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DEVELOPING SOFT SKILLS THROUGH CAREER COUNSELING FOR
GRADUATE STUDENTS

Abstract: In this article we consider the problem of soft skills development through
career counseling of graduate students. In the course of literature analysis we have established
that “soft skills” allow any person, especially students, to realize themselves in professional
activity, as well as to increase its efficiency and ensure the achievement of career growth. It
was determined that the application of career counseling is especially important for students,
taking into account its modern peculiarities in relation to the fact that students of the last courses
have different needs of their development as future specialists. The results of the questionnaire
survey showed the importance for students to develop indicators of soft skills, including
through career counseling. The developed Program of soft skills development through career
counseling offered for training of final year students allowed to increase the indicators of the
main soft skills of students: communication; teamwork; leadership; presentation skills; time
management; problem solving and creativity.
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Introduction. The relevance of the research topic lies in the presence of problems that
can be solved with the help of career counseling. The first problem should be recognized as
high requirements of the modern labor market to university graduates. Since the modern
employer expects specialists who have not only deep knowledge in their professional field, but
also the presence of such developed soft skills as soft communication, critical thinking skills,
soft skills in teamwork, creativity and many others. Also, many graduate students find it
difficult to find a job after graduation. Many do not even know how to find a suitable position
in their profession, how to make a resume, how to prepare for an interview, how to define their
career goals, and so on.

Career counseling is quite often used to develop soft skills, which can help students in
their final years to realize the importance and necessity of developing such skills. Career
counseling can then provide students with the tools to further improve the most important soft
skills for a career.

It is believed that career counseling is one of the methods that can help students develop
key indicators of soft skills and become more confident in themselves and their abilities. Also,
career counseling can help students navigate the world of work, increase their competitiveness
in the labor market, and facilitate the employment process. In addition, career counseling
provides an opportunity to develop effective communication skills, easily solve existing
problems, make good decisions and adapt to changing conditions, which is considered useful
in the professional field and in ordinary life. At the same time, the development of soft skills
contributes to the personal growth of students, and it seems important especially in the last
years of study, because then it may be too late to develop them, as it will be necessary to work
hard.
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The purpose of the study is to examine the importance of career counseling in developing
soft skills in graduate students and to evaluate the effectiveness of the proposed program.

Objectives of the study: to conduct a literature review on the problem of soft skills
development and career counseling for students; to determine the importance of career
counseling for graduate students; to develop a career counseling program aimed at developing
soft skills in graduate students; to evaluate the effectiveness of the proposed program.

Research methods and organization

The research methods were defined as: literature analysis; survey; methods of
generalization, grouping, logical and mathematical analysis and system description.

The study was conducted in two stages:

1. Theoretical - conducting a literary analysis;

2. Practical: conducting an experiment, in which a program for the development of soft
skills by means of career counseling is developed, and the effectiveness of soft skills
development is evaluated.

To study the relationship between the development of soft skills and career counseling
among graduate students, an anonymous questionnaire survey was conducted. The survey was
conducted on the basis of a self-developed questionnaire using GoogleForm program in which
the questions formulated in advance were uploaded. The survey was attended by 62 students
of Toraigyrov University in Pavlodar, studying at technical specialties. The questionnaire
included questions to establish knowledge of soft skills and to find out the level of perception
of the importance of developing these skills for career advancement. The most important
question in this questionnaire is the one that includes self-assessment of the level of
development of soft skills within the proposed competencies. A five-point scale was proposed
for self-assessment. The obtained results were processed using the methods of generalization,
grouping, logical and mathematical analysis and system description.

A literature review of the research topic.

There is a large number of definitions of the term “soft skills.” Thus, the Oxford
Dictionary defines them as personal qualities of a person that enable him/her to communicate
effectively with others (Oxford Dictionary, n.d.). While Batsunov and Derecha emphasize that
these are personal qualities and unified skills that allow increasing the efficiency of activity
and communication with other people, through the ability to manage development, time, and
persuade another (Batsunov & Derecha, n.d.). Abashkina (2015) proposes to consider soft
skills as human qualities, without which even a person who considers himself the best
professional cannot achieve a good result. Golulman, Bortsich, and McKee (2009) showed by
examples from practice that the level of development of soft skills determines the effectiveness
of a person in the profession and his career. According to the author, it is the level of
development of soft skills that distinguish a successful professional worker from an
unsuccessful one. Gaiduchenko and Marushev (n.d.) connect soft skills as allowing a person to
find a common language with other people, establish connections, and maintain them, which
is important in life and in industrial activity.

Career counseling of final-year students is usually understood as a process of joint work
of a professional counselor with a student, which is aimed at establishing values regarding the
activity in terms of determining the professional interest, degree of education, level of available
skills, and experience (Selivanova, 2014). Counseling includes the analysis of resources and
opportunities, long-term and immediate goals, to ensure the student's self-realization in
professional activity both in the labor market and in a particular enterprise or organization. The
main purpose of career counseling is to assist young people in the process of vocational
education and self-determination in a specialty or profession. This is explained by the fact that
in higher education a secondary stage of self-determination takes place, which gives the
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opportunity to clarify the goals regarding the profession and professional growth, and
necessarily indicate the main motives for the formation of their career (Shamardina &
Kozhevnikova, 2019; Alaeddin & Litvina, 2021).

The main tasks that a career consultant has to solve for graduate students and for any
other client include informing the client about the types of career growth and specific
opportunities, establishing levels of professional skills that ensure the development of
competence and job growth opportunities, mastering the factors and basic conditions that
contribute to career development in a particular profession or position, and establishing intra-
organizational and professional indicators and personal interests. Additionally, a career
consultant must identify existing barriers to career development and ways to overcome them,
identify indicators of professional growth that are directly related to a future career, and
establish personal and professional potential in relation to a career (motivation, style of activity,
achievements, level of claims, value orientations, creative potential, innovative orientation,
features of interaction with people and with management, etc.). They must also help draw up a
career development program (or a career path) of service or professional growth (Sargsyan,
2021).

A career counseling program is usually developed in three stages (Alaeddin & Litvina,
2021):

1. At the first stage, a person's attitude to career is established: the concept of
professional development, motivation and professional orientation, professional goals, values,
and plans are considered.

2. Atthe second stage, the person is analyzed by the following indicators: current labor
performance, professional preparedness, professional qualification, and compliance with the
set goals for career development.

3. The third stage involves planning the individual's career and discussing the selected
career strategy.

Career counseling for future professionals (or future university graduates) differs from
the counseling of other groups of employees and has its own features, which in turn depend,
according to Shirokova (2019), on the following: professional self-determination needed by
students in the last years as future professionals, conditions based on self-development, self-
realization, independent implementation, and the level of career guidance organized in the
university.

The peculiarities of special career counseling that should be taken into account by
graduate students as future professionals in the process of learning how to create a successful
career are highlighted. Career goals are not yet fully understood and realized by the student, so
they cannot express the initial reason or their request, as they do not always correctly present
their future professional activity. This prevents them from independently determining the goals
of career development and developing certain career goals. They often resist advice coming
from their elders. For the most effective presentation, it is important to know the personality-
typological, cognitive, emotional-volitional, and other abilities of a young person. Career
counseling used by modern students is usually very theoretical and virtual and therefore not
always effective. However, career counseling in the form of a developed program helps to
motivate students to realize their career goals (Ivanova & Dubinenkova, 2012; Brown & Lent,
2020).

The results of the study and discussion

In the course of literature analysis, it was established that in all definitions it seems to be
common that “soft skills” help a person to be realized in the profession. On this basis, it is
possible to consider soft skills through the system of competencies, which include any personal
skills that allow increasing the efficiency of professional activity and career growth of a

70



Higher education in Kazakhstan Ne2 (46) / 2024

specialist. Almost all experts and researchers emphasize that in the modern world it is necessary
and important to use career counseling for students, especially in the last courses. At the same
time, it is important to take into account the peculiarities of modern career counseling in
relation to the last year students as future specialists. Taking into account these peculiarities, it
is suggested to conduct counseling to prepare students for career development, ensuring the
career development is successful.

Results of the questionnaire survey

The results of answering the question of whether you are familiar with the term and
characteristics of soft skills are as follows: the majority of graduate students (61%) have an
idea about soft skills, but some of them (36%) need additional explanation (counseling) about
this term. While only 24% are familiar with the concept of career counseling, the rest are not
familiar with the term. The results of answering the question of which soft skills help to achieve
a successful career are labeled according to Figure 1.

Figure 1
Results of the importance of soft skills that help to achieve a successful career, in %
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The analysis of the results showed that graduate students believe that the most important
soft skills for achieving a successful career are critical thinking (83%), teamwork (89%),
creativity (83%), communication skills (76%) and the ability to learn in new ways (62%). This
allows us to assume that students recognize, in relation to careers, the importance of developing
their mental abilities, the ability to work with others and adapt to new situations. However,
skills such as leadership, adaptability, problem solving and time management were rated
significantly lower by them, which are considered particularly important in practice. All this
may suggest that students have not yet encountered the major issues of human development in
professional practice and have not yet realized their importance.

The results of answers to the question showing the general level of self-assessment in the
scope of proposed soft skills are shown in Table 1

71

100



Table 1
Results of self-assessment of the importance of soft skills for graduate students, in %
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Score Ability  to |Critical Teamwork |Creativity Adaptability Communication
points learn  new |thinking skills
things

5 points | 0 16 0 7 0 2
4 points | 0 14 9 28 7 24
3 points | 14 36 24 29 26 40
2 points | 22 26 38 36 41 31

1 point | 64 9 29 0 26 3

The highest self-assessments are given to the following soft skills: creative thinking and
communication skills, as they received the highest score, albeit in a small number: 16 and 2%.
It should also be noted that no one highly evaluated the importance of such skills as teamwork
and adaptability (0% each). The importance of creativity (28%), communication skills (24%),
critical thinking (24%), teamwork (9%) and adaptability (7%) are rated 4 points or good. On
average, all of the identified soft skills are considered important. Insignificantly important are
mostly identified by many students, and first of all they are Ability to learn new things (64%),
Teamwork (28%) and Adaptability (26%).

Figure 2 shows the results of answers to the question what methods and means you or
the university apply to improve the development of soft skills.

Figure 2
Structure of answers to the question what methods and means you or the university use
to improve the development of soft skills, in %.
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The analysis of the obtained data allows us to conclude that graduate students actively
use various methods and means to improve the development of soft skills. At the same time,
special training courses (they account for 42%) and trainings (38%) are more used. It should
also be noted that many students read special literature (33%) and participate in projects (32%).
Participation in social activities is not a common method of developing soft skills (only 12%)).

At the same time it should be noted that career counseling is not used by graduate
students, perhaps they are not available to them or do not know enough about the importance
of career counseling. It is also worth mentioning that 17% of students mentioned other
methods, even if they did not label them, the main thing that graduates are willing to use to
improve the development of soft skills.
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The results of answers to the question whether it is necessary to include in the educational
or additional courses of higher education institutions the training of soft skills through career
counseling: Yes - 95, 2%; No - 4,8%;

The results show that the vast majority of graduate students (95.2%) believe that it is
necessary to include career counseling in academic or supplemental higher education courses
to teach soft skills. While only 4.8% were against this idea.

A program to develop soft skills through career counseling for graduate student learning:

1. Introduction.

2. Definition of soft skills.
3. Assessment (diagnosis) of the current level of soft skills development
4. Career counseling measures of soft skills development through measures of
specific soft skills needed to achieve career advancement: Communication Skills; Time
Management; Problem Solving and Critical Thinking; Teamwork; Leadership and others.

5. Feedback and evaluation of progress.
6. Benchmark assessment of soft skills development.
7. Re-training: if required results are not obtained.

Career counseling interventions aimed at developing soft skills in graduate students may
include the following activities we have outlined in Table 2.

Table 2

Career counseling interventions to develop soft skills in graduate students

Skills Activities Career counselor activities

Communication Communication skills training | acts as a training facilitator, leads

skills exercises and discussions, helps
participants learn new

communication techniques and learn
to express themselves effectively

challenges: how to overcome
obstacles and achieve success?

Time management | Master class on  time | invites a time-management expert
management (Time
Management)

Problem solving Problem-solving roundtable: | organizes a meeting where students
Career development | can share their problems and find

solutions together. Maintains an
atmosphere  of openness and
cooperation, helping participants to
develop critical thinking and the
ability to find compromises.

“Leadership and emotional
intelligence: the key to career
success.

Team Leadership: How to
Achieve Success Together”

Teamwork Business game on teamwork | Creates an environment for students
to practice teamwork, solve complex
problems, and learn to collaborate.

Leadership Leadership Lecture: An experienced leader is invited to

speak about their principles and
approaches to leadership.
Participants can ask questions and
receive valuable advice on leadership
development.

Presentation skills

Presentation Skills Training:
“How to persuade an audience
or mastery of public speaking”

provide students with individualized
support and feedback.
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“Stress  Management and
Confidence in Speaking
Creativity Organization of competitions: | provide students with individualized
“How to offer a wunique | support and feedback.

solution to  create an
innovative product or service”
“How to attract attention and
be remembered by creating an
advertising campaign”

Thus, it was found that all activities within the Soft Skills Development through Career
Counseling Program are aimed at helping graduate students develop the soft skills necessary
for a successful career. In doing so, the career counselor plays a key role in organizing and
conducting these activities, as well as providing support and assistance to the participants as
feedback is established between him/her and the students.

Results of the assessment of the benchmark level of soft skills development in
comparison with the initial level (in points).

Figure 3
Comparative assessment results in points

m At the beginning of At the end of

The results of comparative analysis showed that after the implementation of career
counseling measures, graduate students improved in the development of all soft skills. The
highest rates were noted in communication skills, teamwork, leadership, presentation skills,
time management, and problem solving, while the lowest rate was noted in creativity. These
findings are indirectly supported by other studies that have focused on similar topics. For
example, Sarkisyan (2021) considers career counseling as one of the methods of building a
successful career in college students. Sarkisyan emphasizes the importance of psychological
support for students and the need to account for the peculiarities of modern career counseling
for students as future professionals who are to be employed. Therefore, they need soft skills
such as presentation skills, time management, problem solving, and teamwork.

The importance of developing soft skills through career counseling is also confirmed by
Ivanova and Dubinenkova (2012), who conducted a study on the development of soft skills
through career counseling. They focused on the state and local government system and
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highlighted the effectiveness of training and development of soft skills in enhancing career
outcomes.

Conclusions

Literature analysis on the problem of soft skills development and career counseling for
graduate students found that students need such soft skills as communication skills, teamwork,
leadership skills, creativity, time management and some others, as they are the ones that allow
them to adapt to changing conditions and interact effectively with others, which is important
for achieving a successful career. Career counseling (in its various methods and techniques) is
recognized as one of the effective tools to help graduate students develop soft skills, as it makes
students analyze their strengths and weaknesses, helps to identify goals and strategies for
upcoming career development. According to other researchers soft skills development and
career counseling are important aspects of students' education. As they help students to prepare
for their future career, increase their competitiveness in the labor market and achieve success
in professional activities.

Through a questionnaire survey, we established the importance of career counseling for
graduate students. Based on this, we developed a career counseling program aimed at
developing soft skills in graduate students, which includes specific measures to develop such
soft skills as communication, time management, problem solving, teamwork, leadership,
presentation skills and creativity. The evaluation of the effectiveness of the proposed program
showed that all the career counseling measures we conducted can be recognized as effective,
as they allowed to develop the most important soft skills in graduate students.

Conlflict of Interest Statement
The authors declare no potential conflicts of interest regarding the research, authorship,
or publication of this article.

References

Abashkina, O. (2015). Soft skills: xmrou x kapeepe [Soft skills: the key to a career].
Retrieved from http://zhurnal.mipt.rssi.ru. (https://www.pro-personal.ru/article/7811-soft-
skills-klyuch-k-karere

Alaeddin, L., Litvina M. (2021). Peanu3anus nporpamMm KapbepHOTO KOHCYJIbTHPOBAHUS
B opranm3ammu [Implementation of career counseling programs in the organization/.
Ekonomicheskie issledovaniya i razrabotki, 1,26-32.

Brown, S., & Lent, R. (2020). Career Development and Counseling. John Wiley & Sons,
1-29. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781394258994.

Gajduchenko E., Marushev A. (n.g.) EQ vs IQ: 4To Takoe 3MOIMOHATBHBIA HHTEIUICKT
u kak ero passuBaTh [EQ vs IQ: what is emotional intelligence and how to develop it].
Retrieved from https://changellenge.com/article/eq-vs-ig-chtotakoe-emotsionalnyy-intellekt-i-
kak-ego-razvivat

Goulman D., Borcich R., Makki E. (2009). DMonuoHansHOe JTHUIEPCTBO: UCKYCCTBO
yIIpaBJICHUS JIFOIbMH Ha OCHOBE SMOIIMOHAIBHOTO HTe/uIekTa [ Emotional Leadership: The art
of managing people based on emotional intelligence]. A/'pina Biznes Buks, 301.

Hamardina, M., Kozhevnikova, A. (2019). KapbepHoe KOHCYJIbTHpPOBaHHUE: METO]
rapMOHU3AINH [ICUXOJIOTHYECKOM Ky nbTyphl pykoBoauteneii [Career counseling: a method of
harmonizing the psychological culture of managers]. Akademiya pedagogicheskih idej. Seriya:
Studencheskij nauchnyj vestnik, 3, 107-112.

Ivanova, N., Dubinenkova E. (2011). KapeepHoe KOHCYIbTHPOBAaHHE B CHCTEME
rOCyJJapCTBEHHOTO M MyHHUIHMIAJIbHOTO yripaBieHus [Career consulting in the system of state
and municipal management]. Retrieved from https://publications.hse.ru/articles/62215642

75



Higher education in Kazakhstan Ne2 (46) / 2024

Koutsafti, M., & Politi, N. (2021). Career Counseling. Research Anthology on
Navigating School Counseling in the 21st Century, 220-240. https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-
7998-8963-2.ch020.

Kumar, A., Singh, P., Ansari, S., & Pandey, S. (2022). Importance of Soft Skills and Its
Improving Factors. World  Journal of  English Language, 220-227.
https://doi.org/10.5430/wjel.v12n3p220.

Kuswanti, M., & Yulia, C. (2023). Career Counseling To Prepare For The World of
Work. Journal Research of Social Science, Economics, and Management, 1310-1314.
https://doi.org/10.59141/jrssem.v2i07.343.

Sarkisyan, E. (2021) KapbepHoe KOHCYIbTHpPOBaHUE KaK OJWH U3 METOA0B NOJArOTOBKU
CTYACHTOB KOJUIE/KEH K TOCTpoeHuIo ycrenHoi kapbepbl [Kar'ernoe konsul'tirovanie kak
odin iz metodov podgotovki studentov kolledzhej k postroeniyu uspeshnoj kar'ery]. Mirovye
civilizacii, 2,(6). Retrieved from https://wcj.world/PDF/10PSMZ221.pdf

Selivanova L.I. (2014) VYmnpaBineHue 4YelOBEUECKUMH pEeCypcaMH U KapbepHOE
KoHcyibTUpoBanue [Human resource management and career counseling]. Kostroma:
Kostromskoj gosudarstvennyj universitet im.N.A. Nekrasova, 412.

Shirokova, L. (2019). [InaaupoBanue npodeccnonanbHoi Kapbepsl [Professional career
planning]. Kursk, 202.

Tsalikova, 1., & Pakhotina, S. (2019). Scientific Research on the Issue of Soft Skills
Development (Review of the Data in International Databases of Scopus, Web of Science). The
Education and Science journal, 187-207. https://doi.org/10.17853/1994-5639-2019-7-187-
207..

Information about authors

Azhenov Askar Alimauletovich — post-doctoral researcher at Department of Personal Development and
Education, NJSC Toraighyrov University, Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, 140001, Pavlodar, st.
Lomova 64, email: sokrat-ares@mail.ru

Mukhametkairov Arslanbek Erbolatovich- 3rd year doctoral student, Pavlodar pedagogical university
named after Alkey Margulan, Pavlodar, Kazakhstan. email: mukhametkairov95@mail.ru

Tomas Chech — Ph.D, Polacky University Olomouc, Faculty of Education, Krizkovskeho street 8, email:
tomas.chech@upol.cz

76



