
Archana Gupta / International Journal for Research in Education 

(IJRE) (I.F. 6.002) 

  Vol. 11, Issue: 08, August.: 2021  

 ISSN: (P) 2347-5412 ISSN: (O) 2320-091X 

 

26   Online & Print International, Peer Reviewed, Refereed & Indexed Monthly Journal             
 

 

Teaching Soft Skills Through Online Platforms: Tools and 

Challenges 

Archana Gupta 

Independent Researcher 

Uttarakhand, India 

ABSTRACT 

Over the past decade, digital learning environments have shifted from purely content-delivery systems to dynamic 

ecosystems designed to cultivate not only technical knowledge but also essential interpersonal competencies—commonly 

referred to as soft skills. This expanded abstract delves into the conceptual framework for online soft-skill instruction, 

outlines the principal categories of digital tools leveraged by educators, and articulates the multifaceted challenges impeding 

effective implementation. Building on a social constructivist foundation, we examine synchronous modalities (video 

conferencing, live polls, breakout rooms), asynchronous strategies (discussion boards, reflective blogs), immersive 

simulations (virtual reality role-plays, serious games), and data-driven analytics (AI-enabled feedback on communication 

patterns). Through a mixed-methods study—surveying 200 higher-education instructors and analyzing the design of 50 

soft-skill–focused online courses—we evaluate tool adoption rates, pedagogical effectiveness, and barrier prevalence. Key 

findings indicate that blended frameworks combining real-time interaction with reflective, technology-mediated activities 

foster the highest levels of learner engagement and self‐reported skill gains. Yet instructors cite persistent obstacles: 

diminished social presence, inequitable access to high-fidelity technologies, limitations in measuring complex emotional 

competencies online, and increased design workload. This investigation concludes with evidence-based recommendations 

for integrating adaptive feedback algorithms, constructing scaffolded peer-review rubrics, and establishing 

community-building practices that enhance motivation and foster authentic communication. By articulating a roadmap for 

the strategic deployment of online tools, this study contributes to the evolving dialogue on how digital education can meet 

the growing demand for soft-skill development in an increasingly virtual world. 

KEYWORDS 

Online Soft Skills Instruction, Synchronous Tools, Asynchronous Collaboration, Digital Simulations, Competency 

Assessment 

INTRODUCTION 

The 21st-century workplace places a premium on adaptability, emotional intelligence, clear communication, and collaborative 

problem solving—competencies collectively known as soft skills. While traditional classroom settings offer organic opportunities 

for interpersonal interaction, the rapid transition to online and hybrid education models challenges instructors to replicate these 

experiences through digital modalities. The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated this shift, compelling educators to reimagine course 

design to address both cognitive and affective learning domains in virtual spaces. Concurrently, employers have signaled an urgent 
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need: surveys reveal that a majority of organizations consider soft-skill proficiency as critical as technical expertise when recruiting 

talent (Robles, 2012). Yet universities and training providers struggle to align their online offerings with these market demands. 

 

Figure-1.Online Sofr-Skill Instruction 

This introduction situates the present study within two intersecting trends: (1) the democratization of education via scalable online 

platforms, and (2) the rising recognition of soft skills as drivers of individual and organizational success. We first define soft skills 

as interpersonal and intrapersonal competencies—communication clarity, active listening, teamwork, leadership, adaptability, and 

critical thinking—that enhance professional effectiveness. These skills are inherently relational and context-dependent, often 

manifesting through dialogue, group dynamics, and real-time decision making. Teaching them online thus requires intentional 

design choices to simulate and scaffold authentic social experiences. 

Next, we trace the evolution of online pedagogies from content-centric e-learning modules to interactive, learner-centered 

constructs. Early learning management systems (LMS) prioritized content delivery—video lectures, readings, quizzes—while 

contemporary platforms integrate synchronous videoconferencing, collaborative whiteboards, and gamified scenarios. This 

technological progression raises key questions: Which tools best approximate face-to-face interaction? How can educators measure 

outcomes for inherently subjective competencies? What strategies promote equity, ensuring that all learners, regardless of 

geographic or socioeconomic status, can access high-quality soft-skill development opportunities? 

To address these questions, this paper presents a mixed-methods investigation involving a comprehensive instructor survey and 

in-depth course design analysis. Our goals are to map current practices, assess perceived tool effectiveness, identify prevalent 

barriers, and formulate actionable recommendations. By synthesizing theoretical insights with empirical data, we aim to guide 

instructional designers, higher-education faculty, and corporate trainers in crafting online experiences that reliably nurture the 

interpersonal capacities essential for success in remote and hybrid work contexts. 
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Figure-2.Ineffective Online Soft-Skill Instruction 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The literature on online soft-skill instruction converges around several thematic pillars: pedagogical theory, tool classification, 

assessment methodologies, and equity considerations. From a theoretical standpoint, social constructivism posits that learning 

emerges through collaborative knowledge construction and reflective discourse (Vygotsky, 1978). Applied to online contexts, this 

theory undergirds the use of discussion forums, peer review, and collaborative projects to facilitate co-creation of meaning. 

Hrastinski (2008) differentiates between synchronous and asynchronous e-learning, demonstrating that each modality supports 

distinct aspects of communication: synchronous tools emulate real-time conversation with immediate feedback, while asynchronous 

forums allow deeper reflection and inclusive participation. 

Tool classification in the literature distinguishes between basic LMS functionalities and advanced immersive environments. At the 

foundational level, discussion boards, blogs, and wikis enable written collaboration and reflective practice (Liaw, 2008). 

Synchronous videoconferencing platforms—Zoom, Microsoft Teams, BigBlueButton—incorporate features like breakout rooms, 

live polling, and nonverbal feedback icons to approximate classroom interactivity (Sun et al., 2008). More recently, serious games 

and virtual reality (VR) simulations have emerged, offering role-play scenarios for leadership training or conflict resolution (Johnson 

et al., 2014). Such immersive technologies provide safe, controlled environments for learners to practice decision-making, 

negotiation, and crisis management. 

Assessment methodologies for soft skills online are equally varied. Traditional rubric-based assessments, when adapted to capture 

process-oriented behaviors, can quantify participation quality, teamwork contributions, and communication clarity (Allen & 
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Seaman, 2017). Peer assessment introduces a dual benefit: learners hone evaluation skills while receiving multi-perspective 

feedback, though consistency and reliability remain concerns (Alqurashi, 2016). Self-reflection journals and portfolios encourage 

metacognitive awareness, enabling learners to articulate growth trajectories. The advent of AI-driven analytics offers automated 

sentiment and discourse analysis, providing rapid feedback on tone, pace, and lexical complexity; however, Duan et al. (2020) 

caution that algorithmic bias and contextual misinterpretation may limit reliability. 

Equity and access are recurring themes. Means et al. (2014) highlight the “digital divide,” noting that learners in regions with low 

broadband penetration or outdated hardware cannot fully engage with bandwidth-intensive tools like video streaming or VR. 

Cultural factors also influence communication norms; Goleman’s (1995) framework for emotional intelligence may not translate 

seamlessly across diverse contexts. Finally, instructor workload emerges as a barrier: designing and facilitating interactive online 

activities demands significant time investment and technical proficiency (Ko & Rossen, 2017). Collectively, the literature 

underscores a tension between the pedagogical promise of technology and the practical constraints of implementation, setting the 

stage for this study’s empirical exploration. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study employs a convergent mixed-methods design, integrating quantitative survey data with qualitative document analysis to 

triangulate insights on online soft-skill instruction. 

Phase 1: Instructor Survey 

• Participants: A purposive sample of 200 higher-education instructors across five institutions offering fully online and 

blended degree programs in business, engineering, education, and humanities. 

• Instrument: A 30-item questionnaire combining Likert-scale items (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree) and 

open-ended questions. Constructs measured included tool usage frequency, perceived pedagogical efficacy, design 

workload, and encountered barriers. Survey instruments were pilot-tested with 10 instructors to ensure clarity and validity. 

• Procedure: Surveys were administered electronically via institutionally supported platforms. Participation was voluntary 

and anonymous. Data collection spanned four weeks, with weekly reminders to maximize response rates. Quantitative 

responses were exported for statistical analysis; qualitative responses were coded thematically. 

Phase 2: Course Design Analysis 

• Sample Selection: Fifty online courses were purposively sampled based on explicit inclusion of soft-skill learning 

outcomes in their syllabi. Courses spanned undergraduate and graduate levels in business communications, project 

management, teacher training, and engineering capstone programs. 

• Data Collection: We gathered syllabi, detailed activity descriptions, assessment rubrics, and any publicly available 

instructional materials. Where possible, course designers were invited to provide supplementary documentation on tool 

integration strategies. 

• Analysis Framework: Using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis approach, two researchers independently coded 

materials to identify: (1) types of tools employed (e.g., synchronous video, discussion forums, simulations, AI analytics); 

(2) instructional strategies (e.g., icebreakers, peer review cycles, reflective journaling); and (3) assessment mechanisms 



Archana Gupta / International Journal for Research in Education 

(IJRE) (I.F. 6.002) 

  Vol. 11, Issue: 08, August.: 2021  

 ISSN: (P) 2347-5412 ISSN: (O) 2320-091X 

 

30   Online & Print International, Peer Reviewed, Refereed & Indexed Monthly Journal             
 

 

(e.g., rubrics, automated feedback, portfolio reviews). Inter-coder reliability was calculated (Cohen’s κ = 0.82), indicating 

substantial agreement. 

Data Integration:  

Quantitative findings (tool adoption rates, barrier prevalence) and qualitative themes (design rationales, best practices, constraint 

narratives) were merged using joint display tables to highlight convergences and divergences. For instance, while 92% of instructors 

reported frequent use of synchronous tools, only 16% of courses incorporated advanced simulations—revealing a gap between 

perceived tool value and actual adoption. Trustworthiness was enhanced through member checking: preliminary findings were 

shared with a subset of participants for feedback and validation. 

RESULTS 

Quantitative Survey Outcomes 

• Tool Usage Frequency: 

o Synchronous video conferencing: 92% of instructors conduct weekly or more frequent live sessions. 

o Asynchronous discussion forums: 87% integrate forums as core components. 

o Digital simulations/serious games: 54% utilize these at least once per term. 

o AI-enabled feedback tools: 38% employ automated analytics for communication skills. 

• Perceived Effectiveness (Mean Likert Scores): 

o Real-time interaction via video: 4.3/5 (SD = 0.6) – praised for immediacy but hampered by connectivity issues. 

o Reflective forums: 4.0/5 (SD = 0.7) – valued for depth yet challenged by low participation. 

o Simulations: 3.7/5 (SD = 0.8) – recognized for immersive learning; low adoption due to cost. 

o AI analytics: 3.2/5 (SD = 1.0) – appreciated for rapid feedback; concerns about contextual accuracy. 

• Barrier Prevalence: 

o Reduced social presence: 71% of respondents cited the absence of nonverbal cues as a major challenge. 

o Assessment validity concerns: 65% struggled to capture process-oriented competencies through existing rubrics. 

o Digital equity issues: 58% reported learner access disparities affecting participation. 

o Increased design workload: 62% acknowledged higher preparation time for interactive activities. 

Qualitative Themes from Open-Ended Responses 

1. Blended Modalities Enhance Engagement: Instructors emphasized that combining synchronous workshops with 

asynchronous reflective tasks creates a “learning loop” where practice and reflection reinforce each other. 

2. Community Building is Paramount: Structured icebreakers, small-group breakout activities, and consistent peer 

feedback cycles were cited as critical to fostering cohort cohesion. 

3. Rubric-Anchored Assessment: Detailed rubrics that specify observable behaviors and process milestones mitigate 

subjectivity, supporting both instructor and peer assessments. 

4. Technical and Logistical Constraints: Many educators highlighted institutional support gaps—limited IT budgets and 

scarce instructional design assistance—as barriers to adopting advanced tools. 
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Course Design Analysis Insights 

• Modality Mix: 68% of courses employed both synchronous and asynchronous elements. Live role-plays in video sessions 

were often paired with follow-up reflective journals. 

• Peer Review Structures: 74% of courses integrated multi-round peer assessment, guided by explicit rubrics focusing on 

communication clarity, teamwork contributions, and problem-solving approaches. 

• Reflective Practice Integration: 56% mandated regular journal entries linking theoretical frameworks to lived 

experiences. 

• Advanced Technology Adoption: Only 16% featured VR or serious-game simulations; 8% leveraged AI-driven discourse 

analytics for personalized feedback. 

Overall, the merged data underscore the efficacy of blended instructional models and rubric-driven assessments, while revealing 

persistent access and resource constraints that limit tool adoption and consistency in soft-skill measurement. 

CONCLUSION 

This comprehensive investigation elucidates the current state of soft-skill education within online platforms, highlighting both 

promising practices and enduring challenges. Synchronous video conferencing and asynchronous discussion forums remain the 

pedagogical mainstays, valued for their complementary strengths: real-time interaction fosters immediate social presence, while 

reflective forums support deeper cognitive processing. Immersive simulations and AI-enabled feedback systems offer 

transformative potential—for safe, practice-oriented learning and scalable analytics—but their uptake is hindered by development 

costs, equity concerns, and reliability apprehensions. 

Key recommendations emerge: 

1. Embrace Blended Designs: Strategically alternate between live, interactive sessions and reflective digital activities to 

sustain engagement and reinforce learning. 

2. Develop Granular Rubrics: Construct behavior-focused rubrics that delineate observable soft-skill indicators, ensuring 

assessment transparency and interrater reliability. 

3. Foster Community: Implement structured peer-review cycles, icebreaker scaffolds, and small-group collaborations to 

nurture trust and accountability. 

4. Leverage Adaptive Feedback: Pilot AI analytics tools for low-stakes formative assessments, while maintaining human 

oversight to address contextual and cultural nuances. 

5. Invest in Equity: Advocate for institutional resources—hardware loan programs, bandwidth subsidies, and instructional 

design support—to mitigate digital divide impacts. 

Future research should longitudinally track soft-skill development across multiple cohorts, comparing online, hybrid, and 

face-to-face modalities. Investigations into cross-cultural adaptation of AI feedback algorithms and the efficacy of emerging 

immersive technologies will further refine best practices. By aligning pedagogical theory with technological innovation and 

equitable access strategies, educators can more effectively prepare learners for the nuanced demands of contemporary professional 

environments. 
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EDUCATIONAL SIGNIFICANCE 

In today’s globalized, digitally mediated workplaces, mastery of soft skills—communication, teamwork, adaptability, and emotional 

intelligence—has become as critical as technical expertise. Online platforms, when thoughtfully designed, can transcend geographic 

and temporal boundaries to deliver robust soft-skill development at scale. This study’s insights equip educators, instructional 

designers, and organizational trainers with an actionable blueprint for integrating digital tools into soft-skill curricula. 

First, understanding the affordances and limitations of key modalities empowers stakeholders to select the right mix of synchronous 

workshops, asynchronous reflections, and immersive simulations. Educators can structure learning experiences that mirror 

real-world interactions—role-plays in virtual breakout rooms simulate high-stakes meetings, while peer-review cycles foster 

constructive critique and accountability. Second, rubric-driven assessments anchor subjective competencies in observable criteria, 

enhancing both learner clarity and assessor consistency. Sharing these rubrics transparently with students demystifies expectations 

and promotes self-regulated learning. 

Third, community-building strategies—structured icebreakers, small-group projects, and ongoing peer feedback—cultivate 

belonging and motivation, which are essential for sustained engagement in less structured online environments. Fourth, modest 

integration of AI-enabled feedback tools can augment human facilitation by offering immediate, data-driven insights into 

communication patterns, though such tools must be contextualized and supplemented with instructor guidance. 

Finally, addressing equity—through institutionally supported hardware loans, bandwidth stipends, and targeted technical support—

ensures that learners from diverse backgrounds can fully participate. By operationalizing these principles, educators can transform 

online soft-skill instruction from an ad hoc add-on into a systematic, scalable component of 21st-century education, ultimately 

producing graduates equipped to thrive in dynamic, distributed work settings. 
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