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What are Virginia’s Workplace Readiness Skills and
Why Are They Important?
Virginia’s Workplace Readiness Skills are a set of personal qualities, people skills, and
professional abilities identified by Virginia employers and educators as essential for employee
success in the workplace. Developed and updated over the past 20 years to adapt to changing
workplace trends and needs, these skills are incorporated into the curriculum of every state Career
and Technical Education (CTE) course. They not only give students of diverse backgrounds the
opportunity to develop the personal resources they need to get and keep good jobs, but they also
help employers by providing them with entry-level workers who are well-prepared to deal with a
variety of workplace challenges.
The decreasing labor force participation and increasing school enrollment of Virginia’s teens in
recent decades means that school-based workplace readiness skills programs will become an even
more vital resource for CTE students in the future. As Figure 1 demonstrates, the teen labor force
participation rate in Virginia (defined as the percentage of the state’s youth aged 16 to 19 who are
either employed or actively seeking employment) has declined sharply since the turn of this
century. Only 38 percent of Virginia’s teens participated in the labor force in 2010 compared to
50 percent just one decade earlier. School enrollment among Virginia’s teens, on the other hand,
continued to increase between 2000 and 2010, as it has for several decades. Data from the 2015
American Community Survey (not included in Figure 1) suggest these recent trends have
continued into this decade.
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Figure 1. Virginia Teen Labor Force Participation and School Enrollment Rates
(1960-2010)
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Data source: Author’s calculations using U.S. decennial census (1960-2000) and American Community
Survey (2010) microdata, IPUMS-USA, University of Minnesota, www.ipums.org
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Keeping Virginia’s Workplace Readiness Skills Up-to-Date
The Virginia Department of Education’s Office of Career, Technical, and Adult Education, in
partnership with several organizations, has been sponsoring research on workplace readiness skills
in Virginia for more than 30 years. In each decade since the 1980s, hundreds of employers
throughout the Commonwealth have been interviewed or surveyed about what they believe are the
most essential workplace skills for entry-level workers to possess.
Timeline of Virginia’s Workplace Readiness Skills Research
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Initial research conducted in the mid-1980s revealed that employers believed workplace readiness
skills were at least as important as traditional academic and technical skills in promoting workplace
success. Another round of research conducted from 1993 to 1997 led to the creation of Virginia’s
first set of 13 workplace readiness skills, which were incorporated into the curriculum of every
Virginia CTE course in 1998. Based on research performed from 2008 to 2011, the original list of
13 skills was updated and expanded to 21 skills, and additional curriculum and assessment
resources were developed. Students can now demonstrate their familiarity with the 21 skills and
earn graduation credit and a digital badge by opting to take the Workplace Readiness Skills for the
Commonwealth Assessment Examination.
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Current Workplace Readiness Skills for the Commonwealth
Personal Qualities and People Skills
1. POSITIVE WORK ETHIC: Comes to work every day on time, is willing to take direction, and is
motivated to accomplish the task at hand
2. INTEGRITY: Abides by workplace policies and laws and demonstrates honesty and reliability
3. TEAMWORK: Contributes to the success of the team, assists others, and requests help when
needed
4. SELF-REPRESENTATION: Dresses appropriately and uses language and manners suitable for the
workplace
5. DIVERSITY AWARENESS: Works well with all customers and coworkers
6. CONFLICT RESOLUTION: Negotiates diplomatic solutions to interpersonal and workplace issues
7. CREATIVITY AND RESOURCEFULNESS: Contributes new ideas and works with initiative
Professional Knowledge and Skills
8. SPEAKING AND LISTENING: Follows directions and communicates effectively with customers
and fellow employees
9. READING AND WRITING: Reads and interprets workplace documents and writes clearly
10. CRITICAL THINKING AND PROBLEM SOLVING: Analyzes and resolves problems that arise in
completing assigned tasks
11. HEALTH AND SAFETY: Follows safety guidelines and manages personal health
12. ORGANIZATIONS, SYSTEMS, AND CLIMATES: Identifies “big picture” issues and his or her role
in fulfilling the mission of the workplace
13. LIFELONG LEARNING: Continually acquires new industry-related information and improves
professional skills
14. JOB ACQUISITION AND ADVANCEMENT: Prepares to apply for a job and to seek promotion
15. TIME, TASK, AND RESOURCE MANAGEMENT: Organizes and implements a productive plan of
work
16. MATHEMATICS: Uses mathematical reasoning to accomplish tasks
17. CUSTOMER SERVICE: Identifies and addresses the needs of all customers, providing helpful,
courteous, and knowledgeable service
Technology Knowledge and Skills
18. JOB-SPECIFIC TECHNOLOGIES: Selects and safely uses technological resources to accomplish
work responsibilities in a productive manner
19. INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY: Uses computers, file management techniques, and
software/programs effectively
20. INTERNET USE AND SECURITY: Uses the Internet appropriately for work
21. TELECOMMUNICATIONS: Selects and uses appropriate devices, services, and applications
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2017 Research Process and Results
In 2017, the Office of Career, Technical, and Adult Education continued Virginia’s long history
of data-driven evaluation of its workplace readiness skills framework by requesting that the
Demographics Research Group at the University of Virginia Weldon Cooper Center for Public
Service conduct research to identify and update the skills that are of most value to the state’s many
employers. This research consisted of three stages: 1) reviewing relevant literature to identify and
understand changing workplace trends; 2) analyzing numerous state and national workplace
readiness skill frameworks to evaluate how Virginia’s framework compares; and 3) conducting a
survey of Virginia employers and workforce professionals to get their feedback about which
workplace readiness skills are most critical for entry-level workers to have, now and in the future.
LITERATURE REVIEW
As a first step, Weldon Cooper Center researchers conducted a review of more than 70 reports,
publications, websites, and other sources of information related to workplace trends and readiness
skills. Six key, interrelated trends emerged as having especially significant influence on the
changing needs and skill demands of the workplace:
•

Information Revolution – The vast proliferation of data that now permeates every aspect of our
lives has enabled a rapid pace of technological innovation across industries and has served as
a driver of just about every other workplace trend listed below. Modern-day workers must be
willing and able to keep their information literacy and technology skills up-to-date in order to
know how to evaluate and apply this abundance of information effectively in the course of
performing their job duties.

•

Automation – Although the increased automation of more routine workplace tasks has
displaced many workers, it has also increased the importance and weight within our economy
of workers who possess the more complex, non-routine reasoning and communication skills
that are not possible or cost-effective to automate.1 To be successful, all workers will need to
acquire the skills that will enable them to adapt to rapidly changing workplace needs,
processes, and technology.

•

Globalization – The explosive growth of technology has created a more interdependent and
competitive global marketplace, forcing employers and workers alike to be more innovative
and nimble in response. To be successful in the 21st century, workers must cultivate their
ability to work collaboratively with diverse groups of people in a variety of constantly
changing work environments.

•

Rapid and Continuous Innovation – Innovation is driven in part by consumer demand for
products and services that are customized or have new kinds of value added in terms of quality,
convenience, and variety.2 To remain competitive, providers of these products and services
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must be creative, engage in “big picture” thinking with the needs of the end user in mind,
persevere when new ideas do not work out, and remain flexible and adaptable in the face of
constantly changing work conditions.
•

Organizational Restructuring – Workplaces today are flatter and more flexible than in the past,
involving more “horizontal” and less “vertical” collaboration among team members. 3 To
succeed within this organizational structure, employees must not only engage strong
interpersonal skills to work successfully with diverse and changing sets of teams, but they also
must have excellent critical-thinking and problem-solving skills and be self-sufficient enough
to manage their own work.

•

Time- and Power-Shifting4 – Major advancements in communication technology have enabled
workers to conduct both personal and job-related activities at any time, softening the boundary
between work and personal life. Although this unprecedented access to information has
empowered employees to demand more transparency from their employers, it has also made it
possible for employers to shift more of the planning and financial burdens associated with job
training, health care, and retirement to employees.

FRAMEWORK COMPARISON
Weldon Cooper Center analysts reviewed at least 25 state and national workplace skill frameworks
to assess how they compared to Virginia’s in terms of skill composition and length. Although there
were significant similarities among the various frameworks, each was unique in some way.
Frameworks differed in the number, type, specificity, and organization of included skills—all
interrelated factors that had an influence in determining the overall nature of each framework.
Individual skills contained in other frameworks were catalogued and indexed to one or more of
the 21 existing workplace readiness skills in Virginia’s framework using a research tool designed
for that purpose. Skills that did not have a corresponding match in Virginia’s framework were
classified as potential possibilities for inclusion in Virginia’s future, updated set of skills.
SURVEY OF VIRGINIA EMPLOYERS AND WORKFORCE PROFESSIONALS
In 2017, nearly 2,400 Virginia employers and workforce professionals were invited to share their
opinions about Virginia’s Workplace Readiness Skills by participating in a brief online survey.
Nearly 400 invitees responded and completed the required portion of the survey.
Survey Development

Weldon Cooper Center researchers, in consultation with the State CTE Advisory Committee,
developed a slightly modified version of Virginia’s current skill framework for use in conjunction
with the survey. The modified version included two additional skills—Information Literacy and
Initiative & Self-Direction—to test whether survey respondents deemed these skills worthy of
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inclusion in Virginia’s updated framework, and it also incorporated slight changes to the following
skills: Creativity & Resourcefulness, Diversity Awareness, and Positive Work Ethic.
Current Skill Importance

Survey participants were first asked to rate the current importance of each workplace readiness
skill for entry-level workers in their respective organizations. Table 1 groups the skills according
to the importance rating selected by the greatest percentage of survey respondents and then lists
them in decreasing order of importance.
All but two skills were rated by most respondents as either “very important” or “extremely
important,” and no skills were rated by a majority of respondents as either “slightly important” or
“not at all important.”
The 2017 survey results confirm that Virginia’s employers and workforce professionals continue
to believe, as they have for decades, that integrity, a positive work ethic, and strong interpersonal,
reasoning, and communication skills are the most important skills for entry-level workers to
possess.
Table 1. Current importance of workplace readiness skills
Extremely important

















Integrity
Positive Work Ethic
Speaking and Listening
Teamwork
Customer Service
Critical Thinking and Problem Solving
Reading and Writing
Respect for Diversity
Time, Task, and Resource Management
Initiative and Self-Direction
Information Literacy
Self-Representation
Internet Use and Security
Health and Safety
Lifelong Learning

Very important








Conflict Resolution
Information Technology
Job-Specific Technologies
Organizations, Systems, and Climates
Creativity and Innovation
Telecommunications

Moderately important

 Mathematics
 Job Acquisition and Advancement
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Future Skill Importance

Survey participants were also asked to rate how important each of the workplace readiness skills
will be for entry-level workers in about five years from now. Table 2 groups the skills according
to the importance rating selected by the greatest percentage of survey respondents and then lists
them in decreasing order of importance. No skill had a majority of respondents say it would be
less important in the future.
Table 2. Future importance of workplace readiness skills
More important in the future

















Critical Thinking and Problem Solving
Information Technology
Initiative and Self-Direction
Information Literacy
Creativity and Innovation
Respect for Diversity
Internet Use and Security
Teamwork
Lifelong Learning
Time, Task, and Resource Management
Job-Specific Technologies
Speaking and Listening
Customer Service
Positive Work Ethic
Telecommunications

About the same importance in the future










Conflict Resolution
Integrity
Organizations, Systems, and Climates
Reading and Writing
Health and Safety
Mathematics
Job Acquisition and Advancement
Self-Representation

Many of the workplace skills determined by Virginia’s employers and workforce professionals to
be most important for entry-level workers to possess in the future correspond with key workplace
trends identified in the literature review.


The Information Technology, Information Literacy, and Internet Use and Security skills all
ranked among the top ten most important skills for entry-level workers to possess in the future,
which aligns with the trend of information proliferation in the workplace.



Although Creativity and Innovation was ranked lower than most skills in terms of current
importance (20th of 23 skills), it ranked fifth in terms of future importance, a sign that
employers believe innovation will become an increasingly prevalent and essential element of
workplace success in the future.



A common theme reflected in all six of the key workplace trends identified in the literature
review was an expectation of continuous workplace change, which reinforces the ranking of
Lifelong Learning among the top ten most important skills for workers to possess in the future.
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Skill Deficiencies

In addition to rating the importance of Virginia’s Workplace Readiness Skills, survey participants
were asked to list up to five skills they believe today's entry-level employees are lacking the most.
Figure 2 shows for each skill the number of respondents who indicated it is lacking among entrylevel employees in the workplace.
More than 200 respondents said the skill most lacking among entry-level workers today is Critical
Thinking and Problem Solving (214). More than 100 respondents said the following skills are most
lacking: Positive Work Ethic (185); Initiative and Self-Direction (175); Time, Task, and Resource
Management (135); Speaking and Listening (121); Conflict Resolution (111); and Customer Service
(111).
Figure 2. Skills Most Lacking Among Entry-Level Employees
Number of Respondents Selecting Skill
Critical Thinking and Problem Solving
Positive Work Ethic
Initiative and Self-Direction
Time, Task, and Resource Management
Speaking and Listening
Conflict Resolution
Customer Service
Reading and Writing
Teamwork
Self-Representation
Integrity
Mathematics
Job-Specific Technologies
Creativity and Innovation
Lifelong Learning
Respect for Diversity
Information Literacy
Organizations, Systems, and Climates
Internet Use and Security
Information Technology
Job Acquisition and Advancement
Health and Safety
Other
Telecommunications

214
185
175
135
121
111
111
83
83
60
54
48
43
41
35
34
31
24
21
19
12
10
10
7

Eight of the top ten most lacking skills among entry-level employees were also ranked among the
ten most currently important skills—1) Critical Thinking and Problem Solving; 2) Positive Work
Ethic; 3) Initiative and Self-Direction; 4) Time, Task, and Resource Management; 5) Speaking and
Listening; 6) Customer Service; 7) Reading and Writing; and 8) Teamwork.
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Next Steps
The Weldon Cooper Center’s work in 2017 to identify essential workplace readiness skills based
on a review of relevant literature, comparison with other skill frameworks, and a survey of state
employers and workforce professionals represents just one part of a larger, more extensive process.
The Virginia Department of Education’s Office of Career, Technical, and Adult Education has
convened a panel of curriculum development and assessment experts to continue the process of
refining Virginia’s Workplace Readiness Skills and incorporating them into Virginia’s CTE
curriculum.

Key Point Summary


The Virginia Department of Education’s Office of Career, Technical, and Adult Education,
in partnership with several organizations, has been sponsoring research on workplace
readiness skills in Virginia for more than 30 years. In 2017, they requested that the
Demographics Research Group at the University of Virginia Weldon Cooper Center for
Public Service conduct research to identify and update the workplace readiness skills that are
of most value to the state’s many employers.



The research revealed that Virginia’s employers and workforce professionals continue to
believe, as they have for decades, that integrity, a positive work ethic, and strong
interpersonal, reasoning, and communication skills are the most essential skills for entrylevel workers to possess.



Many of the workplace readiness skills considered by Virginia’s employers and workforce
professionals to be most important for entry-level workers to possess in the future correspond
with the six key workplace trends identified in the research team’s literature review.



Eight of the ten workplace readiness skills survey respondents said were most lacking among
today’s entry-level workers also ranked among the ten skills considered most important for
those workers to have.



The decreasing labor force participation and increasing school enrollment of Virginia’s teens
in recent decades means that school-based workplace readiness skills programs will become
an even more vital resource for CTE students in the future.
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