
Making the Connection
Building and measuring relational skills with a 

technology-powered system

Betheny Gross · WGU Labs
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WHY THIS MATTERS

Relationships are the foundation of a good life but 
technology is eroding them

ALWAYS TRUE

Relationships predict long-term happiness and health. 

In 2023, the U.S. Surgeon General declared loneliness a public health epidemic.

NEWLY URGENT

43%
say AI has freed up 

time for human 

connection

but 
only

28%
use that time to 

connect

33% of employees rarely or never have conversations 

with colleagues beyond transactional tasks.

21% of early career workers report feeling lonelier at 

work since AI arrived

Source: The Human Connection Workplace Index, 2026
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THE GAP

Universities treat relational skills as someone else's 
responsibility

Traditionally, relational skills have been transmitted by chance 

via classroom interaction, clubs, campus culture, in-person 

mentorship.

Online learners, first-generation students, and working adults 

often lack access to those informal channels.

THE CONNECTION GAP

1 in 5 WGU students know 

zero people in their 

desired field

WGU helps me connect with others 31
%

Feel connected to other students 28
%
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THE FRAMEWORK

Foundational competencies create value in the workforce

Self-awareness

Recognizing your own emotions, 
values, and effect on others.

Social awareness

Reading others — perspective, 
emotion, and context.

Relationship skills

Communicating, collaborating, and 
navigating relationships well.

Relational influence

Motivating and aligning others — 
through relationship, not authority.

Social capital

Boundary-spanning network access 
that opens doors.

Adapted from CASEL Framework for 

Social and Emotional Learning 
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OUR APPROACH DEFINE · INTEGRATE · MEASURE

Building relational skill deliberately takes three things

1
Define

Specify the skills precisely enough to 

teach and assess them.

›

2
Integrate

Build practice into the learning 

experience not a separate, skippable 

module.

›

3
Measure

Evaluate demonstrations of skills.
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DEFINE DEFINE · INTEGRATE · MEASURE

You can't build or measure what you haven't defined

AI generates behaviorally 

grounded, industry-aligned 

frameworks for dispositional 

skills.
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INTEGRATE DEFINE · INTEGRATE · MEASURE

Built in, not added on
Relational skills generated by Lazuli and woven into domain coursework as graded activities

Real action — reaching out to an actual contact.
Rehearsal — 
drafting the 
outreach email.

Healthcare Communications Project Planning
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MEASURE · SIMULATION

DEFINE · INTEGRATE · MEASURE

Simulation makes relational skills easy to practice and see
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MEASURE · VIDEO DEFINE · INTEGRATE · MEASURE

Video analysis captures what text 
can't

AI recognizes activity in video, builds a 

rubric from professional standards, 

and annotates against it.
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HOW WE Will VALIDATE DEFINE · INTEGRATE · MEASURE

Validating AI-based assessment against human rating: 
A work in progress

AI rating
Generated by the system

VALIDATED AGAINST

→

THE CRITERION

Human rater score
The standard everything is 
measured against

A DISCIPLINED SET OF CHECKS

01
Establish the human-human 
agreement ceiling first

02
Look at the full score 
distribution, not just averages

03
Check behavior at the pass-fail 
threshold

04
Test for differential scoring 
across student subgroups



IN CLOSING

From accidental to deliberate

We have the tools. They are showing promise. It’s 
worth our investment to get it right.
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