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Why focus on soft 
skills?

What comes to mind when you think of 
people in STEM fields?

What stereotypes exist of people in STEM?
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People with 
disabilities in STEM

What comes to mind when you think of 
people with disabilities in STEM fields?

What stereotypes exist?

3

3



Employment gap

STEM majors with disabilities are less 
likely to gain employment than their 
counterparts without disabilities

2013 NSF data shows 6.5% of employed 
Scientists & Engineers have a disability
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STEM wants you!

Need for STEM workers strong in U.S.

good places to draw from include 
underrepresented populations (Women, 
Minorities, and Persons with Disabilities)

6

6



how to help?

What factors cause students with 
disabilities to be less likely to gain 
employment after graduation?
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Survey time!

Survey of 40 students & recent grads with 
disabilities, 680 employers who have hired 
in STEM areas

Students rated themselves on various 
skills, Employers rated recent grads on 
same skills

Perception ≫ Reality
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what are soft skills?

Come up with at least 5 things you would 
consider “soft skills”
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Survey results
results: Moderately well-preparedresults: Moderately well-preparedresults: Moderately well-preparedresults: Moderately well-prepared

Student 
perception

Employer 
perception

% 
difference

Overall preparedness 71 51 20

technical knowledge 98 53 45

job seeking skills 75 46 29

applications/resume 94 53 41

interviewing skills 79 72 7

oral communication skills 86 50 36

reading & writing skills 87 52 35

analytical skills 93 66 27

organizational skills 93 66 27

social skills 90 69 21

interpersonal effectiveness 90 73 17
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focus on soft skills

NSF grant to do 3-part intervention with 
STEM seniors with disabilities, focused on 
teaching soft skills

Soft Skills Curriculum

Industry Mentors

Work-Based Learning
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the students

15 STEM students at senior rank, with a 
disability, at UW-Stout and UW-RF

Disability defined as broadly as possible

What do you think of when you think of 
disabilities?
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Range of Disabilities
8 with Learning Disability

4 with Physical Disability

3 with ADHD

3 with anxiety issues

2 with autism spectrum disorder

1 with speech disability
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Range of Majors
Apparel design & development
Applied math/computer science
Biology

Biochemistry
Biotechnology

Cognitive Science
Construction Management
engineering technology
Food Science
Game Design
Graphic Communications Management
Information Technology Management
Mathematics/Secondary Education
Physics/Mathematics
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Our program
Students recruited from spring to fall

Beginning in fall, students participate for 
1 year in the program

Participants who complete the program get 
an iPad to keep

Participants use iPad during the year

Three stages in the program:

Curricular intervention

mentoring

work-based learning
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Four f2f meetings

Meeting 1: Introduction

Meeting 2: Discuss Work & Personality

Meeting 3: Discuss Social Media

Meeting 4: Meet with industry mentors
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Facebook Group
iPads for every student

Dropbox, LinkedIn, Facebook

Add to Private Facebook Group (Need to 
protect identities of student participants)

Much communication via facebook

Easier across two campuses

Students comfortable with FB
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Curricular intervention

Module 1: Personal Awareness (Online)

Module 2: Work & Personality (Hybrid)

Module 3: Critical Thinking (Online)

Module 4: Use of Social Media (Hybrid)

Module 5: Job Seeking Skills (Online)

18

18



Social Networking
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Industry mentoring

Mentors from various STEM fields

Work with 1 or 2 students

Focus on Soft Skills, particular to 
student’s needs

6-12 month duration, hopefully through 
student’s first months in a job
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Work-Based Learning

40 hour internship

STEM focused or other

Site Supervisor critiques student’s soft 
skills using rubric developed by NSF team
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Status report

Currently in last of 5 curricular modules

Mentoring going well for all but 2 
students (Health issues, student teaching)

Picking job sites for work-based learning

several students graduating, around 10 
will be 5th year seniors
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Status Report

Need to finalize work-based learning

Start planning for next year’s cohort

start assessing students and program
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Lessons Learned

More time to Plan next time!

Work harder to recruit (add UW-EC?)

Existing cohort very interested in program

Need more motivation for students to do 
online components

Overall worked very well but a LOT of work
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You Can Help Too!

UW-Stout and UW-RF faculty: We need 
students for cohort 2 (20 participants and 
20 control)

Other Institutions: By fall, website up and 
running: send students with disabilities our 
way!

http://www.softskills-hardscience.org/

25

25

http://www.softskills-hardscience.org
http://www.softskills-hardscience.org


THANK YOU!
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