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Generation NeXt Goes to Work: 
Issues in Workplace Readiness and Performance

Mark Taylor

Many trad�t�onally aged graduates from Generat�on NeXt are hav�ng s�gn�ficant d�fficulty �n successfully trans�t�on�ng from college �nto 
the workplace and �n adapt�ng to the expectat�ons of the workplace (Kearnes and Sh�rley 2006; Taylor 2006a). Many schools have been 
slow to recogn�ze the s�gn�ficance and magn�tude of th�s ep�dem�c of work-l�fe unread�ness so are not mak�ng the necessary �nst�tut�onal, 
programmat�c, and �nstruct�onal changes necessary to �mprove the work-related ab�l�t�es of the�r graduates (Lev�ne 2005b).

Who Is Generation NeXt?
Generat�on NeXt �s the age cohort of young people born dur�ng the “baby boomlet” of roughly 1980 to 1994. These young people, twenty-
five years old and younger, compr�se the major�ty of students at most colleges and of new h�res �n the workforce and are �ncreas�ngly 
be�ng recogn�zed as a un�que cohort (Pew Research Center 2007). 

Though th�s age cohort has also been descr�bed as “the M�llenn�als,” there �s l�ttle ev�dence, espec�ally from college campuses, that 
these young people are adopt�ng the c�v�c soc�al roles vacated by the “greatest generat�on” as pred�cted (Howe and Strauss 2000, 2003; 
Strauss and Howe 1991). Nor are they show�ng themselves to be the convent�onal conform�sts who are respectful of soc�al norms and 
�nst�tut�ons, extremely focused on grades and performance, busy w�th and eager for extracurr�cular act�v�t�es and commun�ty projects, 
�nterested �n math and sc�ence, and demand�ng of a secure and regulated env�ronment (espec�ally as �t �mpacts the�r personal freedoms) 
as also pred�cted by Howe and Strauss (2000; 2003). 

The typ�cal, modal trad�t�onally aged Generat�on NeXt student as observed on most campuses m�ght more fit the “emerg�ng stereotype” 
descr�bed by Pres�dent W�ll�am C. Durden �n h�s convocat�on address �n August 2005 at D�ckenson College; they expect h�gh grades 
w�thout s�gn�ficant effort and often just for show�ng up; demand comfort and luxury more than a r�gorous educat�on; see themselves as 
consumers and expect serv�ces and extended and d�rect personal attent�on on demand; have l�ttle respect for author�ty and show d�sta�n 
for colleg�al and soc�al rules of conduct, �nstead assert�ng personal pr�v�lege; fa�l to d�fferent�ate between c�v�l exchange of reasoned 
�deas and shout�ng personal bel�efs, yet grow defens�ve when faced w�th construct�ve cr�t�c�sm; and have a naïve sense of the future. 
Durden succ�nctly descr�bed the postmodern college student where “facts don’t really matter; what matters �s the un�nh�b�ted, uned�ted 
and �mmed�ate assert�on of your egot�st�cal op�n�ons and thereby, the preservat�on of your self-esteem at all costs. It truly �s all about 
you.” Wh�le pa�nt�ng a somewhat bleak p�cture, th�s descr�pt�on tends to resonate w�th more college faculty and staff members than 
does the descr�pt�on of the M�llenn�als. Even the members of Generat�on NeXt themselves report that the�r most �mportant l�fe goals 
are fortune and fame, that they are more d�sengaged from c�v�c l�fe and the pol�t�cal process (focused �nstead on personal or �nternal 
�ssues), and that they are more l�kely to have casual sex, resort to v�olence to solve confl�cts, use drugs, and b�nge dr�nk (Pew 2007).

The modal tra�ts of Generat�on NeXt, w�th appropr�ate caveats aga�nst overgeneral�zat�on, have been descr�bed by th�s wr�ter and others 
(Kearns and Sh�rley 2006; Lev�ne 2005a, 2005b; Taylor 2003, 2004a, 2004b, 2005, 2006a, 2006b; Twenge 2006). These über-consumers 
tend to feel a sense of ent�tlement, and they want to negot�ate and w�ll protest v�gorously (or leave) �f the�r expectat�ons of ease and suc-
cess are not met at school or at work. The�r enterta�nment or�entat�on, short-event hor�zons, and expectat�ons for �mmed�ate grat�ficat�on 
�nterfere w�th protracted work e�ther at school or on the job. The�r h�gh self-esteem, self-�mportance, and self-�nterest are exacerbated by 
the consumer and developmental or�entat�ons of college campuses and often devastated by the expectat�ons of the workplace. Genera-
t�on NeXt has l�ttle ev�dence that �t �s not all about them. It has been argued that the hyperprotect�ve and superv�g�lant management 
by many parents (and the�r agents) of ch�ldren’s l�ves dur�ng a san�t�zed ch�ldhood prevents young NeXters from develop�ng �mportant 
�nterpersonal and self-management sk�lls or a bel�ef �n the�r own efficacy, thereby mak�ng them frag�le and anx�ous, contr�but�ng to 
the�r delayed adolescence, and creat�ng a “nat�on of w�mps” (Marano 2004; Sacks 1996; Taylor 2006b; Twenge 2006).

The Consumer Employee
Just as Generat�on NeXt was (and �s) a cohort of consumer students, they br�ng these consumer expectat�ons to the workplace, ask�ng 
not what they can do for the organ�zat�on, but what the organ�zat�on can do for them. The core message that to be a v�gorous consumer 
one must also be an act�ve and effect�ve producer has been lost on many �n Generat�on NeXt. D�ssat�sfied w�th entry-level pos�t�ons, 
they tend to expect h�gh salar�es, qu�ck promot�ons, and moderate work hours �n a fr�endly, support�ve, pos�t�ve env�ronment that uses 



2:36 / A Collection of Papers on Self-Study and Institutional Improvement, 2007 Volume 2, Chapter 2 

and develops the�r talents. Unfortunately, many employers, recogn�z�ng the ava�lab�l�ty of a l�m�ted pool of qual�fied workers, may tend 
to th�nk that they need to offer these cond�t�ons to young workers to h�re and keep them; an eer�e parallel to colleges’ acqu�esc�ng to 
students’ consumer demands to recru�t and reta�n them.

Strengths of Generation NeXt
Certa�nly, these descr�pt�ons of Generat�on NeXt do not apply completely to every young person �n the cohort. Many students are hard-
work�ng. Many students struggle w�th self-esteem �ssues and have l�ttle or no parental support. But the problems are real and must be 
real�st�cally appra�sed �f they are to be solved.

The young people of Generat�on NeXt have many strengths. They are young and have many years of matur�ng, moderat�ng development 
ahead of them. NeXters tend to be pos�t�ve; they feel good about themselves and assume that th�ngs w�ll work out well for them. They are 
�nformal and often not constra�ned by old-fash�oned and trad�t�onal soc�al expectat�ons that m�ght l�m�t the�r d�rectness �n commun�ca-
t�on or resourcefulness �n problem solv�ng and needs meet�ng. NeXters are used to mult�task�ng �n h�gh-st�mulat�on env�ronments w�th 
mult�ple sources of �nput. They are technology or�ented and many are tech talented, though recent ev�dence suggests that the depth of 
the�r tech sk�lls rarely translates much past surface appl�cat�ons and �nto mean�ngful problem solv�ng (Weede and Bogan 2006).

Issues in Higher Education Outcomes and Workplace Readiness
Ample ev�dence �nd�cates that colleges have problems �n prepar�ng young people for the real�t�es of the workplace. There �s a h�ghly 
publ�c�zed and dangerous gap between what the publ�c needs from h�gher educat�on and how colleges and un�vers�t�es are serv�ng those 
needs (Bok 2006; Grossman 2005; Hersh and Merrow 2005; Lev�ne 2005b). Lev�ne descr�bes a pandem�c of workplace unread�ness as 
many of today’s graduates are unable to th�nk long term, handle deta�ls, or delay grat�ficat�on (2005b). 

There �s �ncreas�ng ev�dence of the underpreparat�on for work of Generat�on NeXt (Bok 2006). To quote from the report of the Spell�ngs 
Comm�ss�on on the Future of H�gher Educat�on, “Many students who do earn degrees have not actually mastered the read�ng, wr�t�ng 
and th�nk�ng sk�lls we expect of college graduates. Over the past decade, l�teracy among college graduates has actually decl�ned” 
(2006, 1). 

There �s w�despread d�ssat�sfact�on among employers w�th the college product, both �n hard and soft sk�lls (Bok 2006, Lev�ne 2005b). 
Wh�le there does appear to be an emerg�ng consensus among educators, bus�nesspeople, and accred�tors on what sk�lls students should 
develop, graduates have ser�ous weaknesses �n those areas (Schne�der and M�ller 2005). “Many sen�ors graduate w�thout be�ng able 
to wr�te well enough to sat�sfy the�r employers. Many cannot reason clearly or perform competently �n analyz�ng complex, non-techn�cal 
problems, even though facult�es rank cr�t�cal th�nk�ng as the pr�mary goal of a college educat�on” (Bok 2006, 8). 

Some of the reasons for th�s workplace unread�ness are �nst�tut�onal and may reflect schools’ efforts to �mprove �nst�tut�onal retent�on, 
prest�ge, and revenue �nstead of work�ng to �mprove graduates’ sk�lls and knowledge (Newman, Coutur�er, and Scurry 2004). Some 
argue that students change �n numerous and mean�ngful ways dur�ng the�r college years (Pascarella and Terenz�n� 1991, 2005). Others 
suggests that we are underach�ev�ng �n the outcomes of learn�ng to commun�cate, cr�t�cal th�nk�ng and problem solv�ng, character 
development and moral reason�ng, c�t�zensh�p, apprec�at�on of d�vers�ty, ab�l�ty to understand and part�c�pate �n a global soc�ety, 
development of broader �nterests, and �n preparat�on for career, espec�ally g�ven the amount of t�me colleges have students and the 
resources ava�lable (Bok 2006).

Some of the reasons for th�s workplace unread�ness l�e w�th students. A s�gn�ficant d�sconnect ex�sts between the sk�lls students need 
to be successful at work and what they th�nk they need to be successful (Sm�th 2006). Students part�cularly undervalue workplace-
s�gn�ficant capab�l�t�es �n wr�t�ng and ed�t�ng, mathemat�cs, publ�c speak�ng, sell�ng th�ngs or �deas, and speak�ng a fore�gn language. 
Many of the�r prev�ously descr�bed generat�onal tra�ts make them a part�cularly poor fit w�th trad�t�onal academ�c expectat�ons.

The developmental �ssues of Generat�on NeXt are not l�m�ted to the workplace. Time magaz�ne’s cover story on January 24, 2005, let 
Amer�ca “MEET THE TWIXTERS, young adults who l�ve off the�r parents, bounce from job to job, and hop from mate to mate. They’re not 
lazy . . . THEY JUST WON’T GROW UP” [emphas�s �n or�g�nal]. Time descr�bed young adults’ delayed entry �nto adulthood and protracted 
adolescence. Perhaps the most ch�ll�ng message �s that “most colleges are ser�ously out of step w�th the real world �n gett�ng students 
ready to become workers �n the postcollege world” (Grossman 2005, 45). Th�s �s very publ�c cr�t�c�sm and blames h�gher educat�on for 
outcomes that are surely not the sole respons�b�l�ty of colleges. 

Soc�etal factors are offered as causes, and often excuses, for the workplace and trans�t�on-to-adulthood �ssues of Generat�on NeXt. 
Hyper�nflated self-esteem and self-�mportance create d�fficult�es �n deal�ng w�th the real�t�es of the consequent�al workplace (Twenge 
2006). Econom�c factors l�ke �ncreased educat�onal and consumer debt coupled w�th reduced real wages for many young workers 
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stack the cards aga�nst young adults (Draut 2005). Th�s cr�s�s �n trans�t�on and establ�sh�ng purpose �s even be�ng normal�zed as the 
“quarterl�fe cr�s�s” (Robb�ns and W�lner 2001).

A	Changing	Workplace

It should be apprec�ated that students are �nterested �n colleges’ help�ng them �mprove the�r career read�ness and the�r ab�l�ty to make 
more money. For most students, money and �mproved vocat�onal success �s a more �mportant outcome of h�gher educat�on that the 
less tang�ble, more ph�losoph�c goals promoted by earl�er cohorts and many �n the academy (Ast�n et al. 2002). The�r most s�gn�ficant 
l�fe goals are econom�c (Pew 2007).

Just as the�r educat�onal goals are d�fferent and more work-related, recent graduates from Generat�on NeXt are enter�ng a d�fferent 
workplace than earl�er generat�onal cohorts. It �s �nformat�on based, more d�verse, and less vert�cal (Fr�edman 2005). There �s often a 
blurr�ng of author�ty and expert�se; people w�th longer tenure may have more author�ty, but more recently educated and tra�ned workers 
may have more current sk�lls (Dychtwald, Er�ckson, and Mor�son 2006). Wh�le technology has become central to pract�cally all jobs and 
�s an area �n wh�ch young, w�red graduates m�ght be expected to excel, the�r mean�ngful �nformat�on and commun�cat�ons technology 
sk�lls, espec�ally �n problem solv�ng, are extremely lack�ng (Prensky 2001; Weede and Bogan 2006).

A	Workforce	in	Crisis

Ev�dence from many and var�ed sources po�nt to a potent�al “perfect storm” of �ssues of worker ava�lab�l�ty and compet�t�veness �n the 
workplace, �n add�t�on to the descr�bed �ssues �n work read�ness of Generat�on NeXt. There w�ll be fewer overall workers ava�lable to 
employers to take the place of the mass�ve exodus of ret�r�ng workers (Dychtwald, Er�ckson, and Mor�son 2006). Ret�r�ng workers take w�th 
them s�gn�ficant and mean�ngful �nst�tut�onal knowledge. The�r h�stor�cal memory of the bus�ness, the �ndustry, and the culture w�ll be 
d�fficult to replace, as w�ll be the�r work-centr�c�ty and m�ss�on or�entat�on. The last of the “l�ve to work” employees from the trad�t�onal 
and baby boom generat�onal cohorts are leav�ng, and the “work to l�ve” bunch �s tak�ng over (Dychtwald, Er�ckson, and Mor�son 2006; 
Lancaster and St�llman 2002; Taylor 2005; Zemke 2000). Internat�onal�zat�on suggests that graduates w�ll not be compet�ng for jobs, 
career success, and stab�l�ty �n a nat�onal paroch�al league, but across a worldw�de play�ng field, where the compet�t�veness of U.S. 
graduates has been severely quest�oned (Fr�edman 2005).

From	College	to	Work

These workplace �ssues should come as no surpr�se to those �n h�gher educat�on who have extens�ve contact w�th Generat�on NeXt. 
Wh�le most of the �ssues Generat�on NeXt faces and problems they have enter�ng the workforce are not spec�fically caused by the�r 
college exper�ences but by longer soc�al�zat�on patterns, h�gher educat�on �s be�ng held �ncreas�ngly accountable for outcomes. It may 
not be our fault, but parents, accred�tors, students, employers, and the culture at large are look�ng to h�gher educat�on to amel�orate 
earl�er problems and ready young people to sat�sfactor�ly take on adult roles.

Generation	NeXt	at	Work

If employers are unhappy w�th Generat�on NeXt, they can take some solace �n not be�ng alone. Workers from Generat�on NeXt are the 
unhapp�est on the job (Dychtwald, Er�ckson, and Mor�son 2006). They report the lowest overall sat�sfact�on and engagement levels. 
They don’t th�nk they are mak�ng enough money (Pew 2007). Many d�strust large organ�zat�ons and refuse to comprom�se workplace 
arrangements and workplace style. If they are unhappy, at least they are not stay�ng long �n jobs w�th record h�gh rates of turnover, 
at great expense to employers (Dychtwald, Er�ckson, and Mor�son 2006). Half of younger workers actually report that they feel burned 
out, and one �n four report that they are not only seek�ng new jobs, but are seek�ng new careers (Malernee 2006).

There are also s�gn�ficant downtrends �n career amb�t�on. Data suggest that as workers move from a work-centr�c to a l�fe-centr�c or�enta-
t�on they work to l�ve; they don’t l�ve to work. It has been est�mated that at least 70 percent of promotable workers are not �nterested 
�n accept�ng more respons�b�l�ty at work, wh�ch may presage a leadersh�p cr�s�s (Sm�th 2006). 

Improving the Workplace Readiness of Generation NeXt
Most colleges can greatly �mprove the�r effect�veness �n gett�ng the�r Generat�on NeXt students ready for work. The recogn�t�on of student 
tra�ts and trans�t�on �ssues �s a necessary start�ng place for develop�ng and �mplement�ng plans to change students’ college exper�ences 
�n ways that better prepare them to successfully enter the career-or�ented, usually profess�onal, postcollege workplace.

The advantages to students, employers, and schools of �mprov�ng the read�ness of Generat�on NeXt to more successfully trans�t�on 
to work should be apparent. Graduates who are more successful and happ�er at work m�ght v�ew the�r educat�onal exper�ences more 
pos�t�vely and so may be more support�ve alumn�. Employers would certa�nly be happ�er w�th the�r new h�res �n product�v�ty and reten-
t�on, so for students, schools, and employers, �mprov�ng workplace read�ness �s a w�n-w�n-w�n.



2:38 / A Collection of Papers on Self-Study and Institutional Improvement, 2007 Volume 2, Chapter 2 

A	Universal	Institutional	Imperative

Inst�tut�ons of h�gher educat�on must make workplace read�ness a central �mperat�ve. Just as retent�on �n�t�at�ves emphas�ze the role 
of every person on campus �n help�ng students pers�st, workplace read�ness �n�t�at�ves must stress the central�ty of gett�ng students 
ready to work �n the school’s purpose, the �mportance of workplace read�ness to students and other const�tuents, and the necess�ty of 
everyone on campus mak�ng a concerted, coord�nated effort to move students to mean�ngful, funct�onal workplace read�ness. Wh�le 
career serv�ces profess�onals can ass�st and coord�nate �n these efforts, the workplace read�ness �ssues and m�ss�on are too b�g for a 
s�ngle office. Mak�ng career serv�ces respons�ble for workplace read�ness would be ak�n to mak�ng the tutor�ng center respons�ble for 
student learn�ng. W�th support from the h�ghest adm�n�strat�ve levels, everyone on campus needs to personal�ze an �nst�tut�onal m�ss�on 
statement focus�ng on workplace read�ness. Follow�ng are spec�fic act�v�t�es for �mprov�ng workplace read�ness, as well as messages 
for the faculty and �deas for better engag�ng employers.

Understanding	Realistic	Workplace	Expectations

College and the workplace are very d�fferent. Many of these d�fferences are necessary, g�ven the d�fferent m�ss�ons of schools and 
bus�nesses, but these d�fferences can make workplace read�ness and the trans�t�on to work more d�fficult for young people who do not 
understand them and so do not ant�c�pate the real�t�es of the world of work. The more they know what to expect, the better prepared 
they can be, and the less culture shock they w�ll exper�ence, when they do fully enter the workplace. Colleges need to develop and offer 
programs to commun�cate these d�fferences to students.

• College �s all about you and your learn�ng and development. Improv�ng yourself �s the goal of most college act�v�t�es. 

• Work �s focused on your contr�but�on to reach�ng a bus�ness or �nst�tut�onal goal, not on your personal development. You 
reach your goals by help�ng the organ�zat�on reach �ts goals, but your personal goals are not the central focus of work.

• At college, the focus was on your earn�ng grades. 

• Work focuses on some �dent�fiable output that you are respons�ble for, but that �s not spec�fically about you.

• At college you have been the consumer of many serv�ces focused on your learn�ng and your development. Whatever you have 
produced has been �n the serv�ce of your personal development.

• Work �s about be�ng a producer, generally for someone else. To cont�nue to be a consumer, you must become a successful 
producer.

• College often allows for negot�at�on �n act�v�t�es, ass�gnments, and even outcomes; you dec�de what you want to do. College 
may often appear art�fic�al; act�v�t�es are created w�th l�m�ted obv�ous relat�on to the real world.

• Work tends to be more �nflex�ble �n t�mes, deadl�nes, appearance, and outcomes. It �s the real world w�th real �mpacts, 
respons�b�l�t�es, and consequences.

• At college you have taken many d�fferent k�nds of classes and have been urged to develop general �nterests.

•  Wh�le a broad range of �nterests and sk�lls �s valued at work, �t �s your ab�l�ty to make a un�que contr�but�on that makes you 
the most valuable. To have the most value at work, you must spec�al�ze and demonstrate spec�fic and relevant sk�lls others 
don’t have. Unfortunately, these are often not the same sk�lls that brought soc�al or academ�c success �n college. 

• College act�v�t�es were usually h�ghly d�rected; someone told you very spec�fically what was expected and what you needed 
to do. 

• Work requ�res more self-d�rect�on and problem solv�ng �n reach�ng the organ�zat�onal goals that are your respons�b�l�ty.

• At college, much of the work was content based; you were expected to learn certa�n fact-based mater�al for the test, ass�gn-
ment, or other graded evaluat�on. 

• Work requ�res complex cr�t�cal th�nk�ng, wh�ch comb�nes content sk�lls w�th �ntellectual and observat�onal sk�lls.

• College, and other schools, supported and helped foster your self-esteem. 

• Work �s �nterested �n product�on, and �f you do not contr�bute to the product�on, you can expect a consequence from people 
who are not part�cularly concerned w�th your self-esteem.

• College often has often prov�ded lots of pra�se, �nclud�ng h�gh grades.

• Work rarely offers lav�sh pra�se, but �nstead frequent cr�t�c�sm.

• At college you had lots of flex�b�l�ty. You could usually set your own schedule, �nclud�ng your class schedule.

• Work rarely allows for much flex�b�l�ty �n days worked, hours worked, or what you do dur�ng work hours. Schedules and act�v�-
t�es are prescr�bed for you.
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• At college you could mostly hang w�th peers of your own choos�ng. 

• At work the groups are m�xed by age, and you don’t get to p�ck who you work w�th.

• College �s appearance or�ented and supports your look�ng cool and casual. 

• Appearance at work �s expected to be mature, and you are expected to look busy, not casual.

Faculty and staff members should ant�c�pate defens�veness when confront�ng students w�th workplace real�t�es. Students generally do 
not l�ke hear�ng the real�t�es of what work l�fe �s l�ke and may argue that these character�st�cs do not apply to them or to the�r chosen 
l�ne of work. They may accuse the messenger of be�ng out of touch, of be�ng negat�ve, and of depress�ng them. The�r concerns about 
appl�cab�l�ty to them personally suggests coord�nat�ng workplace read�ness awareness act�v�t�es through majors so the typ�cal career 
expectat�ons can be more spec�fically descr�bed.

Use	peers	to	communicate	workplace	expectations. Peers can have often have a more s�gn�ficant �mpact on students from Generat�on 
NeXt than can older faculty or staff members from d�fferent generat�onal cohorts. Generat�on NeXters may see the�r peers as hav�ng more 
cred�b�l�ty than a boomer, or even an Xer, whose exper�ences they m�ght v�ew as obsolete. Peers m�ght also help d�sabuse students of 
unreal�st�cally h�gh salary expectat�ons and ant�c�pat�on of rap�d promot�ons. 

There �s also a powerful �mpact on the “evangel�sts” who commun�cate these expectat�ons to others. Students come to better understand 
the workplace real�t�es they w�ll face by shar�ng w�th others. Class projects can �nvolve �nterv�ew�ng potent�al employers about expecta-
t�ons. Recent graduates can return w�th test�mon�als. Whenever poss�ble, workplace real�t�es should be �nvest�gated and d�scovered by 
the students themselves or commun�cated by a peer they see as be�ng l�ke them.

Link	students	to	the	world	of	work. G�ven the h�gh proport�on of students who are work�ng wh�le attend�ng college, espec�ally at com-
mun�ty colleges, schools must make every effort to see that these work exper�ences relate mean�ngfully to students’ career explorat�on, 
career cho�ces, and career sk�lls and help students develop real�st�c expectat�ons of what w�ll be requ�red of them after graduat�on. 
Unfortunately, the work of many students has m�n�mal self-d�rect�on or problem solv�ng, so �t may actually confuse them about the 
nature and expectat�ons of postcollege work. Cooperat�ve educat�on, �nternsh�ps, ass�stantsh�ps, job help and job match�ng, requ�red 
contact hours, and all mechan�sms for gett�ng students �nto the career-or�ented workplace can help students develop both clearer 
expectat�ons and mean�ngful workplace sk�lls.

Increase	future	orientation	and	realistic	goal	setting. The short event hor�zons, enterta�nment or�entat�on, and expectat�on of �mmed�ate 
grat�ficat�on of Generat�on NeXt all consp�re to keep �ts members from mean�ngful plann�ng and goal sett�ng (Taylor 2005). Much of the 
extreme focus on the�r �mmed�ate personal development, espec�ally �n the core and l�beral arts classes where l�nks to the workplace 
are often more tangent�al than �n major or vocat�onal classes, encourages students to not look ahead. As has always been true for young 
people, but espec�ally for Generat�on NeXt, goal sett�ng �s cr�t�cal. Students’ ab�l�ty to see themselves �n the future helps more of today 
make sense, espec�ally the less fun parts. The confl�cts students face da�ly to study or play, �f looked at �mmed�ately, tend to favor the 
fun of play. Look�ng ahead to tests, grades, and workplace compet�t�veness and success �s what can make study a better cho�ce. 

Real�st�c goal sett�ng, plann�ng to reach those goals, and hopefully mak�ng cho�ces to act on those plans can have many pos�t�ve effects 
and address some of the �ssues of Generat�on NeXt. Goal sett�ng and plann�ng �mprove cr�t�cal th�nk�ng and problems solv�ng as opt�ons 
and cho�ces are explored and evaluated. They help NeXters develop the ab�l�ty to delay grat�ficat�on, opt�ng for greater rewards �n the 
future over enterta�nment today. They �mprove the�r self-efficacy and personal respons�b�l�ty, s�nce plann�ng assumes that your behav�or 
matters. F�nally, goal sett�ng and plann�ng can �mprove NeXters’ retent�on and pers�stence. Wh�le NeXters are adaptable, they are not 
espec�ally res�l�ent. Retent�on data at most schools, espec�ally two-year schools, �nd�cates that many students are not successful �n 
the�r goal of ach�ev�ng a degree �n a t�mely manner. Th�s suggests that when they encounter an obstacle, they are l�kely to abandon the�r 
course of study. Wh�le th�s �s often due to c�rcumstances beyond the student’s control, mean�ngful goal sett�ng can �mprove students’ 
�nvestment �n the�r educat�onal goals and so can �mprove pers�stence.

Methods	and	media. Many ava�lable programmat�c and �ntervent�on methods, us�ng a var�ety of l�ve and v�rtual methods and med�a, 
should be enl�sted �n the efforts to commun�cate these messages about workplace expectat�ons, read�ness, and goal sett�ng from 
or�entat�on through first-year sem�nar through senor sympos�a. In-class projects and act�v�t�es and spec�al programs from student 
serv�ces, res�dence l�fe, and others can all be used. Espec�ally effect�ve may be unexpected �ntrus�ve opportun�t�es that don’t requ�re 
students to seek out the �nformat�on or �ntervent�on. Counselors or peer educators ava�lable to fill �n for �nstructors �n “don’t cancel 
that class” programs may reach students who m�ght not otherw�se seek out �nformat�on. Onl�ne, Web-based, mult�med�a, and even 
gam�ng technology can make these messages about the real�t�es of work and the �mportance and methods of goal sett�ng ava�lable to 
any student at any t�me.

Tap	into	talent. Many young people have been subjected to relentless self-esteem programm�ng lead�ng them to bel�eve that they can do 
anyth�ng and be anyth�ng and that the�r op�n�ons are very �mportant (Twenge 2006). They tend to bel�eve they have talent, though they 
may overrate the�r own sk�lls and apt�tudes (Ast�n et al. 2002). In fact, wh�le most students can succeed, the�r opt�ons are probably not 
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l�m�tless, and there are careers and opportun�t�es for wh�ch they are better su�ted than other careers and opportun�t�es. Real�st�c goal 
sett�ng must �nclude mean�ngful career-related assessment of talent and apt�tudes by appropr�ately credent�aled career counselors so 
students can focus the�r efforts on those areas most appropr�ate to them as they move from develop�ng a general�st to a spec�fic, and 
workplace-effect�ve, sk�ll set (Lev�ne 2005b).

Impacting	the	Academy

Many of the �nd�ctments of the adult-l�fe and workplace read�ness of Generat�on NeXt can be traced to the classroom. It has been sug-
gested that most college courses represent a systemat�c fa�lure to create a learn�ng env�ronment that promotes mean�ngful, last�ng 
student development (Tagg 2004). Th�s �s espec�ally true outs�de of the vocat�onal areas and those majors d�rectly l�nked to careers, 
l�ke account�ng. 

As part of the �nst�tut�onal �mperat�ve, all faculty members must recogn�ze the �mportance of develop�ng workplace read�ness, �nclud�ng 
workplace-appropr�ate sk�lls, �n all students. Data �nd�cate that Generat�on NeXt may be the most academ�cally d�sengaged cohort of 
students ever (Ast�n et al. 2002). Many students see h�gher educat�on as a process of memor�z�ng content, trad�ng content for po�nts 
on a test, and redeem�ng those po�nts for a grade (Nathan 2005). Content-based �nstruct�on to pass�ve students, st�ll the norm �n most 
classes on most campuses, does very l�ttle to develop the sk�lls needed �n the workplace, espec�ally cr�t�cal th�nk�ng (Gard�ner 1998; 
Tagg 2004). Academ�c content and process must relate to and �mpact workplace read�ness.

Just as students are more l�kely to attend college to �mprove the�r ab�l�ty to earn than to develop a mean�ngful ph�losophy of l�fe, faculty 
members must apprec�ate that the workplace has l�ttle �nterest �n the content of most classes and �s �nstead �nterested �n process 
and sk�lls outcomes (Ast�n et al. 2002; Pryor et al. 2005). In add�t�on to techn�cal sk�lls appropr�ate to the�r vocat�on, employers want 
graduates to posses oral commun�cat�on sk�lls, the ab�l�ty to take d�rect�on (espec�ally oral d�rect�ons), sk�lls �n techn�cal wr�t�ng and 
pract�cal math, the ab�l�ty to learn, and cr�t�cal th�nk�ng and problem-solv�ng sk�lls. Employers want new h�res from colleges to be 
able to establ�sh pr�or�t�es, manage the�r own t�me, and work �ndependently. They also expect graduates to have the ab�l�t�es to work 
cooperat�vely and collaborat�vely and to show eth�cal and cultural awareness and sens�t�v�ty. Classes and class act�v�t�es that create 
cond�t�ons for students to learn and demonstrate these ab�l�t�es w�ll greatly �mprove the relevance of coursework to students and bet-
ter prepare them for the world of work, far more than the content-based �nstruct�on that �s sadly the norm �n many classes on many 
campuses (Tagg 2004).

Many faculty members may not have accurate �nformat�on about the world of work, espec�ally those who have never, or at least not 
recently, worked outs�de the academy. Most profess�onal fields are chang�ng rap�dly, so faculty members who have not ma�nta�ned 
contact w�th pract�ce �n the�r d�sc�pl�ne can be ser�ously out of touch. It �s �ncumbent on these faculty persons to learn about the places 
the�r students are work�ng, and asp�r�ng to work, to better understand the�r work-read�ness needs. 

Impacting	the	Workplace

Wh�le career fa�rs, job �nterv�ews, and adv�sory boards �n bus�ness and techn�cal areas have long been fixtures on college campuses, 
connect�ng the campus to the world of work and potent�al employers, new l�nks must be establ�shed. Th�s �s espec�ally true for academ�c 
areas that have trad�t�onally been removed from the workplace, l�ke l�beral arts, human�t�es, and core classes.

Unfortunately, there �s �nadequate mean�ngful data on the job sat�sfact�on and performance of college graduates (Pascarella and 
Terenz�n� 2005). Schools that are not already do�ng so should gather data from employers, both qual�tat�ve and quant�tat�ve, on the 
real workplace read�ness of the�r graduates. Beyond placement rates and salary data, feedback on how employers rate the workplace 
competenc�es of graduates and the ab�l�t�es of graduates to segue �nto entry-level career pos�t�ons can help schools adjust classes and 
programs to better meet students’ developmental and workplace needs.

Schools need to better connect employers and the�r expectat�ons to the campus. Every faculty and staff person �nvolved �n student 
development, and so �n student workplace read�ness, should have opportun�t�es to meet w�th and hear from employers about what 
employers expect from new h�res, the �ssues they are fac�ng w�th recent graduates, and the�r suggest�ons for the college �n �mprov�ng 
workplace read�ness. Employer forums for all academ�c and student serv�ce areas could �mprove the schools’ understand�ng of and 
response to workplace needs. Faculty and staff members should v�s�t workplaces to see where the�r students actually �ntend to use the 
sk�lls the college �s help�ng them develop, or needs to help them develop. 

Students can also benefit from d�rect contact w�th employers about expectat�ons long before the job fa�r or �nterv�ew. Of course, plac-
�ng students �n the workplace, espec�ally �n pre-profess�onal pos�t�ons that relate to the�r career cho�ces, �s �nvaluable �n help�ng them 
develop real�st�c understand�ngs of the world of work. Part-t�me work, cooperat�ve educat�on, �nternsh�ps, and all such placements and 
l�nks can also help employers ga�n a better understand�ng of our students’ (the�r future workers’) developmental needs, wh�ch m�ght 
be commun�cated back to the faculty and staff to ult�mately �mprove the read�ness of Generat�on NeXt to enter the workforce.
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Conclusions
G�ven the �mportance of prepar�ng students to work for the students themselves, our schools, employers and the workplace, and soc�ety 
�n general, and g�ven ev�dence of the d�fficult�es the young people of Generat�on NeXt are hav�ng �n successfully enter�ng the world of 
work, colleges are encouraged to exam�ne the�r �nst�tut�onal and personal �ssues �n prepar�ng students to go to work. A school-w�de 
�mperat�ve to make work read�ness a core m�ss�on �s recommended as are �mprov�ng students’ awareness of real�st�c workplace expec-
tat�ons, better l�nk�ng of students to the world of work, evaluat�ng the work-read�ness �mpacts of �nstruct�onal content and methods, 
and better connect�ng schools to employers and the workplace.
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