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Abstract
In addition to the acquisition of knowledge, nowadays also psychological skills (so-called soft skills) are 
playing an increasingly important role even at high school. An increasing number of high school gradu-
ates attend university after finishing high school, even if their skills would be more suited to a vocational 
training. However, about one third of first-year students drop out of their bachelor studies (Heublein & 
Schmelzer, 2018). A skill-based choice of vocational training or academic studies might prevent potential 
problems arising from the unsuitability of skills and requirements. 
For a successful completion of vocational training, social skills such as communication and group skills 
seem to be even more important than for the completion of academic studies which rather focus on 
cognitive and self-management skills. Pupils who expressed a preference for vocational training judged 
their own flexibility and contact skills (measured by the Mini-ICF-APP-S capacity rating; Linden, Keller, 
Noack & Muschalla, 2018) significantly higher than pupils who expressed a preference for academic 
studies. Pupils preferring academic studies had a small tendency to perform better in the school subjects 
of natural sciences, while both groups (those preparing for academic studies as well as those preparing 
for vocational training) showed similar grades in the school subjects social sciences, arts and languages. 
In order to succeed in later professional life, which is currently strongly characterised by team structures, 
social skills training should also take place in academic education by means of discussions, group work 
or presentations. 
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Psych-Fit for Future?  
Die Rolle von Soft Skills in Schule, Studium und Berufsausbildung

Kurzfassung
Auch in der Schule spielen neben dem Wissenserwerb zunehmend psychische Fähigkeiten, sogenannte 
Soft Skills, eine Rolle. Immer mehr Abiturienten gehen nach ihrem Schulabschluss an die Universität, 
auch wenn ihre Fähigkeiten eher zu einer Berufsausbildung passen würden. Etwa ein Drittel der Studien-
anfänger brechen jedoch ihr Bachelorstudium ab (Deutsches Zentrum für Hochschul- und Wissenschafts-
forschung, Heublein & Schmelzer, 2018). Eine fähigkeitsgerechte Wahl der beruflichen Ausbildung kann 
mögliche Probleme verhindern, die durch Nichtpassung von Fähigkeiten und Anforderungen entstehen. 
Für erfolgreiches Absolvieren einer praktischen Berufsausbildung scheinen soziale Fähigkeiten wie Kom-
munikations- und Gruppenfähigkeit noch bedeutsamer zu sein als für das Absolvieren eines Studiums, 
bei dem kognitive und Selbstmanagementfähigkeiten im Vordergrund stehen. Schüler, die eine Präferenz 
für eine Berufsausbildung äußerten, schätzten sich in ihrer Flexibilität signifikant besser ein als Schüler, 
die eine Präferenz für ein Studium hatten. Bei Studiums-Präferierenden zeigte sich eine Tendenz zu bes-
seren Leistungen im naturwissenschaftlichen Bereich, während in sozialwissenschaftlichen, musischen 
und sprachlichen Fächern bei Studiums- wie auch Berufsausbildungs-Präferierenden ähnliche Leistungen 
in beiden Gruppen vorlagen. Um im späteren Berufsleben, welches gegenwärtig stark von Teamstruktu-
ren geprägt ist, gut zurechtzukommen, sollte auch in der akademischen Ausbildung soziales Fähigkeiten-
training durch Diskussionen, Gruppenarbeiten oder -präsentationen erfolgen. 

Schlüsselwörter
Schüler, Berufswahl, Eignung, Studium, Berufsausbildung, Fähigkeitentraining 
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1 	 Skill requirements for  
vocational training and  
academic studies 

The transition to adulthood is a challenge for 
many young people. Important decisions are 
made with regard to career paths. Additional-
ly, about a quarter of young adults has impair-
ments in the form of a chronic illness (Fuchs 
& Karwautz, 2017; Gesundheitsberichterstat-
tung des Bundes, 2017; Hackauf & Quenzel, 
2019; Schulte-Körne, 2016; Steffen, Akmatov, 
Holstiege & Bätzing, 2018). Psychomental 
performance and psychological skills de-
mands are of particular interest in the transi-
tion from school to the professional world, 
choosing academic studies or vocational 
training.
 Within the current idea of academisation 
there is an increased tendency to graduate 
from high school (and thereby to obtain the 
Abitur, the German university entrance quali-
fication, comparable to the Advanced Level) 
and then to take up academic studies instead 
of vocational training. As a result, many com-
panies are unable to find trainees and there is 
a considerable shortage of skilled workers in 
the manual tertiary sector. An increasing 
number of high school graduates are attend-
ing university, even if their skills would be 
more suited to vocational training. Conse-
quently, about one third of first-year students 
drops out of their bachelor’s degree pro-
grammes (Heublein & Schmelzer, 2018). 
Choosing a career that is appropriate for their 
abilities can prevent potential problems that 
arise as a result of the misfit of skills and re-
quirements. 
Against this background, the question arises 
as to which abilities of pupils are attended by 
which performances, and which skill require-
ments exist in different subject areas that can 
provide guidance for choosing a profession or 
a course of study.  

2	 Which skills of pupils come 
along with good academic  
performance?

Academic performance is influenced by a va-
riety of factors (Gathercole, Pickering, Knight 
& Stegmann, 2004; Hen & Goroshit, 2014; 
Linck, Osthus, Koeth & Bunting, 2014; Lin-
nenbrink & Pintrich, 2002; Qualter, Gardner, 
Pope, Hutchinson & Whiteley, 2012; Richard-
son, Abraham & Bond, 2012; Salovey, Kok-
konen, Lopes & Mayer, 2004; Trapmann, 
Hell, Hirn & Schuler, 2007; Vedel, 2014). 
Many studies have identified conscientious-
ness as a fundamental personality aspect re-

lated to good academic performance (Trap-
mann et al., 2007). Conscientiousness is a 
feature of the five-factor model of personality 
and indicates the tendency to pursue goals in 
an organised, determined, controlled and 
motivated manner (Costa & Widiger, 1994; 
McCrae & Costa, 1991). However, the impor-
tance of conscientiousness seems to vary 
from school subject to school subject (Vedel, 
2014). 
Emotional abilities are also important for aca-
demic performance, for example the ability 
to perceive, use, understand and influence 
emotions (Salovey et al., 2004; Qualter et al., 
2012). The more pronounced the emotional 
abilities, the higher the academic self-efficacy 
(Hen & Goroshit, 2014). Academic self-effica-
cy can be classified as part of motivational 
abilities and is associated above all with 
stamina in difficult tasks and the application 
of self-regulation strategies (Linnenbrink & 
Pintrich, 2002; Richardson et al., 2012). An-
other motivational aspect is the grade goal, 
i.e. the individually set minimum require-
ments for one’s own performance (Richard-
son et al., 2012). 
Working memory functions are also related 
to performance, e.g. in mathematics, English 
and natural sciences (Gathercole et al., 2004; 
Linck et al., 2014). 

3	 Which skill demands does the 
modern school system make 
for pupils?

Demands on mental performances are not 
only made in the modern working world, but 
also at school. In addition to academic skills 
(decision-making and judgement, application 
of professional skills in individual subject ar-
eas), so-called soft skills, social skills (e.g. in-
terpersonal skills, group skills, self-empower-
ment), and management skills (e.g. flexibility, 
planning and structuring) are demanded. 
Schooling concepts require teachers to define 
“competence-oriented learning goals” be-
yond the transfer of knowledge. 
For example, different subjects have different 
skill requirements for pupils, or even train 
certain different skills. The skills that are ex-
pected of pupils in specific subjects in high 
school are described in the core curriculum 
of the respective federate states’ Ministries of 
Education and Cultural Affairs. The aim is to 
prepare pupils appropriately for the Abitur 
examinations, but also to convey basic skills 
that will later enable them to participate re-
sponsibly in socially relevant decisions.
In the area of “knowledge gain”, pupils 
should, for example in biology, observe, de-
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Table 1 
Skill requirements in the 

school subject biology in 
Germany 

scribe and compare complex biological facts 
appropriately. To this end, they should devel-
op questions and hypotheses and embed 
these in the planning and execution of exper-
iments. They should be able to explain bio-
logical facts with reference to models and 
form a well-founded judgement about the 
validity and significance of this model. In ad-
dition, they should be able to analyse scientif-
ic texts in a professional manner and master 
the transfer of scientific knowledge to new 
topics. 
In the competence area “communication”, 
pupils are expected to present a coherent and 
structured linguistic presentation in oral and 
written form. The ability to communicate is 
required in order to participate in discussions 
and to develop a confident use of biological 
terminology. Additionally, modern communi-
cation and presentation techniques should be 
proposed and used by the pupils. It is empha-
sised, that self-control and self-organisation 
of the learning process are characteristic fea-
tures of teaching and the essential prerequi-
site for communication (Niedersächsisches 
Kultusministerium, 2017a).
The competence area “assessment” requires 
pupils to be able to derive a deliberated and 
critical assessment of biological processes 
with reference to factual and ethical argu-
ments. Above all, aspects of sustainable de-
velopment should be discussed critically so 
that the pupils can participate responsibly in 
socially significant decision-making process-
es.
The comparison of competence areas and 
skills (Table 1-3) shows that, in addition to 
classical cognitive skills, pupils are also ex-
pected to possess certain soft skills, which are 
particularly important in the competence 
area of “communication”. Contrary to the ini-
tial assumption that more scientific subjects 

mainly expect cognitive abilities and perfor-
mance, it becomes adherent that the skill re-
quirements are more holistic and extensive. 
These extensive skill requirements for pupils 
can be explained with the aim of high school. 
The aim of the Gymnasium (secondary 
school, high school) is to provide pupils with 
a broad and in-depth general education in 
order to acquire the “general ability for aca-
demic studies” (Niedersächsisches Kultusmin-
isterium, 2019).

Defined competence and ability require-
ments for subjects in the field of music and 
the arts, for example in the subject drama, do 
also exist. In terms of “professional compe-
tence”, pupils should demonstrate basic the-
atrical knowledge and skills which can be 
used to realise and understand their own and 
others’ creative ideas. The “ability to create” 
expects the pupils to design and implement 
complex scenic concepts and to critically re-
flect them in the group. Important decisions 
should be made jointly by the group. As part 
of “Communication through aesthetic devic-
es of drama”, the pupils should discern the 
communication levels of theatre in a differen-
tiated way. In addition to the description, 
analysis and evaluation of theatrical signs, 
competencies in the area of social communi-
cation and feedback should be practiced. 
The pupils should learn to appropriately ac-
cept and reflect feedback and criticism as 
well as to sensitively discern and formulate 
conflicts. Moreover, they should be able to 
reflect on themselves and their actions and to 
formulate and justify this self-reflection. “So-
ciocultural participation” stands for experi-
encing the cultural significance of theatre. For 
this purpose, the pupils should describe, ana-
lyse, compare and reflect on plays and their 
social function. 

Core curriculum for biology according to the 
Ministry of Education and Cultural Affairs of 
Lower Saxony (Niedersächsisches Kultusministe-
rium, 2017a)

Skills according to the Mini-ICF-APP soft skills 
rating (Linden et al., 2018)

Competence area “Knowledge gain” •	 Ability to plan and structure tasks 
•	 Application of competence and knowledge
•	 Ability to adjust to rules and routines     
•	 Proactivity and spontaneous activities
•	 Endurance and resistance 
•	 Mobility

Competence area “Communication” •	 Conversation and contact with third parties 
•	 Assertiveness  
•	 Group integration  
•	 Dyadic relationships
•	 Self-care

Competence area “Assessment” •	 Application of competence and knowledge 
•	 Decision-making and judgment ability



Behavioral Medicine and Rehabilitation Practice, 2019, 107, 268-277

Soft skills for academic and professional education 271

In addition to technical skills, interdiscipli-
nary skills are also learned: “Individual com-
petence” includes identity-building process-
es, the development of independence and 
responsibility through the joint planning and 
creation of plays, as well as the development 
of self-motivation and stamina to achieve the 
common group goal. In line with “social com-
petence”, the pupils are to learn to work in a 
team and develop the corresponding commu-
nication and conflict management skills. 
Through the intensive work together they 
should learn to empathise with others and de-
velop mutual tolerance. Through critical and 
versatile use of different media, the pupils 
should plan the application of media in plays 
independently and thus acquire a certain 
“media literacy”.
Group and communication skills are more 
important in drama than in biology. The focus 
on soft skills in drama can be primarily ex-
plained by the context of the subject, which 
is less scientific but culturally practical and 
requires more teamwork.
A variety of different skills are expected of pu-
pils in physical education. In addition to 
sport-specific competencies, which are de-
fined according to the type of exercise such 
as “swimming, diving” or “running, jumping, 
throwing”, certain methodological, social, 
self and content-related competencies are ex-
pected. 
Within the framework of “methodological 
competence”, pupils should learn to solve 
movement-related tasks (Niedersächsisches 
Kultusministerium, 2018). For this purpose, 
they are to learn to analyse problems, work 
out solutions, carry out experiments and 

present results appropriately. In addition, pu-
pils are encouraged to plan, organise and de-
sign exercises and game situations in order to 
receive and deliberate the subsequent feed-
back. “Social competence” requires pupils to 
behave fairly towards others, to use their 
teamwork and communication skills mean-
ingfully, to take responsibility for others and 
themselves, and to use various strategies for 
conflict resolution. As part of “self-compe-
tence”, pupils should possess the ability to 
differentially perceive their own person 
(self-image), their own body (body image, 
posture, body language) and their own and 
others’ possibilities for action and movement 
(Niedersächsisches Kultusministerium, 2018). 
In addition, they should set appropriate goals 
for themselves and control their “movement 
actions” accordingly. 
In the area of “content competence”, pupils 
are to show that they are able to cope with a 
wide range of sport-specific tasks. This in-
cludes, for example, the demonstration of 
motor skills required for a certain sport, the 
application of explanatory models and test 
methods from various disciplines of sports 
science, but also knowledge, attitudes and 
values in connection with important contem-
porary sports-related topics beyond the 
boundaries of the discipline itself, or the abil-
ity of interdisciplinary thinking and to inde-
pendent learning, reasonable judgments and 
actions. 
Similar to drama, physical education primari-
ly requires social skills such as group skills. 
This can be explained by the team character 
of numerous popular sports (volleyball, bas-
ketball, handball). However, skills such as 

Core curriculum for drama according to the 
Ministry of Education and Cultural Affairs of 
Lower Saxony (Niedersächsisches Kultusministeri-
um, 2017b)

Skills according to the Mini-ICF-APP soft skills 
rating (Linden et al., 2018)

Professional competence •	 Application of competence and knowledge
Ability to create •	 Group integration

•	 Ability to plan and structure tasks
•	 Assertiveness
•	 Decision-making and judgment ability
•	 Flexibility

Communication through aesthetic devices of drama •	 Group integration 
•	 Conversation and contact with third parties

Sociocultural participation •	 Application of competence and knowledge
•	 Decision-making and judgment ability

Individual competence •	 Endurance and resistance 
•	 Ability to adjust to rules and routines 
•	 Self-care

Social competence •	 Group integration 
•	 Conversation and contact with third parties

Media literacy •	 Ability to plan and structure tasks
•	 Decision-making and judgment ability

Table 2
 Skill requirements in the 
school subject drama in 
Germany
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Table 3 
Skill requirements in the 

school subject physical 
education in Germany

self-care and self-sufficiency are equally im-
portant in order to achieve the defined goal 
of a differentiated perception and assessment 
of one’s own body. Furthermore, skills such 
as stamina and self-assertion are also neces-
sary.
Overall, by comparing the three school sub-
jects described, it can be concluded that the 
skill requirements for the pupils in all subjects 
are broad. All three subjects require and train 
academic skills as well as soft skills and man-
agement skills. Different emphases are set 
depending on the subject.

4	 Decision between vocational 
training or studying at  
university/polytechnic

In recent years, an increasing number of 
young people have decided to study at a uni-
versity or polytechnic instead of pursuing vo-
cational training. In 2017, 1.3 million people 
were in vocational training (Statistisches 
Bundesamt, 2017a). At the same time, 2.8 mil-
lion people were enrolled at German univer-
sities or polytechnics (Statistisches Bundesa-
mt, 2017b). However, the usefulness of na-
tionwide academisation is sometimes viewed 
critically, especially since calculations based 
on the class of 2016 showed that about one 
third of first-year students who took up their 
studies in 2012/2013 dropped out of their un-
dergraduate programme (Heublein & Schmel-
zer, 2018). A consequence currently notice-
able, possibly partly caused by the academis-
ation, is a skills shortage in Germany, espe-
cially in technical professions, but also in 
construction professions and health and nurs-
ing professions (Bundesagentur für Arbeit, 
2019c). Aspects such as demographic change, 
a change in attractiveness of various occupa-
tional fields or low birth rates also influence 
this development (Püls, 2016). In recent years, 
the education system has adapted to the need 

for higher qualifications and skills of employ-
ees (Püls, 2016) due to the increasingly com-
plex world of work (Kauffeld, 2011). This ad-
aptation leads to an increase in the propor-
tion of those who receive a university en-
trance qualification, and potentially more 
people have the opportunity to take up aca-
demic studies (Püls, 2016). The labour market 
is particularly attractive for academics. On 
average, academics have better promotion 
prospects and are less affected by unemploy-
ment (Bischoff-Wanner, 2002). In financial 
terms, too, academics have advantages over 
employees with a vocational qualification, as 
they earn on average €860,000 more than 
the latter during the course of their employ-
ment. At this point, it is interesting to com-
pare the average lifetime income of high 
school graduates with a university degree 
with this of high school graduates without a 
university degree and with or without voca-
tional training. This comparison is useful inso-
far as only the group “high school graduates 
without a university or polytechnic degree” 
would have had the opportunity to study. The 
average life earnings of a graduate of a poly-
technic are at a gross pay of €2,002,000. By 
contrast, university graduates earn an average 
of €2,319,936 gross pay in their lives, whereas 
high school graduates with or without voca-
tional training end up with a total of 
€1,560,831 in lifetime earnings (Schmillen & 
Stüber, 2014). On average, the decision to 
pursue a university/polytechnic degree after 
high school graduation makes a financial dif-
ference of €600,137. However, it should be 
noted that there are increased costs during 
the course of study, which often result in 
BAföG repayments (Germany’s Federal Train-
ing Assistance Act for students at secondary 
schools and universities in Germany), where-
as most trainees already earned money, as 
well as potentially higher tax rates to be paid 
by higher-income earners. After completing a 
master programme, students are employed 

Core curriculum for physical education according 
to the Ministry of Education and Cultural Affairs 
of Lower Saxony (Niedersächsisches Kultusminis-
terium, 2018)

Skills according to the Mini-ICF-APP soft skills 
rating (Linden et al., 2018)

Methodological competence •	 Ability to plan and structure tasks
•	 Application of competence and knowledge
•	 Decision-making and judgment ability

Social competence •	 Conversation and contact with third parties
•	 Group integration
•	 Assertiveness

Self-competence •	 Endurance and resistance 
•	 Self-care

Content competence •	 Application of competence and knowledge
•	 Ability to plan and structure tasks
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on average within three to four months. How-
ever, in fields such as psychology, social or 
political sciences and humanities, transitional 
periods of six months may occur (Bundesagen-
tur für Arbeit, 2019a, 2019b). Just 5.7% and 
13.6% of those who completed their voca-
tional training in 2013/2014 were affected by 
four months’ and one to three months’ unem-
ployment, respectively. The majority (80.8%) 
entered working life without a break of un-
employment (Seibert & Wydra-Somaggio, 
2017).
Academisation is being particularly intensive-
ly discussed in the health sector, especially 
with regard to healthcare and nursing. In-
creasing numbers of patients, the growing in-
cidence of chronic diseases, increasingly 
complex care, the need to relieve physicians 
of daily routine tasks or the publicly demand-
ed improvement in the quality of care are just 
a few of the many arguments supporting an 
academisation of nursing education towards 
a university level. The attractiveness of the 
nursing profession for future high school 
graduates might be increased through the 
possibility of studying “nursing” at university 
(Becker & Jahn, 2017). The trend towards ac-
ademisation seems to be put on the spot here 
which, in addition to technical arguments, is 
accelerating the creation of degree courses. 
The valuable transfer of medical subtasks to 
nursing staff can only take place on condition 
that nursing staff has received appropriate 
training (Wedler, Jahn & Landenberger, 2015). 
The goal of “evidence-based care” is to be 
achieved with newly created degree courses 
in which the prospective nursing staff attends 
lectures together with medical students 
(Becker & Jahn, 2017). Undergraduate pro-
grammes such as “Physician Assistant” or a 
bachelor degree in “Applied Nursing Sci-
ence” as well as a degree in “Evidence-Based 
Nursing” are intended to train nurses with an 
academic background. However, monthly tu-
ition fees of €300-510 make it difficult to take 
up these degree courses (Wedler et al., 2016). 
Most graduates of academic nursing courses, 
however, are employed in management rath-
er than actual clinical care following their 
studies. Nonetheless, as the size of hospitals 
increases, the graduates’ remits grow. Accep-
tance of this change by hospitals thus plays a 
key role in the successful implementation of 
the academisation of the nursing profession 
(Schöps, Landenberger & Jahn, 2015; Wedler 
et al., 2016). The implementation of academi-
sation to new occupational groups must 
therefore be categorised as a complicated 
and lengthy procedure, at least for the nurs-
ing sector. 

The successful completion of vocational 
training requires different skills of young peo-
ple than academic studies. Since the German 
apprenticeship system is unique, there is no 
international literature or scientific research 
on the skills that are required in the context of 
vocational training. However, the Federal Em-
ployment Agency (Bundesagentur für Arbeit, 
2009) describes various characteristics that 
are central to training maturity. On the one 
hand, this refers to basic skills in writing, 
reading and speaking. This also covers basic 
mathematical and economic skills. On the 
other hand, intellectual power is also consid-
ered. Applicants for vocational training 
should have the ability to think logically, have 
a certain retentiveness and processing speed, 
as well as vigilance. Concerning physical 
condition, physical development in accor-
dance with age is expected. Social skills are 
central to training maturity. Trainees should 
have a certain amount of stamina, be able to 
work in a team and have the appropriate 
communication, conflict and criticism skills. 
Reliability and a sense of responsibility are 
also expected from the trainees. They should 
be familiar with social manners and act care-
fully. Finally, the ability to assess and inform 
themselves, to act independently, is required 
in order to be able to speak of possessing the 
maturity to choose a career.
These skills coincide with those named in 
qualitative surveys of former trainees. They 
also mention the necessary willingness to 
work shifts and to physical exertion and the 
acceptance of hierarchies. Reliability, punctu-
ality, an interest in customer contact and 
friendliness are also rated highly, which can 
be explained by the frequent connection be-
tween vocational training and the service 
sector. In addition, aspects such as resilience, 
stamina, stress resistance, but also frustration 
tolerance and the ability to remain calm even 
when confronted with uncertainty were con-
sidered essential for vocational training. 
However, the primary ability required to suc-
cessfully complete a degree course is another 
one. In addition to thematic interest, accura-
cy, determination and perseverance are spec-
ified. Moreover, the ability to become active 
on one’s own initiative and to organise one-
self and one’s tasks are considered to be es-
sential. In addition, students should have a 
high level of ambition, be competent in deal-
ing with uncertainty and have the ability to 
reflect themselves (University of Passau, n.d.). 
However, mastering teamwork is essential for 
effective learning and working in later life 
(Crebert, Bates, Bell, Patrick & Cragnolini, 
2004). In a survey, graduates assessed the im-
portance of different learning contexts (uni-
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versity, internship, professional life) for the 
development of their general skills. It ap-
peared that interactive group learning at uni-
versity was understood as essential for the 
development of job-related skills. Apart from 
that, it became apparent that the university 
context is more focused on individual perfor-
mance and goals and that group work is not 
necessarily needed to study successfully. 
However, the use of working groups has in-
creased in recent decades due to a change in 
values in the world of work and the increased 
need for expert cooperation (Kauffeld, 2011) 
and requires corresponding social skills, 
which should also be promoted at university. 
Possible contexts where communication 
skills can be trained at university are presen-
tations, discussion groups or even mandatory 
group work. These can help to prepare stu-
dents for job interviews in the application 
process or for teamwork in the workplace (Ik-
san et al., 2012). A meta-analysis on the rela-
tionship between various skills and the aver-
age student grade showed that it is primarily 
the assessment of one’s own self-efficacy in 
terms of performance that is related to stu-
dent grades (Richardson et al., 2012). The ex-
pectation regarding one’s own performance 
depends on whether the challenge is known 
and whether an expectation regarding perfor-
mance can be formulated from prior experi-
ences. If one cannot base one’s expected per-
formance’s assessment on experience due to 
a lack of familiarity with the task, the assess-
ment is based on a general assessment of 
one’s own abilities (the so-called academic 
self-efficacy). The grade target (self-imposed 
minimum goal), as well as effort regulation 
(controlling effort and the ability to persevere 
even in difficult tasks), are also important for 
academic success (Richardson et al., 2012). 

5	 Skill profiles of pupils  
choosing a profession or 
degree course

A survey of pupils (average age of 16.7 years 
(SD=1.07), grades 10-13, 70% female) who 
attended an orientation day at a university in 
Germany in June 2019 (n=56), as well as 
eleven-graders at a German high school 
(n=55) collected information on the self-as-
sessed skill profile according to the capacity 
self-rating Mini-ICF-APP-S (Linden, Keller, 
Noack & Muschalla, 2018), school perfor-
mance (last report marks) and current prefer-
ences regarding academic studies or voca-
tional training.
Pupils who expressed a preference for voca-
tional training (21.6%) judged their flexibility 

and adaptability higher than pupils who ex-
pressed a preference for academic studies 
(78.4%) (Figure 1, p=.070). Pupils who pre-
ferred academic studies did not have signifi-
cantly higher grades than those who preferred 
vocational training (Figure 2). There was only 
a small but not significant tendency to per-
form better in the school subjects of natural 
sciences in pupils preferring academic stud-
ies.
Boys judged some of their skills on the Mini-
ICF-APP-S higher than girls: Resilience and 
stamina, flexibility, self-assertion. Girls had 
better grades than boys in the subjects of 
German language, music, arts, physical edu-
cation, religion and biology; boys had better 
grades in physical education.
Skills were not related to the number of days 
pupils were absent due to illness during the 
last school year (M=7.15, SD=9.70). Accord-
ing to the pupils’ self-reports, absences were 
mainly due to physical complaints (82.3%). 
Psychological complaints (5.9%), or a mixture 
of psychological and physical complaints 
(11.8%) were mentioned less frequently.

6	 Summary and conclusion

In conclusion, it can be noted that social skills 
such as communication and group skills seem 
to be more important for a successful com-
pletion of vocational training than for the 
completion of a degree course. The pupils 
surveyed who were oriented towards voca-
tional training seem to perceive themselves 
as relatively competent, particularly consider-
ing their ability to interact in dyadic relation-
ships. However, in order to cope well in later 
working life, which is currently strongly char-
acterised by team structures (Handke & Kauf-
feld, 2019; Schulte & Kauffeld, 2017), social 
skills training through discussions, group 
work or presentations should not be ignored 
in academic education either. 
In academic studies, self-efficacy, cognitive 
performance and self-organisation are of pri-
mary importance. However, in our conve-
nience sample no significant superiority in 
performance (school subjects grades) was 
found in pupils with preference for academic 
studies as compared to those who preferred 
vocational training. 
Further research with larger heterogeneous 
samples of career starters should be under-
taken to identify prototypes of fits of skills 
and demands.  



Behavioral Medicine and Rehabilitation Practice, 2019, 107, 268-277

Soft skills for academic and professional education 275

References

Becker, C., & Jahn, P. (2017). Evidenzbasierte Pflege: 
Erster Modellversuch zur Übertragung heilkund-
licher Tätigkeiten auf Gesundheits- und Kranken-
pfleger [Evidence-based care: First pilot project 
on the transfer of curative tasks to nurses]. KU 
Gesundheitsmanagement, 2, 101-104. 

Bischoff-Wanner, C. (2002). Vor- und Nachteile einer 
Akademisierung der Berufsausbildung in den 
personenbezogenen Dienstleistungsberufen. 
Absehbare Folgen einer Polarisierung.  [Advan-
tages and disadvantages of academisation of  
vocational training in the personal service occu-
pations. Foreseeable consequences of polarisa-
tion] [PDF file]. Retrieved from http://www.
forschungsnetzwerk.at/downloadpub/berufsbil-
dung_21jhdt_08_2_01.pdf

Bundesagentur für Arbeit (2009). Kriterienkatalog 
zur Ausbildungsreife [Catalogue of criteria for 
training maturity] [PDF file]. Retrieved from 
https://www.arbeitsagentur.de/datei/dok_
ba013486.pdf 

Bundesagentur für Arbeit. (2019a). Arbeitsmarkt im 
Überblick – Berichtsmonat Mai 2019 [Labour 
market survey – May 2019] [Data file]. Available 
from https://statistik.arbeitsagentur.de/Naviga-

tion/Statistik/Statistik-nach-Regionen/Politische- 
Gebietsstruktur-Nav.html 

Bundesagentur für Arbeit (2019b). Berichte: Blick-
punkt Arbeitsmarkt: Akademikerinnen und Aka-
demiker: April 2019 [Reports: Spotlight labour 
market: Academics: April 2019] [PDF file]. Re-
trieved from https://statistik.arbeitsagentur.de/
Statischer-Content/Arbeitsmarktberichte/Berufe/
generische-Publikationen/Broschuere-Akade-
miker.pdf

Bundesagentur für Arbeit (2019c). Fachkräfteeng-
passanalyse: Regionale Engpässe – Landkarten: 
Dezember 2018 [Skilled labour shortage analy-
sis: Regional shortages – Maps: December 2018] 
[PDF file]. Retrieved from https://statistik.arbeits- 
agentur.de/Statischer-Content/Arbeitsmarktbe
richte/Fachkraeftebedarf-Stellen/Fachkraefte/Re-
gionale-Engpaesse-Landkarten.pdf

Costa, P. T., & Widiger, T. A. (1994). Personality dis-
orders and the five-factor model of personality. 
Washington, DC: American Psychological Asso-
ciation.  

Crebert, G., Bates, M., Bell, B., Patrick, C. J., & Crag-
nolini, V. (2004). Developing generic skills at uni-
versity, during work placement and in employ-
ment: Graduates’ perceptions. Higher Education 
Research & Development, 23, 147-165.

0
0,5
1

1,5
2

2,5
3

3,5
4

Adaption to
rules/routines

Planning/
Structuring

Flexibility

Applicating
expertise

Decision/
Judgement

Stamina

Self-assertionContact ability

Group skills

Self-care

Mobility

Proactivity

Dyadic
relationships Skills of pupils preferring

academic studies (1 = That is
one of my strengths – 7 = That
is something I cannot do)

Skills of pupils preferring
vocational training (1 = That is
one of my strengths – 7 = That
is something I cannot do)

0

1

2

3

4
German

English
Second foreign

language

Maths

Physics

Chemistry

Biology

Politics
Economics

History

Geography

Religious
education

Drama

Music

Art

Physical
education

Grades of pupils preferring
academic studies

Grades of pupils preferring
vocational training

Figure 1 
Skill profiles according to 
Mini-ICF-APP-S (Linden et 
al., 2018): Pupils preferring 
vocational training (n=24) 
and pupils preferring 
academic studies (n=87)

Figure 2 
Recent grades in school 
subjects of pupils prefer-
ring vocational training 
(n=24) and pupils prefer-
ring academic studies 
(n=87)



Margó Weimann, Pauline Hehn & Beate Muschalla

Behavioral Medicine and Rehabilitation Practice, 2019, 107, 268-277

276

Fuchs, M., & Karwautz, A. (2017). Epidemiologie 
psychischer Störungen bei Kindern und Jugendli-
chen [Epidemiology of mental disorders in chil-
dren and adolescents]. Neuropsychiatrie, 31(3), 
96-102.

 Gathercole, S. E., Pickering, S. J., Knight, C., & Steg-
mann, Z. (2004). Working memory skills and ed-
ucational attainment: Evidence from national 
curriculum assessments at 7 and 14 years of age. 
Applied Cognitive Psychology: The Official Jour-
nal of the Society for Applied Research in Mem-
ory and Cognition, 18, 1-16.

Gesundheitsberichterstattung des Bundes. (2015). 
Abgeschlossene stationäre Leistungen zur Kin-
derrehabilitation in der Gesetzlichen Rentenver-
sicherung (Anzahl) [Completed inpatient services 
for child rehabilitation in the state pension insu-
rance (number)] [Data file]. Available from http://
www.gbe-bund.de

GBE Bund. (2017). Diagnosedaten der Vorsorge- 
oder Rehabilitationseinrichtungen mit mehr als 
100 Betten ab 2003 (Fälle, Fälle je 100000 Ein-
wohner (altersstandardisiert), Pflegetage, durch-
schnittliche Verweildauer) [Diagnostic data of 
preventive or rehabilitation facilities with more 
than 100 beds as of 2003 (cases, cases per 
100000 inhabitants (age standardized), days of 
care, average length of stay)] [Data file]. Available 
from http://www.gbe-bund.de

Hackauf, H., & Quenzel, G. (2019). Diversität von 
Gesundheit und Krankheit im Kinder- und Ju-
gendalter [Diversity of health and disease in 
childhood and adolescence]. In: R. Haring (Ed.), 
Gesundheitswissenschaften (pp. 467-475). Ber-
lin, Heidelberg: Springer.

Handke, L., & Kauffeld, S. (2019). Alles eine Frage 
der Zeit? Herausforderungen virtueller Teams 
und deren Bewältigung am Beispiel der Software
entwicklung [Is it all a matter of time? Challenges 
of virtual teams and how to overcome them on 
the example of software development]. Gruppe. 
Interaktion. Organisation. Zeitschrift für Ange-
wandte Organisationspsychologie, 50, 33-41.

Hen, M., & Goroshit, M. (2014). Academic procrasti-
nation, emotional intelligence, academic self-ef-
ficacy, and GPA: A comparison between stu-
dents with and without learning disabilities. Jour-
nal of Learning Disabilities, 47, 116-124.

Heublein, U., & Schmelzer, R. (2018). Die Entwick-
lung der Studienabbruchquote an den deutschen 
Hochschulen: Berechnungen auf Basis des Ab-
solventenjahrgangs 2016 [The development of 
the drop-out rate at German universities: Calcu-
lations based on the class of 2016] [PDF file]. Re-
trieved from https://www.dzhw.eu/pdf/21/stu
dienabbruchquoten_absolventen_2016.pdf

Iksan, Z. H., Zakaria, E., Meerah, T. S. M., Osman, K., 
Lian, D. K. C., Mahmud, S. N. D. & Krish, P. 
(2012). Communication skills among university 
students. Procedia-Social and Behavioral Scienc-
es, 59, 71-76.

Kauffeld, S. (2011). Arbeits-, Organisations- und Per-
sonalpsychologie für Bachelor [Work, organisa-
tional and personnel psychology for Bachelor 
degree courses]. Berlin: Springer.

Linck, J. A., Osthus, P., Koeth, J. T., & Bunting, M. F. 
(2014). Working memory and second language 
comprehension and production: A meta-analy-
sis. Psychonomic Bulletin & Review, 21(4), 861-
883.

Linden, M., Keller, L., Noack, N., & Muschalla, B. 
(2018). Self-rating of capacity limitations in men-
tal disorders: The “Mini-ICF-APP-S”. Praxis Klini-
sche Verhaltensmedizin und Rehabilitation, 31, 
14-21. 

Linnenbrink, E. A., & Pintrich, P. R. (2002). Motiva-
tion as an enabler for academic success. School 
Psychology Review, 31, 313-328.

McCrae, R. R., & Costa, P. T. (1991). The NEO per-
sonality inventory: Using the five-factor model in 
counseling. Journal of Counseling & Develop-
ment, 69, 367–372.

Niedersächsisches Kultusministerium. (2017a). Kern-
curriculum für das Gymnasium – gymnasiale 
Oberstufe die Gesamtschule – gymnasiale Ober-
stufe das Abendgymnasium das Kolleg. Biologie 
[Core curriculum for the secondary school – up-
per secondary school the comprehensive school 
– upper secondary school the evening school the 
college. Biology.] [PDF file]. Retrieved from 
http://db2.nibis.de/1db/cuvo/datei/bi_go_kc_
druck_2017.pdf

Niedersächsisches Kultusministerium. (2017b). Kern-
curriculum für das Gymnasium – gymnasiale 
Oberstufe die Gesamtschule – gymnasiale Ober-
stufe das Abendgymnasium das Kolleg. Darstel-
lendes Spiel [Core curriculum for the secondary 
school – upper secondary school the compre-
hensive school – upper secondary school the 
evening school the college. Drama.] [PDF file]. 
Retrieved from http://db2.nibis.de/1db/cuvo/
datei/ds_go_kc_druck_2017.pdf

Niedersächsisches Kultusministerium. (2018). Kern-
curriculum für das Gymnasium – gymnasiale 
Oberstufe die Gesamtschule – gymnasiale Ober-
stufe das Abendgymnasium das Kolleg. Sport 
[Core curriculum for the secondary school – up-
per secondary school the comprehensive school 
– upper secondary school the evening school the 
college. Physical Education.] [PDF file]. Retrieved 
from http://db2.nibis.de/1db/cuvo/datei/sp_go_
kc_druck_2018.pdf

Niedersächsisches Kultusministerium. (2019). Die 
gymnasiale Oberstufe und die Abiturprüfung. In-
formationen für Eltern sowie für Schülerinnen 
und Schüler, die ab 2021 ihre Abiturprüfung ab-
legen werden [The upper secondary school and 
the Abitur examination. Information for parents 
as well as for students who will take their Abitur 
examination from 2021 onwards] [PDF file]. Re-
trieved from https://www.mk.niedersachsen.de/



Behavioral Medicine and Rehabilitation Practice, 2019, 107, 268-277

Soft skills for academic and professional education 277

download/124139/Die_gymnasiale_Oberstufe 
und_die_Abiturpruefung_ab_2021_.pdf

Püls, H. (2016). Junge Leute für Berufsausbildung und 
Hochschule gebraucht. Bayerns Schulen eröff-
nen jungen Leuten ihren Weg zu Ausbildung und 
Studium [Young people needed for vocational 
training and university. Bavaria’s schools open 
the way to vocational training and university for 
young people]. In P. Bodensteiner & J. Kraus 
(Eds.), Akademikerschwemme versus Fachkräfte-
mangel (pp. 15-20). München: Hanns-Seidel-Stif-
tung e.V.

Qualter, P., Gardner, K. J., Pope, D. J., Hutchinson, J. 
M., & Whiteley, H. E. (2012). Ability emotional 
intelligence, trait emotional intelligence, and ac-
ademic success in British secondary schools: A 5 
year longitudinal study. Learning and Individual 
Differences, 22, 83-91.

Richardson, M., Abraham, C., & Bond, R. (2012). Psy-
chological correlates of university students’ aca-
demic performance: A systematic review and 
meta-analysis. Psychological Bulletin, 138, 353.

Salovey, P., Kokkonen, M., Lopes, P. N., & Mayer, J. 
D. (2004). Emotional intelligence: What do we 
know? In A. S. R. Manstead, N. Frijda, & A.  
Fischer (Eds.), Studies in emotion and social in-
teraction. Feelings and emotions: The Amster-
dam symposium  (pp. 321–340). Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.

Schmillen, A., & Stüber, H. (2014). Lebensverdienste 
nach Qualifikation: Bildung lohnt sich ein Leben 
lang [Life earnings according to qualification: Ed-
ucation is profitable for a lifetime] [PDF file]. Re-
trieved from http://doku.iab.de/kurzber/2014/
kb0114.pdf

Schöps, A., Landenberger, M., & Jahn, P. (2015). Nur 
wenige Akademiker sind klinisch tätig – Einsatz 
von akademisch qualifizierten Pflegenden [Only 
a few academics are practicing clinically – Emp-
loying academically qualified nurses]. Die 
Schwester Der Pfleger, 54, 2-15.

Schulte, E.-M., & Kauffeld, S. (2017). Krisen in Teams: 
Teamresilienz als Präventions- und Bewältigungs-
strategie [Crises in teams: Team resilience as a 
prevention and coping strategy]. In B. Badura, A. 
Ducki, H. Schröder, J. Klose, & M. Meyer (Eds.), 
Fehlzeiten-Report 2017. Krise und Gesundheit –
Ursachen, Prävention, Bewältigung (pp. 111-119). 
Berlin, Heidelberg: Springer.

Schulte-Körne, G. (2016). Psychische Störungen bei 
Kindern und Jugendlichen im schulischen Um-
feld [Mental health problems in a school setting 
in children and adolescents]. Deutsches Ärzte-
blatt, 113(11), 183-190.

Seibert, H., & Wydra-Somaggio, G. (2017). Berufs-
einstieg nach der betrieblichen Ausbildung: 
Meist gelingt ein nahtloser Übergang [Career en-
try after in-company training: Usually a smooth 
transition] [PDF file]. Retrieved from http://doku.
iab.de/kurzber/2017/kb2017.pdf

Statistisches Bundesamt. (2017a). Auszubildende am 
31.12. nach Ausbildungsbereichen für das Beri-
chtsjahr und das Vorjahr sowie die Veränderung 
zum Vorjahr [Vocational trainees as of December 
31 by training area for the year considered and 
the previous year as well as the difference to the 
previous year] [Data file]. Retrieved from https://
www.destatis.de/DE/Themen/Gesellschaft-Um-
welt/Bildung-Forschung-Kultur/Berufliche-Bil-
dung/Tabellen/azubi-ausbildungsbereich.html

Statistisches Bundesamt. (2017b). Zahl der Studieren-
den steigt im Wintersemester 2017/2018 erneut 
an. Pressemitteilung Nr. 427 vom 28. November 
2017 [Number of students increases again in the 
winter semester 2017/2018. Press release No. 
427 as of November 28, 2017]. Retrieved June 
10, 2019, from https://www.destatis.de/DE/
Presse/Pressemitteilungen/2017/11/PD17_427_ 
213.html

Steffen, A., Akmatov, M. K., Holstiege, J., & Bätzing, 
J. (2018). Diagnoseprävalenz psychischer Störun-
gen bei Kindern und Jugendlichen in Deutsch-
land: Eine Analyse bundesweiter vertragsärztli-
cher Abrechnungsdaten der Jahre 2009 bis 2017. 
Versorgungsatlas, 18(7). 

Trapmann, S., Hell, B., Hirn, J. O. W., & Schuler, H. 
(2007). Meta-analysis of the relationship be-
tween the Big Five and academic success at uni-
versity. Journal of Psychology, 215, 132-151.

Universität Passau. (n.d.). Persönliche Fähigkeiten 
und Einstellungen [Personal skills and attitudes]. 
Retrieved June 4, 2019, from https://www.
uni-passau.de/studium/service-und-beratung/
psychologische-beratung/erfolgreich-studieren/
erfolgsfaktoren/persoenliche-faehigkeiten/

Vedel, A. (2014). The Big Five and tertiary academic 
performance: A systematic review and me-
ta-analysis. Personality and Individual Differenc-
es, 71, 66-76.

Wedler, K., Jahn, P., & Landenberger, M. (2015). Sta-
tus quo – Notfallpflege in deutschen Notaufnah-
men [Status quo – Emergency care in German 
emergency rooms]. Notfall + Rettungsmedizin, 
18, 186-194.

Wedler, K., Machner, M., Mersmann, J., Schuster, S., 
Pozniak, A., Jahn, P., & Walcher, F. (2016). En-
twicklungen und Perspektiven der Notfallpflege 
in Deutschland [Developments and perspectives 
of emergency care in Germany]. Notfall + Ret-
tungsmedizin, 19, 540-547.

B.Sc. Margó Weimann,
B.Sc. Pauline Hehn,
Prof. Dr. Beate Muschalla
Technische Universität Braunschweig 
Institut für Psychologie
Humboldtstraße 33
38106 Braunschweig
m.weimann@tu-bs.de,
p.hehn@tu-bs.de,
b.muschalla@tu-bs.de


