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Jobs for the Future (JFF) drives transformation of the U.S. education and workforce systems to 
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Introduction  
Over the past few years, education and workforce organizations have flooded the ether with this 
message to would-be community college students: “If you want a good job, get technical skills.” I’ve 
given that advice myself.   
 
Despite the fact that many learners are attracted to the humanities and liberal arts, in our work with 
postsecondary systems and institutions, we’ve observed that community college students—
particularly those from low-income backgrounds—are often advised to avoid those subjects in favor 
of STEM-related courses like information technology, health care, and engineering. The reason is 
clear: Unless students have had explicit career preparation and acquired recognized credentials, 
two-year associate’s degrees in the humanities and/or liberal arts (HLA) don’t offer much more labor 
market value than a high school diploma.1 

Recognizing that, most community colleges simply assume that HLA students will transfer to four-
year programs; they don’t have a Plan B. And HLA majors make up a large group of the nearly 40% 
of associate degree earners who never complete four-year degrees.2 Many of these students are 
people of color and/or individuals from low-income backgrounds, raising serious concerns about 
whether their degrees are the engines of equitable economic advancement they are intended to be.3 

But this is the age of artificial intelligence (AI), and at Jobs for the Future (JFF), we believe that 
students should now be getting a different, perhaps counterintuitive, message about the value of 
HLA degrees. The message should be “It’s capacities nurtured in the humanities and liberal arts that 
are most important to employers in this new and evolving world of work. Tech skills are also nice to 
have.”   

As employers embrace AI to automate and streamline time-consuming and labor-intensive tasks, 
they’re beginning to realize what AI can’t do. It can’t look people in the eye, read their body 
language, draw on intuition, or listen empathetically as a colleague explains a problem. These are 
the uniquely human capabilities that make for high functioning work environments, and they won’t be 
replaced by technology.   

Not surprisingly, communication tops LinkedIn’s list of the most in-demand skills for professionals in 
2024, and the professional networking site identifies adaptability as “the top skill of the moment.”4 
Moreover, the World Economic Forum’s 2023 Future of Jobs report names cognitive skills such as 
analytical thinking and creativity as top priorities for employers but also emphasizes that it’s 
important to have “the skills that make us human,” such as “leadership skills . . . social influence, and 
the ability to work with other people.”5 And research by David Deming, an economist at the Harvard 
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Kennedy School, has shown that it’s increasingly important for workers to have excellent social skills 
to go with their technical expertise.6 And there are many additional examples.  

“As employers embrace AI to automate and streamline time-
consuming and labor-intensive tasks, they’re beginning to realize 
what AI can’t do. It can’t look people in the eye, read their body 
language, draw on intuition, or listen empathetically as a 
colleague explains a problem. These are the uniquely human 
capabilities that make for high functioning work environments, 
and they won’t be replaced by technology.”   

 

A New Initiative to Raise the Profile of Liberal Arts 
Degrees  
This brief describes an innovative effort to enhance the value of community college humanities and 
liberal arts majors and highlights the important contribution HLA studies can make to career 
preparation. Funded by the Jack, Joseph and Morton Mandel Foundation, the initiative, known as 
Humanities to Career, is being piloted at three schools— Bunker Hill Community College (BHCC) in 
Boston, Lorain County Community College (LCCC) in Ohio, and Northern Virginia Community 
College (NOVA). Those institutions are engaged in efforts to determine whether combinations of 
HLA coursework, a focus on development of professional skills, training that leads to a certification 
with labor market value, and on-the-job work experience can put liberal arts and humanities 
graduates at the front of the hiring queue rather than the end. JFF is supporting the colleges’ efforts 
and evaluating the implementation and outcomes of their programs.  

The goal for the pilot phase of Humanities to Career is to breathe life into HLA programs by 
demonstrating that studying art, languages, literature, history, and the social sciences can prepare 
students for the job market by helping them develop the professional skills (also known as durable 
skills, employability skills, or human skills) that are key to success in all jobs in any line of work.7 
Taught with an explicit focus on promoting the development of professional skills, HLA disciplines 
can help students become flexible, creative, and innovative problem-solvers, communicators, and 
team members as well as global citizens adept at navigating diversity—qualities highly valued in the 
labor market.  
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The one challenge this initiative faces is determining how to define professional skills, how to talk 
about them, and how workers and learners can demonstrate that they have them. Making progress 
on those fronts would represent an important contribution that would benefit recruiters, hiring 
managers, and job-seeking HLA students themselves.   

This initiative, of course, isn’t the first to point to a connection between in-demand professional skills 
and what one learns and reflects on in HLA coursework. College catalogues and course descriptions 
list outcomes of HLA studies using many of the same terms that employers use in job postings: 
communication, critical thinking, creativity, and problem-solving, for example. But these types of 
skills are abstract and open to varying personal interpretations. In addition, there’s no single, agreed-
upon list of the specific capabilities included in the term professional skills; rather we have many 
overlapping ones.8 Thus, educators are in the same boat as employers in assessing whether 
students and jobseekers have these skills and can actually put them to work.   

What we do know is that workplace experiences are a much more powerful way for students to 
practice professional skills than classroom instruction and activities can alone provide. Newer 
approaches to teaching professional skills in school include virtual reality experiences and online 
role-playing exercises—interesting innovations, but still not the real thing. The Humanities to Career 
project, in contrast, combines classroom instruction about professional or durable skills with work-
based learning programs that offer real-world on-the-job experience. Work-based learning is a 
common element of many postsecondary earn-and-learn programs, but it’s rarely included in HLA 
curricula.   

An additional challenge that the initiative faces is that even if students can demonstrate through 
certifications, portfolios of past project work, or interviews that they have a set of sought-after 
employability skills, faculty and staff at the pilot colleges say that employers may not know exactly 
what skills they’re seeking, often taking an “I’ll know it when I see it” approach. This observation is 
validated by a recent Harvard Business School report which notes that while just over 50% of 
business leaders responding to a survey “were unable to assert that they knew which skills they 
were hiring for,” many of the respondents were nonetheless “critical of the skills community college 
graduates possess.”9  

The results of other surveys of employers echo those concerns, which can be summed-up as 
“Young graduates aren’t work-ready.” According to a recent JFF report about the communication 
gap between employers and Generation Z workers, “survey data indicates that managers 
persistently believe Gen Z workers have failed to develop a sufficient ‘work ethic’ and must be taught 
workplace discipline to succeed.”10 And a recent survey from Intelligent found that “38% of 
employers avoid hiring recent college graduates in favor of older employees.”11     
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The reasons for employer resistance to hiring recent graduates are unclear. Perhaps cartoonist 
Randy Glasbergen accurately captured the mentality of managers who find it challenging to work 
with a younger pool of more diverse job applicants. It may not be just because they’re inexperienced. 
In a 1999 cartoon, he depicted a boss offering these instructions to a hiring manager: “We need to 
focus on diversity. Your goal is to hire people who look different, but think just like me.”12  

The Humanities to Career Initiative Today  
The Humanities to Career initiative launched at the start of 2024. The three participating colleges 
have moved into the early stages of implementation, drawing on resources and programs already in 
place and inventing new ones.   

The observations we shared above about the challenges involved in creating programs that help 
HLA students develop and demonstrate professional skills came from conversations we had during 
our first gathering as a learning community with representatives from the pilot sites. Below we offer 
brief overviews of each college’s strategy.   

In subsequent briefs and updates on the project, we will share observations about how the colleges 
are developing students’ professional skills, as well as share specific initiatives, such as NOVA’s 
design and rollout of badging and micro-credential programs, BHCC’s expansion of its 
Ethnographies of Work program, and LCCC’s efforts to encourage its many early college students to 
continue in HLA studies.   

Finally, as the project matures, we will be sure to discuss progress in conversations with employers 
about valuing the capabilities and expertise of workers who are graduates of two-year liberal arts 
programs.   

But first, to put the project in context, here’s a look at the vision and strategies the Mandel 
Foundation presented to the colleges that were invited to apply to participate in the pilot in the winter 
of 2023.  

Applicants were asked to show how they might do the following:   

• Embed high-value business and professional credentials into HLA courses  

• Incorporate lessons and activities that introduce students to the world of work into HLA 
coursework  

• Add internships or other types of work-based learning experiences to HLA programs  
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• Design and facilitate faculty and staff professional development opportunities  

• Partner with employers to increase the perceived value of professional skills and 
competencies that students build in HLA degree programs    

All three grantees welcomed the goals enthusiastically. The opportunity enabled them to address a 
problem hiding in plain sight. Their HLA students fall into two categories, both at risk of poor labor 
market returns: HLA majors and those who never complete a career-oriented program and graduate 
with a “general education” degree. In many schools, these two groups make up 40% or more of 
community college graduates. And while some of these students transfer to four-year institutions, far 
more never attain a bachelor’s degree.   

The message that leaders of the three community colleges participating in the pilot have for their 
colleagues at other institutions is this: While community colleges are and should be refining their 
workforce programming—making sure that their offerings in fields like health care, manufacturing 
tech, IT, and green jobs are up to date—they should also be touting humanities and liberal arts as 
valuable for all students. Additionally, despite the challenges of setting up internships and other 
earn-and-learn programs for HLA students, they should be offering HLA students the same kinds of 
career development opportunities they make available to those who major in subjects related to 
STEM and health care. The three colleges in the pilot each have strong career-oriented programs for 
their STEM and health care majors, and they’re adapting components of those programs for HLA 
majors.  

One intriguing aspect of the pilot is that the three colleges operate in three quite different labor 
markets: the Boston metro area (with major employers in the biotechnology, health care, and 
education), Northern Virginia (aerospace, IT, defense, and government), and greater Cleveland 
(manufacturing, IT, and bio-health).   

In addition, several other differences stand out, including the fact that the size and makeup of the 
three schools’ student bodies differ in several ways. For example, BHCC and Lorain each have 
around 9,000 students while NOVA has an enrollment of 51,000 across six campuses. People of 
color represent 84% of the student population at BHCC, 67% at NOVA, and 26% at LCCC. Full-time 
students account for less than 30% of the enrollment at all three colleges. And at BHCC, 55% of the 
students are enrolled exclusively online; at the other two institutions, that figure is about 30%.13   

These differences will add complexity to the process of analyzing and evaluating data and 
outcomes, but they will also enrich our findings and conclusions.   
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“Educators are in the same boat as employers in assessing 
whether students and jobseekers have [professional] skills and 
can actually put them to work.” 

 

A Closer Look at the Pilot Projects   
Bunker Hill Community College: The phrase that best characterizes the BHCC approach is 
“career everywhere,” meaning students will experience career development touchpoints throughout 
the college experience, rather than only during orientation and when they’re close to completing their 
degrees. BHCC is redesigning its humanities and liberal arts pathways to integrate work-based 
learning and career-oriented skill-building and credentialing across the HLA curriculum.   

The pilot takes advantage of work already underway at BHCC. Since 2019, all entering students 
enroll in a first-year humanities learning community that links several courses, one of which is 
Ethnographies of Work (EOW). This course critically examines the world of work through worksite 
observations, personal reflections, and career planning and exploration activities.14 Acting on 
feedback from members of an employer roundtable and insights offered by BHCC faculty and staff 
members at the start of the Humanities to Career project, the college plans to build a micro-
credentialing program that will help students articulate the professional skills they acquire in the 
classroom when they begin looking for jobs.   

In addition, BHCC has woven its Humanities to Career pilot project into a five-year Title V Career 
Pathways project. In the pathways project, which is now in its third year, BHCC is creating six guided 
pathways, each of which represents a broad vocational area or field of interest in which similar 
programs of study are grouped. Students are assigned a pathway coach when they enter BHCC, 
and nearly 9,000 students have selected a guided pathway since the program launched in the 
summer of 2022. A major challenge of HLA transformation in general is to create more opportunities 
for HLA students to participate in paid internships and other earn-and-learn experiences that reflect 
their interests and skills. The Humanities to Career pilot allows BHCC to focus greater attention on 
developing those kinds of opportunities.  

Lorain County Community College: LCCC was the first college out of the gate in the Humanities 
to Career initiative. This past spring, the school enrolled a cohort of 30 students in an HLA co-
curricular learning community that’s designed to foster an environment in which students have 
opportunities to explore careers, earn industry credentials, and prepare for internships. Some 
students have already begun internships. Another element of the program is training for faculty 
members to help them better understand the needs of the local labor market.   
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The HLA students will be encouraged to pair with their work toward their current majors with training 
from providers like the Google Career Certificates program that leads to credentials in specialties 
like graphic design and user experience and user interface design. The college is also offering 
students the option of documenting their skills and accomplishments in comprehensive learner 
records and portfolios.   

A major goal is to increase the perceived value of professional and durable skills and competencies 
among local employers. Unlike the other two colleges, LCCC’s focus is on HLA students who will 
transfer to four-year programs, but the intent is to ensure that they do so with a specific career plan 
and marketable workplace experience.  

Northern Virginia Community College: Because Northern Virginia is located near the nation’s 
capital, NOVA students have a vast number of industries to explore. The school’s HLA majors are 
embedded in a division that includes 28 disciplines, a majority of which are humanities-based.    

Educators in NOVA’s Leveraging the Liberal Arts community launched the institution’s Humanities to 
Career pilot by forming an advisory council to identify the specific career skills to emphasize through 
the project. In the spring of 2024, the advisory council asked local industry leaders for feedback 
about the types of durable and professional skills they’re seeking in job applicants. Then NOVA 
established a program called the HLA Career and Learning Readiness Institute, which will offer 
workshops and lectures focusing on the skills industry leaders identified. NOVA is also developing a 
micro-credentialing program with accompanying project-based assignments and professional 
development activities to complement coursework that’s being expanded to include real-world career 
preparation.   

The capstone activity for HLA students is a “micro-internship”—a short-term paid work-based 
learning experience with a local employer organized an facilitated by NOVA partner Parker Dewey, 
an organization that works with colleges and employers across the country to create on-the-job 
learning programs in which students develop work-related skills as they prepare for the transition 
from college to career.15 Students will have support from advisors and faculty while participating in 
their micro-internships.  

Evaluating the Programs   
JFF is evaluating the implementation and outcomes of the pilot projects to determine how effective 
they are at nurturing and strengthening the durable and professional skills that employers value in 
combination with the other pilot components—particularly work experience and industry credentials. 
We’re at the end of year one of our evaluation, and these four main research questions are driving 
our work:  
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1. How effective were each school’s implementation strategies in meeting the intended goals of 
the initiative?  

2. How did activities designed to enhance HLA coursework contribute to student outcomes?  

3. In what ways are colleges preparing and positioning HLA students to succeed in the labor 
market?  

4. What do faculty, administrators, employers, and students see as the value of HLA 
education?  

We’ll also be considering a number of additional questions, including these two, which are 
particularly relevant to the development of coursework and activities that prepare students for 
careers by helping them develop and demonstrate professional skills:  

1. Are students able to clearly and effectively communicate their technical and professional 
skills to employers?   

2. What did students gain from their work-based learning experiences in terms of skills, career 
preparation and knowledge, and access to mentors and broader professional networks?  

We’re optimistic that the three pilot projects that have been launched as part of this effort to 
reimagine liberal arts programs will identify new approaches to postsecondary education and career 
preparation that will not only put community college liberal arts and humanities students in better 
positions to land quality jobs and enter careers offering opportunities for economic advancement but 
also help employers to better understand and value the skills and expertise students gain in two-year 
programs.  
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