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UNDERSTANDING MY JOURNEY
A Toolkit for Soft Skills Development for Young People

Welcome to the UMJ Toolkit. Before you start your journey, you should read 
these notes first. The notes will help you to make the most of this Toolkit.

What are soft skills?

These are the skills which you develop as you go through life, and which many people often struggle to 
identify and describe. They are often known by different names, such as ‘transferable skills’ or ‘core skills’.

Within this Toolkit we’ll be focusing on the following 8 soft skills:

1.	 Positive Attitude
2.	 Communication
3.	 Adaptability
4.	 Time & Energy Management
5.	 Work Ethic
6.	 Problem Solving & Analytical Thinking
7.	 Teamwork
8.	 Leadership

Why are soft skills important?

These are the skills you’ll need for employment, and for further education and training. In many cases, 
employers think that these skills are just as important as qualifications, and for some jobs, they might be 
even more important.

Obviously, qualifications and technical skills are also really important, but that’s only part of the picture. 
Imagine a plumber who can’t be relied on to arrive on time, or a football player who can’t get along with 
other people, or a nurse who doesn’t listen to his or her patients. They might have excellent plumbing, 
football or nursing skills, but their soft skills will let them down.

The problem is that these skills are rarely taught at school, college or university. They need to be developed 
through experience in the real world. For young people without a solid work history, it can be difficult to 
show how you’ve developed these skills during your activities outside of the classroom or workplace. The 
Toolkit will show you how to do this.

Who is the Toolkit for?

Any young person can use this Toolkit. You can work through it independently, section by section, or you 
can choose the sections most relevant to you.

It’s mainly intended for young people who are already involved in some kind of activity or project, such as 
youth volunteering projects, work experience or employability training. You can use this Toolkit alongside 
your chosen activity.

However, whilst it’s been designed to be worked through independently, some young people might need 
help to use it. You might also be using the toolkit with other young people and if so, your teacher or youth 
worker will give you further guidance and instructions.
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Who has developed the UMJ Toolkit?

Understanding My Journey is a  European project, and has been developed by organisations working 
to support young people in 7 countries. It is funded by Erasmus+. This is the European agency which 
promotes co-operation across Europe in education, training, youth volunteering, culture and sport.

Republic of Ireland Ballymun Job Centre www.bmunjob.ie

United Kingdom REY Europe www.reyeurope.org

Portugal ANESPO www.anespo.pt

Italy IFOA www.ifoa.it

Greece Action Synergy www.action.gr

Croatia OAZA www.oazainfo.hr

Poland STRIM www.strim.org.pl

The Toolkit is available in English, Portuguese, Italian, Greek, Croatian and Polish.

What other resources are available?

Check out the Understanding My Journey website at www.understandingmyjourney.eu

As well as the UMJ Soft Skills Toolkit for you to download and print, there’s also an  interactive Smart 
Phone App which you can use alongside this Toolkit.

For youth professionals (such as youth workers, teachers, lecturers, trainers and advisors) there’s 
a Practitioners’ Guide, with additional resources to support young people to use this Toolkit.
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HOW TO USE THE UMJ SOFT SKILLS TOOLKIT
What’s inside each section of the Toolkit?

Each of the 8 sections inside the Toolkit follows a similar structure.

An  introduction to the soft skill, and why it is important. Learning Outcomes. 
These give you an introduction to what you will learn as you work through each 
section.

Before the Journey - Skills Check. This includes a task to help you start thinking 
about this soft skill, followed by an initial skills check to assess and record your 
current level.

Continuing the Journey - Development Activities. This includes several tasks to 
help you understand how to develop this soft skill in more detail. This leads into...

Action Planning. This shows you one or two more ways to develop this soft 
skill, and includes some tasks designed to apply this skill in your daily or weekly 
activities.

Reflecting and Evaluating. After trying these tasks, you will think about what you 
did, how you did it, and how your skills have developed. Again, this leads into...

After the Journey - Skills Check. You should come back and take the skills check 
again, and see how far you have travelled in your soft skills journey.

Moving On. This task asks you what new or improved skills you will take with you 
on your journey, and gives you some space to record how you can include these in 
situations in the future, such as job applications and interviews.
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How much time do I need to work through each section?

There isn’t a fixed answer to this question. However, we recommend that you should give yourself at 
least 3-6 weeks to work on developing each soft skill.

You don’t need to work on one skill at a time, you can work on several skills all at once. However, it’s 
probably too much to work on all the skills at the same time, all in one go.

We’ve designed the Toolkit to help you develop your soft skills in whatever ‘real life’ activities you find 
yourself taking part in. Once you have assessed and recorded your initial level of the soft skill, this toolkit 
gives you tips and hints about how to develop the skill. You will then decide on a set of actions that will 
let you practice the skills in real life situations, and then record how things worked out. These actions will 
be over a period of weeks, as it takes time, and repeated practice, for skills to develop. After the weeks 
of practice, you will then reflect on how it has gone, and revisit the skills check and reflect on how you 
have changed.

Developing your skills may not be a quick process, since you will have to develop the confidence to try 
out new approaches with other people, and then keep on reflecting and practicing until you feel you’re 
getting better and making progress.

How can I measure a soft skill?

Because of their nature, soft skills are very difficult to measure. We have used a very simple approach 
using just three levels:

Emerging = your skills are starting to develop.

Consolidating = you’re practicing and 
developing your skills, but you’re not quite 
there yet.

Established = your skills are well developed, 
and have become part of how you naturally do 
things.

In order to understand your level, you will be asked to think about how well you currently practice ten 
aspects of the soft skill. For each of the ten questions, you will consider the current level of skill that you 
practice, against one of the following scores:

1.	 Never – I struggle with this
2.	 Hardly ever
3.	 Sometimes
4.	 Usually, but not always
5.	 Always – no problem
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The Toolkit includes the use of spider’s web graphs to give a picture of the results of the assessments of 
skills. The graph looks like a spider’s web with a set of lines or spokes which start from the centre of the 
diagram. Each spoke represents one of the ten aspects, with points 1 to 5 radiating out from the centre. 

In order to produce the graph, mark the score that you recorded for the aspect against the relevant 
numbered spoke. A completed example is shown below:

Emerging Consolidating Established

N
ever –

I struggle w
ith 

this

H
ardly ever

Som
etim

es

U
sually, 

but not 
alw

ays

Alw
ays – 

no problem
!

1 I think through ideas before I speak or communicate 
them

1

x
2 3 4 5

2 I communicate positively in difficult or challenging 
situations

1 2 3

x
4 5

3 I know if what I say has been understood by the person 
I am speaking to

1 2 3 4

x
5

4 I know when to use informal or more formal language
1 2 3 4

x
5

5 I listen openly and attentively to other people during 
conversations

1 2 3 4 5

x

6 I am aware of and respect the cultural values of the 
people that I am communicating with

1 2 3

x
4 5

7 I pay attention to my body language when in 
conversation with another person

1 2 3

x
4 5

8 I know when and how to ask questions
1 2 3 4

x
5

9 I understand and follow instructions to carry out 
a specific task

1 2

x
3 4 5

10 I recognise situations when I need help and know who 
to ask

1 2

x
3 4 5

1

0

2

3

4

5

1

0

2

3

4

5
Q1

Q2

Q3

Q4

Q5

Q6

Q7

Q8

Q9

Q10

1

0

2

3

4

5
Q1

Q2

Q3

Q4

Q5

Q6

Q7

Q8

Q9

Q10

Example of a blank spider’s web graph Example of an initial spider’s web graph (black)
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From the spider’s web diagram, it is possible to see which aspects are not yet fully developed, and this 
gives you help in deciding the next steps in using the Toolkit. From this example, questions 1, 9 and 10 
would be your weakest aspects, which you probably need to think about improving (thinking through 
your ideas, understanding instructions, and knowing when to ask for help). Question 5 would show you 
are very strong at listening. However, you can still develop this skill further if you want to.

After completing each section of the Toolkit, you will do the skills assessment again, and draw a new 
spider’s web graph to see how far you have travelled in your journey to develop the soft skill.

1

0

2

3

4

5
Q1

Q2

Q3

Q4

Q5

Q6

Q7

Q8

Q9

Q10

Example of an initial spider’s web graph (black)
and second after development (dotted line)

In this example, it’s easy to see there has been an improvement in all aspects of the soft skill. The second 
diagram (dotted line) is more ‘round’. This indicates that you have assessed yourself as having better 
skills than before – it’s easy to compare ‘before’ and ‘after’ by looking at this.

However, if there is a decrease in some aspects of your skills, don’t worry. This may mean that, even 
though you have developed some skills, you haven’t been able to pay much attention to others. You 
might develop a better understanding of this soft skill, and score yourself less well, because of this new 
(and better) understanding the second time.

This is nothing to worry about. Skills development can be a complicated journey. It’s all natural, and part 
of life.

Why do I need a second opinion?

This is a self-assessment process, but we suggest that, wherever possible, you should also involve another 
more experienced person who knows you well, such as your teacher, a youth worker, coach, mentor or 
employment advisor. This is to understand how other people see you, and how they think your skills are 
developing. It can be very difficult to gain a true and accurate picture of how other people see us, but it’s 
important that we’re all aware of this, so that we can set realistic and appropriate goals for ourselves.

It’s very, very important that you choose someone who knows you well, and who you trust to be honest 
and open with you.

You will need to explain to them that they will be involved twice – initially at the start, and secondly 
some time later when you have completed the activities. It is often useful to talk through your plans with 
another person as they may be able to offer suggestions or advice. 

If your assessment of your own skills is different to the other person’s, this could be a way of starting 
a discussion about why. It could be that the other person is unaware of the activities or responsibilities 
you take part in outside of your time with them. Equally, people might think you are actually better at 
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some of these skills than you think you are yourself. If so, getting the opinion of someone else you trust 
can really boost your confidence and self-esteem.

How can I practice developing my soft skills?

Soft skills are difficult to learn from theory – you need to practice them in safe situations in real life. You 
can’t just sit in a classroom and learn them. If you are using the Toolkit as part of a personal development 
or learning programme, then discuss situations where it is sensible to tackle specific activities with your 
tutor, youth worker, coach, mentor or employment support worker.

Possible scenarios to practice soft skills include:

•	 Work experience
•	 Volunteering
•	 Fundraising
•	 Playing sports
•	 Organising events, e.g. social or music events

Sometimes it is easier to take new approaches to situations with new people in these scenarios, rather 
than trying out new ways of doing things with people who know you well, and who may have preconceived 
views about you.

Is there an order in which to develop the soft skills?

Each part of the Toolkit is designed to be self-contained, but there are overlaps between all the different 
elements. It’s not really possible to view them as completely separate from each other.

For example, your ability to problem solve is key to your adaptability skills; developing a positive attitude 
is essential to being able to communicate with empathy; having strong time management skills is crucial 
for being able to demonstrate a solid work ethic. Equally, teamwork and leadership are best described as 
a cluster of skills, in that they contain elements of all of these skills, all at once.

We’d strongly suggest starting your journey with Positive Attitude. This will provide a firm foundation for 
moving on to the others, and for staying motivated.

Before starting your journey, though, we recommend that your next step is to take the First Skills Check. 
This will allow you to try out a skills check before you start out on your journey, and might help you to 
identify where you should start, and what you need to work on.

For this part, there’s no need to do a spider’s web. Just answer the questions as honestly as you can. For 
those skills where you score mainly 1 or 2, you might want to start developing these skills first. Everyone’s 
journey will be different.

If you need to, look back at the instructions on pages 4 and 5 before you complete the First Skills Check.
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FIRST SKILLS CHECK
Date of First Skills Check: Emerging Consolidating Established

N
ever – I struggle 

w
ith this

H
ardly ever

Som
etim

es

U
sually, 

but not alw
ays

Alw
ays – 

no problem
!

Example: I have a purpose in my life and feel I am making 
a contribution

1 2 3 4 5

1 I have a purpose in my life and feel I am making 
a contribution

1 2 3 4 5

Positive Attitude

2 I have realistic goals which I feel I am progressing 
towards

1 2 3 4 5

3 I value my friendships and find time to connect with 
other people

1 2 3 4 5

4 I think through ideas before I speak or communicate 
them

1 2 3 4 5 Com
m

unication Skills

5 I can communicate positively in difficult or challenging 
situations

1 2 3 4 5

6 I know when to use informal or more formal language
1 2 3 4 5

7 I see changes as opportunities to learn and experience 
new things

1 2 3 4 5 Adaptability Skills

8 I try to overcome setbacks and barriers to progress
1 2 3 4 5

9 I am open to other people’s suggestions about how 
I might do things differently

1 2 3 4 5

10 I am always on time for things and rarely miss deadlines
1 2 3 4 5

Tim
e and Energy 

M
anagem

ent

11 I regularly write ‘to do’ lists and tick off things when 
they’re done

1 2 3 4 5

12 When I start doing something, I like to try and finish it 
without getting distracted

1 2 3 4 5

13 I can be relied upon to be there when the work needs to 
be done

1 2 3 4 5

W
ork Ethic

14 I own up to my mistakes and am happy to ask for help 
and advice when I need it

1 2 3 4 5

15 I understand the importance of working hard to achieve 
my goals

1 2 3 4 5

16 I step back and look at the bigger picture before trying 
to analyse a problem

1 2 3 4 5 Problem
 Solving and 

Analytical Skills

17 I set up and follow a logical sequence of stages in order 
to problem solve

1 2 3 4 5

18 I think creatively and come up with solutions which 
other people haven’t thought of

1 2 3 4 5

19 I understand how my role fits within a larger team
1 2 3 4 5 Team

w
ork 

Leadership Skills20 I do as I say, and people trust me to act in accordance 
with my values

1 2 3 4 5
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BEFORE YOU SET OUT…
Planning your Journey

We’ve called this ‘Understanding My Journey’ because you’re about to embark on exactly that – a journey. 
A good way to think about each soft skill is to imagine that you are climbing a mountain. 

In fact, if you are using the app alongside this Toolkit, you’ll find that each soft skill is actually a mountain 
adventure! Here’s what you need to do to reach the top:

•	 Start at the foothills. Before you start climbing, 
you need to know that you have the correct 
equipment, and that you understand the route 
to the top. Think of this as your skills check. You 
can then start to climb up the mountain.

•	 Find a  cave to rest in. Developing your skills 
isn’t easy. If it starts raining, you’ll need to find 
shelter in a cave. Think of this as where you can 
rest and think about your skills check – what 
you can already do well, and what you need to 
improve.

•	 Reach the training camp. After climbing a little while, you’ll need some more skills to get further 
up the mountain. Think of the mountain training camp as your development activities. The evening 
campfire is a good opportunity to read up on how to develop your skills.

•	 Climb up to the summit. You can now make good progress up the mountain, and plant your flags 
each time you tackle a difficult part of the climb. Think of this as your action planning, and the things 
you’ll do to develop your skills.

•	 Arrive at the mountain top. You’ve made it – you can look back at your progress, and feel really 
proud of yourself. To see how much you’ve achieved, you can take a skills check again, and look back 
on how far you’ve travelled. You can also think about what to take with you on the next mountain 
you’ll climb.

Now that you’ve done your First Skills Check, think about which mountains you’re going to climb first. You 
can write a number in the box next to each mountain.
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ENJOY THE JOURNEY, AND GOOD LUCK!

Positive Attitude

Work Ethic

Adaptability Skills

Team Working Skills

Communication Skills

Problem Solving and 
Analytical Skills

Time and Energy
Management

Leadership Skills

1


