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DEVELOPMENT OF «SOFT SKILLS» DURING ESL COURSE  
FOR BUSINESS STUDENTS

Rapid economic and social-cultural development of the society and transition to new models of business activities 
necessitate the formation of «soft skills» of future specialists. Modern labor market requires highly-qualified professionals 
who are ready for on-going self-development and advancement, who are team players, communicative, flexible, computer-
literate, etc. It is noted that the course of English as a Second Language (ESL) has a great potential for the formation 
of «soft skills» related to effective participation in intercultural professional communication and personal development. 
The author’s vision of the structure of interrelations between «soft skills» and school background, teacher’s competence 
and efforts, student’s environment, technical strengths and hard work is presented. Four basic types of «soft skills» are 
distinguished. The division of soft skills into four main areas is offered. The skills that can be successfully developed 
when teaching ESL to business students through mutual projects, team work, the need to solve the tasks and constantly 
interact with partners are identified. It is stated that development of «soft skills» among students of universities can 
be based on support program (academic focused and non-academic programs), formal teaching and learning and 
campus life. It is established that implementation of the methodology of formation of «soft skills» should be based on 
the principles of communicative, intercultural, professional, individualized and socio-emotionally oriented learning, 
interdisciplinary links, etc. The stages of the technology of formation of «soft skills» when teaching ESL providing a 
step-by-step construction of the learning process have been established. Possible ways of introducing «soft skills» in ESL 
course are clarified. Based on the research, key qualities of a teacher having «soft skills» who teaches ELS to business 
students there have been identified. Therefore, it is recommended to implement «soft skills» development as an integral 
component of the ESL course.
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РОЗВИТОК «SOFT SKILLS» ПРИ ВИВЧЕННІ КУРСУ «АНГЛІЙСЬКА  
ЯК ДРУГА МОВА» У СТУДЕНТІВ ЕКОНОМІЧНИХ СПЕЦІАЛЬНОСТЕЙ

Швидкий економічний та соціально-культурний розвиток суспільства, перехід до нових моделей підприєм-
ницької діяльності зумовлює необхідність формування «soft skills» майбутніх спеціалістів. Сучасний ринок праці 
вимагає висококваліфікованих фахівців, готових до постійного саморозвитку та прогресу, командних гравців, 
комунікативних, гнучких, комп’ютерно грамотних. Зазначається, що курс англійської як другої мови має великий 
потенціал для формування «soft skills», пов’язаних з ефективною участю в міжкультурному професійному спіл-
куванні та розвитку особистості. Представлено авторське бачення структури взаємозв’язків між «soft skills» 
та компетентністю, зусиллями вчителів, оточенням студентів, технічними силами та наполегливою роботою. 
Виділено чотири основних типи «soft skills». Запропоновано розподіл «soft skills» на чотири основні напрями. 
Визначені навички, які можна успішно розвивати під час навчання англійської як другої мови для студентів еко-
номічних спеціальностей за допомогою спільних проєктів, роботи в команді, необхідності вирішувати спільні 
завдань та постійної взаємодії з партнерами. Зазначається, що розвиток «soft skills» серед студентів універси-
тетів може базуватися на програмі підтримки (академічні та неакадемічні програми), формальному навчанні 
та навчанні тощо. Встановлено, що впровадження методики формування «soft skills» має базуватися на прин-
ципах комунікативного, міжкультурного, професійного, індивідуалізованого, соціально й емоційно орієнтованого 
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навчання, міждисциплінарних зв’язків тощо. Було встановлено етапи технології формування «soft skills» під час 
викладання англійської як другої мови. На основі дослідження було визначено ключові якості викладача, який має 
«м’які навички» і викладає англійську студентам економічних спеціальностей. Тому рекомендується впроваджу-
вати розвиток «soft skills» як невід’ємний складник курсу вивчення англійської мови. 

Ключові слова: «soft skills», розвиток, англійська як друга мова, студенти економічних спеціальностей. 

Introduction. The processes of globalization 
promote the development of new trends in educa-
tion, introduction of innovative technologies, alter-
native teaching forms and methods. At the same time 
rapid economic and social-cultural development of 
the society, transition to new models of business 
activities necessitate the formation of «hard skills» 
involving professional competences along with «soft 
skills» of future specialists. Modern labor market 
requires highly-qualified professionals who are ready 
for on-going self-development and advancement, 
who are team players, communicative, flexible, 
computer-literate, etc. 

Foreign language skills are also becoming of great 
importance under current conditions of European 
integration and cooperation between nations. English 
as a language of global communication holds the lead-
ing position among the other foreign languages and it 
is widely used in all types of social communication, 
including business, scientific and cultural-educational 
discourses. There, foreign-language competence has 
become one of essential skills in a globalized world. 
At the same time, there can still be observed unsat-
isfactory level of interpersonal, communicative and 
analytical abilities of high school graduates. 

Hence, proficiency in English in such conditions 
is of particular importance for future profession-
als in the field of business, especially international. 
At the same time, the course of English as a Second 
Language has a great potential for the formation of 
«soft skills» that are related to effective participation 
in intercultural professional communication and 
personal development.

Results and discussion. The issues of soft 
skills development are widely discussed in the 
framework of internationalization of education and 
a single European educational space and appear 
in the English-language academic discourse when 
discussing «key competencies», «transversal skills» 
or «transferable skills». 

The term «soft skills» was first used in 1990s in 
research papers on management and education in the 
United States and Germany. Robles (2012) defines 
«soft skills as character traits, attitudes and behaviors 
rather than technical aptitude or knowledge. Soft skills 
are intangible, non-technical, personality-specific 
skills that determine one’s strengths as a leader, facili-
tator, mediator, and negotiator» (Robles, 2012: 457).

Since the late 1990s, use of the term «soft skills» 
has extended significantly (Collins, 2018) in business 
training, career advising, and job postings, where it is 
often equated with «interpersonal» or «people skills».

According to B. Schulz, «the 21st century employ-
ers are looking for graduates who possess «soft skills» 
that include responsibility, self-confidence, social and 
communication skills, flexibility, team-spiritedness, 
good work attitude, self-motivation and self-man-
agement. Many skills learned through project-based 
learning are highly appreciated by modern employ-
ers including the ability to deal with others, handle 
interpersonal conflicts, make thoughtful decisions, as 
well as solve complex problems» (Schulz, 2011: 67).

Researchers from Harvard University, the Carn-
egie Endowment for International Peace and the 
Stanford Research Institute have found that 75–85% 
of professional success depends on the level of «soft 
skills» and only 15–25% depends «hard skills» 
(knowledge of technical courses and practical skills) 
(Klaus, 2010; Watts et al., 2008).

The British Association of Graduate Recruiters 
(AGR) has reported that employers argue many grad-
uates lack «soft skills», e.g. those of team work and 
«they go on to explain that candidates are normally 
academically proficient but lacking in «soft skills» 
such as communication as well as verbal and numeri-
cal reasoning» (AGR, 2007). Some researchers have 
estimated the importance of the interrelationship, at 
least partly, between English language skills, «soft 
skills» and economic development and have found 
«soft skills» to be necessary to fuel faster economic 
development and (Coughlan, 2015). 

«Soft skills» focus more on people than processes. 
Today’s economy and ascendance of work teams puts 
a new premium on people skills and relationship-
building. «soft skills» are indeed essential to recruit-
ment: nearly 90% of job postings require «soft skills». 
On average, a job posting requires 4 «soft skills», 
while 10% of the job postings require 10 «soft skills» 
or more (Boostrs, 2020).

Different scientists have studied «soft skills» at 
different times, and today there are many classifica-
tions of «soft skills», which can be divided into four 
main areas: 

1. Basic communication skills that help to develop 
relationships with people, support a conversation, 
behave effectively in critical situations. 
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2. Self-management skills that help to control time 
and processes effectively. 

3. Effective thinking skills that are managing cog-
nitive processes, which help to make life and work 
more systematic. 

4. Management skills that people need at the stage 
when they become entrepreneurs and leaders in any 
business activities. 

Examples of «soft skills» are clarified in Table 1.
According to Recruitment Managers and HR Pro-

fessionals in the USA Most Sought-After «soft skills» 
include the ones presented in fig. 1.

Thus, the most important «soft skills» are strong 
work ethic, positive attitude, self-motivation, being 
self-motivated and team-oriented. All these skills 
can be successfully developed when teaching ESL 
to business students through mutual projects, team 
work, the need to solve the tasks and constantly inter-
act with the partners, etc. 

Development of «soft skills» among students of 
universities can be based on support program (aca-
demic focused and non-academic programs), formal 
teaching and learning and campus life. 

Fundamental «soft skills» are essential for nearly 
any job as well. Among them there can be distinguished 
communicative skills (both written and oral), time 
management, decision-making and judgment, team 
spirit, adaptability, analytical skills and autonomy. 

Employers are looking for employees having such 
«soft skills» as problem solving and critical think-

ing. Their presence and depth are difficult to assess 
reliably based on a summary and interview. Strong 
presentation, communication, and English skills are 
very important in this instance and all of those skills 
are transferable, but the result of such an interview is 
ambiguous. However, there is one key skill that can 
be assessed very accurately, and that is knowledge of 
English. Communicative skills are among the top five 
most popular with the employers, and improvement 
of these skills as well as good command of English 
increases job opportunities for applicants, especially 
for young graduates. 

We consider that within the ESL course it is neces-
sary to form: 

- ability to analyze, synthesize and evaluate data 
and teaching materials in English; 

- respect for the representatives of other cultures, 
ability to work in a multicultural environment;

- skills of time management and self-discipline 
that are necessary for self-improvement;

 - ability to form one’s point of view on a problem 
and express it in English; 

- study the materials and solve the tasks given in 
English;

- willingness to experiment, desire to solve new 
communicative problems related to the study of Eng-
lish; 

- ability to search for some information in English, 
understand digital content and use software with Eng-
lish interface.

Table 1
Examples of «soft skills»*

Foundation Skills
Used for basic social interaction

− Communication skills
− Critical and structured thinking
− Problem solving skills
− Creativity
− Teamwork capability
− Negotiating skills
− Self-management
− Time management
− Conflict management
− Cultural awareness
− Common knowledge 
− Responsibility
− Etiquette and good manners
− Courtesy
− Self-esteem
− Sociability
− Integrity / Honesty
− Empathy
− Work ethic
− Project management
− Business management

Personal skills
Autonomy
Adaptability
Attention to detail

Interaction Skills 
Used for skills needed to interact with others

Affective Skills 
Used for skills needed for understanding
oneself and others

Interpersonal skills
Managing feedback
Negotiation
Networking

Cognitive Skills 
Used for skills needed to maintain more 
complex social interactions Additional skills/knowledge

*formed according to (Canney and Byrne: 19–24, 2006; Schulz, 2008: 147)
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Five essential communication skills should be 
formed when teaching ESL for business students. 
They are as follows: 

1. Listening actively.
2. Influencing others.
3. Negotiating successfully.
4. Dealing with different communication styles.
5. Speaking clearly and concisely.
It is important to note that «soft skills» play a more 

prominent role in employability of young graduates 
in some industries than in others. Thus, in particu-
lar, trade and service tend to value «soft skills» much 
higher than the technical jobs. 

The peculiarity of «soft skills» is that their 
application is not limited to the profession. They 
are constantly evolving in the course of their use in 
everyday life and at the workplace. 

Implementation of the methodology of formation 
of «soft skills» should be based on the principles 
of communicative, intercultural, professional, 
individualized and socio-emotionally oriented 
learning, interdisciplinary links, etc. 

Having analyzed foreign researches on «soft 
skills» development, the author’s vision of the struc-
ture of interrelations between «soft skills» and school 
background, teacher’s competence and efforts, stu-
dent’s environment, technical strengths and hard 
work is presented in fig. 2.

Therefore, four basic types of «soft skills», namely 
communicative skills, interpersonal skills, problem 
solving skills and organizational skills have been dis-
tinguished. 

The technology of formation of «soft skills» when 
teaching ESL provides a step-by-step construction 

of the learning process and includes the following 
stages:

- informing and motivating (formation of knowl-
edge necessary for the formation of «soft skills» and 
forming a positive attitude to the activities);

- practical application (application of the gained 
knowledge and experience under new conditions for 
direct formation of «soft skills»);

- assessment (reflective analysis, self-control by 
students of the acquired knowledge and the formation 
of «soft skills», as well as their individual learning 
activities, control by the teacher).

Possible ways of introduction «soft skills» in ESL 
cource include the following:

- task based and problem-solving activities; 
- group work involving discussions and debates 

(being helpful inside the classroom, students 
feel like they have a meaningful role within the  
group);

- delivering oral and poster presentations; 
- role plays and dialogues;
- writing. 
Based on the research and our own experience, 

we can identify five key qualities of a teacher who 
teaches English as second language to business stu-
dents:

1. Leadership, so that the teacher should be a 
leader.

2. Communication, so that the teacher should be 
able to communicate.

3. Planning, so that the teacher should be able to 
plan ahead.

4. Adaptability, so that the teacher should be able 
to adapt to particular conditions.
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Strong work ethic
Dependable

Positive attitude
Self-motivated
Team-oriented

Organized, Multi-tasker
Works well under pressure

Effective communicator
Flexible

Confident

Figure 1. Most Sought-After «soft skills» According to Recruitment Managers and HR Professionals in the USA*

*formed according to (CareerBuilder, 2014)
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5. Relationship building, so that the teacher should 
build his relationships with the students and teach 
them the same in relation to the peers.

Conclusions. Nowadays, fluency in English along 
with well-developed «soft skills», including the abil-
ity to discuss any issues in English, defend one’s point 
of view, etc. is a powerful advantage in any competi-
tive field of the labor market. 

It can be recommended to implement «soft 
skills» development as an integral component of 

the ESL course that is largely based on commu-
nication and a lot of teaching practices and mate-
rials include working on students’ «soft skills» 
and ability to communicate effectively. «Soft 
skills» like communication, work ethic, leader-
ship, personal responsibility, and listening are 
all important for young adults. Modern methods 
and practices introducing «soft skills» in the ESL 
course will be discussed in detail in our further  
studies.

School 
Background

Teacher’s
Competence 
and Efforts

Student’s 
Environment

Technical 
Strengths Hard Work

Study 
Success

Career 
Success

«Soft Skills» 
Communication Skills

Interpersonal Skills
Problem Solving Skills
Organizational Skills
……………………………...

 
 Figure 2. Outcomes of skills and efforts*

*formed by the author
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