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How well is higher education 
preparing graduates for 
professional life?

INSIGHTS FROM A NEW NATIONAL SURVEY



The debate about the value of a higher education degree has intensified.  

Costs and student debt have exploded, and credentials that take less time and money 

to attain have emerged as viable alternatives. And now an “enrollment cliff” looms.1 

To counter enrollment declines, colleges and universities have redoubled their  

efforts to show students they provide a clear path to career success. 

But how effective are their career-preparation initiatives?

To find out how higher education leaders assess their career-preparation efforts, 

Grammarly and Higher Ed Dive surveyed administrators and faculty across the 

country. More than 200 respondents weighed in on their institutions’ approach to 

career preparation.

Among the questions the survey considered: 

•  How do higher ed institutions prioritize student career readiness? 

•  What career-preparation initiatives have institutions rolled out? 

•  �How are institutions integrating career-preparation efforts into their curricula? 

•  �How have institutions adapted to prepare students for the changing nature of work? 

•  How effective are these career-preparation initiatives?

Higher ed leaders give themselves high marks 
for career prep, but employers, students, and 
graduates offer a much bleaker assessment

2



At first glance, the survey results look promising. Nine out of 10 higher ed 

professionals — and virtually all administrators — said their institutions did an 

effective job of preparing students to enter the workforce.

But how do we make sense of that finding when headlines such as “Colleges  

get F for career prep” have gone viral?2 

In fact, as this report will reveal, employers, current students, and recent  

graduates repeatedly say that higher ed does a poor job of preparing students for 

professional success.

A closer look at the Grammarly/Higher Ed Dive survey results shows that 

administrators and faculty harbor doubts about their institutions’ career prep, too. 

This report digs further into the survey results as well as the latest assessments of 

employers, students, and graduates. Together, this research points to gaps in higher 

ed’s career-preparation programs. Institutions confront a disconnect between what 

they provide and what students and employers expect. 

Higher ed administrators can’t afford to ignore these gaps. That’s true even —  

or especially — if they have confidence in their career-prep initiatives.

92% of higher ed professionals surveyed said their  

institutions had effective career-preparation initiatives

11% of business leaders said they believed college 

graduates were well prepared for the workforce

92% 

11% 

B U T
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Administrators and faculty clearly recognize the 

importance of career preparation to students’ future 

success. Almost all (93%) of those surveyed said 

student career readiness played an important role in 

their everyday responsibilities. 

Respondents also noted that their institutions 

emphasized career outcomes across departments:  

64% said their schools incorporated tools and 

technologies students would use in the workforce;  

57% reported that they prioritized written 

communication across departments; and 52% required 

students to work in teams throughout the curriculum.

In addition, they highlighted a wide range of  

services their schools offered beyond a dedicated 

career center — more than four per institution, on 

average (see callout box below). 

Higher ed administrators have a positive view of their  
career-prep efforts. But how realistic is their assessment?

Outside of a dedicated career center, how does your institution prepare 

students to enter the workforce?

63%  Career exploration events and/or networking opportunities 

62%   Public speaking/verbal communication skill building

56%  Instruction in professional written communication 

55%  Opportunities for students to work in teams 

47%  Practical coursework

45%  Out-of-classroom opportunities such as internships, externships, or summer jobs

42%  Leadership training 

37%  Digital literacy classes 

32%  Career-preparation clubs
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“There is no doubt that higher ed administrators and 

faculty understand the central importance of career 

prep,” said Mary Rose Craycraft, the head of education 

customer success at Grammarly. “And it’s not for lack  

of effort. The reality is that the more traditional  

methods of career support that many institutions rely 

on are no longer effectively meeting the needs of the 

modern student.”

How well are these initiatives actually 
preparing students for life beyond the 
classroom? 

Quite well, if you ask administrators. Almost all higher  

ed leaders (98%) rated their schools’ career prep as 

very or somewhat effective. Faculty members (87%) 

were somewhat less bullish but remained positive. 

But that doesn’t mean higher ed professionals can 

declare victory and move on.

To gauge the effectiveness of higher ed’s career-prep 

initiatives, consider what students, graduates, and 

employers said. 

Only 41% of recent graduates said they believed  

their college degree signaled they had the skills 

employers needed, according to a recent Cengage 

Group survey.3 Just 25% said they’d choose the same 

educational path again. 

Current students have raised concerns, too.  

Only 14% said they had received good service  

from their campus career center, a College Pulse  

survey found.4

 “There is no doubt that higher ed 
administrators and faculty understand 
the central importance of career 
prep. And it’s not for lack of effort. 
The reality is that the more traditional 
methods of career support that many 
institutions rely on are no longer 
effectively meeting the needs of the 
modern student.” 
Mary Rose Craycraft,  
Head of Education Customer Success at Grammarly
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Employers also judge higher ed’s career-preparation 

efforts harshly. Survey after survey reveals that 

business leaders value the “soft skills” they expect 

students to learn in college, such as problem-solving, 

critical thinking, communication, and teamwork.5 The 

trouble is, they say they don’t believe students come 

out of higher ed proficient in those skills. In 2021, the 

American Association of Colleges and Universities 

surveyed business leaders and concluded, “Employers 

do not believe most graduates possess the level of 

preparedness needed for workforce success.”6 

An earlier Gallup-Lumina poll put the matter starkly: 

Only 11% of business leaders said they believed college 

graduates were well prepared for the workforce.7

The disconnect is obvious. As the Harvard Business 

Review explains, “Employers view universities and 

colleges as the gatekeepers of workforce talent, yet 

those same institutions aren’t prioritizing job skills and 

career readiness.”8

Craycraft noted that this disconnect created  

an opportunity for higher ed. “Employers often say  

that colleges and universities aren’t preparing 

graduates properly,” she said. “OK, but how so?  

Let’s create a two-way conversation. That way, 

institutions know what to prepare their students for 

and how to do it better.”

Higher ed administrators feel confident in their institutions’ career prep

98% said their schools’ career prep was effective

95% said their career prep was effective regardless of students’ area of study

91% said their career prep was effective regardless of students’ backgrounds 

(e.g., learning abilities, native language)
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Although higher ed professionals said they had 

confidence in their institutions’ career-prep programs, 

they offered more nuanced assessments once they 

drilled down deeper.

Whereas nine in 10 respondents rated their institutions’ 

career initiatives as effective, only four in 10 (42%) 

considered them to be “very effective.” Here, 

too, faculty expressed less confidence than did 

administrators: 37% chose “very effective” versus 48% 

of administrators. 

When asked to rate how well the programs work 

regardless of students’ backgrounds or areas of  

study, only one in three rated them as “very effective.” 

One in 10 say they were ineffective (either “somewhat” 

or “very”). 

Nearly half of administrators and faculty conceded  

gaps in their career-preparation initiatives. For example:

•  �48% admitted that their schools must do a  

better job integrating career-preparation needs  

into the curriculum.  

•  �45% — including 52% of faculty — reported that 

they needed to do more to reach students who don’t 

approach the career center. 

•  �47% said students needed help developing their 

verbal communication skills. 

•  �42% — including 47% of faculty — said they believe 

students needed help developing their written 

communication skills.

Higher ed’s rosy views hide more nuanced opinions of 
specific career-preparation initiatives

 “Career preparedness is very 
different from college to college 
within our university. Some do a 
great job. One college is spotty. 
Another is not very good at all.” 
Administrator at a four-year public university
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Craycraft noted that these mixed assessments, 

combined with all the different career-preparation 

initiatives, point to a broader question: How are 

institutions defining career readiness? 

“Career readiness might be woven throughout a 

student’s academic tenure, but it’s not the focus,” 

Craycraft said. “Many schools are not aligned on 

what the actual end goal of their career-preparation 

programs is. To gain that kind of alignment, 

institutions need to commit to defining career-

readiness outcomes as a long-term goal.” 

A good place to start? Craycraft suggested that 

administrators reach out to students, alumni, and 

employers. “Talk to students and alums to see where 

they believe the school has missed the mark on 

career prep. Talk to employers to see what the miss is. 

Hearing this feedback will make it easier to develop a 

shared sense of expectations.”

How has your institution tried to improve its career-preparation initiatives? 

61%  Given students digital access to career center support  

53%  Made efforts to help students understand the value of writing,  

no matter their field of study or future career plans

48%  Integrated career preparation into the curriculum  

42%  Reached out to students who don’t visit the career center 

40%  Provided digital tools to help students with their writing 

37%  Set up internship/job programs with other organizations

36%  Collaborated with employers to ensure students are aware  

of career opportunities 

28%  Expanded business hours at the career center
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The survey’s findings about college students’ 

communication skills proved telling. 

Strong written and verbal communication stand at  

the top of the soft skills employers seek. Nearly 96% of 

employers cited communication as the most important 

competency they looked for, according to the 2023  

job-outlook report from the National Association of 

Colleges and Employers.9

Here again, though, most employers said it was difficult 

to find college graduates with the skills they needed.10 

The Grammarly/Higher Ed Dive survey suggests  

some reasons this may be so.

On the one hand, nearly all higher education 

professionals (92%) agreed with the statement, “My 

institution views written communication skills as 

essential for postgraduate success.” Moreover, colleges 

and universities offer a number of services to help 

students develop professional communications skills — 

about 3.5 per school on average, the survey found.

On the other hand, both faculty and administrators 

acknowledged that these programs had not produced 

the desired results. More than six out of 10 higher ed 

professionals agreed that students:

•  Had issues with grammar. 

•  Used text-speak/slang in written communications.

•  Struggled to adopt a professional tone.

•  Lacked confidence in their writing.

Higher ed can’t shoulder all the blame for these 

struggles. Too many students arrive on campus 

unprepared for college-level writing.11 When the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress last measured 

12th graders in writing, it found that more than three-

quarters lacked proficiency.12

The most alarming gap: Communication skills 

96% of employers said communication was the  

most important skill they sought

Six out of 10 higher ed professionals said students 

struggled with grammar, avoiding slang, and more

B U T

60% 

96% 
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“Struggles with writing are a systemic problem that 

starts well before students get to college,” Craycraft 

noted. “That said, higher ed’s efforts to address the 

issue aren’t working as well as they need to.”

Craycraft has been working in higher education for  

more than 15 years. She sees communication 

assistance as an area primed for innovation: 

“Institutions make significant investments in their 

professors, their writing centers, tutoring programs, 

and a handful of other measures to improve students’ 

communication. But even taken together, these 

traditional methods of student support can’t close  

the gaps that exist today. Why not? A big part of it is 

that the writing center and tutors can’t be there to  

help all students all the time, whenever and wherever 

they write.”

Craycraft continued: “To meet students where they are, 

institutions need to find ways to provide contextual, 

personalized, timely support so all students can 

improve their writing skills. There are tools that can 

provide customized, around-the-clock support in a way 

instructors simply can’t.”

What services does your institution offer to help students  

develop professional communication skills?  

62% Instruction in professional communication  

(either through the career center or elsewhere)

61% Support with cover letters and resumes 

57% Digital tools to help students with their writing  

57% Appointments in the writing center 

51% Interview training/mock interviews  

48% Practical coursework
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The results of the Grammarly/Higher Ed Dive survey 

reveal that higher ed leaders should take a hard look at 

their career-readiness efforts.

Before launching any ambitious new career-prep 

initiatives, higher ed leaders need to define their 

terms: What do they mean by career readiness? 

Should students be measured on the soft skills 

employers value most? If so, which skills in particular 

— critical thinking? communication? problem-solving? 

working with others? 

“One reason why all of these gaps exist is that there 

isn’t one clear definition of what it means to be career 

ready,” Craycraft said. “So the term means one thing 

for an institution but something else for a student and 

something different for an employer.”

 

 

Once an institution has defined what career readiness 

means, it needs to determine how to measure success. 

As Craycraft pointed out, “Higher ed provides students 

with grading rubrics for assignments that clearly define 

what they’re looking for and what it means to get an 

A. Schools need to set similar expectations for what it 

means to be career ready.” 

The responsibility does not fall on institutions only, 

though. “We’re constantly asking higher ed to do 

more,” Craycraft said. “But this is where the two-way 

conversation with employers becomes so important. 

The best way institutions can arrive at a clear 

definition of career readiness is by getting actionable 

feedback from employers.” 

Craycraft’s recommendation mirrors findings from 

Cengage Group, which notes that employers can help 

change the conversation around career preparation.13

How higher ed can improve students’ career readiness

 “Higher ed provides students with  
grading rubrics for assignments that 
clearly define what they’re looking for and 
what it means to get an A. Schools need 
to set similar expectations for what it 
means to be career ready.” 
Mary Rose Craycraft, Head of Education Customer Success at Grammarly
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Higher education has a wealth of opportunities to 

strengthen career readiness. Some colleges and 

universities have rolled out truly innovative approaches 

to career preparation. Corporations and the federal 

government have established promising “pathways” 

programs to identify and train students and recent 

graduates.14  Other organizations have emerged to  

bring employers and education providers together to 

make education opportunities, including full degrees, 

available to working Americans.15 

Even if your institution isn’t ready to launch such  

bold programs, there are other meaningful ways  

to level up your career-prep initiatives. One of the  

best places to start is by focusing on ways to meet  

your students wherever they are and whenever  

they need support. Waiting for students to seek  

help via the career or writing center is no longer a  

viable strategy. 

With AI-powered tools like Grammarly, students  

can access personalized, timely support that helps  

them develop the communication skills that future 

employers demand.

“By helping students develop these enhanced 

competencies, institutions can make progress  

in closing the gap that exists in student writing,  

which will allow them to better compete and  

succeed in today’s workplace,” Craycraft noted.  

“This credibility will reflect well and help burnish  

an institution’s reputation.”
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With Grammarly for Education, every student at your 

institution gains access to an always-on writing 

assistant, offering suggestions that help students 

become stronger, more confident communicators and 

achieve greater academic and professional success.

95% of students using Grammarly report that our tool 

is helping them to perform better at their first job.

Contact our team to learn more about how 

Grammarly for Education can help better prepare 

your students for life beyond the classroom.

Get in touch

https://www.grammarly.com/edu/contact-sales?utm_source=Higher+Ed+Dive&utm_medium=Report+download&utm_content=career-prep-report&utm_campaign=career-prep-report
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