The lack of congruence
between the workplace and the classroom does not narrow the research gap, but
instead allows education and employment to continue to operate on separate
planes of existence.
The fragmentation of the discipline could be the reason for a lack of
literature on the subject. Faculty and department administrators were at a
crossroads after attempting to determine the communication discipline’s purpose
should be theory or practice. Even the naming process of each department was
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fraught with confusion over whether the main purpose of the discipline should be
theory or practice (Bochner & Eisenberg, 1985; Rogers & Chaffee, 1983). Since
individual campuses use curricula and practices believed to best serve the local
community’s needs, there seems to be no compilation of best practices to ensure
student readiness for the workplace.
Problem Statement
The problem this study addressed was twofold. The first problem is an
already established lack of research as to what must be done to ready students
for gainful employment after graduation. The second problem is there is no
common criterion to address the shortcomings of communication students
outside of requiring a specific number of speaking opportunities (California
Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office [CCCCO], 2014). Consequently, there
are no readily available guidelines to determine what can be done in order to
better prepare students for employment. Without guidelines to ensure student
success beyond the classroom, the gap between graduation and gainful
employment may never be bridged.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this mixed methods study was to determine what
communication skills employers are seeking from middle skills employees.
Specifically, the study sought to establish a list of the communication skills
employers desired to allow the basic oral communication courses to become
more effective at serving students. Establishing a list of the communication skills
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desired will allow the basic oral communication courses to become more
effective at serving students.
Research Questions
The following research questions guided this mixed methods study:
1.

What specific communication skills are most important to middle
skill level employers?

2.

How do focus group participants describe the workplace
communication skills revealed as most important by the quantitative
data?
Significance of the Study

This research is important and will make significant contributions to higher
educational leadership because competent leaders require comprehensive
communication skills. However, the status quo does not embrace a
comprehensive communication education. Instead, based on the number of
courses offered, required, and recommended by counselors and educational
plans ,community colleges focus on written communication as the most important
form of education (CCCCO, 2015; Hart Research Associates, 2013). Beyond the
educational leadership landscape, employers have identified oral communication
skills as one of the must-haves for recent graduates in order to be successful
after college. This means that research to support increasing communication
skills is a priority for the private sector (Chegg, 2013). Nationally, community
educators should be concerned with the success of practical communication
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skills in community college students. This study aimed to identify specific
communication skills important to the non-technical employment sector.
Scope of the Study
This study focused on employers in California, specifically those that
offered a large number of middle skill level positions. Participants in the study
were employers, supervisors, and\or hiring managers from companies that offer
multiple middle skill level positions. This study assessed what specific
communication skills employers deemed necessary for an employee to be
effective. Previous research within the communication discipline assisted with
the identification of what terms were presented to employers. Additional terms
were drawn from the local economy to reflect the needs of the diverse workforce
of California. This study served to assist community colleges in creating more
effective and appealing future employees. Additionally, this study aided in
solving for the growing gap between middle skill level jobs and the quality of
applicants in Orange County.
Assumptions of the Study
Study assumptions occurred in three arenas. The first assumption was
that there is a gap in actual employment readiness and expected employment
readiness. The second assumption was that employers were able to identify
what communication skills are needed within each workplace in order to
succeed. The final assumption was that all non-technical middle skill level jobs
require similar communication skills. These assumptions came from the current
perceptions within the communication discipline. Because interviews with
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instructors, department chairs, and deans provided a picture of the current
climate in communication, some assumptions were made about the discipline at
large.
The first major assumption about the discipline of communication was that
the gap in expected readiness and actual readiness in college graduates still
existed and was relevant. Research has indicated this is still true as noted in the
review of literature and introduction section of this study; however, these studies
were typically limited in scope, paying little attention to community colleges
(Engleberg, 1999; Morreale et al., 2006; Zakel & Wynn, 2000). Further, each
study often covered one particular area of interest. For example, a gap in
readiness had been identified in accountants, leaders/managers, and business
associates; consequently, it was assumed that this gap was apparent at some
level across other fields as well (Chegg, 2013; Flores et al., 2012; Gray &
Murray, 2011; Hiring Managers Believe, 2013).
The second assumption was that managers were able to identify skills
needed at middle skill level positions. Previous research has indicated that
employees have the skills to identify what qualifications are needed for individual
positions but only after engaging in the position for a period of time (Austin &
Ventura, 1985b). Employers are considered the experts when hiring. However,
lack of experience or tenure in a position can lead to hesitancy in identifying what
skills would be beneficial (Austin & Ventura, 1985a). This study assumed that
individuals who participated in the survey were able to identify and rank skills
necessary for employees within their company.
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The final assumption was that middle skill level jobs require similar
communication skills. Since communication research indicated that technical or
specialized positions require specific and unique communication skills this study
sought to identify a group of communication skills important to a wide variety of
employers. This assumption manifested itself further in the idea that the
communication skills identified in the survey are those that are most critical to
middle skill level employment. Precautions were taken to gather the
communication skills from a variety of sources to ensure an appropriate cross
section of skills. However, it is possible that there were communication skills left
unidentified in this research that are considered critical to successful middle skill
level employment.
Study Delimitations
This study focused specifically on the communication skills expected by a
middle skill level employee. Moeller (2012) argued that the majority of positions
expected to be created by 2020 will not be technical nor entry level positions.
Instead, the positions will require a moderate level of education and offer
employees a degree of monetary security and stability (Sommers & Franklin,
2012). Consequently, an examination of entry level positions and/or positions
that require extensive technical knowledge were not considered. Further,
research has already been conducted regarding communication requirements of
technical and specialized positions (Costello, 1977; Gehrt, O’Brien, & Mease,
2009; Lipkin, 1996; Whelan, 1999). The middle skill level job allowed this study
to focus specifically on individuals who have completed courses at the
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community college because middle skill is defined as requiring more than that of
a high school education but less than those required of a college graduate
(Holzer & Lehrman, 2009).
Secondly, this study did not aim to examine the effectiveness of
communication electives offered at the community college. One of the tenets of
the mission of the California Community Colleges is to assist students to transfer
to four-year universities. In order to fulfill transfer requirements set forth by the
state, the majority of classes taken by students are general education courses.
Consequently, unless students are communication majors, it is rare for students
to enroll in a communication elective. Therefore, the study of the effectiveness of
these courses would not add to the broader literature base that addresses
proficiency in oral communication. Even if elective courses do prepare some
students for the workforce, these students are the minority because elective
courses are not required and some students may not have access to them. If
most students do not enroll in elective communication courses, then any
recommendations made about them would not be representative of the
population interviewed.
Finally, this study did not begin to cover all elements that a college
graduate would need in order to be considered ready for the professional
workforce. Much of the research presented painted a picture of college
graduates lacking more than oral communication skills. It is claimed that college
graduates lack a variety of practical skills, including critical thinking and
professionalism (Chegg, 2013; Flores et al., 2012; Hiring Managers Believe,
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2013). Focusing on oral communication specifically allowed me to provide in
depth reasoning for the deficiency in this area. An attempt to tackle all
deficiencies would have led to a shallow study without significant resolution or
data that would add depth to the current body of research. Further, an attempt to
solve several deficiencies could have led to providing generic prescriptive actions
to multiple disciplines. As a communication practitioner and educational leader,
my expertise in the area of oral communication is better suited to conduct a more
limited study.
Study Limitations
This study had limitations in two areas: participant response and
researcher bias. However, both limitations were effectively contained to ensure
the success of the research. Further, limitations to this study provided me with a
unique challenge to ensure that both the data and the results are well thought out
and appropriate to the audience.
Participant limitations were the most daunting. Because this study only
occurred in California, I had to ensure the pool of survey responses and focus
group participants were diverse enough before making assumptions about the
application of research to a wider base. Working with a partner organization, a
local Chamber of Commerce, and shared contact lists allowed for a wider
constituent base to be reached. Distribution by the partner organization through
E-mail blast and event participation, as well as personal e-mail invitation from the
researcher increased the anticipated response rate.
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Further, focus group participants were collected from the same
populations previously mentioned. Therefore, it was difficult to ensure that there
was adequate diversity of employment sectors represented. It was assumed that
different sectors would have different communication needs. Specifically, sectors
such as hospitality would have different needs than sectors such as
manufacturing and transportation. Moreover, the categorization of employment
sectors was limited. The list of employment sectors used on the survey was
established from the Bureau of Labor Statistics “highlights in employment” (June
2016) report. The report identified 11 major employment sectors, including an
“other” category. The employment sector labeled as “other” encompassed
numerous sectors. This meant that allowing or disallowing a larger number of
participants who in the other category could affect the results of the study.
Beyond simple population concerns, participant competency issues may
arise. In order for the study to be meaningful, participants were required to
accurately identify what communication skills were deemed necessary for middle
skill level employees. However, there was no mechanism to determine whether
answers were truthful or accurate. The I must only assume they were. With
consideration for participant limitations accounted for, it was important to look
beyond populations and to researcher bias for additional limitations.
Researcher bias occurred because I am actively involved within the
communication discipline. As a full time communication instructor with multiple
degrees in Communication Studies, there was no question to me of the
importance of the discipline and of the skills learned. However, I also made
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assumptions about the necessity of these communication skills in all fields,
although I have not participated in more than three employment fields. Further, I
assumed that the findings would be able to clarify and emphasize the importance
of communication skills to audiences beyond the discipline.
Definitions of Key Terms
Basic oral communication course. Basic oral communication course(s)
have been identified as fulfilling the oral communication requirement to transfer
to a California State University. These communication courses are identified by
each college through transfer documentation such as IGETC, ADT degrees,
counseling sessions, or transfer agreements. Each college may have more than
one course identified as a basic oral communication course.
Communication electives. Communication elective courses are those
offered at the community college level that do not fulfill the transfer requirement
for the California State University system. These courses may differ from
campus to campus. Some examples of communication electives include public
relations, leadership communication, intercultural communication, and
persuasion.
Communication Studies. Communication Studies is a program that
focuses on the scientific, humanistic, and critical study of human communication
in a variety of formats, media, and contexts. It includes instruction in the theory
and practice of interpersonal, group, organizational, professional, and
intercultural communication; speaking and listening; verbal and nonverbal
interaction; rhetorical theory and criticism; performance studies; argumentation
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and persuasion; technologically mediated communication; popular culture; and
various contextual applications. (Morreale & Backlund, 2002, p. 7)
Interpersonal communication. Interpersonal communication is one type of
communication that is included under the broad umbrella of oral communication.
However, the skill set necessary to be effective in interpersonal communication is
more specialized. Interpersonal communication includes “ selective, systemic,
unique, processual (is an ongoing process) transactions that allow people to
reflect and build personal knowledge of one another and create shared
meanings” (Wood, 2015, p. 21).
Middle skill level. Middle skill level jobs are: jobs that require some
education and training beyond high school but less than a bachelor’s degree.
These postsecondary education or training requirements can include an
associate degree, vocational certificates, significant on-the-job training, previous
work experience, or some college, but interact confidently with a range of
audiences. A skillful communicator draws on a number of different means (e.g.
graphical, visual, statistical, audio-visual, and technological) to get the point
across. (Griffith Institute, 2004)
Organization of the Dissertation
In Chapter 1, I provided a context regarding the lack of preparation college
graduates experience when entering the workforce specifically with regard to oral
communication skills and then defined the problem and purpose of this study. I
further discussed the significance and scope of this study and provided
definitions for key terms. Chapter 2 presents a critical review of the literature
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pertaining to the research questions. Chapter 3 contains the research design,
including data collection and analysis methods. Chapter 4 presents this study’s
findings, and in Chapter 5, I discuss conclusions, interpretations, and
recommendations for policy and practice.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Given that employers believe many students are graduating college
without the necessary communication skills for gainful employment, even after
taking a basic oral communication course, it was important to investigate why
(Chegg, 2013; Flores et al., 2012; Gray & Murray, 2011; Hiring Managers
Believe, 2013). The current response to the lack of preparedness in academia
has been further discussion of how large the gap is and what the source of the
gap might be (Engleberg et al., 2008; Morreale & Pearson, 2008). However,
there has been little research to determine what can be done to close the oral
communication gap.
Research must be done to determine how to prepare students for gainful
employment and incorporate common criteria to address the shortcomings in
preparedness. This study aimed to assist in filling the gap in research that exists
regarding creating employment-ready graduates, specifically through the basic
oral communication course. In Chapter 2, I review the historical foundation of the
Communication Studies discipline. Next, a review of the empirical research
related to the dissertation topic is presented. This section concludes with a
chapter summary.
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Policy and Historical Foundations
To understand the issues within the communication discipline it is
necessary to highlight a theoretical framework that exposes the purpose of
community college education. Second, a review of the historical framework of
the Communication Studies discipline is needed to support the research in the
study. As a discipline, Communication Studies has changed drastically in the
past half-century. Focus on the change within the discipline as a whole means
that specific aspects, such as employment skills, have gone largely unaddressed.
Therefore, it is important to understand what the communication discipline has
been doing to serve students and to examine why these skills are so important to
the success of students.
Policy Framework
The purpose of community colleges has been a discussion among
education leaders since the inception of the community college network (ACT,
1988). Some constituent groups have asserted that community colleges strive to
achieve three major goals: to prepare the local workforce, to encourage personal
growth and skill attainment, and to prepare students to further their higher
education journey (ACT, 2013; Boston Foundation, 2011; Master Plan Survey
Team, 1960). Historically, community colleges have been a sanctuary for those
looking to improve skills and discover their individual purpose. Student success,
while important, had been viewed as a byproduct of the independent student
journey.
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The current structure of education does not encourage students to explore
a subject by enrolling in elective courses at the university level (Emanuel, 2008).
Instead, students are expected to take elective courses at the community
college. This has been problematic when transfer patterns only require one oral
communication course to be eligible for transfer. Further, this course is taken
early in students’ academic careers which means that skills can lapse by the time
entry-level employment is achieved (Reave, 2004).
In addition, recent changes in policy have worked to create a completion
agenda, which frowns upon the exploration of self in the community college and
instead focuses on the need to complete an associate’s degree or obtain a
certificate is some area (Fain, 2012; Nelson, 2012; SB 1456, 2012). Upon
entering the community college, the Student Success Act (SB 1456) mandates
that students immediately select a major and follow an education plan. Deviation
from this plan could result in loss of financial aid (ACT, 2013; SB 1456, 2012).
The purpose of this legislation was to assist students in preparing for higher
education, which is identified as one of the three major goals of the community
college (ACT, 2013; Boston Foundation, 2011; Master Plan Survey Team, 1960).
Even with the furthering of student preparation, some argue that career
preparation and personal growth became lost in this process.
According to Nelson (2012), the public and some legislators believed that
this new legislation did not serve all students because the focus was on specific
transfer patterns and not the development of a strong workforce.. However,
Obama’s college campaign actually encouraged students to complete associate
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degrees, transfer patterns, vocational trainings, and certificates in all disciplines
(Fain, 2012). More recently, the Lumina Foundation (2016) has asserted that
higher education needs to focus on significantly increasing the number of
credentials earned. Additionally, these credentials need to include more than
concrete technical skills. The certificate programs need to include a soft skills
component, which is defined by Dixon, Belnap, Albrecht, & Lee (2010) as a
combination of interpersonal and social skills. Although the legislation itself is
written to include all types of certificates, without public support and awareness
the completion agenda has been misinterpreted by researchers and the public as
an elitist movement aimed at destroying blue-collar work (Nelson, 2012).
Even with the confusion over the purpose of the community college,
millions of students take classes at community colleges nationwide to gain
workplace skills, not to complete a degree (American Association of Community
Colleges, 2015; Boston Foundation, 2011). Consequently, it is important to
remind the public that the completion agenda includes more than just associate
degrees. However, completion statistics do not create a holistic image of
community colleges.
Federal legislation also links economic success and career readiness to
the purpose of community colleges in the form of educational grants and funding
requirements. Nationally, federal funding for educational programs is tied to the
economic success of the local community (Obama, 2015; Public Works and
Economic Development Act [PWEDA], 2014; Skinner, Kuenzi, Dortch, &
McCallion, 2013). The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of
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1965 required education policy makers to identify what will make the United
States a viable global competitor and then to modify educational policies to
encourage the growth of the industries identified. The ESEA has recently
undergone several revisions, moving from an industrial to a technical curriculum
(Skinner et al., 2013). However, one element within the legislation has remained
consistent. The legislation requires that education change and grow develop with
the needs of the state and local economy, ensuring a skilled workforce (Skinner
et al., 2013).
Additionally, the Public Works and Economic Development Act (PWEDA)
of 1965 was recently updated to include additional funding resources for
communities that move toward a more economically and technologically sound
community (PWEDA, 2014). This redrafting of PWEDA legislation to require a
more skilled workforce consequently requires a workforce with more education
(Obama, 2015; PWEDA, 2014). This change has created a sense of urgency at
the legislative level for community colleges to focus on practical skills in addition
to readying students for the university experience (American Association of
Community Colleges, 2015; Boston Foundation, 2011; Complete College
Tennessee Act, 2010).
Before 2012, student success at the community colleges was largely
identified and concerned with personal growth, holistic engagement of the
student, and workforce development (Fulks & Alancraig, 2008). However,
completion rates fell causing community colleges to develop new ways of
ensuring students completed an articulated course of study. The Student

24
Success Act (SB 1456) shifted the focus statewide toward a mission of
completion and graduation (SB 1456, 2012). This shift influenced the perceived
purpose of the community colleges. Spending less time and money on the
development of the workforce has stifled economic growth (ACT, 2013). This
change of purpose at the community college level has also caused the discipline
of Communication Studies to engage in a shift of purpose.
Historical Framework
Outside of the classroom, oral communication skills have been identified
as the cornerstone for successful professional development and employment
(Austin & Ventura, 1985a; Baritaud et al., 2016; Cline, 2005; Friedman, 2006;
Morreale & Pearson, 2008). Historically, the majority of jobs have been in nontechnical fields and required some college in addition to a high school degree.
These types of jobs are called middle skill level (Brookings Institute, 2009;
Clement, 2001; Fisher, 2001; Friedman, 2006). In order to stay relevant during
times of economic growth and economic turmoil Communication Studies has
undergone several changes. These changes extend to the basic oral
communication course, leading to the variety of options available to students
today.
History of Communication Studies as a discipline. Prior to 1915 public
speaking texts focused on pronunciation and the speaker’s ability to make a
message aesthetically pleasing but still informative (Keith & Lundberg, 2014).
However, 1915 brought on a distinct shift in pedagogy. Sproule (2012) asserted
that public speaking moved from being an elocutionary art to an activity meant for
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democratic reasoning; specifically it became pragmatic, public centered, and
practical. Keith and Lundberg (2014) declared that the first modern texts on
public speaking must move away from theoretical framework and historical
background and argue for practical, hands-on communication as the necessity
for the masses. This became the first step in identifying what communication
competency looks like among the masses.
The second major shift occurred in the late 1930s. Colleges expressed
concern that graduates did not possess the communication skills necessary to
thrive outside of the classroom (Paul, Sorensen, & Murray, 1946). Consequently,
many universities worked toward determining what types of curricula would be
effective in creating polished public speakers. By 1946, the basic communication
course synthesized written, oral, and interpersonal communication. For example,
Basic Communication at the University of Denver required students to attend a
lecture course where students learned about communication practices. In
addition, students enrolled in speaking, listening, and writing labs where
instructors assessed the work of students to determine if they were competent in
communication (Davidson & Sorenson, 1946). Outside of the classroom student
communication skills assessment continued by having students participate in
counseling services. Often the purpose of the counseling services was to
determine if deficiencies in communication were skills based or because of
maladjustment to life (Davidson & Sorenson, 1946; Paul et al., 1946).
Communication Studies became a catch-all discipline for all skills that couldn’t be
measured in a standard assessment. While the importance of these difficult to
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measure interpersonal and social skills was established, a distinction between
communication and other skills was not highlighted.
The discipline made few changes through the 1960s, due in large part to
the choice curricula standards in which students were given academic freedom
and encouraged to explore the classes they chose (Morreale, Backlund, Hay, &
Moore, 2011). The trouble with this lack of change is that it did not assist in the
growth of the discipline. In fact, because Communication Studies had been
previously treated as a second class major, communication scholars were
actively deterring students from entering Communication Studies as a major
(Harding, 1972). The National Communication Association, formerly the Speech
Communication Association, conducted research in 1978 to determine what
types of assessment were taking place in the communication classroom
(Backlund & Morreale, 1994). This was the first overarching research done by a
national communication organization in an attempt to encourage unification
across the discipline.
Legitimization of Communication Studies as a discipline. The 1970s
saw the academic community begin to embrace Communication Studies as a
legitimate discipline in an effort to encourage future growth (Backlund &
Morreale, 1994; Morreale, 1997; Morreale & Pearson, 2008). Communication
Studies also gained legitimacy beyond US borders as Germany saw a boom in
communication theories and theorists beginning in the 1970s (Loblich & Scheu,
2011). Interestingly, Germany followed the lead of the United States, moving
communication analysis beyond biographical tales and into the realm of
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socioscientific research, further legitimizing communication as a discipline
(Loblich & Scheu, 2011; Pietilia, 1994; Pooley, 2008). It was at this point that
employers and Communication Studies first come together to determine what
communication skills the workplace required (Hall, 1972).
The 1970s was also when assessment at the California Community
Colleges emerged as one of the most important elements within the system.
This was because many students were entering community college
underprepared for college level work (Morreale et al., 2011). The early 1980s
saw a variety of assessment methods, as well as a variety of interpretations of
the assessment results. Communication Studies began to move toward
assessment related data and away from historical soft skills (Morreale &
Pearson, 2008; Morreale et al., 2000). The skills that were being measured were
what were considered “hard skills”. Hard skills are developed through a series of
trainings and provide easily measurable outcomes such as words typed per
minute, ability to operate specific software, and completing a mathematical
problem. The emphasis on skill measurement was conflated with student
success and technical education emerged as the dominant employment field.
Colleges became more concerned with turning out engineers, accountants, and
health professionals than developing skills largely considered unmeasurable
(Austin & Ventura, 1985b; Phelps, 1981).
As assessment became the norm, oral communication courses were not
considered mandatory for all college graduates; instead colleges relied on nonmajors to choose communication courses as electives or offered communication
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modules as part of other general education requirements (Becker & Ekdom,
1980; Bisconti & Solmon, 1976; Emanuel, 2005; Emanuel, 2011a; Emanuel,
2011b). The ability to measure hard skills made it easier to focus on ensuring
students were certified for technical jobs than addressing the lack of student
preparedness.
To address the lack of preparation among community college students,
the Academic Senates from the University of California (UC), California State
University (CSU), and Community College systems came together in 1986 to
develop Assembly Bill 1725. AB 1725 (1988) provided a standardized pathway
for graduation and eventually transfer to a four-year university. It was through
this standardization process that oral communication becomes mandatory for
transfer. It was listed under the English/communications element; however,
communications was still given second billing as two courses in English were
required for transfer in comparison to one speech course (Cepeda, 1991).
Eventually additional speech courses were added as options for transfer, but the
question remained as to whether this was adequate to effectively prepare
students for the working world (Livingston, 1998).
Current state of the Communication Studies discipline.
Communication Studies as a discipline continues to grow. California Community
Colleges are offering more specialized communications courses and working
toward ensuring students become competitive employees in the post-recession
economy. Part of this shift can be seen in the discipline’s move to more diverse
communication topics, allowing students to learn skills beyond making effective
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presentations, such as the effective use of social media on the job (CCCCO,
2014). University level Communication Studies departments have embraced the
diversification process through established study paths in organizational
communication, interpersonal communication, persuasion, and performance
studies (Emanuel, 2011b; Morreale & Pearson, 2008; Morreale et al., 2011).
The historical context described in this section is key to understanding the
nature of the discipline today. Until the education reform of the 1990s,
Communication Studies had been attempting to justify itself as a legitimate
stand-alone discipline (Morreale et al., 2000). The past twenty years have been
one of growing pains and adjustment. Higher education has come to embrace
the idea that communication skills are important. However, there has not been
further investigation as to what skills are most applicable in the local economies
(Morreale & Pearson, 2008). Consequently, Communication Studies
departments at individual colleges have been operating in silos, instead of
working together to discover best topics and practices to provide communication
training for students looking to enter the workforce and/or transfer to a university.
Review of the Scholarly Empirical Literature
With an understanding of the historical and theoretical underpinnings of
the communication discipline, I move to the conceptual framework and the review
of literature to provide further background for the study.
Conceptual Framework
A historical timeline illustrates that the Communication Studies discipline
has undergone notable change, specifically in the development of specialties and
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more narrow subcategories that have begun to highlight the importance of
communication skills. Currently, scholars agree that communication is an
important part of the educational process and the workplace. However, the
literature has identified a gap between what the workforce needs and what the
community colleges are focusing on in their courses. Specialized fields, such as
technology and medicine, have identified specific communication skills being as
necessary in their fields. Consequently, communication courses have been
created tailored to the needs of these specialized fields.
Beyond the differences in among specialized fields, there has also been a
difference in how the data is collected within the discipline. The data gathering
differs on not only by state but also at the organizational level and because of
this findings often differ markedly.
The importance of communication skills is undeniable. However, the lack
of cohesive and current research on the discipline at large has created a gap in
the literature. This study aimed to fill that gap by helping to identify what specific
communication skills are necessary in middle skill level positions and to those
hiring for those positions. Communication skills are relevant in the workplace,
and it is important to study what employers are looking for. Consequently, some
of the literature reviewed is from reports designed for business leaders and
leaders in higher education. Other literature in this review is from peer reviewed
empirical studies.
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Need for Communication Skills
Academic, personal, and professional success is contingent upon
proficient communication skills (Morreale & Pearson, 2008). To be successful in
the working world individuals must be effective at interpersonal interaction;
individuals must have people skills (Friedman, 2006). Being proficient in
communication is also the gateway to higher salaries and advancement in
employment (Grensing-Prophal, 2003; Radcliff, 2007).
College students in the United States have fallen dangerously behind
other nations when it comes to workplace preparedness (PISA, 2012).
Specifically, students have fallen below average in problem solving skills, critical
thinking, and oral communication (Austin & Ventura, 1985a; Chegg, 2013; Hiring
Managers Believe, 2013; Morreale, 1997). Communication competence yields
much more than a paycheck. At times it is used in evaluating employees’
performance, with communication skills acting as the tie breaker when deciding
who to hire (Fisher, 2001; Levashina, Morgenson, & Campion, 2012; Stevens,
2005). Middle skill level jobs cover the majority of post college employment. In
this literature review, I will focus on how to better prepare students in the
communication skills needed for post college employment (Moeller, 2012;
Sommers & Franklin, 2012; Ugeux, 2013). I focus my review of research by
addressing the need for communication skills in workplace, specifically (a) what
employers are looking for, (b) why these skills are important, and (c) how
employers measure those skills.
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What employers are looking for in an employee. Employers have
indicated that students are falling short in a myriad of skills, but because of the
purpose of this study, I will focus exclusively on oral communication and skills
that may impact oral communication. Different fields of work require variations in
traditional oral communication skills. The following sections will explore skills
needed in the following types of employment: technical, medical, and nonspecialized fields.
Technical fields. Technical fields of employment include engineering,
architecture, and science/technology/engineering/math (STEM) fields (Clarke,
2001; Edmonston, Dawson, & Schibeci, 2010; Keating, Green, Kao,
Gazmararian, Wu, & Cleary, 2002; Lanser, 2012). The communication skills
required in these fields are both written and oral. Employers in these fields state
that interpersonal communication is not the most important aspect of
communication on the job, rather it is the ability to engage in technical
communication (Reave, 2004). The prevalence of the Internet and access to
information has caused the public to demand knowledge in all related fields
(Edmonston et al., 2010). With technical fields constantly changing it is important
for employees to be able to communicate the changes to the general public
(Clarke, 2001; Edmonston et al., 2010; Keating et al., 2002). The focus of a basic
oral communication course is to provide communication competency, not teach
the ability to simplify information (Morreale et al., 2006). Consequently, many
universities abroad have created a technical communication course to teach
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students how to simplify information for the public (Clarke, 2001; Edmonston et
al., 2010; Levinson, 1976; Reave, 2004).
Beyond simplifying technical information, STEM fields are also looking for
college graduates who can effectively and efficiently relay technical information
to other technical employees. This need has grown in recent years because
employees in technical fields have felt that the need for communication has
increased and will continue to increase as professional advancement occurs
(Darling & Dannels, 2003). The skills needed to ensure proper communication
include technical writing, technical expression, and proficiency in oral
communication (Reave, 2004). The skills often taught in a basic communications
course are not enough to meet these needs (Levison, 1976).
Medical fields. Similar to technical fields, medicine is a profession that
requires many prerequisite courses, only one of them being oral communication.
The health care field has identified four stages of patient-practitioner
communication: diagnosis, cooperation, counseling, and education (Costello,
1977). Doctors conduct between 16000 and 30000 interviews with patients per
year (Lipkin, 1996). Consequently, communication skills need to be sharpened
throughout medical school and beyond. This is especially true because a lack of
communication skills is often associated with higher rates of lawsuits and
malpractice incidents (Whelan, 1999). However, many medical students only
take an oral communication course during their undergraduate years. In this
course the communication and the formation of the whole student is stressed in
order to encourage a caring bedside manner (Rider, Hinrichs, & Lown, 2006).
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To encourage a more holistic education of medical practitioners some
curriculum changes have been made. Medical students are now required to
prove communication competence in order to move from the classroom to
residency (Whelan, 1999). However, assessment of communication competency
varies from school to school. Lack of consistency among assessments does little
to ensure skills are developed (Rybold, 2011).
Much of the research in medical field communication is directed at the
doctor-patient relationship. Historically, other health care providers have been left
out of research (Cassata, 1980). This is significant because the purpose of
communication for a nurse is different from the purpose of communication for a
doctor. Nurses aim to know patients and effectively treat them, which is different
than doctors’ who communicate to diagnose and develop treatment (Di Salvo,
Larsen, & Backus, 1986; Travelbee, 1971). Research has indicated that
relationship building and listening are the two most important communication
skills for health care professionals like nurses (Di Salvo et al., 1986). These
findings suggest that oral communication skills may be secondary to
interpersonal communication skills. The needs of the medical field differ from the
needs of other technical employment fields, although both fields have asserted a
need for employees with more developed communication skills. This common
short coming from both technical and medical fields indicated that further study of
what specific communication skills are important to employers is warranted in all
fields (Di Salvo et al., 1986; Whelan, 1999).
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Non-specialized fields. Communication skills are still needed outside
of medical and technical fields, Students completing graduate programs are
expected to have advanced communication skills and be ready to thrive in the
working world (Grensing-Prophal, 2003; Morreale & Pearson, 2008). Ulinski and
O’Callaghan (2002) hypothesized that the expectations of employers and
graduates with regard to communication skills would be different. Ulinski and
O’Callaghan surveyed English speaking business graduates, English language
learner business graduates and their employers to assess perceptions on the
importance of communication skills in the workplace. The results indicated that
employers’ perceptions remained constant, with listening and clarity of oral
communication listed as most important. Graduate perceptions changed based
on age, years of experience in the field, and native language.
Many employers ranked interpersonal and listening skills at the top of their
lists (Austin & Ventura, 1985a; Booher, 2005; Du-Babcock, 2006; Gehrt et al.,
2008; Phillips, 1992; Ulinski & O’Callaghan, 2002). Students and graduates did
not identify these communication skills when discussing effective employees;
instead they generalized communication skills as a singular entity, either you
have it or you don’t (Chegg, 2013; Lumina Foundation, 2012; Radcliff, 2007). In
fact, students did not perceive listening as important until they had experience in
the field, specifically struggles in listening and interpersonal relationships (Austin
& Ventura, 1985b). In addition, employers claimed that the business world is
multifaceted and ever changing and management of this shifting context requires
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strong communication skills (Du-Babcock, 2006, Jackson, 2010; Kadamus &
Daggett, 1986).
Further, employers are looking for more than presentational oral
communication skills to identify effective employees (Austin & Ventura, 1985a;
Jackson, 2010). Employers also sought individuals with strong attention to detail,
the ability to problem solve, and strong written communication skills (Gray &
Murray, 2011; Stevens, 2005). Employers hire the most effective individuals for
positions by requiring that they have a combination of skills (Casner-Lotto &
Barrington, 2006; Lockwood, 2007). Further, finding candidates who can
traverse the multiple demands require graduates to have extensive
understanding of themselves (Morreale et al., 2000). Because the skills
employers want in employees are often not specific, they further cloud the results
of past research.
Historically, employers have advocated for individuals with strong oral
communication skills although research does little do identify what those
communication skills are (Austin & Ventura, 1985a; Du-Babcock, 2006; Morreale,
1997; Stevens, 2005; Ulinski & O’Callaghan, 2009; Weitzel & Gaske, 1985).
Lack of understanding of what skills employers are looking for has created a
disconnect between employers and college graduates. Without a detailed
account of what communication skills are needed to develop successful
employees, colleges cannot adequately prepare students for the workplace. The
traditional argument as to why there a lack of understanding exists is that the
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non-specialized fields are too numerous to generalize findings (Du-Babcock,
2006; Weitzel & Gaske, 1984).
Importance of Communication in the Workplace
As indicated in the previous section, communication skills are integral to
success on the job, regardless of the field (Austin & Ventura, 1985a; CasnerLotto & Barrington, 2006; Du-Babcock, 2006, Jackson, 2010; Kadamus &
Daggett, 1986; Lockwood, 2007). Heath (1980) indicated that a speech major,
someone who measures competent in all areas of communication, is primed for
any non-technical employment position. The idea that communication skills are
the crux of successful employment is one that is less than 50 years old. Instead
of focusing on technical skills and theory, the research has argued that a
successful employee can be identified simply based on the ability to interview
successfully (Fogg &Harrington, 2011; Hart Research Associates, 2013).
Skill Measurement
Historically, studies have employers have not been asked to measure
communication skills themselves. Instead they are often asked to rate their
perception of employee skills (Casner-Lotto & Barrington, 2006; Chegg, 2013;
Fogg & Harrington, 2011; Hiring Managers Believe, 2013; Rider et al., 2006;
Stevens, 2005; Ulinski & O’Callaghan, 2009). Many studies used a Likert type
scale, which provides the researcher with ordinal data b0ut does not provide a
true reflection of what employers are actually looking for (Austin & Ventura,
1985a; Austin & Ventura, 1985b; Hall, 1978). Some studies used open-ended
questions to capture a broader picture of a qualified employee (Gehrt et al.,
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2009; Gray & Murray, 2011). Even then, the answers were often distributed
across the board (Radcliff, 2007; Ulinski & O’Callaghan, 2002). Some
employees named secondary measures of communication like attention to detail,
while others were more forward requesting better oral communication skills
(Stevens, 2005).
Research beyond employer data has been executed. For example, some
studies required college graduates to self-report skills they perceived were
important to their positions (Austin & Ventura, 1985b; DiSalvo, Larsen, & Seiler,
1976; Heimler, 2010; Rosenberg, Heimler, & Morote, 2012). The graduates that
were surveyed were asked to not only identify what skills they deemed important
to their individual positions, but also to their position within the company as a
whole. This research allowed employment categories to be created in hopes of
creating an understanding of skills necessary for each position (Heimler, 2010;
Rosenberg et al., 2012). The categories of employment were vague at best,
indicating that they are the first jobs of the college graduates and little more
(Austin & Ventura, 1985b; & Heimler, 2010). It is this lack of continuity regarding
skill measurement that makes it difficult to pinpoint what would be needed in
order to deem an employee competent in communication in a middle skill level
position (Rosenberg et al., 2012). Further, this is where the gap in literature
exists.
Gap in Literature
Research in communication skills seems in depth at face value. As
cited in the previous section, there are numerous studies that have attempted to

39
paint a picture of what competent communication might look like. However, there
was little research to establish what specific skills are needed to be a competent
communicator on the job (Morreale, 1997; Morreale, 2011; Morreale & Pearson,
2008). This section describes (a) the effectiveness of available research on
workplace communication skills and (b) what gaps in the literature exist in our
quest for communication skills.
Available knowledge regarding workplace communication skills.
Morreale et al. (2000) examined 93 studies from the communication literature.
Four major communication themes in communication skills emerged. The four
areas were: the development of the whole person, success in career and in
business, improvement of educational enterprise, and being a responsible global
citizen. Morreale and Pearson (2008) conducted a similar study seven years
later and discovered two additional themes: communication is necessary to
enhance the organizational process, and communication is changing to reflect
the changing communication climate, especially with regard to health and crisis
communication. Three years later Morreale et al. (2011) synthesized the findings
of previous studies to determine the purpose of Communication Studies as a
discipline.
The emerging themes reinforced communication as a necessity outside
of academia (Darling & Dannels, 2003; Whelan, 1999). Further, the majority of
the research reported that employers identify communication as one of the most
important skills (Austin & Ventura, 1985a; Casner-Lotto & Barrington, 2006;
Chegg, 2013; Hiring Managers Believe, 2013; Lumina Foundation, 2012; Reave,

40
2004). As stated in previous sections, communication skills lead to gainful
employment, higher salaries, and less employee turnover (Booher, 2005;
Clement, 2001; Cline, 2005; Radcliff, 2007). Outside of these recommendations
there is little research exploring the specific communication skills warranted in
middle skill level jobs. Consequently, students in community college receive little
guidance as to how to achieve communication competence necessary for
employment, further widening the gap between the workforce and academia
(Engleberg, 1999; Morreale, 1997).
Gaps in the research. The current community college curriculum is
focused on student success and meeting the needs of newer legislation (Fain,
2012; Nelson, 2012; SB 1456, 2012). Consequently, recommendations to
improve practical skills have taken a back seat to the transfer readiness
curriculum (Fain, 2012). After identifying the gaps in communication skills the
next logical step would be to develop curricula to provide solutions. However, no
suggestions for curricula, aside from timing of courses, have been offered (Gehrt
et al., 2009; Morreale & Pearson, 2008; Cline, 2005). Without further exploration
of how the skills should be learned, the current literature is limited and change
becomes difficult.
The lack of change in curriculum is also indicative of a larger gap in
research. Historically, community college research has been directed toward the
college at large instead of examining particular disciplines. Universities have
identified the need for discipline specific research; however, the community
colleges have not followed suit (Engleberg, 1999). To date there is no reliable
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database that compares the structures in place within the communication
disciplines at the community college level (Engleberg et al., 2008). There have
been several studies that have attempted to document the differences and
similarities between communication departments across the nation. One of the
first was in the 1978, when national assessment techniques were studied
(Backlund & Morreale, 1994). In 2002 the National Communication Association
launched a study of communication departments at the community college level
nationwide (Engleberg et al., 2008). The study itself offered few
recommendations and no strategies for implementation. However, there was a
50% response rate to the survey, indicating an interest in the research and a
need for more study on the subject. The lack of communication between the
communication departments across the nation is alarming. There is more
information regarding the communication departments in California. However,
this information is more a snapshot of what courses are offered and less about
recommendations (CCCCO, 2014). The CCCCO does list student learning
outcomes for courses offered at the community college level. The CCCCO also
provides a standardized set of course outlines; however, these are simplistic and
suggestive at best. Consequently, assumptions or comparisons between college
location must be drawn by outside researchers, as the website serves only as an
informative vessel.
Chapter Summary
Employers have been consistent in identifying that students are not
prepared for the workforce when it comes to communication skills. However, the

42
research is still unclear as to how students can develop better communication
skills for the workplace. There is too much variation in the surveys and the skills
that are identified in research in this area. Further, the communication skills
necessary to thrive in the workplace differ depending on the professional field.
Beyond identifying that improved skills are needed, the research is highly
ineffective. Consistent recommendations to implement communication
competency standards are needed. In addition, it is necessary for the
communication discipline to not only create consistent standards of measure and
assessment across the board but, it is also imperative to identify best practices
as to how to teach these skills.
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CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Employers are dissatisfied with the oral communication skill levels in
college graduates (Chegg, 2013; Hiring Managers Believe, 2013). Studies cite
the need for professionalism, critical thinking, oral communication and
collaboration in the workplace (Lumina Foundation, 2012; Morreale & Pearson,
2008). Based on the expectations of the California Community College
Chancellor’s office each of these skills should be addressed in the basic oral
communication course (CCCCO, 2014; Course Identification Numbering System,
2015). However, explicit definitions for these skills have not been universally
applied (Austin & Ventura, 1985; Morreale & Pearson, 2008).
The purpose of this mixed methods study was to determine what
communication skills employers are seeking from college graduates.
Specifically, this study aimed to establish a list of the communication skills
employers desire, which will allow the basic oral communication courses to
become more effective at serving students.
Research Questions
The following research questions guided this mixed methods study
1.

What specific communication skills are most important to middle
skill level employers?
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2.

How do focus group participants describe the workplace
communication skills revealed as most important by the quantitative
data?

In this chapter, I present the methodology for this study, including a discussion of
its philosophical foundations. Next, I provide a description of the research design
within my selected methodological approach. Following the research design, I
detail the specific methods used in the study. The description provided includes
information regarding the setting, sample, data collection, and data analysis. I
conclude with a chapter summary.
Mixed Methods Research
Mixed methods research has been described as allowing for multiple
viewpoints, specifically allowing for multiple ways of seeing and hearing (Greene,
2007). Mixed methods research combines the strengths of quantitative and
qualitative research to better answer complex research questions and
hypotheses. This form of research is relatively young in comparison to the two
more traditional methodologies, qualitative and quantitative. However, mixed
methods has quickly gained favor among social scientists as not only as a
research method, but also as a philosophical foundation because it offers a more
comprehensive understanding of a research problem by incorporating objective
data and the voices of participants (Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2011).
Additionally, mixed methods research fills gaps left in purely quantitative
or qualitative research. Mixed methods research gives the researcher
permission to engage in all types of research, instead of limiting the study to one
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lens. This creates space for the researcher to embrace the practical aspect of
research. Instead of focusing on the validity of one method versus the other,
mixed methods research aims to offer real world application and solutions
(Cresswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Further, mixed methods research allows the
research to strengthen potential weaknesses within the research. For example,
quantitative research, although generalizable, does not capture the unique
experiences of participants, nor does it allow for explanation of findings beyond
what the objective data spells out (Creswell, 2013). On the other hand,
qualitative research relies on the interpretation of the researcher, which can
devalue the objective credibility of the study (Bryman, 2006). In other words, the
researcher is identified as the instrument or is closely tied to the instrumentation
of the study. This results in meaningful but rarely generalizable data. The
results come from the individualized experiences as the researcher interprets
them (Johnson, 1997). This may be less useful to researchers who are looking
to validate or replicate a study, causing a decrease in the perceptual value of
qualitative research. Consequently, a mixing of methods supplements both
methodologies, allowing the researcher to better explain data.
For the purpose of this study, mixed methods is the most fruitful
methodology because I sought to understand what communication skills were
most important to middle skill level employers and what those skills looked like in
practice. Using both quantitative and qualitative research provided me with
information pertinent to the study. The strengths and weaknesses of both
methods within the context of this study are described below.

46
Quantitative Research
Quantitative research is often characterized as a more objective form of
research because it requires researchers to demonstrate a statistical relationship
(Hopkins, 2008). Historically, medical and other scientific branches have used
quantitative research in order to provide the public with generalized results that
can be interpreted on a large scale (Muijs, 2010). Quantitative research uses
statistics to analyze information and data points to make generalizations
regarding a hypothesis or research question (Creswell, 2013). At its core,
quantitative research examines the relationship between two variables,
independent and dependent. Once a relationship is established, the results are
expressed and it is assumed that in the same conditions the relationship between
the two variables would not change (Creswell, 2013, Hopkins, 2008).
The interpretation of the variable relationship is grounded in a positivist
and post-positivist philosophical perspective. Positivist research comes from a
science background where the researcher is comfortable with the outcomes from
simple experiment and observation (Ryan, 2006). Positivist research functions in
in the belief that there is a right and a wrong outcome (Capra, 1999). Further,
history indicates that positivist scientists limited themselves to studying only
those variables that were easily observable (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). New
trends in research, such as the inclusion of technology, have changed the way
we interpret data. Now, many social scientists would agree that the subjective
holds as much weight as the objective (Hopkins, 2008). Even with this shift in
interpretation, researchers have continued to ground the majority of quantitative
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research in positivist methods, believing that there is one right way to execute the
research (Ryan, 2006). For the purpose of this study, positivist philosophy of
science allowed advisory board participants to indicate behaviors or skills that
they have observed in the workplace.
Beyond simple observation, this study sought to understand what skills
are necessary to middle skill level jobs; consequently, post positivism was
employed. Post positivism does not indicate the abandonment of positivist
research; instead, it focuses on an expansion of worldview and an emphasis on
learning (Hopkins, 2008). Post positivist research expanded in the 1970s with the
rejection of the notion that science sought truth with just observation (Alvesson,
Hardy, & Harley, 2008). Instead, the focus is now on creating solutions from the
observations and putting those solutions into practice to determine what is most
effective (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). Today, quantitative research seeks to create
a more comprehensive story by using these traditional, more objective and
measurable, methods of research.
Quantitative research offers the ability to make strong generalizations
about the information presented (Creswell, 2013; Hopkins, 2008; Muijs, 2010).
This allows social scientists to provide the public with information that may be
useful in a variety of situations. Quantitative research offers direct information
that can act as a platform for further individualized or qualitative research
(Creswell, 2013).
However, quantitative research does not allow individual stories to be
taken into consideration. Quantitative research relies on large sample sizes and
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the ability to replicate information, consequently individualized experiences are
often left out of the research (Creswell, 2013). Without individualized
experiences, complete descriptions of communication skills in the workplace in
practice is not attainable.
Qualitative Research
Qualitative research encourages the researcher to treat subjects as
more than human bodies. Instead, subjects are viewed as having individual
viewpoints that are not necessarily generalizable to the greater public.
Qualitative research aims to uncover not only what subjects think, but why they
think it. Where quantitative research sees subjects as human bodies, qualitative
researchers see subjects as human beings (Taylor, Bogden, & DeVault, 2015).
The main difference being that quantitative research sees the individual
experience as generalizable from population to population. On the other hand,
qualitative research believes that each experience is unique to the individual, that
individual experiences cannot be replicated from population to population.
Qualitative research allows the researcher to discover the underlying motives
and meanings behind basic information and data systems. While qualitative
research has historically been used in the fields of anthropology, social scientists
have discovered a richness in this style of research that more objective forms of
research may not achieve.
Historically, qualitative research has revoked the positivist notion that all
phenomena can be generalized from the findings of one study (Lindolf & Taylor,
2002). Instead, qualitative research has embraced the notion of hermeneutics
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and the interpretation of the individualized experience. Traditionally,
hermeneutics focused on the interpretation of a text. However, contemporary
hermeneutics believes that the entire interpretive process must be included to
establish meaning within a study. Phillip (2011) asserted that the communication
process must be analyzed in addition to the textual findings. A wider variety of
disciplines has begun to identify hermeneutics as a strong philosophical
reasoning that supports the use of qualitative research. Since the entire process
must be examined within the context of the interaction, it can be argued that
qualitative research is highly subjective; however, this is often not the case.
Packer (2010) asserted that qualitative research is an objective process.
Although the researcher interprets findings through coding, the process of
interpretation, if it includes the researcher’s experience and operationalized
definitions, is an objective science. By using clear operational definitions, the
researcher creates an environment where data can be generalized to a larger
audience (Packer, 2013). The addition of individual narratives creates a deeper
understanding of the information presented. In this study, qualitative research
helped to operationalize specific communication skills. Without narrative, the I
was left only with generalized communication skills. This reinforced the notion
that communication skills are important, but it did not address the central problem
of being able to clearly identify what those specific communication skills look like
in practice.
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Justification for Mixed Methods
Even with its limitations, a mixed methods approach was appropriate for
this study because the overarching goal was to determine what communication
skills middle skill level employees are missing and then to make
recommendations as to how to address this gap. The goal of discovering what
specific communication skills are necessary for success comes from the
observation of a large population and a description of the data. This aligns with
the positivist philosophy of science and the purpose of quantitative research. The
second goal, making recommendations, required a post positivist lens and
analysis of the data. In both the quantitative and the qualitative portion of the
study a large, generalizable data set was preferred in order to apply the findings
to the California Community College system’s population.
Further, past research in communication has used both qualitative and
quantitative research to describe findings. The description of communication
skills has often been quantitative (Austin & Ventura, 1985; Darling & Dannels,
2003; Morreale & Pearson, 2008). The narratives of individuals have also been
supported as a legitimate research method in Communication Studies, which has
encouraged qualitative research to head to the forefront of communication
research (Lindolf & Taylor, 2010). This study aimed to define what
communication skills are necessary in mid-wage level employment positions.
The goal was to inform community colleges and the local economies what
communication skills are most important to middle skill level employers. This
was achievable only by using a combination of survey and narrative data. The
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individual explanations from focus group participants who work within the local
economies assisted in creating a comprehensive definition of specific
communication skills. However, individual narratives cannot provide a
generalization that can be applied to the community college curriculum.
Therefore, it was important that quantitative survey data be collected before
using qualitative focus groups. I needed to know what communication skills were
important before exploring a more comprehensive definition of those
communication skills. Additionally, this study focused on an area of
communication research labeled applied communication. Applied
communication emphasizes cooperation between the researcher and the client in
order to solve a practical problem. Moreover, applied communication relies on
both quantitative and qualitative research to provide the answer to the research
question (Lindolf, & Taylor, 2010). Further, applied communication allows the
researcher to apply data to specific situations. Therefore, for this study I used a
mixed methods study with emphasis placed on practical application of findings
within the local communities surrounding community colleges.
Research Design
This study used a sequential explanatory mixed methods design. A
sequential explanatory mixed methods design proved to be the most applicable
to the proposed research questions because it allowed for specific
communication skills to be identified and contextually defined. Consequently,
quantitative research alone was not adequate for the purpose of this study.
Quantitative research, specifically survey design, only established the first step in
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creating categories of variables (Muijs, 2010). Therefore, it was necessary to
incorporate narratives from the field to develop rich contextual definitions that
could be shared with community college communication departments (Hopkins,
2008). Sequential explanatory mixed methods has the ability to take the
generalized findings from the current research base and help to establish
operational definitions for educators. The research questions were designed to
help establish a baseline for what communication skills are needed to be an
efficient employee. Sequential explanatory mixed methods design offered the
first step in creating specific contextual categories of variables.
By analyzing the survey results, sequential explanatory mixed methods
design allowed me to identify what middle skill level employers ranked as the
most important communication skills within their employment sector. An analysis
of focus group responses created context for specific communication skill labels.
This initial understanding of the differentiated communication skills provided a
deeper understanding of what skills should be taught in the basic oral
communication course. Further, with this initial data, additional research can be
executed to determine what practices are more effective to teach these skills.
Research Methods
In this section, I describe the specific research methods utilized for the
survey design in this study. Specifically, I discuss the setting, sample, data
collection, data analysis, and steps taken to ensure validity or trustworthiness.
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Setting
The study included survey responses from managers, supervisors, and
other individuals who work directly with middle skill level employees. California’s
economy has often been identified as the eighth largest economy in the world
(Schwarz, 2014), and in 2016 the California economy jumped to the sixth largest
in the world, surpassing France and Brazil (Reuters, 2016). The economy of
California is a diverse one. California is a leader in technology and film/television
production, which helps to explain the number of professional/business services
and information jobs within the state. California also boasts a leisure and
hospitality industry that is larger than the national average. Further, California
has a large number of jobs in the health sector (California Legislative Analyst’s
Office, 2014).
Since the economy is closely tied to local educational systems throughout
the US, justification for the study exists nationally. However, the differences in
quality, accessibility, and requirements in education differ in all 50 states.
Therefore, this study examined only the California Community College system.
The California Community College system has 114 community colleges that are
governed by the Chancellor’s office. The Chancellor’s office, in conjunction with
the state government, is responsible for creating and enforcing regulations within
the California Community College system (CCCCO, 2014). Orange County has
nine community colleges in four distinct districts (CCCCO, 2015). A random
sampling of Orange County employers would have been ideal as it would have
made the results truly representative of Orange County employers as a whole.
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However, a purposeful sampling was still a strong choice for the study. A
purposeful sampling was important because it ensured that participants met the
requirements set forth by the study. Additionally, it meant the employers
surveyed felt invested in the research as they were contacted directly by me.
Further, purposeful sampling ensured that a wide variety of employment sectors
were reached. The Orange County Workforce Investment Board (2016)
identified specific industry clusters present within the regional population. The
final question on the modified Birkholz survey used in the study asked
participants to choose the industry cluster they most closely identify with.
It was important that participants influenced the local economies
surrounding community colleges. Because there is congruency between the
community colleges, but no congruency between localized businesses, it was
feared that surveying businesses outside the local economies surrounding the
community colleges would elicit results that were not meaningful to the
community colleges. Consequently, local community college industry partners
were the initial targeted recipients of the survey. Industry partners are
considered the key to ensuring appropriate training occurs at a community
college (Taylor, Marino, Rasor-Greenlaugh, & Hudak, 2010). The relationship
between community colleges and industry partners provides more accurate job
forecasting, advanced job placement, and eventually local economic growth
(Levy, 2014). Most California community colleges identify multiple industry
partners in the form of advisory boards.
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Community colleges have advisory boards within specific disciplines.
Typically, advisory boards exist in career and technical education (CTE),
business, accounting, and paralegal programs. These advisory boards exist as a
liaison between what the community colleges are teaching and what the local
economies need. Individuals on an advisory board serve as support to
administration and faculty and do not lead a department or division (Conroy,
Lefever, & Withiam, 1996). An advisory board is comprised of experts within
their field who offer a diverse cross section of perspectives and dynamic advice.
Recommendations from the advisory board are eventually transformed into
curriculum aimed at making a community college not only relevant but also of
benefit to those looking to engage in the local economy (Stautberg & Green,
2007). Additionally, the boards serve to assess institutional effectiveness, the
level of quality in the curriculum offered, and the strategic changes in program
direction (Taylor et al., 2010). To determine what local economies desire from
college graduates community college advisory boards were given surveys
regarding skills needed for employment so that curriculum within the speech and
communication departments could be affected.
While advisory boards are a key component to the community college
mission, it is often difficult to ensure participation across campuses due to
fragmented information on campus websites. Further, there may be industry
partners that are emerging or have yet to be identified by the local community
colleges. Orange County has sought to rectify this problem through a not-forprofit organization, which will be identified as the partner organization throughout
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the study. The partner organization serves to connect educators with industry
professionals to bridge existing and impending skills gaps. The partner
organization provides access to advisory boards, professional resources,
educator resources, curriculum, industry professionals, and professional learning
communities (Vital Link, 2015). Consequently, establishing a research
relationship with the partner organization in Orange County allowed me to set
initial parameters for the study’s sample and setting.
Sample
Researchers would argue that a random sample is most effective to
ensure the data is representative of the population at large (Creswell, 2013).
However, using the partner organization as a first line of contacting middle-skill
level businesses within the local economies is anything but random. The partner
organization provided multiple avenues of engaging with employers within the
local economies. The listserv provided by the partner organization consisted of
local business leaders, educational industry partners, hiring managers, and
supervisors who work with the partner organization. Access to the participants
was granted by the CEO and creator of the partner organization. Using their
expertise and knowledge of the their databases, the partner organization
identified the groupings of industry professionals who would work most closely
with middle skill level employees. Additionally, the partner organization invited
me to conferences, meetings, and gatherings of local industry professionals to
survey in person.
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A larger sample size was achieved through snowball sampling. In addition
to the partner organization’s professional contacts, local chambers of commerce,
and industry mailing lists were used. The sample was opened beyond the
partner organization to ensure that an equitable cross section of businesses was
achieved. Snowball sampling encouraged me to gather contact lists from
professional contacts and chambers of commerce tin order to develop a healthy
sample. Consequently, the businesses chosen were not random, but rather they
were a purposeful sampling of educational industry partners within California.
Multiple types of businesses were surveyed and participated in focus
groups. Since research from technical fields already recommends
communication skills training for employees this study worked to include retail,
office, E-commerce, and artistic employment within the study. Further, the
sample expanded beyond those on the advisory boards at the community
colleges to ensure that a picture of the needs of the local economy was more
detailed. The final sample included 236 complete responses. The final sample
exhibited a variety of employment sectors, although employment sector
population size varied to a large degree. The characteristics of the final sample
are illustrated in Table 1.
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Table 1
Respondents by Employment Sector

Employment Sector

N

% of
sample

Business and Professional Services

49

20.8

Energy, Environment, and Green Technology

17

7.2

Finance, Insurance, Real Estate

15

6.4

Construction

4

1.7

Healthcare

20

17

Information Technology

18

7.5

Logistics and Transportation

6

2.5

Manufacturing

11

4.7

Biotechnology and Nanotechnology

2

.8

Hospitality and Tourism

12

5.1

Other

82

34.7

Data Collection and Management
In order to determine what communication skills middle skill level
employers were seeking, a sequential explanatory mixed methods analysis of
what skills employers identified was warranted. Historically, employers have
identified a lack of practical communication skills in college graduates; however,
specific communication skills have not been identified (Austin & Ventura, 1985;
Du-Babcock, 2006; Morreale, 1997; Stevens, 2005; Ulinski & O’Callaghan, 2009;
Weitzel & Gaske, 1985). Therefore, it was imperative that a comprehensive list
of practical communication skills be developed and then analyzed, taking into
consideration the needs of the local economy. To ensure the effective creation
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of this list, a plan for instrumentation, data collection procedures, and data
management strategies was explored.
Instrumentation. Quantitative workplace communication assessments
focus specifically on technical and specialized fields of study, which made it
difficult to find an existing instrument to use (Birkholz, 2001; Clarke, 2001;
Costello, 1977; Darling & Dannels, 2003; DiSalvo, Larsen, & Backus, 1986; Gray
& Murray, 2011). Consequently, it was necessary to either make changes to an
existing instrument or to create a new one. For the purpose of this study, an
existing instrument was altered and used to measure expected communication
skills in the middle skill level workplace.
The instrument was modeled after Birkholz’s Survey of Communication
Skills for Trade & Industry Program Graduates originally published in 2001. This
instrument identified 11 different areas of communication, including an option for
employers to identify any additional skills (Birkholz, 2001). Since this study
aimed to identify what specific communication skills are necessary for middle skill
level jobs, it was important to use an instrument that differentiated between
communication skill sets. Consequently, the Birkholz instrument was appropriate
for use with this study.
However, there were areas in which the Birkholz instrument was
insufficient for the purpose of this study. Since the purpose of the original
instrument was to measure skills that technical program graduates needed, there
was a focus on technical skills in the wording of instrument items. For example,
non-verbal skills were identified as the “ability to communicate effectively when
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safety devices prohibit verbal communication” (Birkholz, 2001, p. 60). While this
skill is important in technical or machine based employment, it is not necessary in
many middle skill level positions. Therefore it was necessary to reword several
survey items and survey instructions. The rewording focused on the elimination
of technical terminology and the addition of language more applicable to nontechnical middle skill level positions. Moreover, additional communication skills
not identified by the original Birkholz survey were included to better address the
perceived needs of middle skill level employers.
The partner organization had conducted survey research as part of local
and national initiatives to find skill deficient areas within college populations. This
survey data recognized several additional communication areas not mentioned
by Birkholz or the Chancellor’s office. These areas included communication with
supervisors, information technology skills, and appropriateness when using
humor. Additional terms and phrases for the instrument used in this study came
from the updated CCCOO C-ID descriptors.
An examination of course outlines of classes that satisfied the basic oral
communication requirement at California Community Colleges generated a
comprehensive list of operationalized communication skills expected from course
graduates (CCCCO, 2014). Further, the adoption and implementation of the
Associate Degree of Transfer (ADT) legislation moved California Community
Colleges toward standardizing curriculum across the state (CCCCO, 2011). C-ID
outlines require the ability to replicate the curriculum at colleges across state;
consequently, many of the communication terms used in the C-ID outlines were
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practical and straightforward in so that standardization could be achieved.
Consequently, many of the terms used in the C-ID outlines are terms used in
practical application of communication, making them appropriate for study
outside of the communication discipline. Short descriptions of the
communication terms were included on the scale to help employers identify the
differences between terms.
The survey itself was a Likert-type scale measuring the necessity of
specific communication skills within the workplace, specifically mid-level wage
jobs. Items were listed on a five-point scale, with one choice being not applicable.
Employers rated the necessity of the skill to mid-level wage earning jobs from not
important for successful job performance to important for successful job
performance. The instrument consisted of 54 items in order to paint a
comprehensive portrait of what skills the local economy expects community
college graduates to have.
The modified Birkholz instrument using content descriptors and input from
the partner organization was the finalized instrument used in this study. All
modifications occurred before the dissemination of the survey. With many of the
communication categories identified, changing of language to address the needs
of non-technical middle skill level positions was relatively simple. When
examining C-ID descriptors, language used in course content requirements
replaced technical requirements on the original survey. The CI-D courses used to
alter language on the survey were: Comm 110: Public Speaking, Comm 130:
Interpersonal Communication, Comm 140: Small Group Communication, and
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Comm 115: Survey of Human Communication. These four classes were chosen
because they have been identified as the basic oral communication courses
required for transfer to the California State University system (CCCCO, 2014).
To pilot test the survey, it was distributed to ten CTE and non-credit
instructors across Orange County. Instructors were asked to include comments
that would help to clarify or define any survey items. This first distribution
determined if the survey instrument contained any confusing elements or needed
further clarification for individuals outside of the Communication Studies
discipline.
After the operationalization of the survey items was deemed sufficient, a
second version of the survey was generated to determine if the communication
skills listed on the survey were representative of skills necessary in the mid-level
wage workplace. This version was presented to a panel of 15 presenters at a
partner organization event. The fifteen industry professionals were identified by
the partner organization as individuals with an understanding of the population
required in the study. These industry professionals were briefed on the project
and asked to complete the survey and offer any feedback on survey items and
language. The responses from this smaller population were then inputted into
SPSS software. Minor changes were made to ensure that the validity and
reliability of the items remained consistent, and a third version of the survey was
generated. The third version of the survey was distributed through the partner
organization, handed out by me to local businesses, and sent out through
additional e-mail lists gathered from my professional contacts.
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For this study, focus groups were appropriate for a variety of reasons.
Morgan and Krueger (1993) posited that it is advantageous to use focus groups
in situations where there is a gap between professionals and the target audience
and when there is a need for friendly research that does not appear
condescending to participants. These reasons were imperative in this study.
Currently, the local economy and community colleges are experiencing a
disconnect because in California, the community college curriculum is focusing
on transfer instead of vocational service. Since the local economy and academia
are disconnected, it is imperative that members of the local economy feel
acknowledged and heard during the process. Additionally, focus groups were
necessary to discover how to narrow the gap.
Procedures. Data collection occurred over the course of three months in
order to give employers enough time to respond to the surveys and to provide
adequate time to conduct the focus groups. The survey was open six weeks in
order to garner a large enough sample to meet the needs of the study. Further, a
larger window of time allowed other employers to be contacted as the snowball
sampling process progressed.
The sample consisted of employers who engage in the local economy
near a community college. To access the employers, a relationship with the
partner organization in Orange County was established. The CEO and creator of
the partner organization had existing relationships with advisory boards, industry
partners, and other businesses within Orange County. These relationships were
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integral to the success of the project. Consequently, the partner organization
was identified as the organization sponsoring this research.
Because the partner organization participants consist of employers from
the local economy with a vested interest in local student skillsets, it was assumed
that they would want to influence the curriculum at their local community colleges
and would therefore participate in the research. Access to the partner
organization participants came through in person interactions at community
events and online through email invitations to participate in the survey.
Distribution of the survey occurred both in person and online. In-person surveys
and introductions helped to stress the importance of the research and to
encourage participation. At many of the advisory board panels, presenters were
provided with an agenda for the day and refreshments by the partner
organization. During this time, surveys were distributed and a brief introduction
to the project and to me were executed. This strategy encouraged participation
and the use of the snowball sampling technique. Participants who believed in the
value of the research were more likely to suggest other arenas and additional
participants that could be surveyed. After exhausting the participants in the
partner organization network, I worked to secure additional employers who would
be interested in participating in the research. The communities surveyed include
Chamber of Commerce members, professional contacts, and other E-mail lists
provided by stakeholders.
Once 236 complete surveys were collected the results were processed
through SPSS to discover the mean score for each item. Those items that were
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ranked as most important, identified by having the largest mean, were separated
from the rest of the survey. From these items a focus group protocol was
created to develop a deeper understanding of what the communication skill
looked like within the context of a middle skill level position.
Three focus groups were held, consisting of three to four participants
each. Participants were drawn from the same population as was used to collect
the quantitative data. However, it was not required that the focus group
participants had taken the survey before participating. Each focus group took no
more than thirty minutes. During the focus groups, participants were asked to
describe what they believed the communication skills listed were attempting to
measure.
Data management. In order to ensure ease of use by the participants, the
quantitative data was collected using Qualtrics Survey. Further, Qualtrics is a
sophisticated software that I could use to assist me in understanding the data.
During the response period, data was stored within the Qualtrics survey software.
After the data collection period ended data was transferred into SPSS. Data was
kept confidential on my private computer and backed up on a personal flash
drive.
The qualitative data was collected using a voice recorder. The files were
uploaded to my personal Google Drive account. During the focus group
execution period the audio files were stored on my private computer and Google
Drive account. Once the focus groups were completed the audio files were
transferred using Hightail software to a transcription service. Transcriptions were
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sent back to me using my personal Google Drive account. Transcriptions and
coded data were stored with the quantitative results on my personal computer
and personal flash drive. The computer and Google Drive account are password
protected. Further, the personal flash drive was kept in a locked file cabinet.
Upon completion of the research, results and interpretation were made available
to the partner organization and other interested constituents.
Data Analysis and Interpretation
The original research questions were used to first identify and then to
define what specific communication skills middle skill level employers identified
as necessary. In order to answer these questions, the study relied on an
explanatory sequential mixed methods design. The quantitative data was
examined using SPSS software to determine what types of communication were
most important to middle skill level employers. Identification of the skill groups
allowed for qualitative data collection and subsequent analysis began. The
sections that follow describe the analysis process, provide explanations as to
how I established validity and trustworthiness, and finally provide the role of the
researcher.
Data analysis. Once the complete data set was entered into SPSS, mean
scores for each individual item were reported. In addition, the mean scores for
each skill set was reported. This allowed me to identify not only what individual
skills were important in the workplace, but to also identify what general concepts
should be emphasized. Further, top three skills that emerged shaped the
protocol for the focus groups.
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The descriptions from the focus groups were analyzed using a thematic
analysis, which identified reoccurring definitions and contextual explanations that
illuminated the specifics of the target communication skill. These rich descriptors
were then compared to content descriptors from the Chancellor’s Office. The
content descriptors include course objectives required in specific speech
courses. These course` objectives are meant to be used by all community
colleges in California. Some community colleges may have additional course
objectives listed within their curriculum, but the Chancellor’s Office requires a
select few to be achieved in each course.
Procedures to ensure validity and trustworthiness. Validity was
ensured through the use of several different strategies. First, the survey went
through several draft stages. The first draft of the survey was distributed to ten
Orange County non-credit and CTE instructors. The instructors were asked to
take the survey and to make notes on any items that might be potentially
confusing. Additionally, the participants were asked to offer alternative wording
on potentially confusing items. Participants were also asked if any additional
items should be included in the survey to ensure it captured a robust
measurement of communication skills desired at the middle skill employment
level.
Feedback from the non-credit and CTE instructors tested the content
validity of the instrument and ensured there was no potential confusion regarding
what the survey was meant to measure. The surveys were returned with
comments from the non-credit and CTE instructors. Many of the comments
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included suggestions for additional survey items. Therefore, additional items
were created and added to the survey using sentence structure similar to the
already existent items. Moreover, instructor comments indicated that some
communication terms required additional clarification or definitions. Specifically,
items that referenced nuanced communication skills required additional
definition, for example, it was suggested that an explanation to differentiate
interpersonal communication from small group communication was needed. This
was important because many of the survey items were similar but asked about
interaction with different audiences. Additional explanation and\or clarification on
the more technical survey terms were also added to the survey.
The second draft of the survey was presented to the CEO and founder of
the partner organization. Using her knowledge of the surrounding business
community, she proposed additional survey items. Some of the additions
included new categories for measurement. One of the new categories was
supervisor communication. The partner organization deemed the additions
imperative to the study. Therefore, they were included even though they do not
fall under the traditional communication categories. These survey items were
adjusted to mirror the wording of already existing survey items and added to a
third draft of the survey. Further, this third draft was given as a test survey to 15
presenters at a partner organization event. These participants, who completed
paper copies of the survey, all met the criteria of the study as they were either
direct supervisors or hiring managers of middle skill employees in Orange
County. The results of the 15 surveys were run through SPSS and tested using
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the Exploratory Factor Analysis. No items were determined to have lessened the
validity of the survey. Therefore, the third draft of the survey was used as the
working survey for this research study.
A mixed methods approach to research requires multiple checks to ensure
both the trustworthiness and validity of the data. Historically, validity was used
for both quantitative and qualitative research (Johnson, 1997; LeCompte &
Goetz, 1982); however, further study of the purpose of qualitative data has
required the research community to move from tests of pure validity to tests of
trustworthiness. The individual narrative became one of the central features of
qualitative research and the results of qualitative studies became more process
focused than would be the case in quantitative studies (Cresswell, 2013;
Cresswell, 2014). Because qualitative data often describe the process used to
achieve results as part of the results, tests of validity are not accurate measures
of the authority of qualitative studies (Marshall & Rossman, 1999; Richardson &
St. Pierre, 2015). Consequently, a measure of trustworthiness has been
established as the baseline criteria to determine if the research is accurate and
credible. Quantitative research focuses on the process used to achieve results in
a different light. Quantitative research seeks to assess whether or not the
process of data collection followed appropriate measures to ensure that outside
variables did not influence the data (Cresswell, 2007; Cresswell 2013; Cresswell,
2014). Therefore, this mixed methods study required measures of both
trustworthiness and validity to be executed in order to assure the credibility of the
data presented.
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In order to ensure trustworthiness I employed several of what Cresswell
(2007) identified as validation strategies. The first was member checking.
Member checking requires the researcher to ask participants to evaluate the
credibility of the research (Cresswell, 2014; Marshall & Rossman, 1999). At the
end of each focus group I summarized the answers of focus group participants
and asked if these were congruent with what the members believed they said.
Further, I offered participants the opportunity to add to their previous answers,
allowing the participants to build responses that they feel best represented their
experiences.
The second strategy to ensure trustworthiness was to build rich, thick
descriptions of what the communication skills looked like. The purpose of the
research was to present findings that were applicable or transferrable across
populations in California. Cresswell (2007, 2014) asserted rich descriptions were
an appropriate method of building the credibility of a study; therefore,
descriptions of what the skills looked like in practice were necessary for those
interested in the outcomes of this research outside of Orange County.
Additionally, the transferability of the results aligned with the purpose of
quantitative research, which was to provide the reader with results that were
generalizable to multiple populations. Therefore, creating in-depth definitions of
the specific communication skills was necessary to ensure the credibility of the
study. The final element of building trustworthiness within the qualitative portion
of the research project was to identify areas of researcher bias. These areas are
discussed in the following section.
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Role of the researcher. In mixed methods research, the role of the
researcher is an important one because it helps the reader to understand the
context and purpose of the study. As a Communication Studies instructor, I am
invested in the growth of speech communication as a discipline. Speech
communication is an important part of every student’s journey through education.
Currently, only one communication course is required to transfer to a California
State University or a private university (CCCCO, 2014). However, there are other
possibilities where speech communication classes could replace English courses
to fulfill a requirement like critical thinking. Students often are counseled to take
more English courses during their time at the community college. This can be a
disservice to the creation of a holistic student. Students need the opportunity to
explore alternate avenues of instruction and learning to determine what their
individual strengths are. These alternative paths are important to me because I
travelled down an alternative path and it proved successful.
As a community college student, I often felt lost. My first semester I only
took two classes: yoga and math. I had little direction and the only assistance I
received from my counselor was that I should take English so that I could
transfer. It was not until I took my first speech class that I realized there were
other ways that were acceptable to express my ideas and that there were skills to
learn outside of constructing a sentence. I went on to study speech
communication at Point Loma Nazarene University. In 2009, after receiving a
bachelor’s degree and then a master’s degree in communications, I began
teaching speech communication at the community college level. It was here that

72
it became apparent to me that students were graduating college without practical
skills that employers were looking for. Consequently, my goal became to provide
students with a practical course in public speaking to increase the employment
levels in local economies.
The quantitative research does not take into account my own experiences
and perceptions. The qualitative research allows my knowledge of the discipline
to fortify the interpretation and provide suggestions for change in curriculum.
The focus of the research was on the variables presented and the data
retrieved from participants. My role was to collect the necessary data from
advisory boards and local employers to compile a list of communication skills
required in middle-skill level positions. All data collected was input into SPSS to
ensure the results were non-biased. While, as a communications scholar, I
cannot change the variables as they appear in SPSS, my bias could influence
how the statistics were interpreted. Further, my own bias and familiarity with the
subject could have influenced how participants perceive the information.
Qualitatively, my role as the researcher was integral to the collection and
interpretation of data. As a full time communications faculty who has created and
updated curriculum to reflect new requirements from the Chancellor’s office, I am
considered well versed in the needs of communications departments. Further,
my relationship with the partner organization and close friends who are leaders in
the local economy have allowed me a window into how the needs of the college
and economy may differ. Therefore, my expertise created a rich focus group
protocol and encouraged participants to provide more rich descriptions of their
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communication experiences. Experience within the field is often considered a
positive when engaging in research but it must also be discussed from a negative
side.
My own bias comes from my role as a communication scholar and a
community college communication instructor. At my core, I believe that
communication skills are a necessity to creating a holistic employee in any
sector. Further, my own preferences and definitions of communication skills
could have influenced the way I asked questions and interpreted data from
participants. I had to remember that my role as a researcher is part of the
instrumentation process. Therefore, preferences must be set aside and validity
should be the focus of the qualitative reports. Inability to do this could have
skewed the results and resulted in inaccurate recommendations.
Chapter Summary
Communication skills in a middle-skill level workplace are integral to
success; however there is little research available as to what specific
communication skills are most important to employers. This study used
quantitative and qualitative research methods to first identify what communication
skills were important and then define what those skills looked like. The
quantitative analysis of 236 completed surveys allowed me to create a list of the
top communication skills required for successful employment in a middle-skill
level position. The skills identified as important then informed the focus group
protocol that aimed to offer comprehensive descriptions of what those
communication skills looked like in practice.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
This chapter presents the study’s findings based on the research
questions. The chapter begins with a summary of the methodology, which is
followed by the research questions. The chapter concludes with a summary of
the findings. The findings presented lay the foundation for the discussion and
implications in Chapter 5.
Methodology
This study followed a sequential explanatory mixed methods approach.
Either electronic or paper surveys were distributed to individuals who were
identified as employing, supervising, and/or managing middle skill level
employees. Survey entries were put into SPSS software for further statistical
testing. A series of tests in SPSS allowed me to discover the most desirable
communication skills for middle skill level employees. Results from the
quantitative data influenced the creation of the focus group protocol. Three focus
groups were conducted, and I used thematic coding to create more holistic
definitions of communication skills.
Quantitative Methodology
To discover how employers ranked the skills, means were calculated on
all variables. Examining the means of all the variables allowed me to rank order
the variables, identifying which were most desirable in middle skill level
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employees. Three skills emerged as most important, with means greater than
4.5 on a five-point scale. The value of 4.5 was determined as the benchmark
because the Likert-type scale items were scored as follows: important to the
position (4) and very important to the position (5). A mean greater than four
indicated that the skill was important to the position and a mean of five indicated
that the skill was integral to employee success. Because no item had a mean of
five, it was important to look at those items that had a mean larger than four.
This beginning point scaled down the number of variables to analyze; however,
there were still too many to discuss within a focus group and achieve holistic
definitions. Consequently, additional frequency measures were taken into
consideration.
An examination of the mean, median, mode, frequency of score, and
distribution assisted me in determining the average response value and how that
response value fit into the data set at large (Howell, 2016). In order to pare
down from 78 variables to a top few, a specific criterion was used. Each variable
needed to have a mode of five, a mean greater than four, and a median greater
than 4.5. These criteria determined that there were four skills considered most
important.
Histograms were created to reveal the variables distributions that most
closely mimicked a normal distribution (see Figure 1, Figure 2, Figure 3, and
Figure 4).
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Figure 1. Frequency distribution of able to communicate information effectively.
This figure illustrates the frequency of responses to survey item “able to
communicate information effectively” with regard to oral communication.
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Figure 2. Frequency distribution of able to communicate effectively during
stressful situations. This figure illustrates the frequency of responses to survey
item “able to communicate effectively during stressful situations” with regard to
oral communication
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Figure 3. Frequency distribution of able to express ideas clearly. This figure
illustrates the frequency of responses to survey item “able to listen carefully and
thoughtfully” with regard to oral communication
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Figure 4. Frequency distribution of able to listen carefully and thoughtfully. This
figure illustrates the frequency of responses to survey item “able to listen
carefully and thoughtfully” with regard to oral communication
The fourth variable (communicate ideas clearly) was eliminated as the
histograms showed the distribution was negatively skewed. Communicating
ideas clearly had a mean score of 4.46, falling just below the more easily
generalizable 4.5 score. The top three variables that emerged from the analysis
were oral communication information effectively, listen thoughtfully and carefully,
and orally communicate information effectively in stressful situations, These
variables not only met the criteria within all frequency tests, they also had mean
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scores above 4.5. This score, in addition to a narrowing the skills to the top
three, will allow those outside of scholarly research to better understand the
importance of these specific variables. Simple integers and groupings of three
assist in the simplification of research and the creation of written reports, which
are considered more productive in practical application (Carlson & Shu, 2007).
To determine if the scales were reliable as originally set forth, Cronbach’s
Alpha was measured. Cronbach’s Alpha tests for internal consistency among a
set of variables. This test measures if similar results would occur if the questions
in the scale were re-administered to a different population (Santos, 1999). The
oral communication scale, consisting of seven individual variables, scored α =
.692. This is close to the standard of α =.7, which Nunnaly (1978) identified as
the bare minimum for reliability. However, the standard set by Nunnaly has been
challenged. Hatcher and Stepanski (1994) and Santos (1999) have recognized a
Cronbach’s Alpha score between α = .65 and α =.8 as being acceptable .
Cronbach’s Alpha also indicated that deleting a variable on the oral
communication scale would have a negligible change in the internal reliability.
Removing any variable may decrease the internal reliability but never to less than
α = .65, which is still acceptable. The listening scale, consisting of five variables,
elicited a Cronbach’s Alpha score of α = .616. This score falls below the
acceptable range for Cronbach’s Alpha. Consequently, internal reliability is not
assumed to be strong and the results cannot be replicated across populations.
However, if the final item in the listening scale, executes tasks effectively based
on oral directions, is excluded from the scales, the internal reliability increases to
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α = .677. If any other item is excluded from the listening scale the internal
reliability decreases significantly. The variable executes tasks effectively based
on oral directions did not increase the Cronbach’s Alpha score for any other
scale, instead the score increases when this variable was removed.
Consequently, this item was not included in any specific scale and since it is not
listed as one of the top skills desired in a middle skill level employee, its
exclusion became moot within the research. Overall, the listening and oral
communication skill scales were strengthened by including the variables that
were listed as the most important to success at a middle skill level position.
Research Question One
The first research question asks what communication skills are necessary
for success in a middle skill level position. Quantitative analysis was executed
on two levels, first descriptive tests were used to determine the ranking of
importance for the individual communication skills and then a deeper analysis
occurred using inferential statistical testing.
Frequency Test Results
First, examination of the mean scores revealed that three specific
variables had mean scores above 4.5. These three skills are attributed to two
different general skill scales. The scales that ranked highest were oral
communication and listening. Within those two scales, three skills emerged as
the most important. Within the oral communication scale communicate
information effectively and ability to communicate effectively during stressful
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situations emerged as most important. Within the listening scale listening
thoughtfully and carefully emerged as most important.
Additionally, each individual variable met the requirements described
earlier in this chapter to gain consideration as one of the most important
communication skills in a middle-skill level position. The three skills each
exhibited a mode of 5 and a median greater than 4.5. Additionally, the three
skills fell into a normal distribution when plotted on a histogram. Meeting the
preset frequency standards confirmed the skills as the most important to the
population surveyed in this study.
Inferential Statistical Results
Additional information beyond frequency tests was required to draw
complete conclusions from the data. Therefore, it was imperative that more
sophisticated inferential testing was completed. An examination using ANOVA
determined if the same conclusions could be inferred from all aspects of the data.
The ANOVA test sought to identify if there were differences in the extent
to which employers considered the top three skills important. Specifically, the
ANOVA test was used to understand if the communication skill requirements
differed among employment sectors. Cresswell (2013) asserted that ANOVA
was the appropriate choice because the employment sectors had no relationship
with one another. ANOVA identifies statistical differences between unrelated
groups within a population (Clarke & Cresswell, 2011). This information is useful
to target specific groups for further research or to provide individual sectors with
tools to teach communication tools.
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A one-way ANOVA was conducted to compare the perceived importance
of the identified top three communication skills among the different employment
sectors. The analysis of variance showed that the effect of employment sector
on listening carefully and thoughtfully was significant, F(10, 225) = 1.95, p < .04.
Another ANOVA showed that the effect of employment sector on communicating
effectively in stressful situations was significant, F(10, 225) = 2.70, p < .004.
Employment sector did not have a significant effect on communicating
information effectively, F(10, 225) = 1.03, p < .42. These results indicated that
different employment sectors do have different needs when it comes to
communication skills. However, a one-way ANOVA does not have the finesse to
indicate between which groups the differences exist (Cresswell, 2007).
Therefore, additional testing was required to identify what employment sectors
did not follow the trend of the population at large.
Frequency tests run on the employment sector variable indicated that the
number of participants from each employment sector that were surveyed was not
equal. For example, the construction employment sector only had four
respondents while the other employment sector had 82 respondents. Because
the groups were unequal, and homogeneity of variances could not be assumed,
a Games-Howell post hoc test used to identify where the differences between
groups existed (Clarke & Cresswell, 2011). Beyond simple sample size
differentiations, the Games Howell test was appropriate because unequal
variances between groups existed (Clark & Cresswell, 2011; Cresswell, 2013;
Muijs, 2010). This was determined by examining the Levene’s Statistic. When
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the Levene’s Statistic is statistically significant (p < .05) equal variances cannot
be assumed (Cresswell, 2009). Because there were no significant differences
identified between groups when looking at the communicate information
effectively item, it was not necessary to examine Levene’s Statistic or run post
hoc tests on that variable. However, the other two variables required the post
hoc testing to determine where the differences existed. The Levene’s Statistic
for successful communication in stressful situations was significant (p < .006).
Similarly, the Lavene’s Statistic for listening thoughtfully and carefully was
significant (p < .000). This indicated that equal variances could not be assumed
for either variable; therefore, a Games Howell post hoc test was executed for
both variables. The Games-Howell post hoc test identified statistical differences
between employment groups in the variables communicating successfully during
stressful situations and listening thoughtfully and carefully.
When looking at the communicating successfully in stressful situations
variable the Games-Howell test (see Table 2) indicated that there was a
significant statistical difference between the following groups; construction
(M = 5, SD = 0) and business (M = 4.39, SD = .640), p <.000, d = 1.35;
construction (M = 5, SD = 0) and information technology (M = 4.17, SD = .707),
p < .004, d = 1.66; and construction (M = 5, SD = 0) and other (M = 4.56,
SD = .630), p < .000, d = 0.99.
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Table 2
Games Howell Post-Hoc Results for Communicating Effectively in Stressful
Situations Variable
95% Confidence
Interval
Employment
Sector A (I)

Employment
Sector B (J)

Mean
Difference
(I-J)

Standard
Deviation

Lower
Bound

Upper
Bound

Construction

Business

.612*

.000

-.41

.62

Information
Technology

.833*

.004

.22

1.45

Other

.439*

.000

.21

.70

*p < .05
Regarding communicating effectively in stressful situations, all
construction respondents indicated that this skill was very important (5) on the
modified Birkholz survey whereas other sectors had a wide variety of responses
to the item. The other item where statistically significant differences between
employment sectors existed was listening carefully and thoughtfully. There were
eight instances of statistically significant differences. Construction and
biotechnology had the most between group difference in comparison to other
groups. Both construction and biotechnology had a mean of five with regard to
the listen thoughtfully and carefully item on the modified Birkholz survey
instrument. Construction exhibited statistically significant differences between
the following groups: business (M = 4.49, SD = .505), p < .000, d = 1.43;
information technology (M = 4.22, SD = .548), p < .001, d = 2.01; manufacturing
(M = 4.18, SD = .405), p < .001, d = 2.86; and other (M = 4.51, SD = .503),
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p < .000, d = 1.38. Biotechnology exhibited statistically significant differences
between the following groups: business (M = 4.49, SD = .548), p < .000,
d = 1.43; information technology (M = 4.22, SD = .405), p < .001, d = 2.01;
manufacturing, (M = 4.18, SD = .405), p < .001, d = 2.86; and other (M = 4.51,
SD = .503), p < .000, d = 1.38. These results indicate that both biotechnology
and construction, although a small sub population of those surveyed, believe that
listening thoughtfully and carefully is the most important communication skill a
middle-skill level employee can have. Further, biotechnology and construction
rank these almost a half point higher than their counterparts in business,
information technology, manufacturing, and other sub populations. These results
are surprising as biotech and construction are two very different employment
sectors. Additionally, the samples for both biotechnology and construction were
smaller in comparison to other employment sector groups. The quantitative
results highlighted what skills were important to middle-skill level employers and
illuminated the comparative differences between employment sector groups;
however, an explanation as to what these skills looked like in practice was not
included. Therefore, it was necessary to engage in a second level of research
using focus groups to more richly define the identified communication skills.
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Table 3
Games Howell Post-Hoc Results for Listening Thoughtfully and Carefully
95% Confidence
Interval
Employment
Sector A (I)

Employment
Sector B(J)

Mean
Difference
(I-J)

Construction

Business

.510*

.000

-.25

.69

Information
Technology

.778*

.001

.30

1.25

Manufacturing

.818*

.001

.32

1.31

Other

.488*

.000

.30

.67

Business

.510*

.000

.27

.75

Information
Technology

.778*

.001

.30

1.25

Manufacturing

.818*

.001

.32

1.31

Other

.488*

.000

.30

.67

Biotechnology

Standard
Deviation

Lower
Bound

Upper
Bound

*p < .05.
Qualitative Methodology
The goal for this study was to create comprehensive definitions of
communication skills required for success in a middle-skill level employee. The
modified Birkholz survey did not provide a comprehensive description of the skills
identified by employers, therefore qualitative research was performed to find
what these communication skills looked like in practice. Responses from focus
group participants were coded to find themes and examples of what
communication skills looked like in the workplace.
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Research Question Two
The second research question sought to create rich descriptions of the
individual communication skills identified as most important through the survey
research. Three focus groups, each consisting of three or four participants, were
conducted. Each focus group lasted no more than 30 minutes. A total of ten
individuals participated in the focus groups. Of the ten participants, eight were
female, six had less than three years’ experience in a supervisory position, and
four did not have a college education. While not all employment sectors in the
focus groups were represented, those that had a larger sub-population within the
survey were. Once focus groups were completed an analysis of the transcripts
elicited a series of tangible indicators for each of the top three skills. The
following section uses the responses of focus group participants to explain the
quantitative results discussed earlier in the chapter. Definitions are presented in
three discrete sections, as they relate to specific survey items.
Communicate Information Effectively
Communicate information effectively was ranked as the most important
communication skill in the modified Birkholz survey. Nevertheless, the wording
of the item itself leaves much to the imagination of an audience. Since there was
no statistical difference between employment sector groups measured on this
item, it was not imperative that specific sub-populations participate in the focus
groups. Consequently, descriptions across employment sector groups were
most appropriate to the research. The focus group participants identified
common descriptors that articulated how communicating effectively presents as
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in the workplace. Participants indicated that effective communication occurs
orally and in written form. Additionally, effective communication requires
individuals to engage in follow up to show understanding of the message and to
provide clarity. Audience analysis was identified as a key element to ensuring
clarity in communication. Understanding the needs of those around you and
subsequently tailoring a message to meet those needs was identified as
extremely important in reaching clarity of communication. This data is
summarized in Table 4.

Table 4
Emergent Themes in Communicate Information Effectively
Theme
Written Communication

Description
E-mail
Text Messaging
Hand written direction

Clear Communication

Using audience analysis to ensure
appropriateness of a message
Analyzing the situational context to ensure
appropriateness of a message
Responsibility of both the sender and
receiver
Follow up communication

Participants across all three focus groups indicated that communicating
information effectively occurred within both a written and oral context. Written
communication was highlighted as an effective means of communicating with
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employees when they do not see each other daily. Irene who works in a retail
setting stated:
I’d say for me because I don’t see everyone—depending on
everyone’s shift––I don’t see them all every single day or they don’t
see me, that for me the best way for me to communicate with
everyone is having a central location where they can check in on
what’s going on in the department, any changes to procedure, any
sort of updates that I need to communicate to everyone in the
department.
This same sentiment existed beyond retail, manifesting in sectors where human
capital was an important resource to success. Jessica, who works in youth
ministry, asserted
I find that connecting—my volunteers is a lot harder to get feedback
on because it kind of goes off into the ether, and sometimes I don’t
hear back from them––but I find that text messaging is more effective
and then, you know, meeting them face to face, um, it’s a little easier,
even though it takes a little longer.
This information was surprising as there was a second item on the survey that
asked about communicating information effectively in written format. However,
the written item did not score in the top ten individual items measured using the
frequency tests described in the earlier quantitative portion of this chapter.
Beyond a description as to what form effective communication takes
place, participants also described effective communication as clear and including
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feedback. Clear communication incorporates several different communication
skills. Audience analysis and/or using contextually appropriate communication
were discussed at length in each of the focus groups. Lauren, who works at the
corporate level within a retail corporation, stated the importance of audience
analysis from the management to achieve clarity: “Communication has to be
tailored to individual learning curves and the way in which people learn so that
you know and can validate that they are understanding what you are trying to get
across.” Kevin, an entrepreneur, furthered the discussion by putting the burden
of audience analysis on the employee and not just the leader, asserting that all
parties need to follow the rules of communication: “Knowing when to CC
someone on an email, who to include and why.” Focus group three asserted that
audience analysis was the most important aspect of effective communication.
Aubrey discussed understanding company norms: “It’s more like a top-down
organization in terms of who she needs to check in with. But, once she
establishes, like, credibility and a success record, she’ll get to do more things
independently. But, for now, it is a top-down organization.” Hetty believed
audience analysis had more to do with the individuals within the company:
You’ve got to read your audience, and it’s––you have to figure out
who likes what, who wants it, who does not want to have a one-onone communication. Instead it’s that they would rather have it in an
email, then the ones that are saying, “I don’t need another email to
read. I really want you to communicate.”
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Clarity also included follow up communication, both from the manger and
the middle-skill level employee. Aubrey, who works in public relations, provided
a detailed account of what clear communication that includes follow up looks like:
The employee, she’s been successful when she has been clear at
communicating different steps. She’s completed her projects and
also asked for help when she needed it and communicated when
challenges have arisen that are outside our team and suggested a
way forward but also checked in with most of her team members to
see if this—the first suggested solution was a successful one. That
seemed like a really good way to go because she was being, you
know, proactive with finding solutions but still communicating before
she took action
This description of follow up communication was consistent across the
focus groups. Jana, an educator from focus group two, indicated that
“communication when they’ve completed a task or oral communication when they
give us updates of where they’re at with the tasks that we’ve given them when
they’re ready for more tasks” is imperative on a day to day basis. Robert, an
educator, discussed his role in creating a culture of follow up:
It’s also important that I keep prodding them because sometimes
they don’t really communicate back. . . . I need to make sure that I
keep on top of them to ask them how things are going along and if
they have run into any roadblocks that I can help them with.
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Overall, follow up was identified as the key to achieving clarity in the workplace,
regardless of the industry or sector.
The discussions within the focus groups led to clarity on what effective
communication looks like within multiple employment sectors. There were
overlapping themes within all sectors that participated. The main elements
required for communication to be considered effective are: understanding the
needs of the audience, engaging in follow up, and communicating in written and
oral format.
Communicating Effectively in Stressful Situations
As with most of the items on the modified Birkholz survey, communicating
in stressful situations was a vague item that did not indicate the needs of specific
employment sectors. Participants across focus groups emphasized successful
communication in this area as including maintaining calm, staying organized, and
offering solutions (see Table 5).
Table 5
Emergent Themes in Communicate Effectively during Stressful Situations
Theme
Maintaining Calm

Description
Removing Emotion
Using calm tones and non-verbal behaviors
Avoiding blame

Being Solution Oriented

Looking to the future
Understanding your individual role in the situation
Maintaining organizational structures and policies
Task oriented

94
Stressful situations often bring out what are perceived as negative
emotions in people and communication can fail when individuals lose sight of the
end goal. Focus group participants stressed the importance of maintaining calm
in the workplace during high stress situations. Almost all participants mentioned
removing emotions from the equation and focusing on the facts of the situations.
For example, Kevin, an entrepreneur stated:
No matter how stressful something is, you know, it is business. It’s
not personal . . . Whatever type of energy another party is bringing
to the, you know, discussion or things like that doesn’t necessarily
dictate how you need to handle yourself. So, again, to kind of add
on to that in keeping calm and really having a bigger picture in mind.
Keeping calm seems intuitive in a stressful situation; however, there is little
research that describes how keeping calm manifests itself during a stressful
situation. In the workplace, there are some key elements to ensure that those
around you believe you have maintained calm. Most elements required to
portray calm include nonverbal behaviors to indicate active participation in the
stressful situation while managing anxiety about potential issues. Lauren, in
corporate level retail, expressed this as follows:
I think also if they can feel the tone in your voice is stressed out, they
are more likely to tune it out or not want to get involved . . . You have
to be very mindful of your own gestures, tone of voice, and overall
mannerisms during those types of conversations so as not to elevate
the situation beyond what it needs to be . . . I would say this is
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probably one of the bigger challenges in the work site is
communicating effectively in spite of the situation you may be in
where some of the key skills you need to put into play would be calm
speaking, consistency in your tone of voice, um, and body language
as well.
In addition to removing emotion from the situation, participants also agreed that
the information presented needed to be fact based instead of assigning blame or
responsibility on others. Becky, who was in advertising stated, “Successful
communication is about being rational and factual.”
The emphasis on removing emotion and showing other employees that
you can remain calm was one of the most consistent themes related to any of the
communication skills discussed. Not only did participants indicate specific
examples of what maintaining calm looked like, they often had simple phrases to
remind others or themselves to keep a level head in stressful situations, such as
“Maintain the chill,” which was shared by Jessica, who was in youth ministry.
Beyond remaining calm, successful communication in stressful situations
also included being solution oriented. This was explained as looking forward, not
getting stuck in the panic, and understanding what you can contribute to the
solution. Jessica, in youth ministry, provided this example of staying calm and
looking forward coming together:
An example of effective communication would be that the teacher is
able to get a hold of me and [is] able to verbalize their needs, like,
we need more food, we need to call this parent, and able to do that
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without raising their voice or having a, you know, freaking out. You
know, be able to have that calm tone so that the kids don’t feed off
of your stress. And, you know, you’re able to kind of slowly kind of
be clear about what you need.
Being oriented toward a solution and maintaining calm were one part of the
solution to communicating successfully within stressful situations. Another
important part of the solution that was identified was being organized and
understanding your role in the situation. Aubrey, in public relations stated that
communicating in a stressful situation required:
knowing your portion really well. Like, just making sure if, I guess,
there is a stressful situation, maybe, like, you won’t—can’t provide
the answer right away when everyone is freaking out, but just, like,
taking a step back and being, like, here is my portion of the project.
Make sure you know every single, like, part of it. You have all the
information you need, so if you do get tapped, you can offer the
details needed.
Several participants identified organization as being important to the solutions
process. Those participants in the education field saw organization as a tool to
assist employees in finding solutions. Without organization, employees are left to
become part of the stress instead of part of the solutions.
Combining the themes that emerged in the stressful situations dialogue
elicited a comprehensive communication skill definition that includes the ability to
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behave professionally, keeping emotions in check, looking toward future
solutions, and staying organized.
Listening Thoughtfully and Carefully
The final communication skill examined within the focus groups was
listening thoughtfully and carefully. This communication skill was the one that
provided the richest discussion among participants and that discussion often took
more time than discussion around the other comprehension skills. The themes
identified regarding listening included providing immediate feedback, using
nonverbal cues, and having strong intrapersonal communication skills (see Table
6). Additionally, the themes surrounding listening brought up issues related the
ability to effectively teach listening.
Table 6
Emergent Themes in Ability to Listen Thoughtfully and Carefully
Theme

Description

Immediate Feedback

Showing comprehension orally and written
Using non-verbal behaviors to show participation
Paraphrasing messages

Intrapersonal Behavior

Inner drive to listen
Driven by work ethic
Listening is a choice
Value of listening is established early in life and
not in the classroom
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One of the most consistent narratives from the focus groups was that
differences exist between hearing and listening to a message. The biggest
difference between listening and hearing that was mentioned was that listening
included the ability to provide feedback on the message received. Focus group
participants felt it was imperative that the feedback be given immediately. Kevin,
an entrepreneur, discussed the importance of giving prompt responses to
communications:
That way there is no misunderstanding if that information that you
are relaying has been read and interpreted, and any time I like—or
any time I receive an email from someone, even if it’s not—there
aren’t any questions posed, I still like to respond with, you know, a
simple received or, you know, thank you, and I’ll be sure to check in
with you if I have any questions, things like that. It’s just letting the
other person—whoever is communicating to you—letting them know
that you’ve received that information.
In addition to responding using written communication the focus groups indicated
that acknowledgement should occur orally as well. Kelly, in retail, emphasized
this in the following quote:
acknowledgement and some sort of response in conversation with
whatever they’re bringing up and that you’re aware of what they
need, basically.
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Participants saw the act of acknowledging a message as very important. Irene, a
retail supervisor shared the importance of acknowledging a message by
asserting:
Just acknowledgement that you’ve understood what they’re trying to
convey to you. Or at least, you know, just an acknowledgement that
you heard what they’re saying and that you’re, you know, working
toward it or whatever. Just an acknowledgement is really important
As described by the participants, acknowledgement took the shape of
paraphrasing information and engaging in appropriate nonverbal behaviors.
While paraphrasing was described consistently among focus groups as the ability
to restate information in different words, nonverbal communication looked
different from person to person. The most common nonverbal cues identified
were eye contact with the speaker and head nodding. However, participants
indicated that even when head nodding and eye contact were present in a
conversation, listening thoughtfully and carefully might not be occurring. For
example, Irene, a retail supervisor, shared that non-verbal signs that thoughtful
listening might not be occurring included, “Not looking in your direction or just
kind of—you can see that their thoughts are elsewhere. It’s not thoughtful
listening.”
The final element of thoughtful and careful listening that was identified was
the intrapersonal aspects of listening. This is where focus group responses
varied the most. All focus groups agreed that there was a difference between
simply hearing a message and truly listening to a message. The main difference
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between the two seemed to be a willingness to listen and wanting to understand.
Jane, a supervisor, shared:
I think oftentimes, people tend to skip the listening and fill in the gaps
and just jump into the task, so, I appreciate when my student
workers—instead of jumping to the problem solving stage—stay at
the listening stage and paraphrase back to me what I expect of them.
I think that listening involves actually—involves hearing it but then
actually processing it as well. Hearing it to me doesn’t imply that
they’re processing it, I guess.
Kelly, a retail manager, indicated that listening comes down to “your own
personal drive to be or how you are taught through either work or school or by
parents or whatever that may be”. This personal drive was discussed in each
focus group and was defined differently by each participant. Some argued it
could not be taught, others claimed it was a combination of work ethic and
classroom lecture. Overall, no real conclusion could be reached as to what
drove individuals to listen as opposed to simply hear a message. The only
consensus that could be reached was that focus group participants felt they
could tell if a person was truly listening versus simply hearing a message and
that people had to want to listen. Without a want to listen, a more thoughtful
approach could not be taught.
Chapter Summary
This sequential explanatory mixed methods research study aimed to
discover what communication skills are most important to the success of middle-
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skill level employees. The analyzed responses to the modified Birkholz survey
instrument showed that the three most important skills identified were orally
communicate information effectively, engage in successful communication in
stressful situations, and the ability to listen thoughtfully and carefully. The three
skills listed were vague in nature and would not be helpful in changing
curriculum. Therefore, focus groups were executed. During these focus groups
each skill was more thoroughly described using common phrasings.
In the focus groups, it was discovered that effective communication in the
workplace can occur in both writing and conversation. Additionally, clarity and
follow up were key to ensuring the communication was effective. The second
communication skill, communicating successfully in stressful situations, was
described as staying calm both verbally and nonverbally. The two most
important aspects of this skill were removing emotion from the equation and
staying solution focused. Finally, listening thoughtfully and carefully was
summed up as being both verbal and nonverbal. More importantly, participants
asserted that they could simply tell when a person was truly listening. This was
problematic because their accounts did not indicate what behaviors truly
described listening.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
Students lack the communication skills employers are looking for, even
after completing a communications course. Communication skills are often
discussed as a general idea instead of specific skills that can be taught using
distinct activities. Therefore, much of the research on communication skills
indicates that the skills are missing in graduates but does not assert what those
specific communication skills are in practice.
The first problem this study addressed is the lack of research on what
specific communication skills students will need upon leaving the community
college to ensure gainful employment. The second problem this study addressed
is that there is no common criterion to address the shortcomings of
communication students outside of requiring a specific number of speaking
opportunities (CCCCO, 2014). Consequently, there are no readily available
guidelines to determine what may be done in order to better prepare students for
employment. Therefore this mixed methods study determined what
communication skills employers sought from middle skills employees. The
sequential explanatory mixed methods study first established a list of the
communication skills desired in a middle-skill level employee. From there,
examples of how these communication behaviors manifested in the workplace
were documented to provide direction to stakeholders. These skills and
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definitions are relevant to those at the Chancellor’s office who influence
curriculum, as well as faculty at local colleges. Educational leaders can use
these definitions to influence curriculum, specifically to identify activities, theories,
and lessons that enhance student learning. Further, having definitions and
examples of communication skills that can be used to change the curriculum
begins to bridge the gap between industry and education. By changing
curriculum to reflect the needs of industry, basic oral communication courses
become more effective at serving a variety of students. The following research
questions guided this mixed methods study
1.

What specific communication skills are most important to middle
skill level employers?

2.

How do focus group participants describe the workplace
communication skills revealed as most important by the quantitative
data?

Data was gathered using a sequential explanatory mixed methods
approach. A quantitative survey was first distributed to middle skill level
employers, managers, and/or supervisors in California. The survey data was
processed through SPSS using a variety of statistical tests. First, means of all
variables were calculated. Then the top three variables were identified based on
mean, median, and mode scores. The top three variables determined what
questions were asked on the focus group protocol to identify examples of those
communication skills in practice. Transcripts of the focus groups were coded
using Dedoose software. Themes were identified in the focus group transcripts
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using a dual validity procedure. First, descriptive validity was demonstrated
through the comparison of field notes to transcriptions of the focus groups. Then,
internal validity was assured by asking focus group participants if the themes and
assertions accurately reflected their remarks. Cross checking for validity ensured
the themes originally identified were accurate representations of the
communication skills required by middle-skill level employers.
In this chapter, I provide an interpretation of the data results, both
quantitative and qualitative that were discussed in previous chapters and draw
conclusions to help inform future decisions in education. In addition,
implications will be discussed that address areas of policy, practice, theory, and
future research. Finally, I will provide recommendations to further the study and
enrich the communication discipline.
Conclusions
The results of the surveys and the interpretation of focus group data will
assist community college Communication Studies departments to better
understand and prepare students for the workplace. Employers identified the top
three communication competencies for their middle-skill level employees as: the
ability to communicate information effectively, the ability to communicate
successfully during stressful situations, and the ability to listen thoughtfully and
carefully. Using data from the focus group transcripts, comprehensive and
descriptive definitions of each of these skills were created. The definitions
include examples of what specific skills can be taught to better prepare students
for the workplace.
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Focus group participants indicated that communicating information
effectively included providing timely feedback, using both written and oral
communication, and checking for clarity when both sending and receiving
messages. Communicating successfully in stressful situations included the skills
of removing emotion from the situation, being solution focused, and
understanding your audience. Finally, listening thoughtfully and carefully
included providing feedback, providing acknowledgment of the message, and
wanting to be present in the situation. The subskills mentioned in the definitions
indicate that communication courses need to do more than teach individuals
public speaking. Communication courses should emphasize the following skills
in both oral and written communication: feedback, being solutions oriented,
audience analysis, being present in the situation, and checking for clarity.
This means that communication courses where students memorize a
manuscript and present to a large audience once or twice a semester does not
address the immediate needs of local economies and consequently does not
serve the community college population in the best way possible. Further, there
has been a call to move to create a more effective bridge between education and
the workplace in the United States (American Association of Community
Colleges, 2015; Boston Foundation, 2011; Obama, 2015; PWEDA, 2014; Skinner
et al., 2013). The findings in this study support that movement by indicating that
speech making and communication theory is not enough to create a strong
economy. Instead, there is a need to focus on practical skills.
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Theory focused curriculum does not encourage the development of a
holistic student employee. Banyard and Hayes (1994) asserted that in order for
students to internalize and remember lessons they must be tied to experiences
that students have had. Additionally, if learning is not tied to practical application
and related to personal experience, students often view learning as an external
process rather than an internally motivated one (Banyard & Hayes, 1994).
Theory-laden education is more appropriate for a communication scholar than a
community college student. The Course Identification System (2015) describes
public speaking, one of the most often recognized basic oral communication
courses identified by the Chancellor’s Office, as follows:
Theory and techniques of public speaking in democratic society.
Discovery, development, and criticism of ideas in public discourse
through

research,

reasoning,

organization,

composition,

presentation, and evaluation of various types of speeches including
informative and persuasive speeches.
This description lists theory as the first item for the course. The wording of this
descriptor does not encourage the practical skill development that is necessary
according to the findings of this study. The techniques of public speaking listed
in the descriptor focus on conceptual and theoretical constructs that may be
unnecessary to a middle-skill level employee. In order to ensure these courses
adequately meet the needs of the local economy, the descriptor would need to
include practical skill attainment through the use of public speaking practice
activities. The theory and practical skills should complement each other both in
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the descriptor and in the classroom. Consequently, the courses as written
cannot meet the needs of the local economy without deviating from the traditional
communication course content. Further, we cannot achieve the holistic purpose
of the California Community Colleges without preparing students to meet the
needs of the local economies. Therefore, it is imperative that change occurs
immediately.
Limitations of Findings
The two most significant limitations regarding the study conclusions are
lack of representation with regard to the employment sector and self-reporting
bias. Both of these limitations occur because of the nature of the study and the
sampling techniques employed.
Because the sample population was not randomized I attempted to ensure
that there was appropriate representation from all sectors listed on the modified
Birkholz survey instrument. To achieve this, I followed a three-step snowball
process. The first level of the sample came from my acquaintances. These
individuals and their jobs were familiar to me; consequently a more diverse initial
sample was achievable. Some of the participants in the first level of sampling
offered their LinkedIn, employer, and social contacts as potential participants to
in the study. Many of these lists included job titles and/or a description of the
position held. With this information, further diversifying of the sample was
attempted. Finally, I requested that those involved in the second level of
snowball sampling share the link to the online survey via email and social media
with others who fit the participant description. At this point I could no longer

108
assure population diversity. Instead, the employment of the participants who
self-selected to respond to the survey determined the employment sectors that
were represented.
The use of snowball sampling, while it has its benefits, has limitations in
relation to survey response rates. Response rates dropped once personal
relationships no longer existed between the respondents and me. This was a
result of participation fatigue or uncertainty regarding the legitimacy of the email.
Karlberg (2015) asserted that individuals receive more than 20 surveys each day
via email, including spam, industry research, and scholarly study. Consequently,
many individuals use multiple email addresses to avoid survey spam. Karlberg
also stated that “the frequent occurrence of telephone marketing and sales calls,
spam sent to e-mail addresses, etc., compete within the same attention span as
requests for survey participation” (p. 14). Therefore, response rates for this study
were less than 20%, as many of the participants were prominent and public
individuals who most likely receive a high number of participation requests daily.
Additionally, outside of my offer to share the findings with participants, there was
no external motivation to participate in the study. This also influenced the
response rates, as there was no motivator to mitigate participation fatigue.
Perceived legitimacy of the survey also lessened response rates. During
the initial survey response period, I received more than thirty emails asking for
more information on the topic of study and my background. It can be assumed
that the concerns expressed in those thirty emails were also held by a large
number of others who did not email me. This perceived lack of legitimacy is
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connected to the survey fatigue. Because software like Surveymonkey exists, it
is possible for anyone with access to a listserv to request participation in a
survey. Therefore, small companies and individuals can create and distribute
multiple surveys in a short time period. This creates a culture of survey fatigue,
which impacts educational studies negatively.
A final limitation of the study comes from the narrow breadth of the study.
The general purpose of this study was to influence the creation of a more holistic
curriculum. Currently, students are required to take one oral communication
course in order to transfer, earn a certificate, or an associate degree. Because
the California Community Colleges are shifting toward completion and transfer as
being their main goals (ACT, 2013; Fain, 2012; Nelson, 2012; SB 1456, 2012),
few students are likely to enroll in elective communication classes unless they
are entering Communication Studies as a major, Communication Studies.
Further, counselors are more likely to encourage students to enroll in courses
that fulfill transfer requirements without regard to whether a student’s educational
goal includes transfer because the student may decide to transfer someday.
Furthermore, current legislation encourages students to take fewer, if any,
courses that do not meet transfer or educational goal requirements (SB 1456,
2012).
Consequently, those most commonly in middle-skill level employment
positions such as students pursuing vocational degrees, certificates of
completion, or personal education growth would not be affected by a change in
curriculum unless it was to those courses commonly identified as a requirement.
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Therefore, an examination of courses outside of those that are commonly listed
as fulfilling the basic oral communication requirements would be superfluous to
this study. For these reasons, only public speaking, interpersonal
communication, and introduction to communication were compared to the
findings of this research. As stated above, these three courses were chosen
because they are the most commonly identified as meeting the CSU oral
communication transfer requirement (ASSIST.org, 2016). Some colleges may
include other courses as meeting this requirement, however those include
additional specialized curriculum or have met additional curriculum requirements
as determined by the Chancellor’s Office. Consequently, the examination of
additional courses does not provide additional weight to the study.
Because public speaking, interpersonal communication, and introduction
to communication are the only courses addressed within the study, these are the
only courses for which a rationale exists to engage in a change in curriculum to
include practical skill development. This is especially true because curriculum
change on a state level must be approved by a final descriptor review group of
communication professionals and employees at the Chancellor’s Office and both
groups require documented justification for large changes to be made to
descriptors (Final Descriptor Review Group, 2015).
Implications
The need for communication skills is apparent throughout the literature
and in practice. However, the lack of information on the specific communication
skills middle skill level employers want their employees to possess leaves a
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significant gap between skill and theory and education and the workplace. This
study identified three specific communication skills that are necessary to the
success of middle-skill employees: the ability to orally communicate information
effectively, the ability to listen thoughtfully and carefully, and the ability to
communicate effectively in stressful situations.
The data from this sequential explanatory mixed methods study identified
implications for policy, practice, theory, and future research. These implications
tie the findings to the already existing literature on communication skills in the
workplace. The connection to the empirical and practical literature strengthens
the implications and provides support for further recommendations that are given
in a later section of this chapter.
Implications for Policy
Educational policy in California, specifically for community colleges is
dictated by the Chancellor’s Office. Recently, the Chancellor’s Office has
advocated for standardizing courses across community colleges to help ensure
students from all regions of California are receiving an equitable education
(CCCCO, 2011). Course identification outlines are provided on the Chancellor’s
website to ensure that instructors have access to resources that can assist in
standardizing courses, including listing student learning outcomes for each
course (CCCCO, 2014). The identification of specific communication skills
deemed necessary by local economies can help to influence needed changes in
course requirements and curriculum expectations.

112
The course objectives each highlight an area of proficiency a student
should reach upon course completion. One common course objective across
several communication courses is the ability to research, organize, and deliver
an effective public address (Course Descriptor, 2015). This particular course
objective speaks to several individual items housed within the oral
communication scale on the modified Birkholz survey. This study assumed that if
individual items identified as most important from the modified Birkholz survey
aligned with course objectives or content within a course descriptor, then that
part of the descriptor would be identified as vital to student success. A
comparison between the Chancellor’s Office course descriptors and the skills
identified in the survey helps to identify what elements should be emphasized in
the required courses. Further, courses that have more course objectives and
content that correspond with the survey results should be considered more
important to student success. The results of this comparison of study findings
and current curriculum will assist educators in identifying what skills require
emphasis within the basic oral communication course in order to better prepare
students for post education employment.
The communication courses listed on the Course Descriptor (2015) are
final descriptors, meaning the course outlines have been created and approved
by the Chancellor’s Office. However, these final descriptors come under review
every five years, which for communication courses will occur in 2020 (CCCCO,
2015). The identification of the specific communication skills in this study helps
to identify communication courses that should be considered as meeting the
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general education requirement set forth by the Chancellor’s Office and to
influence the course content and objectives in those courses.
Since there is little consistency among California community colleges
regarding what communication courses fulfill the general education requirement,
I used the courses that are most frequently listed; public speaking, interpersonal
communication, and introduction to human communication. These three courses
often have specialized student learning outcomes required by each college
based on faculty’s perceived needs of that student population. At the state level,
the requirements within the standardized curriculum focus on presentation skills
and the ability to communicate (Course Identification Numbering System, 2015).
However, employers have expressed a need for more nuanced skills, such as
listening (Austin & Ventura, 1985a; Booher, 2005; Du-Babcock, 2006; Gehrt et
al., 2008; Ulinski & O’Callaghan, 2002). The data from the study reinforces
previous findings.
The importance of listening is highlighted in the empirical research and
supported by the findings of this study. Focus groups described the skill of
listening thoughtfully and carefully as requiring a holistic approach combining the
teaching of a work ethic through classroom activities and assignments and
focusing on encouraging students to engage in a series of nonverbal behaviors
to reassure communication partners that listening is occurring. Although listening
skills are deemed necessary by middle-skill level employers, there is little content
that meets this need within the standardized communication course outlines
(Course Identification Numbering System, 2015). In the 2015 communication
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descriptor update, listening was listed as a skill within content objectives in public
speaking and interpersonal communication courses. However, listening is listed
below the ability to speak in front of a live audience. This is counterintuitive to
the findings of the study, as listening is in the top three skills desired by middleskill level employees. Presentation making skills was not even in the top 15
skills. Additionally, these final descriptors have been recently reviewed and
reviewers felt that no significant changes needed to be made to the course
outlines (Final Descriptor Review Group, 2015). If no significant changes are
made to curriculum, which guides instructor focus in the classroom, than no
significant changes will occur in the level of student workplace readiness.
In the future, course outline revisions need to changed based on the need
of not only universities (CCCCO, 2015) but also the local economies that the
California Community Colleges serve. Therefore, it is imperative that the Final
Descriptor Review Group not only be comprised of California community college
communication faculty and individuals from the Chancellor’s Office but also
industry professionals, outside researchers, and those who interact with middleskill level individuals on a daily basis.
Beyond a change in curriculum practice, the findings and conclusions of
this study strengthen the need to move back to a more equitable division of
resources at the community college. The California Community College Master
Plan Survey Team (1960) indicated that the mission of the community college is
three pronged: to serve those interested in personal growth, to assist with
transfer to a university, and to prepare individuals for the workforce. However,
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more recently there has been a shift in focus that has made the primary mission
of the California Community Colleges preparing students for transfer to a
university. This has occurred because there are state funds tied to success
markers in this area (ACT, 2013; SB 1452, 2012). However, these legislative
measures ignore the federal push toward increasing and emphasizing vocational
education at the community colleges (Fain, 2012; Obama, 2015; PWEDA, 2014;
Skinner et al., 2013).
The findings of this study assert that the practical needs of the local
economies are different than the theoretical concepts taught in higher education.
Therefore, curriculum must be augmented so that it includes more emphasis on
the development of practical skills in order to better prepare students for the
needs of the workplace. Consequently, changing the emphasis within the basic
oral communication course from theory to practice would help to move from a
California centered view on education to a national view on education. The
American Association of Community Colleges has asserted that a prominent
skills gap exists between education and the workplace (American Association of
Community Colleges, 2016a). Nationally, community colleges are
acknowledging that the classroom should be a place where students learn theory
and practical skills applicable in their day-to-day life (Boston Foundation, 2011;
Lumina Foundation, 2012 Obama, 2015). Further, funding is allocated according
to the extent to which community colleges meet the needs of local economies
(PWEDA, 2012), making it necessary to implement more skills building into the
curriculum of the basic oral communication course.
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Implications for Practice
Before a change in curriculum happens, a change within the classroom
should occur. Even without federal or state mandated changes instructors can
be better preparing students not only for transfer to a university but for gainful
employment within the local economy. President Obama (2015) asserted that
education needed to shift its focus to include individuals who do not desire to
complete a bachelor’s degree. This shift needs to occur at local colleges and in
the classroom. This means that instead of discussing theory during the first
semesters of students’ college careers, practical skills should be emphasized
and students should be encouraged to pursue a variety of career paths.
The American Association of Community Colleges (2016a) has launched
a 21st Century Skills Center, which encourages community colleges across the
United States to reexamine how they are defining and implementing student
success. This includes reimagining pathways to student success by
incorporating more vocational courses and closing already existing skills gaps.
The American Association of Community Colleges (2016b) has provided a series
of recommendations on a national level, which include connecting with local
economies to better serve populations surrounding community colleges. Closing
the skills gap would strengthen the economies and provide a new student base
for community colleges.
This study identified there was an existing gap in research because no
one had studied what specific communication skills were desired from community
college level employees (Austin & Ventura, 1985a; Engleberg et al., 2008;
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Fisher, 2001; Levashina, Morgenson, & Campion, 2012; Morreale & Pearson,
2008; Stevens, 2005). Additionally, it sought to fill the gap by creating
comprehensive definitions of those specific communication skills deemed most
important by middle-skill level employers. The findings, both quantitative and
qualitative, illustrate what skills should be taught inside the classroom to support
the growing need for competent middle-skill level employees. The 21st Century
Center (American Association of Community Colleges, 2016a) sparked the
discussion on this need, but it is the findings within this study that warrant further
action from local colleges. By supporting the 21st Century Center, this study
emphasizes the need for community colleges to grow and change to meet the
needs of the student population and the local economies. Support for the 21st
Century Center requires community colleges to establish practices that build
practical skills before students leave for the workplace.
Employers indicated that communication skills are essential to success in
the workplace (Belkin, 2015; Booher, 2005; Clement, 2001; Cline, 2005; Hart
Research Associates, 2013). However, there has been little description in the
literature beyond the assertion that there is a need for communication skills in the
workplace (Austin & Ventura, 1985a; Engleberg et al., 2008; Fisher, 2001;
Levashina et al., 2012; Morreale & Pearson, 2008; Stevens, 2005). This study
identified that middle-skill level employers want employees to be able to listen
thoughtfully and carefully, effectively communicate information, and successfully
communicate during stressful situations. Focus group participants described
situations and examples of these communication skills that are helpful in
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determining what immediate changes in the communication classroom can
occur.
Communicating information effectively was described in the focus groups
as requiring that employees check on the clarity of their communications through
follow up responses and analyzing the audience to make certain their needs are
being met. Focus group participants indicated that communicating information
effectively needed to occur in both written and oral contexts. The skills required
to appropriately follow up with written or oral communications and to execute indepth audience analysis are not expressly taught in communication courses used
to meet transfer requirements (Course Identification Descriptors, 2015). Faculty
across disciplines grumble that community college students do not understand
when follow up communication is required and what elements are required to
create an appropriate response in written communications such as e-mail
(Aguilar-Roca, Warrior, & O’Dowd, 2009). Appropriate audience analysis is
briefly covered in many communication courses, but the emphasis falls under not
isolating audiences during presentations (Course Identification Descriptor, 2015).
Cruess and Cruess (2006) asserted that audience analysis leans more toward
the ability to code switch, or change the message based on the context of the
interaction. Essentially, audience analysis is the ability to integrate the
professional self into the workplace.
Because communicating information effectively happens in both written
and oral contexts, communication courses often address only a few aspects of
this skill. Written communication is thought to be the focus of English courses
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(Cepeda, 1991); therefore, effective written communication is not considered part
of the communication curriculum (Backlund & Morreale, 1994; Morreale, 1997).
Thus, presentation skills are emphasized over any other part of communicating
information effectively. However, this study found that written communication is
an important part of communicating information effectively. Further, skillful
written communication is intertwined with skills that are predominantly considered
part of the communication curriculum such as audience analysis and engaging in
follow up to ensure clarity of message, so it must become a more active part of
the communication curriculum. This does not mean that communication courses
should focus on the same areas that have long been considered the territory of
English courses, such as grammar, sentence structure, and essay writing. But
the findings support communication courses addressing the gaps in
understanding when it comes to professional communication. Aguilar-Roca et al.
(2009) asserted that a two-minute, two slide PowerPoint addressing what should
be included in a professional email response (appropriate header, formal
salutations, formal closing that includes the name of the sender, and so forth) is
enough to create the perception of effective professional and written
communication. Further, the elements addressed in the PowerPoint slides
require the communicator to engage in audience analysis to ensure that the
communication is appropriate for those to whom it is sent.. Beyond the
PowerPoint lesson, communication instructors can help to draw distinctions
between the professional self and the everyday self for the students. Discussing
how power and communication in a business setting function together and how
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that changes a communication dynamic is essential to communicating
information effectively. The final element to communicating information
effectively is appropriate follow up on messages. Using follow up shows that
individuals are listening with a critical ear, which was one of the skills determined
to be most important by survey participants.
Focus group participants operationalized listening thoughtfully and
carefully as providing acknowledgement of receipt of a message, engaging in
prompt feedback, having the ability to paraphrase a message, using appropriate
nonverbal communication, and having strong intrapersonal communication skills.
One of the focus group participants, Irene, a retail supervisor, declared that “if the
person just has a strong work ethic—regardless of their education—that they are
gonna be more effective listeners and take instruction better.” Moreover, focus
group participants declared that employees needed to have a desire to be
present in a situation, not only as a body, but also as a participant. This is
something that can be encouraged and finessed in the classroom. However,
emphasis on effort to listen and working to one’s potential must begin before the
college classroom
In the communication classroom, faculty can tie theory and activities to
real world student experiences to better foster a strong work ethic and a desire to
listen. The second part of this skill is the ability of employees to listen and to
convey that they are listening to others. In the classroom, faculty should be
teaching appropriate eye contact, positive affect touch, and confirmation
behaviors. Confirmation behaviors, such as nodding and affirmative
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paralanguage, contribute to the perception of listening and listener
credibility/professionalism (Dailey, 2008). The importance of these nonverbal
behaviors needs to be stressed in all communication courses. Interpersonal
communication stresses the importance of relational communication. This
includes perception management and the presentation of self within the context
of a situation (Wood, 2011). Listening is an important part of perception
management and fostering healthy communication relationships (Knapp,
Vangelisti, & Caughlin, 2014). A course that emphasizes interpersonal
communication is one of several courses that fulfill the basic oral communication
course requirement. However, this means that only students who enroll in and
complete an interpersonal communication course are sure to receive a complete
unit or a lecture on listening and perception management. The findings of this
study create an argument for viewing listening as being as important as
presentation skills in a public speaking and introduction to communication
course. Therefore, all communication courses should engage in reflective
perception management activities and discussions regarding the importance of
nonverbal confirmation behaviors and appropriate eye contact.
The final skill determined as most important by survey participants is
communicating successfully in stressful situations. Similar to the previous skills,
communicating in stressful situations requires an air of professionalism that
includes the ability to stay calm and remove emotion from the problem.
Additionally, it requires the individual to be solutions focused and to be reflective
before a solution is chosen in order to ensure all constituent needs are met.
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Focus group participants also discussed that stress most often comes from
interpersonal interactions in a middle skill level workplace. This means that
instead of negotiating high-pressure deadlines or meeting success goals, middleskill level employees most often have to engage with individuals who are not
satisfied with completed work or an outcome. Interpersonal communication, as a
class, highlights strategies for conflict management, which includes a theoretical
explanation from conflict escalation to de-escalation (Wood, 2011).
Public speaking and introduction to communication do not include a
segment on conflict. Instead, the stress most often addressed is communication
apprehension; specifically texts describe how to manage intrapersonal doubts
(Hamilton, 2013). The focus group participants did not discuss intrapersonal
stress at any time; therefore, public speaking and introduction to communication
do not provide students with the training necessary to thrive in stressful
workplace situations.
Implications for Theory
Educational change is often rooted in theory. Current legislation
influencing the focus of the community colleges can be traced back to Tinto
(1975) and his theory of student retention, which asserted that student retention
in higher education is measured by students’ persistence in pursuing a degree or
certificate. The matriculation act of 1986 used Tinto’s (1975) definition of
retention to inform regulations and requirements placed on the California
Community Colleges with regard to student completion and success.
Additionally, in 2012 the Student Success Act (SB 1456, 2012) built its definition
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of success around Tinto’s (1975) theory of student retention. However, Tinto’s
definition of success and retention does not address the entire mission of the
California Community Colleges, nor does it align with the three-pronged goals of
the California Master Plan (1960).
This study does not define success as the pursuit of a degree or
certificate, nor does this study discuss student retention. Instead this study,
aspires to better prepare individuals for middle-skill level employment, which
does not require a degree or certificate. Instead middle-skill employers assert
that completing a year of general education courses is a better indicator of
potential success of the middle-skill level worker (Bos, 1996; Mathur, Reichle,
Strawn, & Wisely, 2004; Prince, 2005). The needs of middle skill-level employers
are less reflective of the findings of educational theory and more reflective of
evaluations of existing policies. Therefore, I believe that, for the purpose of this
study, policy should be evaluated as the foundation for educational change
instead of educational theory.
This viewpoint is strengthened by the fact that researchers view the role of
educational theory in creating change differently across disciplines, educational
levels, and cultures (Audétat, 2001; Nowotny, Scott, & Gibbons, 2001).
Additionally, Klette (2012) argued that educational change should not come
directly from theory because (a) there is no universal educational theory, (b) most
educational theories were actually borrowed from other, non-related disciplines,
(c) most educational theories contradict one another, and (d) most theory is not
congruent with research data sets presented. Instead, change in policy should
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come from an informed change model, where past policies are examined and
reevaluated before moving to a new policy (Klette, 2012).
Consequently, I have strategically chosen not to focus on theory to inform
policy change. Instead, this study asserts that change must come from a
reexamination of past policies meant to guide higher education in California.
Therefore, the California Master Plan, SB 1452 and the vision statement of the
California Community College System that are used as the existing foundation of
higher education in California must inform any future changes in higher education
in California.
California has long sought to create inclusive and equitable education for
all those within its borders. California boasts that state legislation affecting P-12
education is up to date and reflects the needs of impending graduates (California
High School Exit Examination [CAHSEE], 2016). Further, California was the first
state to offer comprehensive higher education for free (Masterplan, 1960), and
while tuition has been implemented across higher education in California, these
institutions strive to ensure tuition costs remain manageable for students
(Lindsey, 1982). Beyond fiscal regulations for higher education, the California
Master Plan (1960) also established a three-tiered outline for higher education.
The Master Plan discusses the purpose and limits of higher education of the
Community College , the California State University, and the University of
California systems.
Since 1960 there have been few attempts to change the Masterplan. This
is problematic as the needs of California as an economy have changed and the
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need for an educated workforce have increased (Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2016). The Public Policy Institute of California recommended that the Master
Plan be changed to close the skills gap; however, this recommendation focused
on completion and transfer rates (Johnson, 2010). Consequently, the legislature
passed SB 1456 (2012) to encourage an increase in completion and transfer
rates . The Student Success Act created in SB 1456 endorsed matriculation,
orientation, and providing clear transfer and completion pathways to students in
order to create a better educated workforce. Since 1960 there has been no effort
to address the skills gap that exists between local economies and education
beyond a push for completion and transfer rates to increase (Johnson, 2010).
The findings of this study argue that this focus is misplaced and that the skills
gap needs to be addressed from a practical skill standpoint as well.
The findings of this study support that the needs of employers are not
being met with the current curriculum in communication courses at the
community college level. The findings do not negate the importance of
completion and transfer rates or address the skills gap between a bachelor’s
degree educated workforce and the needs of employers. The findings do
indicate that there is a need to go beyond current interpretations of student
success to ensure the narrowing of the skills gap between education and all
levels of employment. To meet this gap head on, it is necessary to begin with
the Master Plan (1960) and the Mission and Vision of the California Community
Colleges (2016), which are the foundation of educational policy in California
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higher education, The California Community College Chancellors Office (2016)
provides the following vision statement:
The California Community Colleges Board of Governors and the
chancellor share a vision of a better future for Californians by
exemplifying exceptional leadership, advocacy and support on
behalf of the community colleges. Their guidance provides access to
lifelong learning for all citizens and creates a skilled, progressive
workforce to advance the state’s interests.
The vision statement does not identify transfer and completion rates as the most
important element. Instead the statement highlights the need to provide access
to lifelong learning for all citizens and to create a skilled, progressive workforce.
The literature review uncovers that California is facing a skilled workforce
shortage, specifically at the middle-skill level (Alter, 2014; American Association
of Community Colleges, 2016b; Casner-Lotto & Barrington, 2006; Chegg, 2013;
Clement, 2001; Hart Research Associates, 2013; Hiring Managers Believe, 2013;
Levy, 2014). Consequently, policy makers need to reexamine the overarching
vision statement before specific policy changes are made. Without an
understanding of higher education goals as a whole, any policy changes that are
made do not address the needs of California Community College students as a
whole.
Because the findings of the study reinforce the vision statement of the
California Community Colleges, it is important to identify additional statewide
educational policy to illustrate specific areas of change that can be implemented.
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One such area is within the California Master Plan (1960). The California Master
Plan (1960) identified a three-tiered system of higher education. It outlines and
differentiates goals for the California Community Colleges, California State
Universities, and Universities of California. The core missions for the community
college are transfer preparedness, workforce development, and lifelong learning
(Masterplan, 1960). These missions are affirmed throughout policy documents,
but are not reaffirmed in policy practice. The System Strategic Plan asserts that
student success is a combination of transfer preparedness and workforce
education in addition to creating partnerships for economic and workforce
development (CCCCO, 2013). The findings of this study affirm these statements.
Overall, the findings of this study encourage a reexamination of the
overarching policies of the California Master Plan (1960), the vision statement of
the California Community Colleges (2016), and the System Strategic Plan
(2013). These policies are the foundation that more nuanced policy such as the
Student Success Act (2012) is based upon. However, this study illuminates that
there is a distinct misalignment between foundation and structural policy because
transfer and completion rates have become the main focus of educational policy
makers. Moreover, the foundations of educational policy need to be met before
new policies are created, implemented, and evaluated as successful. This study
establishes a foundation for additional exploration of how the System Strategic
Plan (2013) goals for workforce development can be met and creates a stepping
stone for future research.
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Implications for Future Research
This study created a strong foundation on which to execute additional
research. Future research should examine the course content of other
communication course descriptors. This study was limited in the fact that only
elements from the basic oral communication courses were included. Because
listening, communicating clearly, and communicating effectively in times of stress
emerged as important most employment sectors it is imperative that all
communication courses include modules on developing these skills. Therefore, it
is necessary to examine and evaluate the course outline of record for all
communication courses offered at the California Community Colleges. Beyond
curriculum changes, future research should deepen the understanding of this
study. Specifically, individual employment sectors should be studied
independently to determine the specific skills most useful to each middle-skill
level employment sector. Finally, additional focus groups, regardless of
employment sector, would provide additional examples of communication skills in
practice. This would allow educators to better pinpoint what activities and
lessons to execute in the classroom and to make meaningfully changes to the
curriculum.
The study can be executed a second time or findings can be analyzed
using the course outlines for additional communication courses. The course
objectives from public speaking, survey of human communication, and
interpersonal communication were examined in this study because they are the
courses most commonly identified as meeting the communication requirement for
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transfer to the California State University campuses (ASSIST.org, 2016). An
examination of additional communication course content has the potential to help
to unify the discipline in a meaningful way. Historically, the communication
discipline has not had a strong and consistent identity (Loblich & Scheu, 2011;
Moreale, Osborne, & Pearson, 2000; Pietilia, 1994; Pooley, 2008). One of the
reasons why this problem has existed is the lack of consistency between college
requirements and pathways. Because communication departments varied
between community colleges and faculty preferences varied between colleges, it
was not uncommon to discover one district offering courses that the neighboring
district did not. Departmental expert faculty naturally showed more enthusiasm
and often more effort in curriculum and courses that appealed to their personal
preferences, making the course offerings and perceived ranking of the
importance of courses different from district to district. Without standardized
pathways, this cycle was perpetuated, confusing students and ultimately making
transfer to a local university more difficult (California State University Office of the
Chancellor, 2010). Until recently, higher education has placed a significant value
on academic freedom and the ability for faculty to assess and address the needs
of their students (Olson, 2016). Therefore, faculty and other curriculum experts
were considered the principle authorities. While this focus allowed community
colleges to offer specialized certificates and degrees to small student
populations, it did not offer an equitable education to the student population
across California (California State University Office of the Chancellor, 2010). In
2010, the California Community College Chancellor’s Office, with the support of
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the California State University Office of the Chancellor, brought forth legislation to
standardize courses offered for transfer (SB 1440, 2010). This provided
consistency in the transfer path; however districts were still leaving the creation
and evaluation of curriculum in the hands of faculty and local curriculum experts.
This meant that a change in wording from district to district or a change in
department preference from college to college could alter the content taught in
the classroom (ASSIST.org, 2016; CCCCO, 2015; California State University
Office of the Chancellor, 2010; SB 1440, 2010). Creation of the California
Course Content Identification Descriptors (2015) sought to rectify this by
establishing content guidelines for all courses offered. The course content was
matched to the needs of the California State Universities as well as the needs of
local community colleges (Course Identification Descriptor System, 2015). This
change sought to rectify the inequitable nature of education at the community
college level but fell short because individual districts are still allowed to
determine what courses count toward the basic oral communication course and
other requirements.
A comparison of the Course Identification Descriptors from
communications courses not identified as fulfilling the basic oral communication
requirement to the findings of this study would help to determine if the courses
are aligning with the needs of the local economy. Further, identifying what
learning outcomes should be emphasized in all communication courses will
assist in determining the direction in which the communication discipline should
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move. This streamlining of the disciplines could assist students who attend
multiple colleges in reaching their educational goals in a timely manner.
Beyond applying the research to other communication courses and
streamlining the discipline, it is also possible that this study can act as a platform
for more in depth research within employment sectors. The findings of the study
indicate that different employment sectors, construction and biotechnology in
particular, have needs that may differ from the majority of employment sectors.
Construction proved to be the most different from other sectors with regard to the
top three communication skills identified. Construction participants asserted that
the communication skills of (a) listening carefully and thoughtfully and (b) the
ability to communicate in stressful situations were very important to the job. All
construction participants scored these two items as a five on a five point Likerttype scale. The focus groups conducted did not include construction
participants, consequently clear reasoning as to why these two skills are ranked
so important in construction as compared to other employment sectors is not
available. The assumption can be made that construction is a dangerous job and
therefore clear communication is imperative, especially during stressful
situations, but the study did not identify communication behaviors pertinent to the
construction employment sector. Future research should be directed at the
construction employment sector to achieve a better understanding of what the
construction employment sector needs in terms of communication competent
employees. The post-recession economy at large has seen an increase in
construction sector jobs, specifically those that require middle-skill employees.
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While the number of civil engineers and government construction employees
have decreased, trade contractors and smaller privately owned construction
companies have seen a dramatic increase in positions available (Bureau of
Labor Statistics, 2016). Because the construction employment sector is still
growing, specifically in middle-skill level positions, further exploration of
construction specific communication needs is warranted and arguably time
sensitive.
Similarly, all biotechnology participants ranked the ability to communicate
in stressful situations as very important (5) on the modified Birkholz survey.
However, there were no focus group participants from the biotechnology sector in
this study. Because of this, it is difficult to make any assumptions about why
communicating in stressful situations is so important to the biotechnology sector.
Further exploration is needed in order to reach any conclusions that would be
relevant to this specific sector. Further, because biotechnology is a specialized
field the needs of employers can be presumed to be specialized. It would be
prudent to execute a series of focus groups with employers from biotechnology
using the protocol from this study to gain a better understanding of this
employment sector before, a separate quantitative study is executed. An
exploratory mixed methods approach is appropriate because the qualitative data
could influence the quantitative survey tool, making it more applicable to the
biotechnology sector (Cresswell, 2013). Additional research on both the
construction and biotechnology employment sectors would strengthen the results
of this study by providing a more comprehensive set of definitions that can be
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applied to curriculum decisions. Definitions that better address the needs of
specialized fields such as science, technology, engineering, and math in addition
to the expectations of a liberal arts education will be more easily received by
expert communication faculty as well as outside constituents.
Beyond examining construction and biotechnology further, it is also
prudent to study other sectors with more complexity. For this study, all sectors
identified on the modified Birkholz survey were represented in results. However,
82 of the respondents identified other as the employment sector to which they
belonged. Since 35% of the population surveyed did not identify a specific
sector, it is important to discover what the employment sectors represented in the
other category. One way to identify what these specific employment sectors
require in terms of communication skills is to replicate the study and request that
participants to write in what field of employment they identify with. The new
information would provide data to that could be used to better articulate what
skills are important in specific community college districts. This information
would also be key to districts in identifying what courses would be most effective
to serve as the basic oral communication courses. For example, based on the
findings of this research, if the local economy were in need of skilled individuals
to work in construction and biotechnology, a course that focused on listening and
communicating in stressful situations would be the best fit. Whereas, if the local
economy required individuals to participate in a hospitality employment sector,
the basic oral communication course most frequently offered should primarily
address the skill of communicating information effectively.
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Further, executing the survey a second time targeting specific employment
sectors could verify the original study results. Because both biotechnology and
construction had such small populations in comparison to other employment
sectors it is impossible to tell if the study findings are consistent across all
employment sectors. Additionally, the use of focus groups will help to create
comprehensive definitions of what those particular skills look like in practice. Any
additional definitions that can be added to the general explanation of
communication learning outcomes will assist educational leaders in determining
what skills should be emphasized in the classroom.
Beyond verification, surveying additional populations could better identify
the specific needs of individual employment sectors. Identifying the differences
between sectors such as biotechnology and construction and other sectors is the
first step in preparing students for gainful employment in those sectors.
However, accurate recommendations cannot be made for any sector without
establishing in-depth definitions for the skills valued in that sector. Further
research is warranted to determine what specific communication skills look like in
practice.
Additionally, this research could find overlaps and differences in
communication among individual sectors to better isolate practical skills that
should be taught in the classroom. For example, this study assumes that survey
results for both construction and biotechnology were so different from other
sectors because of the nature of the job and jobsite. The construction sector
puts a strong emphasis on communication during stressful situations. The
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assumption is that this is because construction jobs have more dangerous
elements to contend with, specifically large equipment, unstable jobsites, and the
potential for large objects to fall. However, there are positions in construction
that may not meet the same elements of danger and consequently may require
different communication skills.
Overall, future research has the potential to identify specific
communication skills that each employment sector requires for successful tenure
as an employee. Moreover, future research has the potential to identify what
skills are most common across employment sectors and therefore should be
taught in the classroom. One suggestion may be to interview industry partners
individually to determine what skills are required for success. Individuals who
have already partnered with community colleges would be more likely to
participate if they would see they will directly benefit from the interview. Further,
the use of individual interviews would begin to connect industry partners with
educators, which is a recommendation from the results of this study.
Recommendations
The findings and conclusions from this study lead to the conclusion that
there are measures that can be taken in the classroom, in the local economy,
and at a state level to bridge the existing gap between the communication skills
that are expected and those skills actually required in order to flourish within a
workplace. The section that follows makes several recommendations that have
emerged from the findings and conclusions of this study. This section combines
data with an understanding of educational theory and practice to form concrete
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ideas and strategies to be shared with educators, industry leaders, and those
creating policies at the state level.
Practical Skills in the Classroom
The current communication classroom looks different campus to campus.
The Chancellor’s Office has strived to create consistency between districts to
ensure equitable instruction for all students, especially those attempting to
transfer (ASSIST.org, 2016; CCCCO, 2015). However, these recommendations
have been imprecise and faculty have been left to fill in the blanks. Accordingly,
the education students are receiving in the classroom is disjointed and
mismatched. Students attending the same community college, taking the same
course, but from different instructors often receive completely different
information (ACT, 2013; SB 1456, 2012). Additionally, students who are not
pursuing degrees are left to take classes as they, or a counselor, see fit. This
means that there is little consistency between the skills acquired by a student
working toward transfer and one looking for personal growth, and frequently it is
the student without a transfer plan who receives the most disjointed education
(SB 1456). The results of this study suggest that a large population of students
at the community college, specifically those not pursing transfer degrees or who
are pursing employment before transfer, would be better served if practical skills
were taught in the classroom. Augmenting curriculum to include a focus on
practical skills prepares students for immediate employment and better upholds
the vision of the California Community Colleges and the California Master Plan.
Both the vision statement and the Master Plan include providing “access to
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lifelong learning for all citizens and creating a skilled, progressive workforce to
advance the state’s interests” (CCCCO, 2016). While transfer and completion
rates are important, they should not be the sole focus of the community college,
especially if it is at the expense of lifelong learning and workforce preparation.
The combination of quantitative and qualitative data identifies a myriad of
specific behaviors to convey three specific communication skills. The three skills
are communicating information effectively, listening thoughtfully and carefully,
and communicating successfully in stressful situations. The findings indicate
these three broad communication skills are actually nuanced and should be
taught as such. To ensure students not only comprehend but also internalize,
these skills, the delivery of information in the basic oral communications course
must move from a theory laden lecture to a practical, activities based classroom.
Irvine Valley Project. Traditional lectures encourage students to be
passive vessels waiting to be delivered knowledge that is intended to be
memorized. Alternatively, a practical, activities based classroom transforms
students into engaged participants who internalize and execute information
based on classroom activities (Speaking of Teaching, 1993). Moving beyond
memorization creates individuals who bridge gaps in education and employment
(Brewing, 2005). Students connect the theory with the need for the skill outside
the classroom allowing them to act in ways that employers require. One
example of what this could look like is being executed across community college
campuses in southern California. The Irvine Valley Project uses practical skill
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building, scaffolding, and praxis to enable students to grow into competent
communicators in a variety of settings.
The Irvine Valley Project originated at Irvine Valley College. The 2009
Communication Studies department chair was the architect who connected
educational theory, dynamic assessment, and in class practice to build skilled
communicators. The Irvine Valley Project implemented the educational theory of
praxis by unifying concepts and practical activities to create change within
students (Lantolf & Beckett, 2009) in order to create strong speakers, listeners,
and professionals. To date, the Irvine Valley Project is being executed at six
Southern California community colleges and each year the number continues to
grow. The Irvine Valley Project functions on the basic idea that engaging in an
activity once or twice during a semester, while interesting, does not create a
lasting impression on the student. Instead, practicing a concept repeatedly
during a semester is the only way to cement a concept within a student (Rybold,
2015a; Speaking of Teaching, 1993). Specifically, the Irvine Valley Project
increased the number of formal speaking opportunities from an average of three
to more than 15 each semester. Additionally, students are required to assess
one another by listening critically to their classmate’s speeches. Constructive
criticism enables students to remove emotion from decision making and
encourages students to deliver criticism in a professional manner. These
activities align with the findings and conclusions of this study by creating the
middle-skill level employees local economies crave.
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The findings of this study have indicated that students need practical skills
such as listening thoughtfully and carefully, clarity in communication, providing
feedback, nonverbal behaviors, being solution focused, and acting professionally
in a workplace setting. The Irvine Valley Projects supports the building of these
skills in a variety of ways. The IVC Project Instructor’s Manual (Rybold, 2015b)
explains that students engage in a typical repeatable day structure, meaning the
nature of the activities will repeat although the content covered will change.
Engaging in multiple activities that build upon one another teaches students to
not only be able to complete a task but also to connect a higher order of learning
or theory to the task (Breunig, 2005; Lantolf & Taylor, 2010 Rybold, 2015a).
Beyond connecting theory to practice, the Irvine Valley Project also engages
students in a variety of practice opportunities. Students refine speech making
skills as well as more practical skills like interviewing and global citizenry during
each class period.
The Irvine Valley Project promotes two types of typical repeatable days:
those that focus on written communication and theory and those that focus on
public address and practical skills. During the first third of the course faculty
lecture on core concepts, connecting theory to daily activity. These content days
also include group work and written assignments. The combination of
collaboration, written work, and content lecture reinforce concepts for students.
Further, each new class period builds on the lessons of the last class, allowing
students to scaffold information, eventually becoming competent and
professional scholars within the public speaking class (Irvine Valley Project
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Instructor Manual, 2015). The last two thirds of the semester are spent with
students engaging in a variety of formal speaking activities. Students complete
10 six to eight minute extemporaneous persuasive speeches. These
extemporaneous speeches follow a formal speech outline. The speeches are
required to include seven evidence citations and to be appropriately delivered to
an audience. Beyond the 10 extemporaneous speaking opportunities, students
engage in seven impromptu speaking activities. Impromptu prompts vary based
on instructor preference and pedagogical beliefs. Three examples of impromptu
speaking prompts include, (a) practice interviews, (b) current event questions,
and (c) shared experience informative speeches. Each impromptu speaking
opportunity follows the same basic structure in that students are given a limited
amount of time to prepare before presenting their speech. Typically, students
have five minutes or less to prepare a two- or three-minute speech. There are
some differences between the impromptu types, although most of the differences
are based on instructor preference (Irvine Valley Project Instructors Manual,
2015). Further description of the content covered and activities used in the Irvine
Valley Project method of teaching can be found in the Irvine Valley Project
Instructors Manual (Rybold 2015b). The further implementation of the Irvine
Valley Project, or even pieces of the pedagogy, would help to bridge the gap
between the skills desired by the local economy and the skills taught in the
Communication Studies classroom.
Professional development. Programs like the Irvine Valley Project are
best discussed and implemented through professional development. Currently,
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full time faculty at the California Community Colleges are required to participate
in professional development each semester (AB 1725, 1989). Community
colleges receive funding to support the growth of faculty, not just in their
respective disciplines but with the local economy as well. To date, professional
development focuses on learning and/or understanding advancements in
technology and general improvements in teaching/classroom management
(Scroggins, 1998). Advocates for the improvement of professional development
have called for more professional development opportunities that speak to
specific challenges (Davison & Immerblum, 2015). One challenge that is ripe for
exploration is how to teach communication skills that are important to the local
economy.
Professional development offers a way for faculty to participate in
discussion of best practices regarding the teaching of communication skills
without requiring additional commitment from the faculty. This is one of the most
effective means of informing faculty and other constituents about information
pertinent to the needs of the local economy. Additionally, providing alternatives
to the typical professional development opportunities on campus would
encourage faculty to become more actively involved. Further, the practical
nature of teaching employment centered pedagogy fits within the requirements
set forth by AB 1725 (1989). This makes the Irvine Valley Project and
presentation of the findings of this dissertation ripe for professional development
activities across campuses.
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While offering the findings through professional development seems the
most logical path to establishing best practices, professional development can
often be perceived as negative from college constituents. Professional
development requirements differ across campuses, making it difficult to establish
a consistent recommendation for the presentation of the findings of the
dissertation. Further, faculty have begun to push back against regimented
professional development as it can be perceived as impinging on academic
freedom. Consequently, it seems impossible to offer one specific avenue to
reach the goal of spreading the results of this study. However, I can provide
three recommendations for professional development that may address the
requirements of a college, department, or individual.
At a college level, departments should strive to create partnerships across
departments. Inviting CTE departments to engage in learning communities with
communication departments is the first step to addressing skills gaps in middleskill level positions. With the implementation of the Strong Workforce Program
(2016), there may be monies available at individual campuses to provide
resources for developing curriculum that encourages the communication and
CTE classrooms to work more closely together. The Strong Workforce Program
aimed to create one million middle skill workers by providing funding to growing
and improving CTE programs. Additionally, those same grant monies can be
used to provide training for both CTE and communication faculty on what specific
oral communication skills look like in the workplace and how to develop those
skills inside the classroom.
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Without resources at a college level, cross-campus partnerships can seem
almost impossible, making it essential to examine what type of professional
development can occur at a departmental level. Presentations during
department and/or division meetings are an appropriate starting point for these
discussions. To date I have completed three departmental presentations on the
findings of this study and best practice recommendations at California
Community Colleges located in southern California. In these presentations
participants are provided with a description of the current skills gap, what specific
skills middle-skill level employers are looking for, and provided with teaching
strategies aimed at addressing specific skills gaps. While this approach seems
like a grass roots campaign, departmental word of mouth is often more effective
than required professional development as the words of peers are often more
persuasive than a policy.
Finally, the constituent group that is often in the greatest need of
professional development are part time instructors. Often part time instructors
are not compensated for professional development and their teaching load does
not allow for easy access to professional development. In reality, part timers
should be a target group for professional development because they teach most
of the basic communication courses at community colleges. Further, academia
is anticipating an aging out of many faculty and it is likely that many part timers
will be promoted to tenure track full time faculty. These individuals should come
to the classroom ready to address the skills gaps instead of having to play catch
up during their first years of employment. Therefore, I recommend that
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departments offer mentorship opportunities to part time faculty. During the
mentorship, part time faculty should be made aware of new research as well as
learning best practices for teaching communication skills that address the
employment gap. Districts may be able to offer mentors a small stipend and/or
professional development credit. While the same resources may not be available
to compensate part timers, the act of taking an interest in the development of part
time faculty is often enough to encourage them to participate.
Practical application of best practices requires buy in from constituents,
regardless of their campus role. Creating this buy in comes from reading the
available literature on the skills gap as well as understanding that the California
Community Colleges need to act as more than a transfer pipeline. This
understanding can only be developed with a dedication to staying current in the
Communication Studies discipline
Partnering with Local Industry Leaders
The tendency in educational policy making is to look to educational
leaders for guidance on policy formation. However, in an age where the local
economies and essential job functions are changing, it is important to look
beyond educational partners for input on educational policies.
Existing partnership campaigns. Recently, the Partnership for 21st
Century Skills (2014) has launched a campaign to create more holistic learners
and global citizens who will be successful in the working world. California is one
of 19 states that have emphasized bridging work and education at the P-12 level
of education (Lang, 2009). A postsecondary, nationwide program supported by
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the American Association of Community Colleges (2015) has emerged in an
attempt to close the skills gap between education and the workplace. However,
California has not been quick to adopt these changes at the postsecondary level.
The findings and conclusions of this study affirm that a connection between the
workplace and education needs to exist in order to create employees who are
prepared to meet the needs of the local economy.
Industry partners have been identified as a key component to closing the
existing skills gap, particularly in communication. Pollard (2015) wrote that
bridging the skills gap is achieved only when industry partners work hand-in-hand
with educators to ensure a curriculum that is relevant to the needs of the local
economy. Additionally, the real world implications of completing a practical
education must be highlighted for students to truly understand the value of a
course. The Southwest Minnesota Career Pathways Program proudly claims
85% of their program participants get hired immediately in high demand fields
and are considered prepared by their employers (Olson, 2016). Olson (2016)
asserted that the reason this program has been so successful is that educators
partner with industry leaders to ensure that basic skills and core curriculum align
with the needs of local industry in addition to providing technical courses to train
students in skilled labor. Industry partners meet with faculty to help develop and
review curriculum. Further, industry leaders come to the classroom as guest
lecturers and expert practitioners. Industry partners provide practical information
to students to augment the content received from the traditional instructor. The
complimentary nature of the relationship between industry leader and instructor
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is key to the success of the program. This partnership has led to a growth in the
economy and an upswing in community college attendance in southwest
Minnesota.
Programs and partnerships like those mentioned above need to be
implemented on a large scale in California. Currently, career and technical
education programs have identified the importance of these partnerships. Career
and technical education programs incorporate the voices of the local economy
through advisory boards and funding partnerships to ensure that the program
graduates are marketable to the local economy (Statewide Pathways, 2016).
However, California needs to look beyond technical education and needs to
incorporate partnerships in the classroom in other meaningful ways. The first
step toward industry partnerships is to move beyond abstract concepts in the
classroom, Minnich (2015) described the current academic classroom climate:
People need to know, as they do not now, that higher education is
responsive to their work concerns. . . . This case needs to be made
now in demonstrable relation to all subjects, for all students, in all
kinds of schools. Otherwise, it remains a set of abstractions that are
easily heard as no more than ‘trust me, this will be useful” (para. 16).
Without incorporating the idea that workplace skills are as important as academic
theory, students remain unprepared for the workplace. Further, there are limited
ways to ensure that the importance of workplace skills is understood and
appreciated. One such way is to give the local economies a voice in curriculum
and classroom activity.
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American Association for Community Colleges. Beyond curriculum
changes, the American Association for Community Colleges has identified four
major recommendations for community colleges nationwide. The
recommendations are as follows (a) better understand labor market trends and
employers’ needs—and communicate them to students; (b) develop career
pathways for current and future jobs; (c) redesign student experiences to
incorporate more work-based, hands-on, and technology enriched learning; (d)
engage actively with partners to match education and training with jobs
(American Association of Community Colleges, 2015). This study affirms the
need to adopt these recommendations not only in technical education but in the
liberal arts education as well. The first two recommendations are largely
addressed by current career and technical education initiatives. However, the
latter two recommendations need to occur on a system wide scale.
First, California community colleges need to redesign student experiences
to incorporate more hands-on and work-based learning. The findings of this
study argue that skills to create an employment prepared student include;
listening thoughtfully and carefully, communicating successfully in stressful
situations, and communicating information effectively. Activities to encourage
these learned behaviors are crucial to students’ success. Therefore,
communication instructors need to partner with local industry to ensure that the
listening and communication skills being learned in the classroom mirror those
required by local industry. Further, communication instructors must move toward
a more hands-on education in the classroom. The sage on the stage needs to
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be viewed as an outdated method of instruction, and student participation and
skills building must occur in the classroom every day. The Irvine Valley Project
(Rybold, 2015a) embraces this and discusses a model of communication
instruction appropriate to meet the needs of the local economy. Activities that
encourage this line of practice include peer assessment, impromptu interview
practice, and more than 10 formal speaking opportunities per semester (Rybold,
2015b). The final recommendation from the American Association of Community
Colleges encourages the voices of industry partners to be considered in the
development of classroom activities and curriculum. This can only happen when
the curriculum process itself is changed.
Changing Curriculum
The California Community College Chancellor’s Office has created a
series of course identification descriptors for several disciplines, communication
is included among them. These course identification descriptors have been
verified as of 2015 by a group of communication scholars and educational policy
makers (Final Descriptor Review Group, 2015). The curriculum presented for the
basic oral communication courses is generalized to allow individual districts to
tailor the concepts addressed to the needs of their localized population. Further,
the generalized descriptors allow for a certain degree of academic freedom to
continue to exist, which is appealing to faculty across California. However, the
generalized nature of the course identification descriptors does not address the
need for skill development because the course content often alludes to mastery
of a theoretical concept (Course Identification, 2015). In communication courses,
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there is reference to the need for practical skill, but this is mostly related to
presentation skills. This study did not confirm that presentation skills are
required in the contemporary middle-skill level workplace. Instead, masterly of
other communication skills are more important.
Communication course descriptors. It is imperative that in 2020, when
the communication course descriptors come under review again, the
demographics and purpose of the Final Descriptor Review Group change. As
stated in previous recommendations, inclusion of industry partners in decisionmaking is key to creating a well-equipped workforce (Olson, 2016).
Consequently, the Chancellor’s Office must include industry partners in creating
curriculum recommendations for the state at large. Industry partners must be
part of decision-making outside of career and technical education, which is where
they have had the most input to date. Liberal arts disciplines need to embrace
the expertise of industry partners as strongly as they do the voices of discipline
specific scholars.
Further, the course descriptors need to include specific definitions of what
skills look like in practice. This means the Chancellor’s Office needs to move
toward comprehensive listings of skills required to pass a course. This may
seem counterintuitive to the notion of academic freedom, but a rich description
does not identify a single way for the skill to be achieved. Instead, a rich
description allows the instructor to determine the best path to achieve this skill.
For example, in the public speaking course descriptor, course content covered
includes listening skills. However, there is no description of what listening skills

150
look like. The results of this study indicate that listening skills include the
following behaviors: providing immediate feedback, paraphrasing, providing
nonverbal signals during the listening process, and following oral directions. The
inclusion of these examples of listening skills would provide educators a better
understanding of what aspects of listening are required in the workplace.
Further, it assists in determining what types of activities and instruction would be
best at achieving a course objective. Overall, the curriculum descriptions on the
Chancellor’s Course Identification page need to be updated to reflect the
immediate and future needs of universities and local economies. This is
achieved only when specific skills that need to be taught are outlined for
educators and administrators.
Summary of the Dissertation
This dissertation argued that there was a lack of research in the
communication discipline as to what must skills students need for gainful
employment after graduation and that there is no common criterion or policy to
address the shortcomings of communication students. Therefore, there are no
guidelines available to educators and administrators as to how to better prepare
students for employment. This sequential explanatory mixed methods study
surveyed more than 200 middle-skill level employers in California to determine
what communication skills were perceived as most important to job success.
The top three communication skills were identified through a series of statistical
tests. The top three communication skills necessary to the success of a middleskill level employee were: the ability to listen thoughtfully and carefully, the ability
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to communicate information effectively, and the ability to successfully
communicate during stressful situations. In order to provide an in-depth
definition of these skills a focus group protocol was created.
Focus group participants identified specific verbal, nonverbal, and written
skills that determined if an employee was successful in their position.
Communicating information effectively required employees to use a combination
of written and oral communication skills that included the ability to provide
feedback and to follow up.. Listening thoughtfully and carefully was the most
complex skill,. To be effective at listening thoughtfully and carefully, employees
needed to use nonverbal indicators of listening, to be able to paraphrase
information, and to provide consistent and immediate feedback. Finally,
successful communication in a stressful situation required employees to be
solution oriented and devoid of emotion In addition employees needed to
communicate in a professional manner and be able to examine a problem
holistically.
The depth with which these skills were described goes beyond the
descriptions offered by the California Community College Chancellor’s Office.
Therefore, recommendations for future policy implementation included the
following; (a) changing how educators approach basic oral communication
courses in the classroom, (b) including industry partners in policy implementation
and change in liberal arts education as a whole, and (c) changing how course
identification objectives/content is approached and written during the 2020
revision process. Without specific guidelines and subsequent changes in
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curriculum and instruction the skills gap between education and employment will
never be bridged.
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APPENDIX A
SURVEY OF COMMUNICATION SKILLS FOR MID SKILL LEVEL
EMPLOYMENT
Below is a Series of topics that are or could be included in the curricula of
the basic oral communication courses at a California Community College. As you
complete this survey, please consider the performance of current employees and
the future demands you believe will be placed upon your industry. Indicate the
Importance of the following communication skills to the success of your
employees.
This survey acknowledges that communication skills, in general, are
important to the workplace. This survey aims to assist in the identification
of specific communication skills lacking in middle skill level
employees. Please thoughtfully rank each survey item. Surveys that rank
all skills as a 5 will be deemed invalid. PLEASE IDENTIFY NO MORE THAN
15 OF THE SURVEY ITEMS AS VERY IMPORTANT (5).
1= (NI) Not important for successful job performance
2= (SI) Somewhat important for successful job performance
3= (NA) Not Applicable
4= (I) Important for successful job performance
5= (VI) Very Important for successful job performance
Communication Skills

NI

SI

NA

I

V

1

2

3

4

5 effectively

Use the telephone effectively 1

2

3

4

5

Follow grammatical standards 1

2

3

4

5

Communicate with ethical 1
consideration toward another

2

3

4

5

Adapt messages to audience1

2

3

4

5

Express ideas clearly

2

3

4

5

Oral
Communicate information

1
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Able to communicate
during stressful situations

1

2

3

4

5 effectively

Nonverbal

NI

SI

NA

I

VI

Confident demeanor when 1
interacting with others

2

3

4

5

Friendly and approachable 1

2

3

4

5 mannerisms

Uses appropriate tone
customers

1

2

3

4

5

with

Uses appropriate tone
workers

1

2

3

4

5

with co-

Direct eye contact when
others

1

2

3

4

5 speaking to

Write technical reports

1

2

3

4

5

Express ideas clearly

1

2

3

4

5

Write directions and

1

2

3

4

5 procedures

Record and write
minutes

1

2

3

4

5 meeting

Translate meeting notes
action list

1

2

3

4

5

Adapt messages to the

1

2

3

4

5 audience

Follow grammatical

1

2

3

4

5 standards

Write business
letters

1

2

3

4

5 formatted

Create meeting notices
flyers

1

2

3

4

5

Listen carefully &

1

2

3

4

5 thoughtfully

Provide thoughtful

1

2

3

4

5 feedback

when

Written

into an

and

Listening
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Question to clarify

1

2

3

4

5 information

Effectively listens amid

1

2

3

4

5 distractions

Execute tasks
based on oral direction

1

2

3

4

5 effectively

Appropriately manage
information

1

2

3

4

5 confidential

Interpersonal Communication (one on one)
Communicate effectively
workers

1

2

3

4

5

with co-

Give Instructions

1

2

3

4

5

Give constructive criticism

1

2

3

4

5

Support relationships with

1

2

3

4

5 customers

Manages conflict
appropriately

1

2

3

4

5

Communicate effectively
diverse populations

1

2

3

4

5

Communicate in a
manner

1

2

3

4

5 collaborative

Respectful communication 1
supervisor

2

3

4

5

Provide project status
1
communication in a timely manner

2

3

4

5

Identify problems and
in a timely manner

1

2

3

4

5 report them

Communicate potential
identified roadblocks

1

2

3

4

5 solutions to

Create tracking reports of
tasks

1

2

3

4

5 assigned

Appropriately manage
information

1

2

3

4

5 confidential

with

Supervisor Communication
with
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Ability to prioritize tasks
1
2
3
communicate verbally and in writing status updates

4

5

and

Small-Group Communication (in groups of 3 to 5)
Share Information In
groups

1

2

3

4

5

small

Exhibits leadership in
groups

1

2

3

4

5

small

Manages conflict
appropriately

1

2

3

4

5

Communicate effectively
diverse populations

1

2

3

4

5

Ability to participate in
1
storming sessions effectively

2

3

4

5 brain

3

4

5

Share new ideas that
1
2
appropriate to the focus of the gathering

with

are

Presentations
Persuasively
1
communicate an idea to a group

2

3

4

5

Prepare information in
forms

1

2

3

4

5 graphic

Speak with good vocal

1

2

3

4

5 technique

Adapt messages to

1

2

3

4

5 audience

Provide impartial
to a group

1

2

3

4

5 information

Ability to answer
spontaneously

1

2

3

4

5 questions

Ability to use humor
appropriately

1

2

3

4

5

NI

SI

NA

I

VI

2

3

4

5

Research
Find information to support 1

ideas
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Gathering and organizing

1

2

3

4

5 information

Comprehend job-related
materials and periodicals

1

2

3

4

5 technical

Distinguish main ideas from 1
details

2

3

4

5 supporting

Research competitors and 1
comparisons

2

3

4

5

analyze

Electronic Communication
Use electronic mail

1

2

3

4

5 effectively

Use voice mail

1

2

3

4

5

Use facsimile technology

1

2

3

4

5

Use a company related
system

1

2

3

4

5 electronic

Write content for social
postings

1

2

3

4

5

2

3

4

5 applications

Use a computer to
1
obtain\generate written information

2

3

4

5

Use a computer to obtain/ 1
information in graphic format

2

3

4

5 generate

Use a computer to generate 1
spreadsheets

2

3

4

5

Ability to use cloud based 1
such as Google docs and Dropbox

media

Information Technology Skills

Which of the following categories best describes the industry you primarily
work in:
Business and Professional Services:
The provision of specialized services in support of businesses. These
include areas such as law, accounting, architecture, computer
programming, consulting market research, and advertising.
Energy, Environment, and Green Technologies
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The field of the future that will utilize high technology in transportation, in
the construction and modification of the built environment, and in
economic response to climate change
Finance, Insurance, Real Estate
Construction
Healthcare
These include hospitals, outpatient centers, family planning centers, home
healthcare services, ambulance services, nursing care facilities, social
assistance agencies, and intermediate (nursing homes) and residential
care facilities.
Information Technology
Creation of items used in advanced technology economies. These include
computer software, telecommunications, Internet service provisions,
motion pictures, and publishing businesses.
Logistics and Transportation
The flow of goods, information and other resources including energy and
people, between the point of origin and the point of consumption in order
to meet the requirements of consumers (frequently and originally military
or transportation)
Manufacturing
Create finished goods from raw materials, such as food products, wood
products, apparel, printing, paper, plastics, biotechnology goods, glass,
aluminum, semiconductors, transportation items (aerospace, automobiles,
boats), and furniture
Biotechnology/Nanotechnology
A future employment cluster which will produce discoveries in biology and
technology and mix the two to create new products, services, and
industries to enhance healthcare and biological care.
Hospitality and Tourism
Promotion and services for visitors to a particular location. These include
hotels, museums, amusement parks, casinos, restaurants, and caterers.
Other
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APPENDIX B
COMMUNICATION SKILLS IN THE WORKPLACE FOCUS GROUP
PROTOCOL
Date:
Time of Focus Group:
Focus Group:
Thank you for agreeing to participate in my study. My name is April Griffin
and I am conducting research on what communication skills are important to
middle skill level employment positions. As you have read in the Consent Form,
your participation is voluntary, and you may decide to withdraw from the study at
any time. Your responses will be kept confidential, and I will be the only person
who will have access to your information.
Before we begin, let me suggest some things to make our discussion
more productive. Because I will be recording for an accurate record, it is
important that you speak up and you speak one at a time. I don’t want to miss
any comments. Further, I will only refer to you by first name. No report will link
what you say to your name, department, or institution. In this way, I will maintain
confidentiality. In addition, I also ask that you maintain the confidentiality of
everyone in the room. Please do not disclose identifiers such as demographic,
name, place of employment, or position to anyone outside this focus group.
Before we move into the discussion portion, do you have any questions?
During the thirty minutes I will ask you a few questions on your experience
working with middle skill level employees and the communication skills
necessary to succeed in a workplace environment. I will listen to the discussion,
but I will not be an active participant in the discussion. Please feel free to
respond to each other and to speak directly to others in the group. The questions
are based on responses from 236 surveys that I collected from middle skill level
employers \managers\supervisors.
I want to hear from all of you. I am interested in both majority and minority
viewpoints, common and uncommon experiences. So I may sometimes act as a
moderator by encouraging someone to engage in discussion further or to hold off
until the next question.

1. To begin, let’s introduce ourselves. Please tell us your name and what type of
employment sector you currently work in.
2. In what capacity to do you work with middle skill level employees? Definition:
a job or position that requires more education\training than a high school
degree but less education\training than a bachelor’s degree.
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a. Would you describe yourself as an employer, manager, or supervisor?
b. How often do you work with middle skill level employees?
3. During the beginning of the year I distributed a survey asking employers to
identify what communication skills were most important to ensure success at
a middle skill level position. I was surprised at the results, specifically that
small group communication was ranked as less important than other
communication skills. Why do you think small group communication was
deemed only somewhat important to middle skill level positions?
4. If you could give a comprehensive definition to what small group
communication is, what would that definition look like?
5. The California Community College Chancellor’s Office believes that small
group communication should focus on the principles of communication in a
variety of group contexts. This includes; theory, application, and evaluation of
group communication processes, including problem solving, conflict
management, and leadership.
a. Does this definition align with your view of what small group
communication is? Why or why not?
6. To summarize our discussion here…(the moderator will provide a summary of
responses provided by the focus group). Is this accurate?
7. Is there anything else you would like to add?
Thank you for participating in this study and sharing your experiences with
me. I look forward to sharing the results with you soon.
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APPENDIX C
SURVEY OF COMMUNICATION SKILLS FOR TRADE AND INDUSTRY
PROGRAM GRADUATES
Copyright A.D Birkholz
Below is a series of topics that are or could be included in the curricula of Trade
and Industry programs at Wisconsin Indianhead Technical College. In completing
this survey, please consider the performance of current employees and the future
demands you believe will be placed upon your industry. Indicate the importance
of the following communication skills to the success of your employees.
1=
(NC) No comment
2=
(NI) Not important for successful job performance
3=
(SI) Somewhat important
4=
(I) Important
5=
(VI) Very important
Communication Skills
V
ORAL
(1) Communicate through spoken word
5
(2) Use the telephone effectively
5
(3) Follow grammatical standards
5

NC

NI

SI

I

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

2

3

4

3

4

5

Nonverbal
(1) Communicate effectively where 1
2
safety devices prevent verbal communication
Written
(1) Write technical reports
(2) Express ideas clearly
5
(3) Write directions and procedures

1

2
1

3
2

4
3

5
4

1

2

3

4

5

(4) Take notes
5
(5) Adapt messages to the audience 1

1

2

3

4

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

Listening
(1) Listen carefully & Impartially
5
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(2) Provide thoughtful feedback
5
(3) Question to clarify information
5
Interpersonal Communication
(1) Communicate effectively with
5
co-workers
(2) Give instructions
4
5
(3) Give constructive criticism
5
(4) Support relationships with
5
Customers
Small Group Communication
(1) Share information in small (3-5)
5
groups
Presentations
(1) Persuasively communicate an
5
idea to a group
(2) Prepare information in a graphic form1
(3) Speak with good vocal technique 1

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

2
2

3
3

4
4

5
5

Research
(1) Find information to support ideas 1
(2) Gathering and organizing information
5
(3) Comprehend job related journals 1
And technical materials
(4) Distinguish main ideas from
5
Supporting details

2
1

3
2

4
3

5
4

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

Electronic Communication
(1) Use electronic mail, voice mail,
& facsimile

2

3

4

5

1

2

3

4

1

Information Technology Skills
(1) Use a computer to obtain/generate
5
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Information
Other
Please describe
(1)_____________________________

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

1

2

3

4

5
(2)_____________________________
5
(3)_____________________________
5
Comments

Thank you.
Please return in the postage paid envelope to:
Alex Birkholz
WTC-New Richmond
1019 S Knowles Ave
New Richmond, WI 54017
I understand that by returning this survey, I am giving my informed consent as a
participating volunteer in this study. I understand the basic nature of the study
and agree that any potential risks are exceedingly small. I also understand the
potential benefits that might be realized from the successful completion of this
study. I am aware that the information is being sought in a specific manner so
that no identifiers are needed and that confidentiality is guaranteed. I realized
that I have the right to refuse to participate and that my right to withdraw from
participation at any time during the study will be respected with no coercion or
prejudice.
Questions or concerns about participation in the research or subsequent
complaints should be addressed to Alex Birkholz, WITC New Richmond. 1019
South Knowles Ave., New Richmond, WI, 54017, phone (715) 246-6501 and
second to Dr. Ted Knous, Chair, UW-Stout Institutional Review Board for the
Protection of Human Subjects in Research, 11 HH, UW-Stout, Menomonie, WI,
54761, phone (715) 2321126.

