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Helping Youth Develop Soft Skills for Job Success: Tips for Parents
and Families
Many parents of youth approaching adulthood worry about their child’s future.
Whether youth have disabilities or not, parents want to know what they can do to
help their sons and daughters decide on a career, support their job hunting, and
succeed in the workplace. One way family members can help is by working with
and encouraging youth to develop soft skills. Even though parents may not know
this term, they will discover that they are familiar with these every day, common
sense skills that are important in all aspects of life. Soft skills help youth succeed
in life no matter what they are doing. By improving these skills, a youth can enhance his or her social life, do better in postsecondary studies, and be more
successful at finding and maintaining employment. Families can use several
strategies to help develop soft skills.

Which Skills are Needed to Succeed?
In the 1990s, several initiatives attempted to classify the types of skills needed to
succeed in the workplace and adult life. Included among these efforts were the
1991 Secretary of Labor’s Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills (SCANS)
and the Equipped for the Future Framework (EFF), which was the result of a
10-year initiative by the National Institute for Literacy (NIFL). The NIFL effort is
the most holistic in that it addresses some key foundational “hard skills,”
specifically reading, writing, and math skills along with the important soft skills
needed not only in the workplace but as members of families and society. From
these 16 skills, 10 have been further validated for the purpose of developing entry
level skills needed across all industry sectors. The EFF skills include:

Communication Skills






Read with Understanding
Convey Ideas in Writing
Speak so Others Can Understand
Listen Actively
Observe Critically

Interpersonal Skills





Guide Others
Resolve Conflict and Negotiate
Advocate and Influence
Cooperate with Others

Decision Making Skills




Use Math to Solve Problems and Communicate
Solve Problems and Make Decisions
Plan

Lifelong Learning Skills





Take Responsibility for Learning
Reflect and Evaluate
Learn Through Research
Use Information and Communications Technology

Youth who have these skills are more likely to be hired and less likely to be fired,
giving them an important advantage in today’s job market.

Why is This Important?
Learning soft skills is a process. Soft skills are necessary for youth to succeed in
education, job training, independent living, community participation, and,
ultimately, in the workplace. However, because educators and others have assumed
that children learn soft skills at home, or through observing others, youth are
seldom taught such skills in school. Unfortunately, this approach means that some
youth whether they have disabilities or not will not have developed these important
skills by the time they leave high school.
Many youth experience difficulties as they transition from classroom to the
workplace. For youth with disabilities, who face higher unemployment rates than
their peers without disabilities, soft skills are especially important and may need
more focused attention to master. Some youth have specific disabilities that make it
hard for them to control impulses. Other youth may have limited insight into
themselves or difficulty getting along with others. Youth have varying amounts of
exposure to the working world. Some young people need to learn the importance of
being at work on time, calling in when they are ill, and getting along with
co-workers. For these reasons, it’s vital that families help youth with disabilities
develop soft skills.

Families Can Help Build Soft Skills
Families of youth with and without disabilities play a key role in helping their
children learn expected behaviors, understand the unspoken rules of the workplace,
and deal with personality conflicts. Parents are also aware of their child’s strengths
and can build upon those assets in the process of developing soft skills. In addition
to promoting soft skills at home, families of youth with disabilities can make sure
that the development of soft skills is adequately addressed at school through their
child’s Individualized Education Program (IEP) during the transition planning
process of high school. If your family member does not have an IEP, soft skills
development can also be addressed through other formal and informal goal setting
plans. Another effective way for parents to help their family member develop
basic employment skills, including soft skills, is to ensure that youth access, learn,
and understand their career interest assessments, and engage in career exploration
and real work experiences during the high school years.
Research shows that work experience during high school, paid or unpaid, helps
youth get jobs at higher wages after they graduate - this is true even for youth with
significant disabilities. Parents and family members can use this information to
advocate for work-based learning programs at school or help their son or daughter
find summer jobs or volunteer opportunities in the community. When considering
transition programs or community rehabilitation providers during and after high
school, remember that real work experiences linked to classroom instruction is a
much more effective approach than classroom instruction alone.

How Families Can Build These Skills at Home
COMMUNICATION SKILLS
Does your child need to work on speech communication skills?
According to annual surveys done by the National Association of Colleges and
Employers, communication skills consistently rank among the top skills employers
look for in a new employee. Helping youth improve communication skills will not
only help them get a job, it can help them advance in their careers.

How to Help:


Use a flip cam or cell phone to record your child giving directions for using the
microwave or doing something they are good at, such as playing a computer
game. Review the video with them.











Did they speak clearly? Were the instructions clear? Other family members and
friends can provide feedback as well.
Help your son or daughter build vocabulary by learning one new word each day
by using resources such as dictionary.
Encourage your youth to participate in school activities that promote clear
communication, such as a debate team.
Discuss the different types of communication one might use in different
environments such as with friends, in the classroom, in a professional setting, and
with family. Doing so, would help your son or daughter understand what might be
acceptable and expected in one setting may not be appropriate in another setting.
Use a five-point scale to teach appropriate speaking volume or standing distance.
For example, if your child tends to use a loud voice, teach him to equate his voice
with a number. If the loudest voice is a five and a one is a soft voice teach him
that using a two or three level voice is good at work.
Suggest programming job-related phrases into your child's augmentative communication device, if he or she uses one. These may include “How may I help you?”
and “Please wait while I find the answer to your question.”

Does your family member pay attention to what others are saying and
remember what was said?
Listening to other’s needs and opinions is part of being a good communicator.
Understanding and remembering what is said are important skills for the workplace
when interacting with employers and customers.

How to Help:










Encourage your child to have conversations with family and friends. Listening to
others and contributing to the conversation will help him develop listening skills.
Model listening skills for your youth. Pay attention to speakers, repeat what was
said, and ask questions.
Give your family member directions for doing a chore such as laundry, mowing
the lawn, or straightening a room, and then have him repeat the instructions in his
own words.
Have your child take beverage orders when guests visit. If needed, your son or
daughter can take notes to remember who ordered what.
Consider the accommodations your child may use in school. If your child uses
accommodations to help pay attention to and understand the instructors in school,
discuss how similar accommodations could be used in employment settings.
“Without you there would be no me, I am everything reflected in your eyes.
I am everything approved by your smile, I am everything born of your guidance.
I am me only because of you.”
Richelle E. Goodrich

Does your son or daughter communicate nonverbally in an effective
way?
Much communication is nonverbal. Nonverbal communication is important when
interacting with employers, coworkers, and customers. Youth may need to improve
aspects of nonverbal communication, such as making proper eye contact. In
addition, some youth have disabilities that make it difficult to read the nonverbal
communication of others such as facial expressions and gestures. Families can help
their youth improve these skills by practicing at home.

How to Help:








Have your family member look people in the eye and shake hands when
introducing him/her to other adults. Practice the nonverbal language that would
take place at a job interview. Let your son or daughter know that it’s important to
have eye contact with the person doing the interviewing and to limit fidgeting or
nervous movements.
Model proper posture, such as standing up straight instead of slouching. Remind
your child that proper posture communicates confidence.
Show and explain that communication skills and personal boundaries may differ
based on the setting and situation. For instance, a friend could demonstrate an
acceptable distance between two people who are not related to one another,
usually 1.5 to 4 feet. Have your child practice this.
Discuss other potential strategies to improve communication skills with a young
person’s IEP team and include a related goal, if he/she has a disability. If your
child does not have an IEP, discuss strategies and related goals with his teachers
and instructors. One strategy could be to have him/her look at a person’s nose or
cheek if looking in someone’s eye is too distressing. It will appear as though
he/she is making eye contact.

INTERPERSONAL SKILLS
Is your child ready to take direction from and work cooperatively
with others?
Teamwork and the ability to work well with others consistently appear among the
highest ranked qualities employers are looking for in an employee in the annual
surveys of National Association of Colleges and Employers. In today’s world, this
includes the ability to communicate and work with people from different racial,
religious, ability, and ethnic groups.

How to Help:












Encourage your child to help an elderly neighbor with yard work or volunteer as
a family to serve a meal at a homeless shelter. Youth can learn about working
with others by volunteering.
Play games as a family and encourage team work. Board games help youth
build many skills that apply to work: cooperating with others, taking turns,
following rules, controlling emotions, and learning new knowledge and skills.
Encourage your son or daughter to play a team sport. Sports help youth learn
communication skills, decision making, self-control, and self-discipline as well
as learning how to work on a team. If your child isn’t skilled enough to play on
the school team, consider opportunities to play sports at the local “Y”,
community center, or with a faith-based center.
Introduce your child to people who are different from him/her through taking
part in community festivals that feature different cultures, attending various
places of worship, or through books, magazines, film, television, or the internet.
Start conversations about differences. Acknowledge that some people have ideas
about people who are different from them.
Discuss the situation if your family member experiences any type of
discrimination. Talk about why discrimination exists. Reflect upon the feelings
that come up when someone discriminates against a person and use it as an
opportunity to teach the importance of not acting that way towards another.

Does your youth know how to handle conflicts?
Self-control, respecting others, and being able to deal with conflict are important
soft skills. Refusing to follow directions and orders and the inability to get along
with other people are among the most common reasons people get fired.

How to Help:




Help your child understand how his/her behavior may
contribute to a misunderstanding. If he/she talks about a
social mishap that happened at work, help him/her reflect on
the situation. Ask your child to determine what he/she did
right, and also discuss if there was anything he/she or his/her
work colleagues could have done differently. If necessary,
discuss next steps to address the misunderstanding.
Practice how to handle challenging situations with role play.
Choose roles and have your son or daughter respond. Talk
about appropriate behaviors.









Discuss ways that people on television shows handle anger. Many shows involve
people fighting or otherwise acting out their anger. While watching one of these
shows with your youth, talk about ways people can handle anger appropriately,
such as counting to ten, taking a time out, or going for a run. Ask your family
member what might work for him.
Explain to your son or daughter that taking directions and accepting constructive
criticism is a part of being an employee. Reinforce this skill by giving directions
in the home for such things as chores. Make sure your child responds
appropriately to the directions given, and practice more appropriate responses if
he/she does not.
Remind your child to treat others the way he/she wishes to be treated.
Acknowledge that this is difficult when others are being rude, disrespectful, or
mean. Talk about when it’s important to stand up for oneself, and when it’s best
to just walk away.
Apologize to your son or daughter if necessary. Nothing makes a bigger
impression on teens than adults admitting they were wrong.

Is your child careful with his appearance?
Good personal hygiene and appearance promotes social interaction with others
while poor hygiene can give employers and co-workers a bad impression.

How to Help:






Discuss personal cleanliness, stressing that most workplaces require employees
to dress in a specific way and to be clean.
Require that your youth be dressed appropriately and have good hygiene when
attending school, family functions, shopping trips, restaurants and/or faith based
organizations.
Model personal hygiene and dress to reflect what dressing professionally looks
like.

Is your son or daughter friendly, courteous, and tactful?
Employers are looking for employees with good people skills. While especially
important in jobs where employees interact with customers, people skills can also
help interactions with co-workers, avoid conflict, and stand out from other job
applicants or employees.

“We cannot always build the future for our youth, but we can
build our youth for the future.”
Franklin D. Roosevelt

How to Help:








Teach your child phrases he/she can use on the phone: “May I please speak to
Mr. Smith?” or in the workplace, “I’m Deborah. It’s nice to meet you.” Have
your son or daughter answer the phone at home in a professional and courteous
manner.
Teach your family member to allow others to finish speaking before beginning
to talk.
Identify areas of social difficulty for your child and role play how to handle new
or unfamiliar situations. Role playing gives him/her an opportunity to practice
what he/she would say and do in various situations.
Sign up your child with a disability for social skills trainings at school,
independent living centers, disability groups, or self-advocacy organizations.
These organizations and others provide youth with a structured opportunity to
learn and practice social skills such as taking turns or giving compliments.

LIFELONG LEARNING SKILLS
Does your family member demonstrate personal responsibility,
initiative, self-management, and perseverance?
A strong work ethic, initiative, and decision-making skills are other skills
employers consistently rank highly in the annual surveys of the National
Association of Colleges and Employers.

How to Help:










Have your son or daughter take responsibility for taking care of a pet or getting
ready for school or work.
Give your child full responsibility for planning and preparing a family meal at
least once a month. Help him/her at first, until he/she learns all the steps it takes
to cook a family meal.
Have your youth take charge of a task. For example, if he/she is planning to get a
driver's license, have him/her call the Department of Motor Vehicles and make a
list of the steps involved (getting a permit, enrolling in driver's education, taking
written and behind-the-wheel tests, getting insurance).
Help your son or daughter understand the unspoken expectations of employers:
showing up on time, avoiding personal calls or texting at work, or if working in a
public place such as a retail store or the food court at the mall, not having friends
hang out at work.
Have your family member visit a parent’s workplace, if the job allows this. She
can learn different tasks associated with the job or follow other employees to
learn what is involved in their jobs.



Enroll your son or daughter in a mentor program. Mentors can help youth on
many levels: building self-esteem, learning to stick with challenging activities,
managing time, and communicating with other adults.

Does your youth try to learn new things?








Take your child to concerts, sporting events, or encourage participation in
activities that match her interests.
Ask your child to identify a simple, fun skill to learn. This could include
cooking a certain recipe, working with a specific computer program, or
learning a new game. Have him research information on steps for learning the
skill and then help him follow the steps.
Call or check online to find out about events that are open to the public at local
colleges, art schools, music academies, museums or libraries. Family members
can attend together and learn something new.
Help your family member be independent by having him/her plan an outing
using public transportation. (ex: COTA) Have your youth look up online or
call to find out routes, costs, stops, etc. Have your child look into using
accessible transportation services, if he/she is eligible. Make sure your child
identifies who to call and when is departure time, and the right time to leave
the house. If public transportation services are not available, have your son or
daughter arrange for a ride from a friend.

Addressing Soft Skills in the IEP
Families of special education students can make sure that goals to build soft skills
are incorporated into a student’s IEP during the middle and high school years.
Some youth may already have many of these skills and only need to work on one
or two.

As a Parent, I am expected to:
Help my child to prepare for his/her IEP:





Help him/her explore their interests related to goals for adult life.
Provide consent for agencies/people that may help my child achieve his/ her
goals to work with my child if he/she is unable to give consent.
Become familiar with agencies/people and invite them to planning meetings, like
IEP meetings.

Participate in my child’s IEP Meeting:





Ask questions.
Share my thoughts and be part of the discussions about my child’s IEP.
Help my child develop his/her goals for adult life.
Encourage my child to be an active participant in this planning process.

Help my child achieve his/her Goals:












Help my child complete activities that will help him/her achieve their goals.
Help make connections with people and organizations in the community
to open doors and opportunities for my child.
Help my child understand their choices and apply for OVR and/or other
programs that will help him/her achieve their goals.
Provide information about my child to help determine his/her eligibility for these
programs. Be an active member of my child’s transition team, when requested
and appropriate.
Ensure that post school goals and services are coordinated between all plans
(e.g., IEP, IPE, ISP etc).
Ask questions.
Support progress toward my child’s goals; participate in reviewing and updating
plans at least annually. Communicate significant changes that may affect
progress toward achieving goals with my child’s transition team.
Source: School to Work Transition Guidelines

We work together

Employment, Educational & Training Resources
ADULT BASIC EDUCATION PROGRAM (ABE)
Location: Northern Marianas College, As Terlaje Campus, Saipan
Address: P. O. Box 501370 Saipan, MP 96950
Telephone: 234-3690
Website: www.nmcnet.edu
CNMI DEPARTMENT OF LABOR (DOL)
Location: Bldg. # 1334, Capitol Hill
Address: P.O. Box 10007, Saipan MP 96950
Telephone: 664-3190
Website: www.marianaslabor.net
NORTHERN MARIANAS COLLEGE (NMC)
Location: As Terlaje Hill, Saipan
Address: P. O. Box 501250 Saipan, MP 96950
Telephone: 234-5498
Website: www.marianas.edu
NORTHERN MARIANAS TRADES INSTITUTE (NMTI)
Location: Manglen Way, Lower Base Drive, Saipan
Address: P.O. Box 504880 CHRB, Saipan, MP 96950
Telephone: 235-6684
Email: nmti@pticom.com
OFFICE OF VOCATIONAL REHABILTATION (OVR)
Location: Buildings N-2 & N-4, Upper Navy Hill, Saipan
Address: P.O. Box 501521, Saipan, MP 96950-1521
Telephone: 322-6537/8 TTY: 322-6449
E-mail: nmidir@ovrgov.net
Website: www.ovrgov.net
PINNACLE STAFFING
Location: 2nd Floor, Kevin’s Dept. Store, Chalan Kanoa, Saipan
Address: P.O. Box 10001 PMB 82, Saipan, MP 96950
Telephone: 287-3773
UNIVERSITY CTR. FOR EXCELLENCE IN DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES
(UCEDD)
Northern Marianas College
Location: As Terlaje Hill, Northern Marianas College
Address: P.O. Box 501250 CK, Saipan MP 96950-1250
Telephone: 234-5498
Website: http://www.nmcnet.edu
WORKFORCE INVESTMENT AGENCY (WIA)
Address: P.O. Box 10007, Saipan MP 96950
Saipan: 664-104/7/8/57 Rota: 532-1701/1710 Tinian: 433-1700
Email: gov.wia@pticom.com Website: www.wia.gov.mp

