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CEDEFOP is a Community body es-
tablished by the Council of Minis-
ters’ decision of 10.2.1975. The
Centre has a Management Board in
which four parties are repre-
sented; the employers, the trade
unions, the national governments
and the European Commission.

CEDEFOP has the task of contribu-
ting to the development of vo-
cational training in the European
Union through its academic and
technical activities. The Centre
responds to questions posed by
the European Commission and the
various groups represented on the
Management Board and has the
task of producing information
which is relevant, concise and de-
finitive in a Community perspec-
tive.

The Work Programme focuses on
two main areas:

d trends in qualifications
J trends in training systems.

CEDEFOQP uses a variety of tools to
implement this programme:

1 studies and analyses

1 information (in a variety of
forms)

1 the creation of opportunities for
the exchange and transfer of in-
formation.
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Call for contributions

The Editorial Committee wishes to encourage the spontaneous contribution of
articles. Articles submitted will be examined by the Editorial Committee which
reserves the right to decide on publication. It will inform the authors of its
decision. Articles (3 to 10 pages, 30 lines per page, 60 characters per line)
should be addressed to the editors of the Journal. Manuscripts will not be

The following topics are currently being prepared:

0 “The development of vocational training in a European context”
0 “Informal apprenticeships in the company”




Editorial

A new title: The Vocational Training Jour-
nal now becomes the European Vocational
Training Journal.

An editorial committee: to select arti-
cles and guarantee the quality of the
Journal.

One aim: to be a platform for debate, a
source of innovation to accompany and
mould vocational training in Europe.

A new Journal, why?

Vocational training plays a fundamental
part in changing national economic and
social systems and in European construc-
tion. The choices offered by vocational
training will mould the social and eco-
nomic future of each country and Euro-
pean construction.

Vocational training is omnipresent: in the
quest for increased competitiveness, in the
emergence of new forms of labour organi-
zation, new manpower management
methods, in the struggle against exclusion
phenomena and in social cohesion. It
should reconcile the needs of the
economy and democracy, of the markets
and of social life.

To elucidate the choices made by
stakeholders, particularly with regard to
vocational training policy, the journal has
a twofold mission:

U it is necessary and possible to bring
together the reflections of stakeholders
and of researchers.

0 issues relating to vocational training
should be placed in a context which, al-
though surpassing it, helps to mould it.
Social changes, economic trends, trends
in labour markets, companies, the struc-
ture and content of employment.

Debate and reflection should not cease
here. Certainly, each vocational training
system has its specific nature and a co-
herence of its own. But their rigorous
comparison and the circulation of ideas
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give important impetus for reflection and
for the activities of all involved.

For whom and with whom?

The Journal addresses everyone contribu-
ting to changing vocational training. Tt
addresses decision-makers, social part-
ners, trainers, researchers, private and
public stakeholders. It is not a journal
written by specialists to address other
specialists.

It is open to debate and rigorous reflec-
tion in order that readers obtain an over-
all view of trends in vocational training
in each country in the European Union,
and that they acquire a better understand-
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The creation of an Editorial Committee, the decision of the CEDEFOP
Management Board, marks a turning point in the life of the Journal.

Such a decision, which strengthens the role of the Journal in
disseminating information from CEDEFOP, aims to continue to improve
quality and to ensure openness to current debates and issues relating
to vocational training in Europe.

The priorities of the Committee are to ensure the relevance of information
with regard to issues the Community is facing, to ensure readability
and a balance of approaches. The Committee is autonomous while
respecting the guidelines set out by the Management Board.

We hope that this new phase will satisfy needs for information on
vocational training at a time of great economic and social change in the

Member States of the European Union.

Ernst Piehl

ing of the coherence of each vocational
training system and can analyse the chal-
lenges confronting vocational training in
Europe.

The Editorial Committee is made up of
stakeholders and researchers from differ-
ent countries from within the Community.
It welcomes articles from a variety of
sources as it does spontaneous contribu-

CEDEFOP
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tions. The Journal wishes progressively
to establish contacts and relations with
national journals in the area of vocational
training.

How?

The three annual issues of the European
Vocational Training Journal will contain
articles drawing attention to studies and
research work, to innovation or to the
reflections of stakeholders.

Certain articles will permit the reader to
identify the more important studies car-
ried out in each country of the European
Union and, in particular, comparative
studies completed on the initiative of
CEDEFOP, the European Commission, in-
ternational organizations and European or
foreign research teams. A number of ar-
ticles will consider the reactions and opin-
ions of stakeholders, professional organiz-
ations, trade unions, company managers,
and those in responsible positions in train-

ing bodies; others will focus on specific
experience. The bibliographic section will
try to provide exhaustive information on
comparative studies of any origin and will
survey important studies in each country.

The ambitions of the Journal are high.
Language differences are not the main
hurdle. Lucid articles are important as
the social, economic and cultural context
of each reader and each author varies
greatly. The Editorial Committee will be
careful to ensure that each article con-
tributes to understanding the social, cul-
tural, economic coherence of each voca-
tional training system.

We also wish to progress. A new sum-
mary, new presentation, a new biblio-
graphical section in this issue is but an
initial stage. It remains for the reader to
monitor, to help and to express his opin-
ion on our efforts.

The Editorial Committee
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From qualification to

Competences: Seeapestcs e s

we talking about?

the word, the facts

It has become very popular
recently in Europe to talk
about “competence”.
However, people do not
necessarily talk about the
same thing when they use the
same word. Thus, there is a

In Germany

Teaching competence in initial and continuing vocational

training in the Federal Republic of Germany n risk that the longstanding

Gerhard P. Bunk confusion that has existed

The occupational learning process should be designed in such a way that it around the meaning of the

induces the learner to undertake self-organized action in the course of many concept “qualification” in

learning processes. various countries now will be
repeated with the concept of
“competence”.

The debate in the United Kingdom

Industrial change, “competencies”, and labour markets
David Marsden

Finding a suitable regulatory framework will be central to the future

success of competency-based skill systems.

“Competence” and Context: Sketching the British Scene
David Parkes

(An) important factor for the British is not the conceptualisation of

a ‘competences’ approach but its implementation in specific economic,

structural and ideological contexts.

Measuring competence: the experience of the United Kingdom
Alison Wolf

“If competences are to have any major policy relevance at national or European
level, the meaning one person ascribes to a competence must be recognisably the
same as another’s. This means that issues of definition and measurement are
Jundamental”.

Assessment, Certification and Recognition of Occupational

Skills and Competences 36
Hilary Steedman

A single, usually a publicly-controlled body is an efficient way of ensuring a simple
stable and reliable system of certification. However, ...

Qualification or competence?

Does competence mobilize the worker?
Mateo Alaluf, Marcelle Stroobants

The shift towards the concept of competence “weakens an approach which placed
skills at the centre of a whole set of social factors”.

CEDEFOP
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In companies

Organizational and political changes in training:

What does this mean for competence?
Ph. Méhaut

“..a development in the logic of construction and encouragement of skills”

Trends in Worker Recruitment Practices in Swedish Companies
Eugenia Kazamaki Ottersten

Firms look at the overall grades in communicative subjects rather than for specific
knowledge.

An opinion from the social partners

Skills versus competence:

Semantic debate, development in concepts or political challenge?
Interview with Andrew Moore (UNICE),

and Anne-Francoise Theunissen (CES),

undertaken by F. Oliveira Reis, CEDEFOP.

Reading
Reading selection
Reviews
Publications received by the editorial office

CEDEFOP
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From qualification to
competence: what are
we talking about?

It has become very popular recently in
Europe to talk about “competence”. How-
ever, people do not necessarily talk about
the same thing when they use the same
word. Thus, there is a risk that the
longstanding confusion that has existed
around the meaning of the concept “quali-
fication” in various countries now will be
repeated with the concept of “compe-
tence”. During a series of small workshops
that CEDEFOP organized in 1992 with ex-
perts from different countries, it proved
to be impossible to agree on one com-
mon definition of the term.

From our experience in developing Eu-
ropean instruments for mobility and trans-
parency based on the concept of qualifi-
cation we have learned that the meaning
of qualification is embedded in the spe-
cific context of each individual national
vocational education and training system.
We have also learned that this meaning is
dependent on how training systems re-
late to labour market structures, systems
of industrial relations, and forms of work
organization. In fact, depending on how
these relations have developed in each
country, we have observed that qualifi-
cations refer to either educational diplo-
mas, characteristics of labour market cat-
egories (such as occupations), classifica-
tions in wage systems, work posts inside
the enterprise, or particular combinations
of these. Because of this very “societal”
meaning of qualifications it has proved
to be difficult, if not impossible, to de-
velop any European instruments based on
this concept.

Now, does the concept of “competence”
offer better chances to develop such Eu-
ropean instruments? Recent initiatives
taken by the Commission with regard to
the “portfolio of competences” seem to
assume that this is indeed the case. At
first sight the idea is attractive avoiding
as it does all the complex implications
that were connected with qualifications.

However, there remains the problem of
finding agreement on a) what is exactly
meant by competences and b) how they
can be presented clearly and simply in a
portfolio. Moreover, there still remains the
question as to the purpose of having such
instruments but that is another matter. Let
us here simply assume that there is a need
for something that would make European
mobility, either in terms of education or
employment, more easy. Earlier, we have
referred to the problems connected with
trying to establish one generally accept-
able definition of competences. A recent
OECD conference on the issue came up
with the same conclusion. Until this prob-
lem has been solved, it does not make
sense to waste energy on the more tech-
nical matters implied by the second ques-
tion. In practice, however, much of the
discussion has concentrated on exactly
these technical questions.

Given the fact that apparently there exist
many definitions of competence,
CEDEFOP has tried during a second round
of seminars held in 1993, to clarify why,
how and from which quarters in dif-
ferent countries the concept of compe-
tence has entered the policy debates about
vocational education and training. In view
of the experiences with qualifications, a
good understanding of the societal con-
text in which discussions about compe-
tence have developed, seems to be a sine-
qua-non for any attempt to develop al-
ternative European instruments.

A first - surprising - result from these dis-
cussions was the fact that in some coun-
tries competences are indeed widely dis-
cussed but that in other countries the con-
cept does not play a major role in the
policy debates at all. A second conclu-
sion was that there where competences
were discussed, this was done so in or-
der to solve very specific problems of
national educational systems. A third con-
clusion was that the debates about
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Peter

Grootings
Project coordinator,
CEDEFOP Berlin

Does the concept of com-
petence offer better
chances (other than those
offered through qualifi-
cation) for developing
European instruments for
mobility and trans-
parency?

“.. CEDEFOP bas tried ...
to clarify why, bow and
Jrom which quarters in
different countries the
concept of competence bas
entered the policy debates
about vocational educa-
tion and training.”
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The debate in EU countries
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competences were not only very coun-
try-specific but at the same time these
debates also “borrowed” elements of the
competence debates from other countries.

In all the EU countries there is an ongo-
ing discussion about improving the qual-
ity of vocational education and training,
in terms of making it more relevant for
the labour market and the employment
system. It is within this general context
that the concept of competence has been
introduced in some countries. This also
explains the variety of meanings given to
competence, since its use is directly de-
pendent on the definition of the princi-
pal problems of national vocational edu-
cation and training systems. It is also de-
pendent on who defines the problems.
Thus, problem setting has been and still
is very national specific. International as-
pects normally only are taken into con-
sideration in general terms (“international
competition forces us to improve our vo-
cational education system”), or in com-
parative perspective (“we have to reach
European standards”), or in terms of mod-
els or tools that can be learned from. It
does appear, however, that “European-
isation” of education and training is not a
major concern for national policy mak-
ers.

d In UK, for example, the debate on
competences was initially steered by the
assessment issue while some of the par-
ticipants argue that the real problem is
the organization and support of vocational
education. The competence approach is
here very much output-oriented and
based on assessment according to detailed
standards (see the articles by Parkes and
Wolf).

[ In Germany, the discussion around
occupational competence is already more
than 15 years old and was held in the
context of despecialisation of vocational
education in Germany. Here, compet-
ences are closely connected to global
occupational definitions and the debate
concentrates on improving the learning
process (see the article by Bunk). A simi-
lar situation is to be found in Denmark.

U In France, the discussion about
competences has been initiated in a cri-
tique of traditional knowledge-oriented
pedagogics in the schools and received

further momentum with the growth of
further education and training of adults
inside the firms. Here, most clearly a com-
petence approach conflicts with existing
structures and institutions.

[d In the Netherlands the present discus-
sion is held within the context of a) fur-
ther integration of educational streams
and institutions b) decentralization of re-
sponsibility for the teaching process (and
for financing) ¢) a dualisation of all forms
of vocational education, including tradi-
tional school-based ones, and d) greater
internal flexibility with more transition
possibilities within the system. Compet-
ences are understood as being similar to
qualifications, which in turn refer basi-
cally to diplomas and certificates.

O In countries such as Spain and Portu-
gal, competence is discussed in the con-
text of developing a formal vocational
education and training system. Here, one
can find a combination of borrowing from
the UK - in terms of developing stand-
ards for initial education; and from France
- in terms of developing adult education
and training in the enterprise.

From these various national debates, one
can actually deduce two different types
of discussion themes: one is about intro-
ducing a competence-based approach
to vocational education and training, and
a second is about adapting existing voca-
tional education and training to the emer-
gence of new competences resulting
from new forms of work organization and
new types of recruitment strategies of
enterprises. (See on new competences the
articles by Allaluf and Stroobants, Méhaut,
and Ottersten). Of course, these discus-
sions are not always independent of each
other but the distinction may be useful.

It then appears that discussions about a
competence-based approach are domi-
nant in those countries where the provi-
sion of vocational education and training
is weak, or where there is profound dis-
satisfaction with the existing system. In
the first case this leads to focusing on
developing standards of achievement and
an orientation towards outputs. This we
find most prominently in the UK. In the
second case this leads rather to improv-
ing the process of education and training
in order to make these more competence-



based instead of their traditional knowl-
edge-orientation. This would be the situ-
ation in France. Countries such as Spain
and Portugal, faced as they are with de-
veloping a whole “new” system of voca-
tional education as part of the formal edu-
cational system, are then confronted with
the need to both develop standards and
to develop appropriate learning proc-
esses. The big question will be where they
will put the emphasis.

In contrast, discussions on the need to
“adapt” to new emerging competences
appear to be dominant in countries that
basically avail of a well developed and
resourced vocational education and train-
ing system. This is the case of Germany,
Denmark and the Netherlands. Here, it
seems, the introduction of competence-
based education is not a big issue since
there is considerable consensus that the
vocational education system indeed pro-
duces the competent workers that the
employment system asks for. This is not
to say that these countries have no prob-
lems at all, but through the involvement
of social partners, on the one hand, and
connected with this, through the orienta-
tion toward socially accepted occupa-
tional definitions, both the industrial re-
lations and labour market mechanisms are
in place that can guarantee a high degree
of congruence between education and
employment. This does not mean that the
other countries are not facing the chal-
lenge of coping with new competences
as is illustrated by the belated introduc-
tion of general qualifications in the UK
system.

The actual discussions about improving
the relationships between education and
employment are distinct from earlier dis-
cussions in the sense that they are now
very much marked by attempts to intro-
duce a greater degree of flexibility on the
side of the educational system. One can
find this back in the attempts undertaken
in the Netherlands for example to inte-
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grate different subsystems of education
and thus to increase the internal flexibil-
ity of educational institutions. Other ex-
amples can be found in the growing in-
terest in modularisation of education, or
in the discussions about educational
vouchers, which would allow flexibility
in using educational facilities over time.
Discussions about flexibilisation of labour
markets are of course much older. The
discussions about new forms of work or-
ganization also imply the disappearance
of traditional forms of work division, the
blurring of demarcation lines, both hori-
zontally and vertically, and - not least -
the prospect of continuous organizational
change. The relevance of the concept of
“competence” also has to be understood
in this context. It has become of prime
importance for enterprise management to
be well informed about the potentials of
each individual (his/her competence) in
the work force, in order to be able to de-
velop realistic organizational strategies. It
is clear that this means a growing “indi-
vidualization” of human resource manage-
ment inside the enterprise.

If this is so, then the implications for tra-
ditional industrial relations and labour
market institutions are tremendous, based
as they are on collective and institution-
alized categories. Discussion of these im-
plications have only just begun (see arti-
cles by Marsden, Allaluf and Stroobants,
and the interview with Moore and
Theunissen). The shift from qualification
to competence at the European level
therefore is much more than simply a
change of wording. It is not always easy
to admit that we do not yet know exactly
what it does mean. But precisely because
of this, it may well be much too early to
try to develop at this stage “simple” tech-
nical tools. They may be technically sim-
ple but politically very complicated. The
articles included in this issue of Vocational
Training have been chosen to clarify some
of the issues at stake.
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“The shift from qualifica-
tion to competence at the
European level therefore
is much more than simply
a change of wording. It is
not always easy to admit
that we do not yet know
exactly what it does mean.
But precisely because of
this, it may well be much
too early to try to develop
at this stage “simple” tech-
nical tools.”
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Gerbard P.
Bunk

Professor at the Uni-
versity of Giessen.
For many years a

member of the REFA

Association for Work

Studies and Work Organiza-

tion: current chairman of the
committee for industrial edu-

cational science and staff

development

The motto of the times is
Change. The urgent need
for economic survival has

forced vocational work
into radical change. To-
day, enterprises are in-
creasingly trying to attain
their uppermost objectives
- making profit, keeping
the enterprise alive,
achieving the greatest pos-
sible efficiency while ob-
serving humanitarian val-
ues, securing a high mar-
ket share and further de-
velopment of the enter-
prise - through the use of
new technologies, reduc-
tion in costs, product in-
novation, more flexible
organization and more dy-
namic management.
These goals are being
reached through perma-
nent innovation in the
way the business is run,
together with a new social
awareness amongst staff.
This has consequences for
the qualifications and
competence of personnel
and for their initial and
continuing vocational
training. This article de-
fines the term vocational
competence, identifies its
contents and points to
methodological means of
teaching competences.
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Teaching Competence
in Initial and Continu-
ing Vocational Training
in the Federal Republic

of Germany

Competence

“Competence” is a term which crops up
in a variety of contexts including initial
and continuing vocational training. The
term is used neither uniformly nor always
appropriately. Competence, originally an
organizational concept, regulates respon-
sibilities for sections and departments of
a state or an enterprise and empowers
the respective heads or managers to make
certain decisions. There is not necessar-
ily a congruence between conveyed de-
cision-making powers and an individual’s
ability to take decisions, however. A stark
contrast to everyday working life where
the customer calls the repair man he con-
siders to be competent to solve his (re-
pair) problem, i.e. has the ability to solve
his problem. Not everyone who has been
awarded a master craftsman’s certificate
and the associated formal competence
enjoys the reputation of a competent spe-
cialist, however. In the above example,
the crucial factor is the actual ability to
solve particular problems. We should
therefore distinguish between formal com-
petence as imparted responsibility and
material competence as acquired ability.
Only material competence is significant
in discussions on vocational education.

Vocational competence

Ever since recognized industrial voca-
tional training occupations developed in
Germany at the beginning of the 20th
century, vocational training has focused
primarily on imparting “occupational abil-

ity”.  Occupational ability encompasses
all the knowledge, skills and abilities re-
quired to perform the defined tasks asso-
ciated with specific occupations.

The term “qualification” was introduced
during the general discourse on curricula
in Germany in the late 1960s and has been
in use in vocational education ever since.
To begin with, vocational qualifications
primarily encompassed all the knowledge,
skills and ability required for individual
occupations, but more recently the term
has been expanded to include flexibility
and independence on a broad occupa-
tional basis. There is a gradual departure
away from specialization towards de-
specialization, away from dependence to-
wards independence. The new training
regulations that have been introduced for
many occupations in the Federal Repub-
lic of Germany now require training en-
terprises to impart the demanded knowl-
edge and skills in such a way that train-
ees will be able to carry out qualified
occupational activities. This incorporates
in particular “independent planning, ex-
ecution and checking of tasks”.

In the early 1970s, the German Council
for Education defined “competence” of a
pupil undergoing education as the objec-
tive of the learning process in general
terms, without stating what in general it
meant by “competence”. It also de-
manded that humane and socio-political
competence be imparted in addition to
specialized competence using integrated
learning processes.  Vocational and oc-
cupational educationalists adapted the
term, but saw the goal of training as meet-
ing the technological, economic and so-
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Table 1:

A comparison of occupational ability, occupational qualifications and occupational competence.

Occupational Occupational Occupational

ability qualifications competence
Occupational elements Knowledge Knowledge Knowledge

Skills Skills Skills

Abilities Abilities Abilities

Scope of action

Defined and founded on
individual occupations

Flexibility within
an occupation

Associated occupational
fields and work organization

Character of work

Fixed operative work

Unfixed operative work

Free planning of work

Organizational level

Externally organized

Self-organized

Organization by the
individual himself

cial changes of the current time. Just as
with occupational ability and occupational
qualifications, occupational competence
is based on bundled knowledge, skills and
abilities related to a particular occupation,
but it also includes a working knowledge
of associated areas as well as work or-
ganization and planning activities.

If the move from occupational ability to
occupational qualification was quantita-
tive, then the move from occupational
qualification to occupational competence
was qualitative, since, by including organi-
zational and planning aspects in training,
the empowerment of the traditional em-
ployee has changed significantly. Where-
as impulses for action previously came
down from above, they can now also
come from below. The role of the com-
petent employee has changed completely:
from being ‘externally organized’ to be-
ing ‘self-organized’.

Occupational ability, occupational quali-
fications and occupational competence
are summarized and compared once more
in Table 1 above.

What has been said above can be provi-
sionally defined as follows: A person has
occupational competence if he has the
knowledge, skills and abilities he requires
to carry out an occupation, if he can solve
tasks independently and flexibly and is
both willing and able to plan ahead in
his working sphere and within work-
organizational structures.

What is meant by compe-
tence

In accordance with the Didactic Princi-
ple, the meaning of occupational compe-
tence needs to be ascertained before we
can consider how competence is imparted
and what methods might be used. The
concept of key qualifications proposed by
labour market and occupational research-
ers in Germany in the mid-1980s might
be helpful in this respect. Labour market
policy-makers realized that once special-
ized occupational knowledge and skills
are taught, they quickly become outdated
as a result of rapid advances in technol-
ogy and changes in the economy. They
saw the need for qualifications which do
not become outdated at all or, if they do,
then not so fast. Such core skills would
include, amongst other things, latest and
interdisciplinary knowledge and skills
(e.g. foreign languages) as well as formal
abilities. These include, for instance, in-
dependent thought and action, methodo-
logical flexibility and adaptability, trans-
ferability and foresighted interrelated
thinking.

Social changes in the economy and soci-
ety have forced occupational educators
to broaden the concept of key qualifica-
tions to include the dimensions of per-
sonal and social behaviour (e.g. coopera-
tion and teamwork). But this alone is not
enough today. The rapid changes that
can be observed in production, for in-
stance in the form of lean production,
have shown that improvements in work-
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“A person bas occupa-
tional competence if be
bas the knowledge, skills
and abilities be requires
to carry out an occupa-
tion, if be can solve tasks
independently and flexibly
and is both willing and
able to plan abead in bis
working sphere and
within work-organiza-
tional structures.”

Social changes bas caused
labour educational sci-
ence to extend its concept
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Table 2: What competence means

Specialized
competence
Continuity

Knowledge, skills,
abilities

Methodological

competence
Flexibility

Procedures

Social
competence
Sociability

Modes of behaviour

Participatory
competence
Participation

Structuring methods

Inter-disciplinary elements,
occupation-specific,

extended vertical and
horizontal knowledge about
the occupation,

enterprise-specific,

experience-related

Variable working methods,
situative solutions,
problem-solving procedures,
independent thinking and
working, planning,
executing and assessing of

work,

adaptability

Individual:

willingness to achieve,
flexibility, adaptability,

willingness to work

Interpersonal:

willingness to cooperate,
fairness, honesty,

willingness to help,

Coordinatory skills,
organiza-tional skills,
combinatory skills,
persuasion skills,
decision-making skills,

the ability to assume
responsibility,

leadership skills

team spirit

Competence to act
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ing and production methods can no longer
be carried out best solely by management.
The scope of key qualifications has to be
widened to include decision-making and
planning skills.

It is in the interests of enterprises and
employees themselves that the latter have
the ability, for example, to develop or-
ganizational changes convincingly and
take or help to take justifiable decisions.

If we want to classify on this basis the
entire range of demands on personnel
with respect to vocational qualifications,
we find the following categories of quali-
fications: Specialized qualifications, meth-
odological qualifications, personal and
social qualifications and participatory
qualifications. Employees with these
qualifications possess the corresponding
competences:

Specialized competence is held by those
who are able to carry out activities and
tasks in their field of work in a responsible
and competent manner and possess the
required knowledge and skills to do so.

Methodological competence is held by
those who are able to react to problems
they are set and to deviations from the
norm in a manner that is appropriate,
using the procedure expected, who can
find solutions independently and apply
experience gained to find sensible solu-
tions to other problems.

Social competence is held by those who
are able to work both communicatively
and cooperatively with others and who
show team-oriented behaviour and inter-
personal understanding.

Participatory competence is held by
those who are able to contribute towards
constructing the working environment at
their own workplace and beyond, can
plan ahead, assume organizational tasks,
take decisions and are willing to assume
responsibility.

These four competences together make
up the ability to act, which cannot, in
effect, be broken down.

The contents of each competence is pre-
sented in Table 2:



Imparting competence

If - to put it briefly - occupational com-
petence encompasses the ability to act
within an occupation, the meaning of ac-
tion - as distinct from movement or being
active - needs to be clarified in the con-
text of the subject under discussion here.

From an anthropological point of view,
man is a deficient being who must make
his surroundings life-sustaining in order
to survive. Man changes his surround-
ings to form a life-sustaining culture
through his actions. An action is any
behaviour by which man acts upon his
surroundings. Actions of this nature have
the following basic structure:

Assessment/

/ Goal-setting \

Performance Perception

N

If one link in this chain is missing, we
can no longer speak of action, since per-
formance without thought is simply reac-
tion, performance without perception is
blind activism, perception or thought
without performance merely observation
or contemplation.

Thought

Man has to counteract his situation of
deficiency by constantly confronting his
environment - through his actions. These
actions have to be learnt, since changes,
whether they occur in day-to-day life, at
work or in an occupation, require new
ways of acting. For this reason, action-
oriented learning is a necessity for initial
and continuing vocational training.

In this context, it is important to clarify
what we mean by pedagogical action. A
learning action is pedagogically founded
if it is spontaneously and actively directed
at a particular goal, problem or task, if it
is clearly differentiated in the perception
of the various phenomena, if it combines
theory and practice, planning and poten-
tial means of realization in thinking about
and performing the task, if it allows scope
for the individual to take decisions in his
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own right and allows the individual to
check his own actions and assess the re-
sults.

If such an action becomes the subject of
occupational learning, we speak of it as
action learning founded on occupational
education. An ability to act presupposes
action learning. Action learning need not
be learning in isolated solutions. It can
and should be tied to working situations.
The actions which form part of the occu-
pational learning process should be de-
signed in such a way that they induce the
learner to undertake self-organized action
in the course of many learning processes.
Learning processes, the methods by which
initial and continuing vocational training
are conducted, need to be analysed from
this aspect.

The range of methods are broken down
and described in Table 3.

Table 3 distinguishes between reaction
methods and action methods. In reac-
tion methods, the teacher acts and the
pupil reacts. The opposite is the case in
action methods: The teacher is largely
passive, whereas the pupil is active. Re-
active methods are appropriate when im-
parting basic knowledge and skills. Ac-
tive methods are a must when conveying
competence to act, since actions cannot
be taught; they have to be learnt through
actual action.

Activity methods are characterized by a
complete circle of action. All methods
which require the learner to apply all parts
of the circle of action are deemed action
methods. Teaching occupational compe-
tence and competence to act is a long
process of learning and gaining experi-
ence. The learner attains competence by
slowly internalizing the relevant behav-
ioural patterns. The consequence for the
behaviour of the teacher, trainer, master
craftsman or adult education tutor is that
he withholds his activity up to the point
at which the learner, trainee, apprentice
or adult undergoing continuing training
is still just able to master the next learn-
ing stage on his own. From this it fol-
lows that the learner is so committed that
he strives to work to the utmost of his
current learning and performance ability.

Attention should be drawn to one further
requirement: When talking about new

oy
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“.. occupational compe-
tence encompasses the
ability to act within an oc-
cupation, ...

An action is any bebaviour
by which man acts upon
bis surroundings.”
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Table 3: Methods and social forms of vocational learning.

Reaction Methods

Action Methods

Verbal Demonstration Behavioural Acting

Methods Methods Methods Methods

Lectures Demonstration Management behaviour; Discovery method,;
Dictation Mlustration Decision-making methods; Project methods;
Teaching discussions Imitation Personnel development; Leittext method;

Occasional instruction

Technological experiments;

Development through
questioning

Lessons
Language lab.

Explanation
Instruction

Introductory instruction

Four-step method

Combined instruction

Programmed instruction

Superlearning

Metaplan method

Familiarization

(On-the-job-training)

techniques;

Presentation techniques;
Chairing techniques;

Group dynamics;

Self-help techniques;

Evaluation techniques
(Analysis-Synthesis-Change-

Evaluation)

Speaking and discussion

Development through
research;
Lessons;

Technical simulation;
Pretend and junior
companies;

Interactive learning using
e.g. computers;

Case study method;
Business games;
Role-plays;

Creative methods promoting
ideas and solutions to
problems;

Creative exercises;

Workshops and quality
circles.

Social forms of teaching, learning and imparting knowledge: Lecturing - Group work - Partner work - One-to-one teaching
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production methods, ‘teamwork’ and ‘lean
production’ are often mentioned in the
same breath. When production line work
is abandoned and team or island produc-
tion introduced, employees are called on
to change their social behaviour signifi-
cantly. Social competence has already
altered in the sense mentioned above. For
this reason, attention needs to be paid
not only to teaching methods but also to
social learning models of teaching.

Teaching and learning often take place
with a teacher facing a large number of
pupils. The school teaching situation is
a good example of this. In contrast to
this is the individual type of instruction
we find when an apprentice is given in-
structions and then attempts to solve a

training task on his own at his workplace.
A good example of this is a training work-
shop with its vice work stations.

Learning to live and work as a team can-
not be taught, it can only be learnt by
being part of a team. The same applies
to learning to work with a partner. Team-
and partner-based learning are not meth-
ods. They are social forms of learning as
shown in the lower part of Table 3.

Imparting competence -
A demand of the times

The motto of the times is Change. The
urgent need for economic survival has
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Table 4: The relationship between structural change,
qualifications and competence
Radical Structural Change
Technical Economic | Social
change : change i change
Changes in the organization of work
and in demands
Contents : Machines Working Forms of
of work ] and tools | methods | social working
I MRS R I ORI I e ok TR I' S G R SR :al TR
Anticipation of change through
“key qualifications” (core skills)
Material § Formal Personal
qualifications | | qualifications | | qualifications
Reactions of teaching organization
to key qualifications
i e
New New New x New
contents " media : methods | | social forms
Goals and results of occupational
and vocational teaching processes
Specialist - | Methodological : Social Participatory
competence | competence competence | | competence
A1 ; . i
The ability to act in one's occupation
CEDEFOP
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“Company survival bas
consequences for qualifi-
cations and competence of
personnel and for their
initial and continuing vo-
cational training.”

“The integration of all
competences into an abil-
ity to act in one’s occupa-

tion is called for. The
process by which this is
imparted begins on the

Sirst day of vocational

training and in these times
of change, ends only on re-
tirement.”
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forced vocational work into radical
change. Today, enterprises are increas-
ingly trying to attain their uppermost ob-
jectives - making profit, keeping the en-
terprise alive, achieving the greatest pos-
sible efficiency while observing humani-
tarian values, securing a high market share
and further development of the enterprise
- through the use of new technologies,
reduction in costs, product innovation,
more flexible organization and more dy-
namic management. These goals are be-
ing reached through permanent innova-
tion in the way the business is run, to-
gether with a new social awareness
amongst staff. This has consequences for
the qualifications and competence of per-
sonnel and for their initial and continu-
ing vocational training.

Symptoms of this change can be seen in
the move from a high degree of labour
division to complex mixed forms of work
and teamwork, from mere operative ex-
ecution of work to work requiring ad-
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Industrial change,
‘competencies’,
and labour markets.

The attempt to reconstruct labour market
skills around the concept of ‘competen-
cies in employment’ is important. Tt is
motivated by a number of changes in pro-
duction systems and in labour markets.
Changing patterns of competition and
technical progress are generating a need
for more flexible and adaptable skills.
High levels of unemployment have in-
creased the urgency for re-equiping many
semi-skilled workers who missed out on
the occupational and professional skills
and whose narrow job-based skills are
vulnerable in lay-offs. A system of recog-
nised competencies, combining a mix of
theoretical training and practical knowl-
edge, could provide skills which are both
more adaptable than those of established
occupations, and more transferable than
those of semi-skilled workers. At the same
time, they could provide a more suitable
basis for adult training. As globalisation
erodes the demand for unskilled and semi-
skilled labour in the traded sectors of
advanced industrial economies (Wood
1994), it becomes urgent to look for ways
to upgrade labour force skills.

Such a model has many attractions, but
what is less often recognised is that com-
petency-based models of skills depend
upon suitable incentives for workers to
undertake training and for firms to pro-
vide training places. If such competen-
cies are to be transferable between firms,
which is one of their main attractions in
terms of the ability to redeploy labour
between firms and to avoid lay-offs lead-
ing to long-term unemployment, then
problems of ‘free-riding’ may arise. These
would undermine the incentives for em-
ployers to invest. Finding a suitable regu-
latory framework will be central to the
future success of competency-based skill
systems.

This article will look first at the notion of
recognised competencies and situate them
in relation to existing skill systems. It then

looks at the nature of the demand for
more flexible, yet transferable, skills, and
then explores the regulatory problems that
must be solved for there to be an adequate
supply of competency-based skills.

Competencies, occupa-
tional and firm-specific
skills.

The competency based approach to skill
formation involves defining skill status by
the ability to carry out specified types of
work rather than by the process through
which skill is acquired, and certified
(Jessup 1990). This involves practical
know-how, but also some underpinning
theoretical knowledge to enable it to be
adapted to new and unfamiliar circum-
stances. The relationship between such
competencies, occupational skills, and the
know-how exercised in individual jobs is
illustrated in Figure 1.

Occupational skills, such as those certi-
fied by apprenticeship qualifications, typi-
cally involve a broad range of theoretical
and practical knowledge obtained by a
mix of school-based and on-the-job train-
ing. They have had to be fairly broad so
that the workers investing in them may
be sure of an adequate supply of future
work in a large number of firms, and so
that a large enough number of employers
will support them. However, their very
breadth can make their adaptation to new
demands more difficult.

In contrast, many internal labour market
skills, especially those developed mostly
by informal on-the-job training, tend to
contain just the practical know-how
needed to carry out rather narrowly de-
fined jobs. This is particularly true of blue-
collar jobs under organised on taylorist
principles. The lack of theoretical input
makes such knowledge difficult to adapt
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The moves to reform skill
systems on the basis of
recognised competencies
which might serve as
building bricks for more
encompassing skills hold
out the opportunity of
maintaining transferabil-
ity where it already exists,
and even of introducing it
where it is currently very
limited. However, as
argued in this article, the
reforms are unlikely to
succeed unless suitable
incentives for the differ-
ent parties, and a suitable
framework for coopera-
tion among employers,
and between employers
and employees can be set
up. Without this, the
ability of European firms
to adapt to economic
change will be restricted,
and the human cost
greatly increased.
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“.. the greater uncertainty
JSor the future of both oc-
cupational and firm-spe-
cific skills creates a need
for alternative concepts of
skill that may be less vul-
nerable in periods of
unemployment.”
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Figure 1

Occupational
skills

i
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Certified
competencies

Know-how of
individual
work tasks

to a new environment so that it usually
has to be ‘written off” when people change
jobs.

In between these two poles, lie compe-
tencies. They are of narrower scope than
occupational skills, but they are more
aggregated than know-how tied to indi-
vidual jobs, and most important, they are
intended to be transferable by virtue of
their standardisation and certification.

The demand for
‘competencies’

The accelerated pace of industrial change
poses a major challenge to existing sys-
tems of skill formation both for occupa-
tional skills, and for the narrower semi-
skills associated with enterprise internal
labour markets. The likely impact of
globalisation is to favour the development
of specialist market niches which place
their own special demands on skills; the
spread of lean production implies greater
skill flexibility and at the same time
destabilises established systems of semi-
skilled work; and the greater uncertainty
for the future of both occupational and
firm-specific skills creates a need for al-
ternative concepts of skill that may be less
vulnerable in periods of unemployment.

Globalisation of markets, as expressed by
the European Single Market programme,
GATT, and the revolution in transport and
communications means that the barriers
protecting local markets are being eroded,
and larger numbers of firms are now fac-
ing international competition. They can

less and less rely upon the ability to serve
a narrow geographical market with goods
and services identical to those provided
by others in neighbouring areas. They can
however survive by specialising in par-
ticular product niches, and by doing
something better or more distinctively
than their competitors. Competition thus
shifts to providing a particular good or
service better than the competition, spe-
cialising in a particular market niche.

Cappelli and Crocker-Hefter (1993) illus-
trate the diversity of such niches even
within quite narrow economic activities
across a diverse range of branches such
as professional sport, retailing, business
services, and food and drink. Each of the
niches requires a particular range of skills
from the organisation, their ‘organisational
competencies’. Serving a particular mar-
ket niche requires competencies which
are adapted to it, the basis of which are
the ways firms manage their human re-
sources. This implies success by skills
differentiation rather than by standardi-
sation according to occupational or pro-
fessional norms.

Whether or not ‘lean production” improves
working conditions, the evidence for the
car industry indicates that it has set new
standards for productivity and efficiency
in resources utilisation (Womack et al.
1990). As a result, many European and
American producers feel compelled to
adopt it for their commercial survival.
Eliminating buffer stocks, and moving
towards just-in-time production entail
major organisational changes compared
with established mass production tech-
niques. Not the least among these con-



cerns the organisation of work, and the
nature of the boundaries between jobs,
and hence, between skills. Lean produc-
tion requires flexible working patterns
which are impossible when skills are tied
to narrowly defined jobs, or strict divi-
sions between categories of skilled work,
and between skilled and semi-skilled
work.

The decline in the importance of dedi-
cated capital equipment and the rise of
‘flexible specialisation’ in production in-
dustries, and the spread of lean produc-
tion ideas from manufacturing into pri-
vate and public services through ‘Total
Quality Management’ (TQM) mean that
these organisational ideas are gradually
spreading across important sectors of the
economy.

They entail a shift in labour demand away
from stable and standardised categories
of work organisation towards more vari-
able ones. The resulting changes in job
classification systems can be seen in a
number of countries. In Germany, IG
Metall’s “Tarifreform 2000" involves the
adaptation of job categories to more flex-
ible working methods (Huber and Lang
1993). In France, job classification systems
have also undergone considerable change
away from the rigid job categories of
taylorist organisation towards criteria al-
lowing greater variability (Eyraud et al.
1989, Maurice et al. 1988a). In Britain,
many firms have sought to reduce job
demarcations and adopt more flexible
patterns of skill utilisation and multi-
skilling (Atkinson and Meager 1980).

Finally, in most countries, systems of train-
ing for occupations left semi-skilled blue
and white collar workers out in the cold.
They had to make do with limited oppor-
tunities for on-the-job training, and take
advantage of such promotional opportu-
nities as existed in their organisation. Such
skills have always proved very fragile in
times of economic restructuring as they
are not transferable. Yet once workers
have passed a certain age, it has usually
be difficult to enter occupational train-
ing.! The accelerated pace of industrial
change associated with technical change,
shorter product cycles, and increased
competition have made these workers
very vulnerable to unemployment.
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The challenge to existing
professional and internal
labour market structures

The main occupational and professional
labour markets in European countries
have been built on stable qualifications
in which young workers invest, and which
firms can recruit externally. Skilled blue
collar workers with widely recognised
qualifications, such as apprenticeships,
have a skill they can sell to many differ-
ent firms, and so are not dependent on
either the goodwill or the prosperity of
their current employer. By adapting their
work organisation so that their job vacan-
cies match the skills available externally,
employers are able to recruit workers di-
rectly from the labour market. Similar
pressures apply for professional workers
as the boundaries around their work roles
are fairly strict in many organisations (for
France see Maurice et al. (1988b), for the
UK see Lam 1994).

In the case of occupational skills, there is
usually a need for sharing the costs of
training. Trainees are acquiring a skill they
can sell to several different firms, and
when they leave one firm, they take their
skill with them. It is therefore difficult to
expect firms to assume the full cost of
training for such skills. Even with a de-
gree of cost sharing, the net cost of ap-
prenticeship training to British and Ger-
man employers has been estimated as
equivalent to about 1.5-2.5 years pay of a
skilled adult (Noll et al. 1983, Jones 1986).
This creates a strong incentive to some
firms to cut their training programmes and
to seek to ‘poach’ those trained by oth-
ers, which further reduces the incentives
for employers to fund such training. With-
out cost sharing, the pressures to poach
are even greater. It is widely believed that
the decline of apprenticeship training in
Britain owed much to inadequate cost
sharing and a high incidence of poaching.

Marsden and Ryan (1990) argue that such
forces can be held in check. If adult work-
ers and their unions can be effectively
assured that low trainee pay will not lead
to trainees being used as cheap labour,
then it is easier to gain acceptance for an
adequate level of cost sharing. In Ger-
many this is achieved through the super-
visory powers of works councils over
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Transferability (of skills)
and (training) cost-shar-

ing

1 Cost-sharing provisions with
employers have entailed low trainee
wages which are usually too low to
people once they have family
responsibilities. Since subsidised
training places for older workers
threaten the investments current
skilled workers made in acquiring
their skills such schemes have
usually been resisted.
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“All of these structures
bhave provided a stable
SJramework for investment
in training by workers
and firms, and a frame-
work for exchange be-
tween workers and their
employers.

... The problem is that eco-
nomic change is under-
mining many of the estab-
lished frameworks.”

2 On example of this would be the
protracted negotiations in the
German construction industry for
the reform of its apprenticeship
system (Streeck 1985).
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enterprise-based training. Similarly, if
employers can be persuaded that their
training investments will not be poached
by their competitors, they will be more
willing to bear a share of the cost of train-
ing for transferable skills. Again, in Ger-
many, the chambers of industry and com-
merce appear to play a crucial part in
monitoring rates of training, and provide
a channel through which peer group pres-
sures can discourage poaching. In view
of the problems encountered with appren-
ticeship in Britain, it would seem that a
strong regulatory framework is needed to
sustain high levels of investment in trans-
ferable skills.

Likewise, investment in training in the
internal labour markets of many large
firms and public sector organisations de-
pends on there being an adequate frame-
work to ensure those involved obtain rea-
sonable returns on their investment. Al-
though the dangers of poaching are
smaller because of the much reduced skill
transferability, labour turnover neverthe-
less represents a loss of training invest-
ments to employers. It is therefore com-
mon for there to be rising wage and sal-
ary profiles with age or length of service
in such environments. These also involve
a form of cost sharing as workers start on
relatively lower rates of pay, and to dis-
courage quits, deferred pay systems are
often used. For the workers involved,
these also represent an investment, and
for this to take place, there must be a rea-
sonable expectation of long term employ-
ment. Among semi-skilled blue collar
workers in the United States, such expec-
tations were often backed up with sen-
jority rules regulating job progression and
lay-offs. In Western Europe, it was surely
no accident that when industries needed
to undergo major restructuring in the late
1960s, there was a wave of agreements
and legislation on redundancies. More
recently, the enhanced powers of works
councils in countries such as France and
Germany in questions relating to lay-offs
helps to reinforce the workers” expecta-
tion that their part of the investment in
firm-specific skills will be rewarded.

All of these structures have provided a
stable framework for investment in train-
ing by workers and firms, and a frame-
work for exchange between workers and
their employers. Although both workers

and their employers may have a shared
interest in the long term prosperity of their
organisations, there are nevertheless con-
flicting interests over the distribution of
rewards and in particular the costs of
adapting to market changes. There are two
critical conditions for there to be a stable
market for training: workers should see a
reasonable supply of jobs capable of pro-
viding a return on their investment; and,
where employers bear substantial costs,
there should be some control of the ac-
tivities of ‘free riders’ who rely on poach-
ing those trained by others. Otherwise the
necessary investments will not be forth-
coming. The problem is that economic
change is undermining many of the es-
tablished frameworks.

The ‘dismantling’ of la-
bour market occupational
categories.

Many of the pressures of economic and
technical change reviewed earlier are dis-
rupting established patterns of investment
in skill formation. The needs for multi-
skilling, and for adapting and updating
occupational skills are placing a great
strain on established skill systems. The
pace of change of demand makes the re-
turn on occupational training more un-
certain, and the likelihood of the need
for subsequent training greater. Because
of the wide range of interested parties,
occupational skills are usually slow to
change’ The increasing specialisation in
product market niches is also likely to
cause a diversification of labour demand,
threatening the standardisation of job va-
cancies required for occupational markets
to function properly. As firms seek to
adapt occupational skills to their own re-
quirements, there is a danger that the in-
crease in non-transferable elements of
skills reduce the person’s ability to find
alternative work in other firms. Unused
occupational skills often decay, but also,
skill demands in other firms are also
evolving so it is not just a question of
remaining in practice, but also of keep-
ing up-to-date. The danger with piecemeal
adaptation is that skilled workers only
keep up to date in the way their current
employer needs, so the occupation be-
gins to fragment, and established catego-
ries of labour market exchange break up.



Similar pressures apply to internal labour
market skills, but the threat comes more
in the form of decreased employment
security as firms seek to adapt to more
rapidly changing markets. The classic in-
ternal labour markets for blue collar work-
ers were those of mass production indus-
tries which had gained control of a large
and stable market segment in ‘mature’
industries (Piore and Sabel 1984). The
classic ones for white collar workers were
those of head office bureaucracies and
large public sector/administrations. These
all provided a stable framework within
individual workers could invest in skills
that were specific to their current em-
ployer. Similarly for the firms. However,
these large employment units are under-
going radical change. In private sector
manufacturing and services ideas of ‘lean
production’ are now also affecting white
collar work as layers of middle man-
agement are cut out, and similar ideas
are also beginning to enter the public
sector. Thus, again, an established frame-
work for skills investment in being bro-
ken up.

Competencies and the need
for a stable framework of
exchange

The intermediate position of competen-
cies in between occupational skills and
narrow job-related skills means that some
of the incentive problems associated with
occupational skills should be less severe.
The amount individual trainees and X
employers are called upon to invest in
any one recognised competence is
smaller, and building up the equivalent
of an occupational skill can be spread
over a longer period of time, and can even
be done with several different employers.

Equally, if enterprise specific job-related
skills lose their attractiveness because
employment in internal labour markets
becomes less secure than in the past, then
recognised competencies may offer a suit-
able compromise. With a larger expendi-
ture than for informal on-the-job training,
employees can acquire a limited skill
which is recognised by other employers.

However, a system based on recognised
competencies is not immune from the
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kind of incentive problems which face
previous types of skill organisation. These
can be illustrated from Figure 1. Just like
occupational skills, there is a problem of
cost-sharing, albeit, potentially less seri-
ous than for apprenticeship. The simplest
solution might be to use government
funding to resolve such problems, but
there are a number of serious problems
with this. First, it might be unwise to make
training decisions too vulnerable to the
pressures on public spending when they
should really be based on worker and
employer expectations about future la-
bour demand. Secondly, estimating the
net cost of training (allowing for produc-
tive work by trainees) is notoriously dif-
ficult, and nothing more than a very rough
and ready compensation for employers
would be possible. Thirdly, the adminis-
trative burden would be heavy, and most
important, it would remove responsibil-
ity for training investment and for mak-
ing the system work from those most di-
rectly concerned. So public funding might
help, but it would probably not be suit-
able for the whole cost.

If we turn to investment by employers,
then by virtue of their intended wide rec-
ognition and transferability, competencies
pose some of the same problems as ap-
prenticeship. The employers’ investment
depends upon workers’ decisions to re-
main with the firm, and on other employ-
ers not poaching. Thus, some form of cost
sharing between trainees and employers
seems necessary. For this to be effective,
already trained workers have to be con-
vinced that the trainees are not simply
providing cheap labour. Otherwise, it is
unlikely that they would cooperate in
passing the practical skills onto the train-
ees.

If these problems cannot be resolved,
employers may be unwilling to invest, but
they will still need workers with the right
skills. Alternatively, there will be a strong
incentive for them to minimise the trans-
ferability element, and to eschew coop-
eration in training for recognised compe-
tencies. Two recent examples illustrate the
problem.

The gap between the non-transferable job
related know-how and recognised com-
petencies is illustrated by the difficulty
experienced in defining competencies in
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“The intermediate position
of competencies in be-
tween occupational skills
and narrow job-related
skills means that some of
the incentive problems as-
sociated with occupa-
tional skills should be less
severe.

... However, a system
based on recognised com-
petencies is not immune
Jrom the kind of incentive
problems which face pre-
vious types of skill organi-
sation.”

3 An official of the Construction
Industry Training Board.
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“No rule book can provide
an exbaustive definition
of all the circumstances to
be taken into account for
Sull transparency. Instead,
what is needed is the sort
of regular contact among
those concerned which
can generate a customary
understanding of what
margins of variation are
tolerable.”
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the British construction industry
(Greenacre, 1990)°. Job-related know-how
was found to be very dependent upon
the context in which people worked:
physical working conditions, size of con-
struction site, size of firm, and technol-
ogy used. With such variation, the relevant
know-how for one employer was found
to differ greatly from that for another even
within fairly narrowly defined operations.

The second problem is that in transcend-
ing narrow job-related know-how which
can often be obtained from ‘working by
Nelly’ (informal instruction from an ex-
perienced worker) a certain amount of
theoretical underpinning knowledge is
needed. Without this it is hard to see how
recognised competencies can be more
than a set of memorised instructions for
different operations. In their review of
NVQs in the construction industry,
Steedman and Hawkins (1994) found that
many employers were unsympathetic to
definitions of competencies which were
broader than their principal needs, and
were reluctant to encourage acquisition,
for example, of mathematical skills.

Thus, for transferable skills, employers
have little incentive to provide training
beyond their immediate needs, and in
particular, have little incentive to provide
any training that would make the employ-
ees’ work experience with them transfer-
able.

One solution, favoured by Becker (1975),
would be to make trainees pay for trans-
ferable skills, in the way that apprentices
share the cost of their training by means
of low rates of pay while they are being
trained. Since they would be beneficiar-
ies of the increased transparency of their
skills they might be expected to share
some of the cost. However, many firms
may not wish their ability to equip their
workforce for new commercial ventures
to be constrained by their employees’
ability (or willingness) to fund additional
training. A system of training credits has
been proposed to enable young people
to afford such training (CBI 199-) which
could ease some of the constraints, al-
though this would presumably also be
subject to the pressures on the public
purse mentioned earlier.

The solutions so far canvassed rely very
much upon market coordination through
the price mechanism. Such analysis high-
lights the dangers to which training for
transferable skills or competencies is ex-
posed. But it offers little solace to those
concerned with policy because the right
proportions of cost sharing are so hard to
gauge, and the system rests upon a knife
edge. If the wrong proportions are estab-
lished, then there is a strong danger that
employers will pull out, and concentrate
their efforts on training for non-transfer-
able skills.

There is another reason for doubting a
full market solution, highlighted in Wolf's
article in this volume. That is, if one is
seeking an exhaustive definition of
equivalence of competencies, then one
is quickly led to a highly bureaucratic
system of rules defining all the possible
sources of variation in different contexts
and how these should be allowed for. This
was not the spirit of apprenticeship train-
ing in Britain, nor is it that of Germany.

The missing element is that of joint regu-
lation by employers and by employees.
No rule book can provide an exhaustive
definition of all the circumstances to be
taken into account for full transparency.
Instead, what is needed is the sort of regu-
lar contact among those concerned which
can generate a customary understanding
of what margins of variation are tolerable.
To return to the German example, the
chambers of industry and commerce cre-
ate a culture within which employers un-
derstand what each other mean as con-
cerns training needs and standards. The
support of works councils and unions is
also important, particularly for reassuring
trainees that they are investing in skills
that will continue to be valid for some
time ahead, and for ensuring that a cus-
tomary level of quality is adhered to.

The price mechanism can convey the
incentives for the different parties, but it
is less good at regulating the categories
of exchange. The latter are critical to the
effective functioning of a market for train-
ing.

An alternative path is not to worry about
transparency, and to leave firms to de-
velop their own notions of competencies.
However, what appears to work in large
Japanese firms may not prove successful



elsewhere, and the cost of the Japanese
system to employers is not always appre-
ciated.

Womack et al. (1990), and Aoki (1988)
stress the nature of the two-way exchange
between Japanese firms and their work-
ers. Flexibility within the employment
relationship rests on reciprocity, and in
particular on the expectation of long-term
or lifetime employment. Such policies are
costly to firms, and they prove their com-
mitment to them by striving to maintain
stable employment during recessions as
in the current recession. If they were to
engage in substantial lay-offs now, they
would also be abandoning the framework
for flexible working by their employees.

European firms, on the whole, offer a
good deal less employment security than
do their Japanese counterparts, as is il-
lustrated in Table 1. Moreover, the statis-
tics conceal the strength of the implicit
contract between large Japanese firms and
their regular employees on employment
security.
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consider the incentives for workers to
undertake training. If their skills are tied
to their current employers, then the like-
lihood is that they will be reluctant to
invest their own resources, and they will
also be resistant to employer decisions
which would jeopardise their skill status,
even if it is acquired by seniority. Thus,
we could face both an inadequate supply
of skilled labour, and undue resistance to
change within firms. Lack of transferabil-
ity would also worsen many of Europe’s
unemployment problems.

The pressures of industrial change out-
lined earlier all seem to point towards a
progressive internalisation of skills within
organisations unless there is some posi-
tive action to sustain transferability. The
rapidity of change is pushing many em-
ployers to seek to adapt occupational
skills by adding their own forms of addi-
tional training which are not standardised.
New technologies and new organisational
principles diffuse unevenly and at differ-
ent speeds, so in the absence of outside
help, firms have little alternative to adopt-

enterprise tenure 1991

Table 1. Distribution of employment by current

United  Nether- Spain
States lands
>1 year 28.8 24.0 9
> 5 years 38.3 37.6 o7

United  France Germany  Japan
Kingdom

18.6 15.7 12.8 9.8

45.0 57.6 59.0 62.60

Source: OECD 1993: Note: Germany, Japan, Netherlands 1990; Spain 1992

Thus in the absence of lifetime employ-
ment, and given the vulnerability of purely
cost-based solutions to the provision of
transferable skills, it seems that European
countries need to concentrate on not just
defining systems of recognised competen-
cies, but also on getting the right struc-
ture of incentives and supporting institu-
tions.

The costs of failure

Throughout this article, great importance
has been attached to the need for trans-
ferability of competencies. In the absence
of a tradition of lifetime employment even
in large firms in Europe, it is critical to

ing their own individual solutions. These
are a threat to the transferability of occu-
pational skills, and in the long-run are
storing up problems of labour market
adjustment for the future.

The pace of change is also undermining
established internal labour markets for
semi-skilled work, and skills based on
long experience. These skills are not very
transferable, and the risk is that the threat
to the economic status and income levels
of those concerned will reduce willing-
ness to accept restructuring.

“The moves to reform skill systems on the
basis of recognised competencies which
might serve as building bricks for more
encompassing skills hold out the oppor-
tunity of maintaining transferability where
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“European countries need
to concentrate on not just
defining systems of recog-
nised competencies, but
also on getting the right
structure of incentives
and supporting institu-
tions.”
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it already exists, and even of introducing
it where it is currently very limited.
However, as argued in this article, the
reforms are unlikely to succeed unless
suitable incentives for the different parties,
and a suitable framework for cooperation
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‘Competence’ and Context:

Sketching the British

Scene

During the mid-1970s and early 1980s
when a ‘competence’-led approach was
fashionable in North American VOC/TEC
(vocational and technical) and Commu-
nity colleges, a story circulated about a
‘bag-person’ (someone who carried his/
her worldly possessions in a black plastic
bag). The substance of the bag person’s
lament and the broad theme of this piece
is:

“All my life I wanted to be someone; now I
know I should have been more specific’.

The reconstruction of
British Vocational Educa-
tion and Training

For a variety of reasons, the preoccupa-
tion with ‘competences’ in North America
has given way to other definitions of at-
tainment (Unwin, 1991). However, in Brit-
ain, throughout the 1980s there has been
a thoroughgoing attempt to reconstruct,
along competence-based lines, the voca-
tional education and training (VET) sys-
tem. Bob Mansfield (1989) comments:

“UK vocational education and training is
based on a model of development which
reverses previous approaches. Rather than
design curricula to meel assumed needs,
representative occupational bodies iden-
tify “occupational standards” which are
clear and precise statements which de-
scribe what effective performance means
in distinct occupational areas”.

John Burke (1991) elaborates this theme
of deliberate reconstruction :

“The competence-based movement is most
visibly represented in the National Coun-
cil for Vocational Qualifications (NCVQ)
which has brought about a quiet revolu-
tion in vocational education and train-
ing. It is important to appreciate that the
NCVQ network is not simply one develop-

ment in a series of short-lived reforms, it
is a fundamental reorganisation and re-
orientation in vocational education and
training with major, far-reaching conse-
quences. In comparison, previous attempts
at reform in terms of new initiatives, cur-
ricula and examinations appear as
‘tinkering” with details in the superstriic-
ture. Originally inspired by the seminal
White Paper ‘A New Training Initiative’
(Employment Department, 1991), and re-
inforced by White Papers in 1984, 1985
and 1986, NVQs involve a radical re-
conceptualisation of the purposes of edu-
cation and training, the needs of the in-
dividual, the technical requirement of
assessment, set in the context of national
needs now and well into the next cen-

3

tury.”.

What is a competence-led
approach?

This apparent revolution has been insti-
tutionalised by the National Council for
Vocational Qualifications (NCVQ)
whose main apologist is Gilbert Jessop
(1991), its Director of Research, Devel-
opment and Information :

“The most significant feature of the New
Training Initiative was the introduction
of a new concept of “standards”; although
its significance was little understood by
the reader in 1981.

‘By specifying learning objectives in the
Jorm of outcome standards, independent
of any course, programme or mode of
learning it becomes possible to create a
Jramework of such “standards” which can
be adopted by any course or programme.
The standards provide the unifying con-
cept for all learning.

“In order that people can achieve the
standards, and bave their achievements

ok
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David Parkes

Deputy director of the
European Institute

of Education and So-
cial Policy (E.LE.S.P.*)
in Paris. Currently
“President” of the
European Forum on Educa-
tional Administration.

The purpose of the author
“is not to explain the
specifics of the compe-
tence-led approach in
Britain but to examine the
broader political, intellec-
tual, cultural, structural,
organisational and educa-
tional contexts of the
British situation.

... It is true that many of
the trends ... are world-
wide rather than specifi-
cally British ... but the
British example is seen as
end-of-spectrum and often
unrepresentative of the
different traditions in
medium-sized European
states. Of course, this may
... be due to being ahead of
the game.”

* EIESP is an independant body
working for international organi-
sations and national governments in
Western and Central Eastern Europe
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How to define
competence?

Are the British abead
of the game?
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recorded, the standards are “packaged”
in the form of units, of credit and qualifi-
cation. Qualifications, in lhe new system,
are defined as groups of units of credit,
groupings which relate to occupational re-
quirements.”

There is a mass of literature (see the bib-
liography in the annex), from protago-
nists, theorists and practitioners with a
huge variety of short and long texts ex-
plaining the policy, the terminology and
the politics.

It is interesting to read these in archeo-
logical layers from 1981 on as they refine
the concepts, attempt to deal with prob-
lems of implementation and cope with the
continual moving of the policy goal posts.
(FEU 1984; Mansfield and Matthews, 1985;
UDACE 1989; FESC 1989).

For the purposes of definition, T quote
from “A Guide to Work-based Learn-
ing Terms”, FE Staff College (FESC) 1989:

Competence/occupational compe-
tence is variously defined as:

“The individual capacity to undertake
activities requiring independent plan-
ning, implementation and self-monitor-
ing.” (German Engineering Employers
Federation, 1985).

“The ability to use knowledge, product and
process skills and as a resull, act effectively
to achieve a purpose.” (Hayes, 1985).

“The possession and development of suffi-
cient skills, knowledge, appropriate atti-
tudes and experience [or successful per-
Jormance in life’s roles” (FE.U., 1984).

“The application of skills, knowledge and
attitudes lo tasks or combinations of tasks
to standards under operational condi-
tions.” (Prescott, 1985, Personal Commu-
nication)”.

“Occupational competence is the ability
to perform activities in the job within an
occupation to the standards expected in
employment. The concept also embodies
the ability to transfer skills and knowledge
lo new situations within the occupational
area and beyond to related occupations.
Such [lexibility often involves a higher
mastery of skill and understanding than

is common even among experienced en-
ployees” (M.S.C. 1985).

“The ability to perform in work roles or
Jobs to the standard required in employ-
ment” (NCVQ, 1989).

Why don’t we embrace it as
warmly as we might?

Again, it is not my purpose to explain the
specifics of the competence-led approach
in Britain but to examine the broader
political, intellectual, cultural, structural,
organisational and educational contexts
of the British situation.

An unascribed quotation from a large in-
ternational organisation suggests “that the
British have very seductive tools, what a
pity they do not have a VET system to ap-
ply them to.”

This is unfair but it gives us two insights.
The first is that there is some general ‘Con-
tinental’ resistance to the British approach
and its missionary presence on the main-
land. The second is that the British are
reconstructing their system(s) and that this
requires a specificity which is absent in
other systems which, however adaptive,
have shared internal implicit or explicit
values. Consequently, it is possible to be
seduced by the methodology being pro-
duced but relaxed about its (perceived)
relevance to (perceived) mature and more
successful systems. Resistance is largely
to the intensity of the presentation of the
British case and (however unlikely) its
impact on the Community scene. It can
also be argued that the British are ahead
of the game; that the same approaches
and issues are having to be - or will have
to be - confronted in, say, France and
Germany but are either being deferred or
are less visible.

Of course, as Alison Wolf (1993) points
out “there is no such thing as a single sys-
tem”:

“Governmenls find it nearly impossible to
develop a coherent long-term policy - in
large part because they are trying to
achieve a number of quite separate objec-
tives. They are aitempting to compress into
a single national system programmes



which imply very different sorts of educa-
tion and training, to reconcile individual
interests and ambitions with wider social
concerns and to do so in a situation of
inherent uncertainty about the future”,

A third and important factor for the Brit-
ish is not the conceptualisation of a
‘competences’ approach but its implemen-
tation in specific economic, structural and
ideological contexts. For example, there
is much internal debate on the narrow-
ness of interpretation required by the Lead
Bodies in the UK and the feeling that,
despite the rhetoric of ‘range’, ‘broad-
based’, ‘dynamic’, and ‘adaptability’ there
is a danger of a structural disposition to-
wards the ‘narrow’. Typical of such com-
ment are :

. occupational standards are based
implicitly on a concept of compelence
which may be either narrow or broad in
Jocus. The consequence of narrow or task-
based standards will be a “standards”
Sframework which will not meet the needs
of a modern economy. We need instead a
broad concept of competence to drive
standards and associated assessment and
learning systems”. (Mansfield, 1981).

“There are now clear indications of dis-
satisfaction among policy makers at the
national level about the narrowness of the
standards specified by Lead Bodies which
provide the basis for NVQs”. The Confed-
eration of British Industry (CBI) has
ruefully noted : “The empbhasis on stand-
ard-seiting_by separate industry bodies
has not naturally led to the development
of cross-structural ‘generic’ competences”.
(Ibid).

The intellectual context

The intellectual context within which the
notion of ‘competence’ is to be found is
subject to considerable debate. This de-
bate takes place within theories of learn-
ing and ideas of knowledge which are
somewhat sketchy. My main reference
point here is a collection of papers called
‘Knowledge and Competence : current
issues in training and education ” ed-
ited by Harry Black and Alison Wolf
(1991). A major question is that if a cer-
tain body of knowledge is always essen-
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tial for performance, why should it be
listed in the ‘standards’ at all? Surely you
can infer it from effective performance?
But of course, it is not as simple as that.
Specifically, Alison Wolf (1991) writes :

“One very important point is that com-
petence is a construct and not some-
thing that we can observe directly.
Equally important are the various com-
ponent parts of “competence” which ap-
pear in the literature, whatever the label
they carry. Thus, we can actually agree
that knowledge and understanding con-
tribute to competence while being unable

directly to observe or measure any one of

the three.”

She goes on to point out that conceiving
of knowledge as a randomly arranged
store cupboard full of facts completely
violates what we know about the structure
of the human mind. We should perhaps
go back to Descartes who, after all,
pointed out that “memory is not a cup-
board but an integral part of the body it-

self”.
Wolf goes on :

“1. Knowledge and understanding are not
divorced from performance. It is more ap-
propriate to see bebaviour (or perform-
ance) as deriving from knowledge stric-
tures.

2. Knowledge and understanding are
constructs which have to be inferrved from
observable bebaviour just as much as com-
petence iiself.

3. Knowledge is highly contextualised. To
infer knowledge with confidence, espe-
cially when it has broad applications, one
needs breadth of evidence.

4. Knowledge and understanding are of-
ten (and/or) best learned ‘in use’.

5. Inferences about underpinning knowl-
edge and understanding must be made
with due caution regarding the possibil-
ity of alternative or incorrect schemata.”

This unease is reflected not only concep-
tually but in the approach to implemen-
tation. Haffenden and Brown (1989), talk-
ing of teachers, remark:

“In summary it can be seen that there are
widely differing perceptions about the
nature of competence. The lowest cober-
ent and comprebensive view of compe-
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What is the process
for certification?

0 Lead Bodies representing
occupational sectors draw up
and present required
competences, with an
assessment process which
has normally been designed
with the help of awarding
bodies;

K the awarding bodies
submit their qualifications,
including an assessment
process, to NCVQ for
accreditation;

U NCVQ accredits the
qualifications submitted, for
five years if they meet NCVQ
criteria; the award must be
based on “standards re-
quired for performance in
employment”,

O accreditation allows the
bodies to call their qualifica-
tions a “National Vocational
Qualification” (NVQ). They

pay a fee per award issued;

a awards and certificates
can be given for full qualifi-
cation or for individual units,
each of which comprises
several elements of compe-
tence;

U it is not necessary to
follow a particular curricu-
lum or course in order to
obtain an NVQ. Theoreti-
cally, assessment can be
made in a recognised
assessment centre which
might be the workplace.

s
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tence relates lo personal competence. The
advantages of such an approach are
manifold, not least simply because it un-
derlines the centrality of people. The di-
versity of opinion about competence in it-
self can be viewed as indicative of the need
for a much fuller programme of staff de-
velopment - not to impose a single under-
standing of the nature of competence,
rather to get broad agreement on the over-
all direction the curriculum should take”.
(Haffenden and Brown, 1981).

Structurally, we can refer back to the de-
centralised character of the British
system(s). Since there are no central stand-
ards then, in many cases there is, in fact,
no existing agreement on, and familiarity
with, the standards and performance cri-
teria produced by Lead Bodies for an in-
dustry.

“Supervisors, managers and trainers will
have to learn and internalise these before
localised assessment is likely to produce
anything other than widely varying stand-
ards.” (Ibid.).

The cultural context

The competence-led approach is part of
a broader context where pedagogic and
curriculum issues should determine, rather
than follow, resourcing and structural is-
sues; at least, that is the question. Writing
on the implications for Further Education
of the 1988 Education Reform Act, Beryl
Pratley (1988) comments :

“We may break the tradition whereby re-
sources in FE follows successful curricu-
lum implementation and establish systems
whereby resources are provided to ensure
effective curriculum design, implementa-
tion and evaluation.”

However, a major dilemma is posed by a
group of practitioners reviewing four
Community countries from four different
occupational sectors (Gordon and Parkes,
1992). They ask :

“Given superior processes, to what factor
must poor UK outcomes be attributed?”

Their answer lay in participation rates, in
the coherence and comprehensibility of

the system, in resourcing levels and in a
broader-based curricula - as well as the
other factors outlined above.

The NCVQ system is a voluntary one -
just one aspect of a voluntarist national
negotiating stance with employers which
attempts persuasion rather than legisla-
tion. This is also true of the local roles of
the Training and Enterprise Councils and
it is complementary to the decentralised
character of the bodies awarding qualifi-
cation :

“This would, however, be of little conse-
quence if employers had a firm commit-
ment to human resource development.”
(Raggatt, 1991).

Structural and organisa-
tional issues

There are two broad themes on which to
recapitulate :

1. specificity is necessary in the re-
construction of a system;

2. the logic of implementation in a
particular cultural and structural con-
text provides a context much beyond
the simple conceptualisation of the
tools.

One great advantage of the approaches
to ‘competence’ in Britain is that it can
bring into alignment the qualification,
certification and assessment mechanisms
for both initial skill training and adult
training as well as penetrating both VET
and Higher Education (Gordon 1993).

Burke (1991) makes a distinction between
direct intervention by specific policy ini-
tiatives and by osmosis, particularly in the
case of Higher Education.

“Osmosis refers to changes which seep
into HE and may be seen as the rising of
a response to internally recognised needs.
I see osmotic changes incurring in Higher
Education as a result of features of com-
petency-based approaches being ab-
sorbed into HE, largely as a result of what
is happening in terms of NVQs and par-
allel developments in the national curricu-
lum”.



This at least implies a coherence across
educational sectors and provides a posi-
tive glow for a future and cohesive Brit-
ish scenario.

Another organisational feature of the com-
petence-led approach is its unit/credit
base. It reinforces the increasingly
modular character of British provi-
sion.

At the simplest level, a module is the
breaking down of a syllabus or syllabuses
into short sections that can be built up in
various ways and in variously connected
sequences, leading to a certification. The
benefits of a modular system -or what-
ever kind- are felt by its protagonists to
be :

1 the more efficient use of resources;
1 the enhancement of choice for students
and flexibility in provision;

U the facility to vary the pace, timing and
delivery of training;

[ the capacity to be innovative;

0 increased participation rates and bet-
ter utilisation of facilities.

The development of a modular approach
has a direct impact on curriculum man-
agement and development. The organi-
sational elements affected are :

U financial management;

U organisational structure;

1 the way in which teaching/learning are
organised and then resourced;

d human resources and the way they are
deployed.

But ‘modules’ are as widely interpretable
as ‘competences’. At a recent PETRA con-
ference in Lisbon (1992) the conclusions
could be roughly translated as “We no
longer know what a module is and we no
longer care”. This is a ‘flip way’ of ana-
lysing differentiation of definition and
implementation.

For the German system, particularly,
modularisation may be resisted as the thin
edge of the European wedge into a Dual
System providing, in initial skill training,
maturation processes together with social
esteem and a broad orientation towards
quality.
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The political context

There is no such entity as an ‘Anglo-
Saxon’ world but there is a perceived dif-
ference between educational systems
which can be labelled as ‘managed’
(largely from the English-speaking world)
and those labelled as ‘administered’. In
say, German or French systems, we would
expect to see skilled professionals work-
ing within an ‘administered’ system. An
‘administered’ system is where the key
decisions of resourcing, personnel and
curricula are taking outside the institution.
A ‘managed’ system is where the loca-
tion for decision-making is the institu-
tion and the Principal is a ‘manager’
(using the metaphor in the enterprise
sense). Worldwide, at the level of the
education or training institution, pressure
has been towards autonomy, corporatism,
‘management’ and global budgets. Such
pressure is accepted or resisted depend-
ing on the culture and the structure in
which it is received.

The ‘enterprise’ metaphor, as applied to
the British situation, has meant the ex-
pectation that colleges of further educa-
tion be ‘corporate’ with bottom-line budg-
ets and indeed managed competitively
between and amongst each other.

At the same time, key decision-making
and ‘steering’ locations are largely occu-
pied by employers - in the Training and
Enterprise Councils (TECs); in the col-
leges, with employers playing a predomi-
nant role in governing bodies and in the
Lead Bodies for occupational sectors de-
termining standards. The German ‘social-
partner’ structure with the trade unions
playing a substantial role alongside em-
ployers is much diminished.

The Training and Enterprise Councils,
which exist at local level, are controlled
not by elected representatives of central
and local government but by business
people nominated by the government.
(Schemes for the young and long-term
unemployed, previously administered by
the local or regional arms of the old De-
partment of Employment, are handled
locally by the TECs. The national figure
for these schemes adds up to over £1.5
billion. The government’s rationale is that
they are locally based and can identify
clearly with the local area they serve).

* X %
*

* %
»*

VOCATIONAL TRAINING 1/34

*
* p X

“The competence-led ap-
proach is part of a
broader context where
pedagogic and curriculum
issues should determine,
rather than follow,
resourcing and structural
issues; at least, that is the
question.”

“One great advantage of
the approaches to ‘compe-
tence’ in Britain is that it
can bring into alignment
the qualification, certifi-
cation and assessment
mechanisms for both ini-
tial skill training and
adult training...”

“.. there is a perceived
difference between educa-
tional systems which can
be labelled as ‘managed’
(largely from the English-
speaking world) and
those labelled as ‘adminis-
tered..

... Worldwide, at the level
of the education or train-
ing institution, pressure
bhas been towards auton-
omy, corporatism, ‘man-
agement’ and global
budgets.”
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The role of employers in determining the
‘standards’ from which competences are
derived has to be seen in the larger po-
litical context. Hence, the uneasiness by
commentators at needs and standards
being expressed by an employer sector
without a long tradition of investment
in, and commitment to, training. Amongst
the wealth of literature confirming this
point is included the famous MSC/NEDO
(1984) report ‘Competence and Compe-
tition " which revealed that employers in
West Germany spent nearly three times
as much on initial and continuing voca-
tional education and training as did em-
ployers in the UK.

The British government has tended to
follow (not necessarily successful) Ameri-
can examples of innovation in industry-
training relationships. As Unwin (1991)
points out :

“the Boston Compact encouraged the
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Measuring competence:
the experience of the United

Kingdom

This article is primarily concerned with
recent experience in the UK, where a very
particular approach to defining and
measuring competences has been a
cornerstone of government policy on
vocational training. The lessons are,
however, more general. If competences
are to have any major policy relevance at
national or European level, the meaning
one person ascribes to a competence must
be recognisably the same as anothers. This
means that issues of definition and
measurement are fundamental.

The United Kingdom has gone further
than any other country to incorporate
competence-based approaches into
mainstream education and training. Tts
experience has underlined a number of
major theoretical and operational prob-
lems with the approach. Thinking in terms
of competences can be a useful approach
to the design of training programmes and
human resource development. However,
UK developments show that substituting
this new language for that of more
traditional qualifications will do nothing
in itself to help establish mutual recog-
nition mechanisms for individuals skills
and learning.

The ideas behind competence-based
assessment, and competence-based
education, as practised and preached in
the UK, are essentially American in origin.
(This is especially true of the English
variant. As readers may be aware, England
and Scotland have quite distinct education
systems: and the English have adopted a
more purist version of competence-based
education and training than the Scots.)
The literature on competence-based
assessment, which appeared in Britain in
the 1980s, is packed with direct echoes
of US literature of ten years before. What
are dramatically different are the insti-
tutional structures, which have produced
very different patterns of implementation
and growth in competency-based pro-
grammes. In essence, government policy

in the UK ensured the general adoption
of competence-based approaches, by
tying them to central government funding.
In the US, localised experimental work
had little or no long-term effects: - so that
American advocates of the approach are
now rediscovering it, in part through the
British programme.

The following definition is an American
one. Yet it summarises all the major
features of competence-based assessment
as currently advocated in the UK:

Competence-based assessment is a_form of
assessment that is derived from a specifi-
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cation of a set of outcomes; that so clearly .

states both the outcomes- general and
specific - that assessors, students and
interested third parties can all make
reasonably objective judgments with
respect to student achievement or non-
achievement of these outcomes; and that
certifies student progress on the basis of
demonstrated achievement of these oul-
comes. Assessments are not tied to time
served in formal educational settings.’

The three components of competence-
based assessment which are especially
important, and which the definition above
encapsulates are:

U The emphasis on outcomes - specifi-
cally, multiple outcomes, each distinctive
and separately considered

U The belief that these can and should
be specified to the point where they are
clear and transparent - that assessors,
assessees and third parties should be able
to understand what is being assessed, and
what should be achieved

O The decoupling of assessment from
particular institutions or learning pro-
grammes.

These characteristics define the practice
of competence-based assessment. How-
ever, the emphasis on outcomes and
transparency is not peculiar to the
competence-based context. It is also a
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“A competency perspec-
tive can be an invaluable
aid to the trainer or
educator, because it forces
the system to focus on
what it wishes to achieve.
Tying measurement and
accreditation to the notion
of competency, however,
quickly throws up serious
problems.

... Certainly, at European
level, competency-based
measurement is no way
either to paper over
disagreements, or create
common understandings
where none already exist.”

'Adapted from G. Grant et al On
Competence: A critical Analysis of
Competence-Based Reforms in
Higher Education (Jossey-Bass, San
Francisco, 1979) p5
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Competence - based as-
sessment led to the devel-
opment of National Voca-

tional Qualifications

(NVQs) based on stand-

ards of occupational com-
petence.

(NVQs)“. are based on the
Jundamental assumption
that, for each industry,
there exists a single iden-
tifiable model of what
“competent” performance
entails. ... It is ... an beroic
- and a questionable - as-
sumption.”
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defining characteristic of a rather broader
theory of measurement, that of criterion-
referencing. Criterion-referencing is
similarly concerned with clearly specified
outcomes, and with assessments that
address these outcomes separately rather
than dealing with pass marks or norms.
It too has been a very influential approach
in recent years (for example within the
English National Curriculum): and it too
hails conceptually from the United States.
Nonetheless, competence-based and
criterion-referenced assessment are not
synonymous. The former involves an idea
of competence which is essentially non-
academic. In practice, as noted by the
same American text from which our first
definition was derived,

It tends... to derive from an analysis of a
prospective or actual role in modern
society and...attempts to certify student
progress on the basis of demonstrated
performance in some or all aspects of that
role. (ibid p.6)

In other words, it is vocational in the
broadest sense, and bound up with the
idea of real-life performance. Indeed, in
its early days in the US, performance-
based assessment (and education) were
the terms used more often than com-
petence.

Competence-based assessment became
important in England following the 19806
governmental Review of Vocational
Qualifications. This led directly to the
creation of the National Council for
Vocational Qualifications, with a remit to
establish an National Vocational Qualifi-
cations (NVQ) system of approved
vocational awards. The review argued that
“assessments carried out by many bodies
do not adequately test or record the
competences required in employment”,
that “assessment methods tend to be
biased towards the testing either of
knowledge or of skill rather than of
competence”, and that there are “many
barriers to access arising from attendance
and entry requirements”. The education
sector, at this stage, was seen as essentially
in opposition to needed reforms, and their
objections to the proposed reforms were
generally discounted.

National Vocational Qualifications (NVQs)
have now been developed to cover most

sectors of employment. They derive from
the activities of “lead industry bodies”
which represent a given sector of industry
or employment. Each such body is
responsible for drawing up detailed
standards of occupational competence.
These, in turn, are used as the basis for
vocational awards. No qualification will
be recognised as an “NVQ” unless it is
based on the standards issued by the lead
industry body concerned: and government
funding is tied to NVQ provision. The
process of NVQ accreditation does not
involve any formal discussion of curri-
culum (except insofar as it is implicit in
the standards) or approval of learning
programmes. The assumption is that
use of the standards will ensure the
latter’s quality.

As national qualifications, NVQs each
cover a particular area of work, at a
specific level of achievement. They are
based on the fundamental assumption
that, for each industry, there exists a single
identifiable model of what “competent”
performance entails. The idea that, for
each role, there exists such an agreed
notion of competence, which can be
elicited and command consensus, is
fundamental to any assessment system of
this type. It is also, as we shall be
discussing later, an heroic - and a
questionable - assumption.

The structure of an NVQ is modular or
“‘unit-based”. These units are defined as
groups of “elements of competence and
associated performance criteria which
form a discrete activity or sub-area of
competence which has meaning and
independent value in the area of employ-
ment to which the NVQ relates.”(NCVQ
1991) An element of competence is a
description of something which a person
who works in a given occupational area
should be able to do. It reflects action,
behaviour or outcome which has “real
meaning” in the occupational sector to
which it relates. For example:

Q create, maintain and enbhance effective
working relationships is an example of a
management competence

1 inform customers about products and
services on request is taken from a list of
financial services competences

Both share two compulsory qualities.
They involve an active verb and an object



- i.e. they are performance-based - and
they are not tied in any way to particular
training programmes.

As expressed, both these examples are
obviously very general statements indeed.
Each could apply to a huge number of
contexts - and to performance of very
variable quality. Assessment of such
competences is made concrete, in the
British system, through highly specified
performance criteria. These are the
statements by which an assessor judges
whether an individual can perform the
workplace activity at the standard
required. In effect, the performance
criteria state explicit measures of out-
comes. Figure 1 provides an example of
an element of competence with its
performance criteria.

To be accredited with a competence, a
candidate must demonstrate successfully
that he or she has met every one of these
criteria. This is because competence-based
assessment, as interpreted by the National
Council for Vocational Qualifications,
requires one-to-one correspondence with
outcome-based standards. This must be
comprehensive: evidence must be collec-
ted of a candidate’s having met every
single performance criterion. Failure to do
this, it is argued, removes an essential
characteristic of the system - the fact that
we know exactly what someone who has
been assessed can do.

It is important to emphasise this objective,
because it lies at the heart of recent
advocacy of competency testing. A
competency-based system will, it is
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expected, be far superior to traditional
forms because it is so transparent, and
because it delivers exactly what is
described. And it can be delivered
because performance criteria are so
clearly defined that the assessor can
describe a candidate as having unambig-
uously achieved (or not yet achieved)
them. The requirement is thus for a one-
to-one relationship between criteria and
competence: and between assessment and
criteria.

We have noted the assumption that
assessment will be unproblematic because
it simply involves comparing behaviour
with the transparent “benchmark” of the
performance criteria. The reality, unfort-
unately, is somewhat different. As a result,
the short history of NVQs has also been
one in which the quest for clarity has
produced an ever more complex and
complicated “methodology”.

The second part of the paper discusses
the technical reasons for this. Here we
simply illustrate it by an example. The
criteria in figure 2 are intended to apply
to a playgroup assistant or registered
childminder. Yet, as they stand, they could
equally well apply to a child psychiatrist
or specialised speech therapist. How does
the assessor know what the standard
actually is?

This lack of clarity become noticeable
fairly early on - well before large numbers
of NVQs were actually assessed or
delivered. The response was to institute
a new notion, that of the “range state-
ment”. These quickly became a compul-

Performance criteria

person or location

delay politely explained (sic)

Figure 1: Element of competence from level II NVQ

Identify and retrieve documents from within an established filing system

a. Specified documents are promptly located, extracted and passed to correct
b. Delays in the supply of files and/or documents are notified and reasons for

¢. Allfile and document movements are correctly recorded, up to date and legible.
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“.. competence-based as-
sessment, as interpreted
by the National Council
Jor Vocational Qualifi-
cations, requires one-to-
one correspondence with
outcome-based stand-
ards.”

“.. We bave noted the as-
sumption that assessment
will be unproblematic be-
cause it simply involves
comparing bebaviour with
the transparent “bench-
mark” of the performance
criteria. The reality,
unfortunately, is some-
what different. As a result,
the short bistory of NVQs
bas also been one in
which the quest for clarity
bas produced an ever
more complex and compli-
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sory addition to all standards. Range
statements officially “describe the limits
within which performance to the identi-
fied standards is expected, if the indivi-
dual is to be deemed competent.” In other
words, they contextualise the performance
criteria, and hopefully make clear whether
it is a psychiatrist or a childminder who
is in question. They impose further
assessment requircmcn[s: beCilUStf com-
petence must be fully assessed “across the
range”. They also greatly increase the
length of the documentation - sometimes
taking up as much space as the perfor-
mance criteria themselves.

What they failed to do, however, was to
make everything clear and unambiguous.
Interpretation - and measurement practice
- continued to differ.

In consequence, they were rapidly
followed by another compulsory addition
to standards: “specifications of under-
pinning knowledge and understanding”.
The original architects of NVQs assumed
that knowledge requirements would be
clearly understood by trainers and
teachers on the basis of the criteria for
competence. This proved optimistic.
Workshops which tried to “extract” or

“induce” knowledge requirements from
standards demonstrated quite quickly that
the knowledge extracted was not, in fact,
atall standard, but subject to very different
interpretations. Formal “knowledge lists”
followed. Finally, the transparency of
assessment requirements came into
question in its turn. Just as range and
knowledge statements have been added
to standards, so too have assessment
requirements. Industry bodies are now
expected to add lists of assessment
specifications to the standards which
examining and awarding bodies use.

Yet another level of detail and centrali-
sation is thus added. The resulting
standards and qualification have become
huge and unwieldy documents The
apparently economical notion of com-
petence has become exhaustively defined
and constrained. In the process it becomes
increasingly undeliverable and increas-
ingly unattractive to employers as a basis
for either their own training programmes
or as a way of certifying employees. Tt
also becomes increasingly questionable as
a suitable approach for a world of rapid
technological change and fluid job
boundaries.

skills

skills

e

N

relevant sources of information

Figure 2: Performance criteria from an element of
competence for a worker with young children

Identify the language and communication abilities of an individual child

1. Observations of the child’s interaction with other children and adults provide
objective information about his/her spontaneous speech and communication

2. Activities and methods of communication are selected which encourage the
child to communicate and are adapted to suit the child’s interests and abilities

3. Information about the child’s ability to communicate in the home setting ob-

tained from discussion with parents is treated as confidential and used only as
necessary to develop a picture of the child’s language and communication

The child’s hearing and understanding of stories, instructions and other commu-
nication is regularly checked by observing and interacting with the child

Identification of the child’s language and communication abilities is based on




The early American experiments on which
the English programme drew similarly
ended with huge volumes of unmana-
geable paperwork and over-detailed
prescription. The contrast between the
apparent simplicity and broadness of
competence as a concept, and the
restrictive and rigid reality is remarkable.
Yet the tendency is inherent in the idea
of completely transparent, unambiguous
outcomes as an operational idea. It
becomes inevitable if one attempts to
measure competence precisely and use it
as a basis for national (or international)
certification and accreditation.

The limitations of specified
outcomes

There are general theoretical reasons why
attempts to specify outcomes so clearly
that anyone can assess them reliably are
doomed to failure. Suppose, for example,
that one was interested in something
highly specific and abstract - far less
context-dependent than the average
workplace competency, and so, pre-
sumably, easier to define. A very specific
mathematics skill is a good example: -say
the ability to multiply whole numbers.

In the United States, where criterion-
referenced tests have been most devel-
oped, the definitions of items to be used
to test such skills have become extremely
precise - there must be so many items, of
such and such difficulty, with so many
questions involving one digit (e.g. 3 x 2),
so many two-digit (e.g. 12 x 20), and so
on. And yet, having constructed such a
test, can one really say, with absolute
confidence, that these students can
multiply double-digit numbers?. How
many errors are they allowed? Would they
have done as well on a different set of
questions? Does 11 x 11 count as the same

as 99 x 997

Many of the performance criteria in
competence-based qualifications are
almost as narrow as the examples
furnished by academic criterion-refer-
enced tests. A level II NVQ in Business
Administration is one of the largest NVQs
in terms of entries, since it is very well
suited to training and accrediting specific
office skills (and one of the few NVQs
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which it quite easy to assess in the
workplace.) It is from this that the
example in figure 1 is drawn. The range
statement for this competence informs one
that

The Competence includes paper-based
Jiling systems covering the retrieval of
information from alphabetical and
numerical filing systems, involving
indexing systems and lateral and vertical
Jiling methods. It requires competence in
booking in and out procedures and the
tracing of missing or overdue files.

The assessment guidance adds that, if
assessed outside work,

students must demonstrate competence by
dealing consecutively with a minimum of
20 items to be extracted, on a minimum
of three separate occasions...A completely
different set of documents must be
provided for each simulated assessment.

Yet all these additional requirements
simply occasion new queries. Suppose
there was a slight overlap in the docu-
ments used for assessment: - does that
invalidate the assessment? Does it matter
if the documents are extracted from a
system containing 20 files rather than
2000? How many of them have to come
from files for which document movements
are actually recorded? What sort of
indexing system counts? And so on...

However precise one becomes, when
one goes down this route. there is
always a call for yet more definition.
This is exactly the UK experience with
NVQs. Performance criteria might mean
all sorts of things - so we added range.
Range can be interpreted in all sorts of
ways - we add more lists. At the end of
this process, and in all good faith, people
can still be ascribing competence to very
different behaviour.

The original claim was that individual
performance...is judged against explicit
standards.... and (therefore) individuals
know exactly what they are aiming to
achieve...?. Assessment requires far less
in the way of complex judgement than
with the opaque criteria employed by
traditional school-based or higher
education.
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*Fletcher, S. (1991) NVQs, Standards
& Competence London: Kogan
Page, p.06.
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“The inberent variability
of the contexts in which
competence is tested and
displayed means that as-
sessors bave to make con-
stant, major decisions
about how to take account
of that context when judg-
ing whether an observed
piece of evidence “fits” a
defined criterion.”

3 See e.g. Christie and Forrest 1981
Defining Public Examination
Standards London: Macmillan;
Cresswell 1987 Describing Exami-
nation Performance Educational
Studies 13.3 ; Brehmer 1989 Grading
as a quasi-rational judgement
process in Lowyck, J & Clark, C eds.
Teacher Thinking & Professional
Action Leuven: Leuven University
Press)

! Black et al 1989 The Quality of
Assessments Edinburgh: Scottish
Council for Research in Education

5 Wolf A and Silver R 1986 Work-
based Learning Sheffield: Employ-
ment Department

o Wolf A. “Authentic Assessment in a
competitive sector”, in Torrance,
H.ed. Evaluating Authentic
Assessment (Buckingham: Open
University Press 1994)
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In fact, nothing could be further from the
truth. The inherent variability of the
contexts in which competence is tested
and displayed means that assessors have
to make constant, major decisions about
how to take account of that context when
judging whether an observed piece of
evidence “fits” a defined criterion. In other
words, they operate with a complex,
internalised, and holistic model - not a
simple set of descriptors lifted from a
printed set of performance indicators.?

The limitations of assessor
judgement

If written definitions cannot provide the
required clarity, the alternative is to rely
on a pre-existing consensus and under-
standing on the part of the assessors. The
whole of competence-based assessment
starts from an assumption: - that there
exist standards of competence for an
industry or role, and that these can be
articulated through written documents.
The documents do not create the stan-
dards: they articulate and clarify them to
professionals. The latter understand them
because of their prior knowledge and
implicit understanding of what com-
petence in their own context means. Thus
the developers of standards of com-
petence will explain that one goes on
defining as long as it is necessary. You
stop when everyone understands.

We have argued that standards cannot
begin to provide item specifications so
tight that anyone could use them to
construct reliable and consistent assess-
ments. But does this, in fact, matter? Or
can a shared occupational culture make
the requirements unambiguous: so that
the endless spiral of specification which,
we argued, was always attendant on
criterion-referencing is broken by the
existence of shared expertise?

It must be said that there has been very
little independent evaluation of whether
UK standards are implemented in any
comparable or consistent way - and,
indeed, that it would be rather difficult
to do this at all clearly. By nature, those
using them in workplaces will be dealing
with very different contexts, so it is not
clear how one would measure sameness

precisely. Nonetheless, one must seriously
question whether it is likely even in
principle that a combination of definitions
and prior consensus will produce any very
uniform behaviour: and also whether the
assumption of pre-existing standards and
shared understanding is reasonable at all.
One of the examples offered by NCVQ in
its guidance comes from publishing, and
states that:

Costs are minimised through forward
purchase of optimum quantities and
timing in relation to schedule require-
ments.

Is it really likely that, industry-wide, there
will be consensus on whether this has
been achieved, what would be involved,
or how one would recognise it?

Certainly, such evidence as exists is not
terribly encouraging. Harry Black and his
colleagues at the Scottish Council for
Research in Education (SCRE) studied in
detail the way in which a number of
colleges were delivering apparently quite
specific Stock Control modules within the
Scottish National Certificate, which, also
embodies competence-based approaches.
All the departments were experienced and
had close ties with local industry: and the
colleges themselves assumed that the
Stock Control modules would be quite
easy to deliver to a common standard. In
fact, however, both content and standards
deviated greatly within the group.*

Compared to the National Certificate
modules, NVQ developments have
involved greater specification, greater
restrictions on format, longer lists, tighter
definitions. In research at the Institute of
Education’we asked experienced college
tutors and workplace supervisors to
devise exercises based on very detailed
specifications. In spite of the shared
occupational culture of the individuals
concerned, the assessment items they
produced, following these specifications,
proved to be very different in content.
We also looked at the level of difficulty
at which the assessors ascribed mastery,
by asking them to administer and make
judgements using a more standardised
“anchor test” at the same time as they used
their own. The standard at which they
ascribed “competence” on this common
exercise turned out to be markedly



different implying that the underlying
standard being applied to the different,
and therefore not directly comparable,
exercises of their own was also highly
variable. Comparable results were
obtained with tourist guide examiners
operating out of different regional offices,
even though they had mostly done their
own training together, and operated an
external examiner system which created
some cross-region links.”

Discussions of competence-based assess-
ment often imply that assessor judgement
is only a minor issue because the
assessment criteria are so minutely and
clearly specified that one is well down
towards the more mechanistic end of the
spectrum. Nothing could be further from
the truth. Workplaces vary hugely: thus
any assessment process is complex,
incremental, and, above all, judgmental.
It has to be because the actual per-
formance which one observes direct-
ly, or in the form of artefacts is
intrinsically variable: one person’s
playing of a piano piece, one person’s
operations plan, is by definition not
exactly the same as another’s, and cannot
be fitted mechanistically to either a written
list of criteria, or to an example.

This point also underlines one of the
problematic assumptions of UK com-
petency measurement - an assumption
which is likely to be doubly or triply
problematic at European level. T noted
above the assumption that standards of
competence exist in some form already,
and that the job of the industry bodies is
to elicit and define them. This is some-
thing of a myth. In many cases, the
standards are being created - and while
this may, in some contexts, provide a
welcome mechanism for improving
industry practice, it also means that many
individual firms simply do not recognise
and accept what is being offered as an
industry standard of competence. The
further one moves from lower-level, mass
occupations (retail assistants, junior chefs)
the more acute the problem becomes.

A competency perspective can be an
invaluable aid to the trainer or educator,
because it forces the system to focus on
what it wishes to achieve. Tying measure-
ment and accreditation to the notion of
competency, however, quickly throws up
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serious problems. I have argued that these
are not transitional or superficial, but
inherent in the over-ambitious claims
made for this approach. Certainly, at
European level, competency-based
measurement is no way either to paper
over disagreements,. or create common
understandings where none already exist.
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“... On the supply side we
have an active labour
force with degrees of
adaptation to new de-

mands, and successive
cohorts of young entrants
to adult life more or less
prepared to meet the new
flexible requirements for
skill. On the demand side,
we have the firms them-
selves whose short-term
interests in remaining at
existing skill levels are
probably in conflict with
their long-term interest in
moving to a high quality
equilibrium. Experience
shows, that without public
intervention, neither
individuals nor firms are
likely to be able to take
the measures needed to
move to a new ‘high skills/
high quality’ equilibrium.

... The interaction of
public institutions and
private or firm behaviour
determines the success or
failure of efforts to im-
prove economic growth
through skill develop-
ment.”

'Source: Assessing, Certifying and
Recognising occupational Skills and
competences, OECD, Paris, 1994.
This article is based on a paper
presented at a Seminar co-organised
by the Portuguese Ministry on
Education and the OECD, 27 - 30
October 1992 (Porto, Portugal). The
seminar was part of the OECD
programme on “The Changing Role
of Vocational and Technical
Education and Training (VOTEC)”.
We are grateful to the OECD for
giving permission to publish this

paper.
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Assessment,

Certifi-

cation and Recognition
of Occupational Skills
and Competences’

Many industrialised countries face a
situation where, in a number of industrial
and commercial sectors, firms need to
move rapidly from the low skills/low
quality equilibrium appropriate to the era
of mechanisation to a new equilibrium
appropriate to the era of flexible speciali-
sation. In this process of transition,
analysis of recent experience of advanced
industrialised countries indicates that
institutions play a key role in creating the
conditions which will encourage firms and
individuals to invest in training for skills.
These institutional arrangements will
frequently be (but not exclusively) with
publicly elected or appointed authorities
at local, regional or national level - or
sometimes all three. Public policy which
‘oils the wheels’ or substitutes for private
training activity is usually concerned with
three aspects of occupational skills -
legislation and financial instruments,
provision of training facilities and
personnel, and assessment and certifi-
cation. The extent to which government
should seek to maintain a monopoly
position in assessment and certification
is raised later in this paper.

The extent to which any society can meet
the expectations of personal and career
development of young people and adults
is not independent of how well that same
society enables its workforce to adapt to
changes. Countries which adapt rapidly
and successfully to the demands of new
technology are not only able to offer their
members higher living standards but have
more resources from which to finance
further development and upgrading of
skills. Those countries suffering to any
degree from a ‘low skills/low quality’
equilibrium will initially have fewer
resources to devote to enabling indivi-
duals to develop their skills and improve
their career prospects. For countries

suffering to any extent from this vicious
circle of skills and quality the requirement
of cost-effective management of training
provision will act as a major constraint
upon the extent to which certification and
assessment of occupational competence
can cater for a wide variety of individual
needs.

Implications of different
approaches to assessment
and certification

In most countries, a well-established
tradition of liberal education having as its
aim the development of the individual and
introduction to their own culture and
society will be already in place. Whereas
traditionally a certain distance was
maintained between the demands of the
labour market and the work of teachers
in schools and colleges, the increased
demand for employees with good general
skills and greater flexibility means that the
content of educational courses for young
people and their traditional modes of
assessment - the written examination - are
coming under greater direct scrutiny from
employers, from parents concerned that
school is not preparing students for
today’s labour-market, and from govern-
ments concerned with national efficiency.

The written examination, externally set
and marked, requiring candidates to
demonstrate ability to convey under-
standing by means of well-constructed
written answers is still the dominant mode
of assessment of mainstream ‘academic’
schooling and served the purpose of
identifying those qualified to proceed to
the next stage of education in a fairly
satisfactory way. In addition, it is claimed
that employers used school examination



results to pick out potential employees
with high general ability without being
concerned with the exact nature of the
specific skills that might be certified by
the examination (screening). However,
schools and colleges are increasingly
called upon to teach a variety of related
and specific vocational competences and,
from the start of this process, it has been
recognised that the formal written
examination cannot adequately (validly)
assess such skills. A variety of responses
to this problem have been developed in
OECD countries, some responses insist on
students taking and passing a formal
written test together with assessment of
practical performance in a set piece of
work by external assessors (eg. Germany).
Other countries also insist on the two
components of assessment of vocational
skill - the written test of knowledge and
the practical test of performance - but
allow partial certification of the practical
performance element on the grounds that
an individual may be adequately skilled
in their own occupational area without
being able to complete the written test
(eg. France). Whatever its value in
conveying information about what the
candidate can do (and many experts in
assessment criticise all time-restricted
written examinations because they reveal
very little about what candidates can do
outside the examination room) very few
countries dispense entirely with written
tests for vocational certificates. Recently,
however, an innovative new system of
occupational competence assessment in
Britain has been introduced which
assesses candidates entirely on perfor-
mance and requires no written tests. The
claim, which will be readily understood
by those who have wrestled with these
problems is that this form of assessment
is more valid i.e. it tells the consumer what
the person can do more effectively than
a certificate based on an examination.

Many countries are experiencing the trend
for a majority of young people to stay on
for general or general and vocational
education post-16. Their expectations are
increasingly of a system which offers both
choice, opportunity for progression and
parity of provision. Clearly, these
objectives become more problematic once
it has been accepted that practical tests
of performance need to form a part of
vocational assessment. In many countries,
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the authorities would like to offer all
young people aged 18/19 the same
certificate or a separate certification of
equal status.

With assessment of vocational com-
petence dependent on tests of practical
performance, the traditional ‘academic’
assessment by examination begins to look
very different from the newer perform-
ance related criterion-based testing. The
case for according equal status to the two
types of qualification becomes more
difficult to sustain. Different countries
have sought and implemented different
solutions to the problem of parity of
esteem for vocational and academic post-
secondary qualifications. At the one
extreme - as suggested above - formal
examinations are insisted upon for both
vocational and general academic certi-
fication. At the other - as in Britain - the
form assessment takes diverges radically.
Other countries have tried to blur the so-
called dividing line between the academic
and vocational, perhaps by introducing
modular courses where students can ‘pick
n mix’.

General academic courses have been
followed mainly by young people, and
have been offered often only on a full
time basis several years of continuous
study. Courses leading to vocational
certificates need to be made available to
a much wider public, including adults
returning to work and with heavy
domestic responsibilities, full time mature
employees and persons with very little
prior formal education. This means that,
if the same form of vocational certification
is to be offered to all these different
groups in addition to being offered to
young people, assessment needs to be
more flexible than that traditionally
provided at the end of full-time secondary
schooling. Again, small modular units may
be the best vehicle for teaching and
learning of vocational competence and
skill and the classroom may not be the
best location - the college workshop or
the workplace may provide the best
teaching and learning environment. In
fact, the requirements of this very diverse
clientele and the practical work-related
subject matter may strongly imply that
assessment should take place outside the
school/college setting altogether and may
also call into question whether full-time
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“.. the content of educa-
tional courses for young
people and their tradi-
tional modes of assess-
ment - the written exami-
nation - are coming under
greater direct scrutiny
Sfrom employers, from par-
ents ... and from govern-
ments ...”

“A variety of responses ...
bave been developed in
OECD countries, ...”
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“The further assessment
moves from the educa-
tional setting, the more

difficult it becomes to pro-
vide for transfer from one
track to another ...”
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teachers with an academic training should
undertake the examining and certification
at all. In a number of countries, the
assessment of vocational competence -
whether of young people or of adults,
takes place outside the educational setting
altogether, and is carried out - in the case
of Britain - by the trainee’s supervisor.
The further assessment moves from the
educational setting, the more difficult it
becomes to provide for transfer from one
track to another or for progression based
upon a number of units, some vocational
and some academic.

The introduction of the assessment of
occupational competence purely on the
basis of performance in the workplace,
raises the important question of whether
a collection of competences ‘adds up’ to
what is understood as ‘skill'. What do we
understand a skilled individual to be able
to do? Do we expect the skilled individual
to have at his/her disposal a body of
theoretical knowledge underpinning skill
and do we expect the skilled individual
to be able to demonstrate that knowledge
by expounding and explaining coherently
to an audience either orally or in writing
or both? Many would argue that the skilled
craftsman can be a master of his/her trade
without being able to construct a coherent
sentence. On the other hand, others
would maintain that, in a world of rapidly
changing occupational demands, the
ability to master a body of abstract
knowledge and to communicate it to
others is a vital skill in itself which all
should be encouraged to master. The
argument for requiring the individual
seeking vocational certification to undergo
formal examination in general subjects
may rest more upon the view that such
skills promote flexibility and are bound
to be required in the future. The author-
ities in some OECD countries are ob-
viously clearly of this view, whereas
others are less convinced.

The role of assessment and
certification in the func-
tioning of training and la-
bour-markets

The ideal system of vocational certification
is one which identifies for the employer
the individual who fits the employer’s job

requirements. If the college or worked-
based training has already provided the
skills needed to do a particular job, the
employer saves valuable resources which
would otherwise be spent on providing
this training, the new employee is more
productive and the employer recognises
this by paying a premium (wage differen-
tial). The premium acts as a signal to
potential trainees to show that investment
of time and resources in this form of
training pays off and they come forward
for training. This, of course, is an idealised
virtuous circle of certification, product-
ivity, increased earnings and increased
training effort that it is very difficult to
achieve in practice. Nevertheless, recog-
nition of the fact that certification should
attest to skills that the employer needs
and values underlies much of the effort
that colleges, examining bodies and
governing authorities invest in certifi-
cation.

Some countries, whether, as a conscious
policy decision, or because of the way
their systems have evolved, do not
provide for large-scale certification of
specific occupational competences within
the framework of the full-time education
system. This is a view that can be justified
on the grounds of the increasing relevance
to modern industry and commerce of
flexibility and adaptability of employees
based on a high level of general educa-
tion. Other countries continue to offer
certification in specific occupational areas
but, increasingly, the requirements of
flexibility and adaptability are being built
in to the design and assessment of such
qualifications. Tt is possible that the former
arrangement may be more suitable for
countries with internal labour markets
where firms expect to carry out training
and updating of adult employees (notable
examples are Japan and France), countries
with more active external labour markets
tend to be associated with more occu-
pationally specific certification. However,
the rapidly changing labour-market
requirements of firms raise the important
question of whether training for specific
occupations is appropriate preparation for
employment in advanced industrialised
economies? Inevitably, certification is
formulated on the basis of already
established occupational patterns. By the
time these have been institutionalised in
large-scale certification arrangements the



occupations certified may no longer be
needed. It may even be dysfunctional for
an economy if the skills certified are
modelled too closely on employers’
requirements - employers themselves may
be basing production on outmoded and
inefficient patterns of division of labour
and the output of the certification process
may merely help to perpetuate these
inefficiencies. All countries must therefore
find ways of resolving the problem of
forward planning of certification of
vocational competence so as not merely
to respond to industry’s immediate needs
but to ensure the provision of future
requirements - which, by their nature,
cannot be predicted with any accuracy.

OECD countries have developed a variety
of strategies for confronting these
problems. On one hand, we have the
approach based almost exclusively on
laying a good foundation of general skills
(Japan) and on the other, an approach
which closely involves employer and
employee organisations in drawing up
training programmes and supplementing
them with on the job training which
ensures that requirements are close to the
latest needs (Germany). In between, other
interesting combinations of work-based
and college-based certification have been
developed (eg. Netherlands, Denmark).

It has already been mentioned that,
ideally, employers signal their recognition
of certification by paying a premium for
certificated skills. A necessary condition
is that certification should be transparent
and perceived to be reliable. In a number
of countries, notably those with national
state-validated systems of certification,
employee organisations have pressed for
and obtained recognition in wage grading
systems of widely-recognised vocational
certification. The advantages of this are,
briefly, greater incentives to individuals
to invest in skills and a good supply of
well-qualified individuals. Disadvantages
include rigidities both in labour markets
and in training systems where innovation
or new certification may have to be
negotiated with both employer and
employee representatives.

What are the factors leading to employers
valuing occupational certification ? It is
argued above that recognition by em-
ployers of vocational competences is
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easier to achieve if the certification is
perceived as reliable ie. standard both
over time and over the national or regional
territory; if it is simple and easy to
understand yet conveys the type of
information that the employer seeks. Tt is
a great virtue of many systems of national
occupational certification that standards
of competence certified have been
maintained over time - mainly by the use
of external examinations and control of
syllabuses - and that employers have built
up a ‘picture’ of what the certificate attests
by familiarity with the work of those who
hold it. Inevitably, the need for reliability
and simplicity conflicts with the need to
adapt certification to dynamic labour
markets.

It is not only on entry to working life that
individuals need to be persuaded to invest
in training. Individuals are more likely to
invest in initial training if they can see
opportunities for progression beyond the
initial certificate. Again, these must
correspond to employers’ needs and offer
realistic prospects of advancement. This
again means that the most successful
systems of employee certification will be
recognised in collective agreements while
still allowing the employer discretion over
whether or not to promote an employee
who holds an appropriate qualification.

One important aspect of transferability is
whether, in national systems of certi-
fication, vocational certification should
count equally with other general educa-
tional qualifications towards a Certificate
granting entry to Higher Education
(University, Polytechnic). While, tradi-
tionally, the two tracks (academic and
vocational) were kept separate, many
countries now wish to award a single
certificate giving access to jobs or Higher
Education to all candidates. This means
according equal weight to vocational and
general academic studies. Such systems
are seen as offering greater choice and
flexibility to young people and conse-
quently greater incentives to study. It is
vitally important for the credibility of
training institutions that the certificates
they award command widespread recog-
nition in the labour market. Certificates
awarded by new and unknown awarding
bodies may take many years to become
established and recognised even though
they certify a useful skill level. One way
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“.. recognition by em-
ployers of vocational
competences is easier to
achieve if the certification
is perceived as reliable ie.
standard botbh over time
and over the national or
regional territory ...”
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“The disadvantage of a
single monopolistic pro-
vider is that there is little
incentive to provide for
relevance to industry’s
needs.”
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of ensuring recognition across the whole
of a national or regional territory is for
the State to ‘underwrite’ the certificate by
providing quality assurance in the shape
of a state validated certificate. If, at the
same time, whether by explicitly prohib-
iting other bodies from certificating skills
or by some other use of monopolistic
power, the State is effectively the only
body validating vocational certificates,
these will tend to gain wide acceptance
in industry and commerce - sometimes for
want of anything better. The disadvantage
of a single monopolistic provider is that
there is little incentive to provide for
relevance to industry’s needs. An alter-
native pattern is for trade and industry
bodies to set up and validate their own
certificates for their own particular sector.
This has the advantage of relevance but
the disadvantage of being not easily
transferable from one occupational sector
to another. Ideally, it is in the interests of
both employees and employers for
certificates to be widely recognised across
sectors and occupations as well as within
them. A general education element
common to all certificates can greatly
assist transferability between sectors.

Progression within an occupation requires
an extra dimension of a ladder of
occupational qualifications and adequate
opportunities for employees to pursue
them. We should not forget the difficulty
referred to above that employers are often
reluctant to meet the cost of training
employees to obtain certificates which
would make it easier for them to move to
another firm. One solution suggested in
the UK. is for employees to be required
to pay back the cost of their training if
they move jobs.

Even within one country, it may be useful
for those awarding, gaining or trying to
recognise different qualifications for an
official classification system to provide
equivalencies of a variety of different
certificates. An example of this is the
simple NVQ framework of four levels in
the U.K.

Whereas countries of immigration have
often developed highly effective methods
of evaluating the skills of newcomers and
converting their certificates to a form
which will be recognised in their new
homeland, European countries forming
the EU have been slow to take any

concrete action to promote the ‘portability’
of vocational qualifications. At higher
professional levels, some painfully
negotiated agreements are now in place
that allow workers (dentists, engineers)
to compete on an equal with nationals of
a country. Yet progress has been slower
with certificates of vocational com-
petences. It is interesting to reflect on why
this should be. Almost certainly, one
reason is the very different types of
certification awarded in the different EC
countries at the vocational (craft) level as
opposed to the higher professional level.

This very great diversity in certification
has been a major cause of the difficulties
in reaching agreement on equivalencies
in the EC. Various solutions have been
proposed, first the proposal to set up a
new system of ‘European’ vocational
qualifications - but the cost and the
difficulty of obtaining agreement (espec-
ially from those who feel they already
have a good system) has been a major
deterrent. Second, negotiating agreement
on multilateral recognition by national
governments has been proposed, and
steps towards this end have been taken
by the European Centre for the Develop-
ment of Vocational Training (CEDEFOP).
Their approach has been to identify
occupations or trades in the different EC
countries and to bring together employer
and employee representatives together
with other experts to list out the certifi-
cates which attest to competence in that
trade in each EC country. Undoubtedly,
this could be of use to employers, but
they would need a considerable amount
of expertise in comparative vocational
certification to make full use of it.

In practice recent research carried out by
the Task Force of the EC among European
employers has suggested that many
employers of other EU nationals do not
wish for more information or legislation
on the harmonization of vocational
qualifications. Some employers had their
own ways of assessing the competence
of new employees from other EU states
(‘We give them a 3 day trial period if
they're no good we let them go”). Overall,
the view is that language differences still
constitute a greater barrier to the mobility
of workers in the EU than the lack of a
harmonised system of vocational qualifi-
cations.



Implementing assessment,
certification and validation

In schools, colleges, work places and
workshops many different ‘actors’
contribute to the complex tasks of
assessment leading to certification. Much
debate revolves around who should do
the assessing. Clearly, teachers and
trainers are those who best know what
students can do and should therefore
make an important contribution to the
assessment process. In some countries
teachers set examination papers and mark
examinations (not their own). In other
countries, teachers devise their own forms
of assessment and mark their students
work themselves. Difficult problems of
establishing reliable standards from one
school or college to another arise from
this practice and ‘moderators’ are
frequently used to help iron out incon-
sistencies. Students often learn better
when assessment is adjusted by the
teacher to their individual aptitudes and
this advantage should not be lost from
view. Employer and employee represen-
tatives also participate in the assessment
process in some countries and this has
the valuable effect of helping to ensure
that assessment is reasonably relevant and
in informing those in industry and
commerce of what is being taught and
assessed in colleges.

In some countries workplace supervisors
also play a role. This can give rise to
misgivings when these supervisors have
themselves not been properly trained and
do not fully understand their role. With
proper training, as in Germany for
example, this can also be a valid and
motivating form of assessment. Whether
the assessors are drawn from schools or
industry or both, the need for consistent
validation of standards is paramount.
Students need to be given confidence that
the certificate for which they have worked
is of value and a responsible validation
body is one which uses the best pro-
fessional practice to ensure that proper
assessment procedures are observed at all
times and that the standards certified
remain as comparable as possible over
time and over the different occupational
sectors. Often, the State is the best
guarantor of standards over time but there
are examples of employer and employee
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representatives taking responsibility in
some OECD countries and of independent
bodies also fulfilling this function. One
idea, which does not seem to function
well is that of a ‘market in qualifications’
- competing bodies strive to maximise the
numbers of candidates paying to enter for
certificates and tend to progressively
lower standards!

Different sorts of learning require
appropriate assessment and practical skills
will require practical tasks to be observed
and assessed. Many countries have
considerable experience in assessing this
sort of learning in a professional manner
(Netherlands, Switzerland to name but a
few). Such practical assessment can be
more costly than the traditional short
written test but is essential to underpin
any worthwhile system of certification of
vocational competence.

The problem of assessing the prior
learning of experienced employees recalls
the need to assess skills already acquired
rather than potential skills, to avoid
imposing irrelevant requirements of
academic education if that is going to
prevent the employee receiving any
certification. Prior learning can be
assessed in a wide variety of ways, by
project work, by self-assessment as well
as by more conventional methods.

Colleges and other institutions providing
assessment of vocational competences are
often faced with formidable logistical
problems as a result of administering
many different modes of assessment for
different types of students - full-time, part-
time, part work-based, adults receiving
accreditation of prior learning, adults on
updating and retraining courses. There is
a need to consider the cost in time and
resources of systems of assessment which
are too fragmented and individualised.
There are many advantages to establishing
one framework for the assessment of all
these different groups in order to benefit
from economies of scale.

The advantages and disadvantages of
assessment of modular units and of ‘pick’
n mix’ systems are spelt out above. While
these can greatly benefit the learner, by
being more flexible and allowing greater
freedom of choice, employers have a
more difficult task trying to understand
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“One idea, which does not
seem to function well is
that of a ‘market in quali-
Sfications’ - competing bod-
ies strive to maximise the
numbers of candidates
paying to enter for certifi-
cates and tend to progres-
sively lower standards!”
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“Competence-based sys-
tems of assessment can be
very effective ways of cer-

tificating skills acquired
by adult employees on the
job but can limit young
people to mechanical
tasks and fail to develop
all-round potential.”

“A major issue ... is to at-
tempt to determine what is
a realistic balance be-
tween relevant work place
skills on the one hand and
reliability and adequate
quality assurance of as-
sessment and certification
on the other band.”
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such qualifications in terms of what the
student can do. It was pointed out earlier
that employers generally favour a simple
certificate outlining the level and type of
occupational skill acquired. If modules
have to be listed in exhaustive detail,
information overload can result and the
qualification may not receive the recog-
nition from employers that it deserves.

The advantages and disadvantages of a
system of ‘competence-based’ assessment
are spelt out. It can be recalled here that
assessing competence on the basis of
observation of an individual performing
a task relies heavily on the assessor
interpreting the criteria laid down for
performance correctly. Great variability
can result from different interpretations
of the criteria. The competences assessed
do not necessarily add up to a skill - which
may be assessed by more informal
methods - oral interview, continuous
assessment over time. The competences
may be backward-looking - to occu-
pations as they were when the list of
competences was drawn up rather than
as they are evolving. Competence-based
systems of assessment can be very
effective ways of certificating skills
acquired by adult employees on the job
but can limit young people to mechanical
tasks and fail to develop all-round
potential.

Market failure and the role
of public authorities

We can summarise the situation in many
industrialised countries as follows. On the
supply side we have an active labour force
with degrees of adaptation to new
demands, and successive cohorts of young
entrants to adult life more or less prepared
to meet the new flexible requirements for
skill. On the demand side, we have the
firms themselves whose short-term
interests in remaining at existing skill
levels are probably in conflict with their
long-term interest in moving to a high
quality equilibrium. Experience shows,
that without public intervention, neither
individuals nor firms are likely to be able
to take the measures needed to move to
a new ‘high skills/high quality’ equili-
brium. Public intervention cannot be
random and spontaneous; it must operate

on the basis of a defined strategy
systematically implemented and open to
public scrutiny. The interaction of public
institutions and private or firm behaviour
determines the success or failure of efforts
to improve economic growth through skill
development.

Relevance and quality
assurance

Certificates should attest to relevant skills
if employers are to recognise them. A
single, usually a publicly-controlled body
is an efficient way of ensuring a simple
stable and reliable system of certification.
However, because, by its nature, a public
body attempts to provide for the whole
of a national or regional territory, and
because of the inertia built in to other
associated arrangements of teaching and
assessing, such bodies may find it hard
to determine relevant occupational skills
and equally hard to adjust assessment and
certification rapidly enough. Furthermore,
public bodies may effectively be in the
position of a monopoly provider. In some
systems, and particularly in those where
occupational skill certificates are acquired
largely through full-time college based
courses, public authorities appear to have
tacitly recognised this dilemma and to
have decided that the costs of continually
updating outweigh the benefits. They
have instead concentrated on providing
transferable general skills at the expense
of workplace specific training. This allows
the certificate to compensate for lack of
relevance by increased reliability and
transparency. In addition, where assess-
ment is based on skills and knowledge
acquired in college, quality assurance and
the maintenance of standards over time
is easier to manage. Where some or all
assessment and certification is based on
learning which takes place on the job,
relevance is easier to achieve but there is
inevitably some loss of reliability and
quality assurance is more difficult and
costly. A major issue then is to attempt to
determine what is a realistic balance
between relevant work place skills on the
one hand and reliability and adequate
quality assurance of assessment and
certification on the other hand.
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Does competence
mobilize the worker?

Research activity is based on models
which enable it to communicate with
other activities. This leads to questions
which direct the work of research staff
and enable various kinds of scientific,
ideological or political activity to meet and
sometimes even to merge (Tripier, 1991:

9.

The systematic use of a new concept, able
to replace those used before, should be
understood against the same background.
This usage directs empirical research, fu-
els representation and justifies political
measures. Thus, the concept of compe-
tence, already full of ambiguity, takes on
a new significance and encourages curi-
osity. It is vested with multiple functions
and is gaining ground in various environ-
ments. It is gaining a hold both in re-
search undertaken in the field of work
and education and in the discussions of
those concerned, and it is prompting
action in the fields of employment and
training.

Matrix of an analysis

Since the 1980s, as if they sensed the
need, research staff, heads of companies,
trade unionists, instructors and trainers
have shown pronounced interest in the
concept of competence.

When studying the significance attached
to the concept of competence it is strik-
ing to find the systematic ingredients
which create a true analytical matrix
within the framework of the colloquia on
training and employment for example,
(amongst others, Levesque, Fernandez
and Chaput 1993).

Why is it necessary to promote and ex-
ploit competences in an unprecedented
manner? Firstly because we are witness-
ing changes in the market. Consumers
are becoming more demanding and con-
sequently products must be more diver-
sified and of better quality. By becoming

more global, competition also becomes
stiffer. It no longer operates on protected
and expanding markets but on stagnant,
even restrained markets and, at the same
time, on increasingly competitive markets.
Finally, with the integration of new tech-
nologies into productions, tools are
changing considerably, even changing the
very nature of work. Work, in turn, is
becoming increasingly complex and di-
versified and employment more flexible.
Consequently this leads to increased de-
mand for new competences. Thus com-
petition, complexity and competence
seem to go hand in hand.

The context in which this call for
competences is made is, of course, that
of crisis. But at the same time this is an
environment which is characterised by a
major increase in the level of school at-
tendance. Consequently employers have
access to more “human resources”, re-
sources who are better educated than ever
before. Hence, companies are able to
orient their human resource management
to the competences of staff. On the one
hand, external labour management pro-
cedures will develop aiming to recruit
young people better in tune with the new
circumstances to the detriment of others
who, thus, will be pushed on to the
fringes. All this will make jobs less se-
cure. On the other hand, companies will
thus be able to fall back on internal man-
agement procedures, to develop forward
forms of labour management enabling
them to anticipate and adapt compet-
ences.

All this stresses the need for new
competences and the site for the acquisi-
tion of these competences is becoming
more clear, too. This mainly concerns
practical training which acts as a comple-
ment or supplement to school instruction.
Whereas education is still criticised for
being out of line with the needs of com-
panies, alternance training is especially
designed to meet this crisis. Thus, the
measures advocated within the framework
of employment policies and those aiming
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Mateo Alaluf

Marcelle
Stroobants

Teachers and Researchers at
the Université Libre de
Bruxelles

“The terminological
inventions are certainly
numerous. Training on-
the-job becomes skill-
generating training, multi-
skilling, skill-generating
organization and skills are
henceforth called compet-
ences. However, research
seems to suffer from
amnesia even from theor-
etical regression.”
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to reform schools make major provision
for alternance education. Vocational train-
ing, on-the-job or supplemented by short
periods of training in training centres,
seems to be the intermediary body which
can confirm the competences of the
workforce in line with the processes of
production modernization.

This appeal for competence can be re-
duced to a simple matrix with four di-
mensions, the interpretation of which is,
however, debatable.

1) The conditions on the market truly lead
to changes in the production processes,
products and work. These changes are
taking place on a large scale although it
is not possible to directly identify either
their nature or their scope.

2) The available competences are impor-
tant given the increase in the level of
education of staff. Characteristically this
development, which shapes the two fol-
lowing dimensions, is not mentioned in
the call for competences.

3) The importance of work provision ena-
bles companies to develop strategies for
the internal and external management of
their workforces based on the level of
competence. This “pressure for compe-
tence” maintains a varied landscape be-
tween companies in which human re-
sources are intensively exploited and a
labour market on which they are intensely
wasted.

4) This combination of opportunities and
constraints leads to increased use of on-
the-job vocational training or alternance
training as a way of promoting the nec-
essary competences. Companies are en-
couraged to invest in training not only by
way of statutory or collective bargaining
provisions, but by the tension on the la-
bour market. In fact, this tension encour-
ages staff to place their bets on training
whilst, at the same time, discouraging
them from taking the risk of leaving the
company which has invested in their train-
ing.

In this context competence is defined as
the use and adjustment of individual train-
ing achievements, mainly school achieve-
ments, by companies depending on their
needs. Henceforth, for a worker being
competent means establishing his direc-

tion, getting a job, assuming responsibil-
ity and carving out his niche, i.e. being
capable of meeting the needs of the com-
pany.

In a context in which work activities are
defined in military terms (economic war,
corporate strategy, struggle to conquer to
markets, etc.) the “mobilization” of
competences seems to be an operation
for survival and this takes on, at the same,
an essential status. From case to case
mobilization becomes a challenge for the
company, the region, for the country or
for Europe and in this way, an impera-
tive of a higher order, the attribute of a
new civic order.

The “new” requirements

What are the “new requirements in com-
panies” which are behind this call for
competences? Put in this way, the ques-
tion invites us to identity the contents of
tasks in order to then define the content
of training required by work tasks. This
approach, which attempts to begin with
the contents of work in order to define
the skills of workers, is by no means new.

In France, after the war, with the first
French plan, Jean Monnet raised the prob-
lem of sectors in terms of adapting em-
ployment to the restructuring needs. The
second plan (1952-1957) identified the
shortcomings of the skilled workforce as
an obstacle to growth. However, finally
the plans envisaged the regulation of
school flow in line with the prospects of
development for the various sectors of
activity. The school flows are supposed
to correspond to labour forecasts for each
sector, region and occupation. Matching
up the flow of certificate holders with
employment forecasts was to lead to a
balance, guaranteeing a balance between
the jobs on offer and training given. The
OECD, by developing the concept of edu-
cational planning, played a very impor-
tant role in stimulating this kind of work
in all industrialized countries.

Gradually, however, these attempts to
balance education and employment be-
came more widespread and the idea of
adapting training flow to labour forecasts



became controversial. It was shown that
models are not capable of taking account
of the phenomena of occupational mo-
bility, that the employment nomenclature
which serves as the basis for forecasts is
fragile and that the employment structures
do not have the expected homogeneity
and that sectoral forecasts largely ignore
the concrete conditions for transforma-
tion of employment structures.

Furthermore, this effort to understand
employment structures is rather economic
in character since it completely neglects
the social and institutional factors of
change. Are not the developments ob-
served in employment structures, in fact,
the result of profitability constraints and
also of aspirations and dissatisfaction of
the parties involved, i.e. employers and
workers? Thus, analysis cannot neglect
the claims and strategies of employers
organizations and trade unions nor the
employment policies pursued by the pub-
lic authorities.

Setting forecasts against observed trends
has also revealed not only the technical
shortcomings of forecasts but also the lack
of consistency in the theoretical founda-
tions upon which they are based. For
that reason they have been increasingly
abandoned. Even OECD, who was the
major advocate of these approaches, has
now grasped that the world of work is
“incapable of forecasting future employ-
ment trends. The 1980s have seen emerg-
ing awareness of the futility of this ap-
proach. Tt is certainly the case that
workforce planning has been challenged
and attention drawn to the lack of bal-
ance between the fields of education and
employment” (OECD 1992a: 10).

Did the abandoning of the problem of the
balancing mechanism mean that account
would be taken of the distance between
the acquisition of knowledge and its use
in economic activities or in multiple me-
diation and the complex links which sepa-
rate the possession of a school certificate
and the pursuit of an occupation?

It would seem that we never learn from
the past. Despite the fact that the futility
of the balancing mechanism approach has
been recognized, as indeed has the dan-
ger of envisaging training contents in re-
lation to job profiles and the inability of
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companies to forecast their future staff
needs, the OECD is, nevertheless, suggest-
ing new goals for higher education.

According to the OECD, “economic de-
mand” today postulates “new require-
ments”. What are they? “They lead to an
increased demand for new competences:
wider, more flexible competences ena-
bling individuals to develop in situations
which are themselves flexible and fluid”
(OECD, 1992a). Hence, it would be a
matter of developing by way of training
“fundamental aptitudes” independent of
the actual content of training. These
would then promote communication skills
enabling individuals to cope with com-
plex, difficult and fluid situations and in-
crease critical appraisal and corporate
Spirit.

At first glance the recent work of OECD
seems to be repeating the formula of links
between the training system and employ-
ment after having challenged the concepts
which were very much advocated in the
past.  First the crisis of 1968, then the
major increase in unemployment since the
mid-1970s and its continuance on a very
high level had mainly contributed to shak-
ing the concepts based on the “balancing
mechanism”.

As far as higher education is concerned,
the OECD has currently made three ob-
servations. First of all, the groups under-
going higher education have become
wider: it has now become a kind of edu-
cation for the masses. More and more
students are combining school and work-
ing life, many of them returning to study
after a more or less long interruption.
Furthermore, young women are currently
going on to study at university level on a
large scale and are even in the majority.
Furthermore, there is an extension in the
length of studies and a high drop-out rate.
Thus, higher education has become mass
education for a diversified group. Tt is
no longer oriented solely towards a so-
cially homogeneous group in terms of sex,
age and origin, i.e. young men from the
privileged middle classes.

The second observation has to do with
the quantitative importance of the hu-
manities in higher education. Given the
effects of austerity policies in the major
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industrialized countries, the public sec-
tor is offering fewer and fewer openings
for certificate holders, and hence they are
looking towards the private sector. Now
the OECD estimates that “the competence
developed by the study of social sciences
and the humanities will become increas-
ingly important in working life”. These
studies develop a major communication
potential and an “ability to deal with com-
plex dossiers, to cope with ambiguity and
complexity” (OECD, 1992b). It is the gen-
eral character of these training pro-
grammes which is important and not their
precise contents.

A third observation finally: given the large
numbers, higher education is in a weak
position vis a vis companies and employ-
From this angle, the humanities
occupy an extreme position. Whereas the
competences which they generate are
particularly sought after by employers
and, although they attract large numbers
of students, they are nevertheless the
“weak option” in higher education.
Hence, the OECD report stresses the con-
cept of “differentiated filtering”. “As long
as a university has relatively low num-
bers, the report states, each degree tends
to give elevated status and the promise
of good employability on the labour mar-
ket almost independent of the subjects
studied and where they were studied. As
soon as, however, we see a mushroom-
ing of higher education bodies and de-
grees, and a large increase in the number
of students, employers and others tend
to consider that only the most prestigious
universities, the most selective and most
demanding programmes act as filters”.
Consequently, the report goes on “Em-
ployers are very reserved vis a vis gradu-
ates who have selected a channel which
they do not consider to be selective
enough” (OECD, 1992b).

ment.

We have gone full circle: its success in
terms of numbers, the relevance of its
courses and its performance have the ef-
fect of devaluing the status of higher edu-
cation in general and the humanities in
particular.  But, above all, we ask our-
selves on what basis the OECD founds its
demands for these “new requirements”
and why it is seeking to so do since it has
recognized the incapacity of companies
to define and forecast them.

For its part the Task Force *Human re-
sources, education, training, youth”, set
up within the Commission of the Euro-
pean Communities, has instigated a vast
research programme entitled “The lack of
skills, future needs and their implications
for education and training”. The promot-
ers of the programme do not seem to
doubt the ability of companies to define
and forecast their needs in terms of skilled
staff. They no longer examine large-scale
unemployment, particularly of graduates,
which characterises the overall commu-
nity. From the outset they admit that “sev-
eral studies have enabled us to identify
skill deficits which may even get worse
in the next few years”. Hence the Task
Force has set itself the goal of identify-
ing “quantitative and qualitative invest-
ment in education and vocational train-
ing” in line with the needs of the
economy (E.C. Commission, 1992).

After a long detour, this brings us back to
goals of the French plans after the war
and to the attempts to plan education by
the OECD in the 1960s. In fact, bit by
bit, it is the same scenario for balancing
training and employment which is gradu-
ally emerging.

The major changes in the production and
management of jobs is bound to affect
the content of occupational activities and
the sense of training. First of all it is a
matter of manipulating information and
machines such as the materials, tools and
instruments. In some cases, tasks are
brought together again, in others func-
tions are redistributed. The hunt for dead
time is spreading to all phases of produc-
tion and is forward looking. It is no longer
a question of merely solving problems but
of anticipating them. It is no longer a
problem of attending to breakdowns and
interruptions but of forecasting them. The
formal instructions which follow the tra-
ditional hierarchical path are becoming
less visible and are now incorporated into
EDP programmes or transformed into col-
lective objectives. At the same time the
informal resources of those in charge are
explicitly desired and are clearly on an
upward trend. “The tapping of staff crea-
tivity” which was used in the past with-
out stressing it or their knowledge is now
being actively exploited. This is leading
to a transformation in the status of knowl-
edge, all human resources can be tapped.



Against this background, the “literary
competence” of staff can be transformed
at the same time into occupational com-
petence.

There is one very clear and constant fac-
tor in all these developments and detours:
the desire to contribute to the transpar-
ency of the labour market by establish-
ing comparability between the national
training systems. Here it is a matter of
defining job profiles and then establish-
ing skill comparability in line with the
needs of the economy. To the extent that
greater importance is given, on the one
hand, to general training and, on the
other, to the evolutionary nature of task
requirements and job mobility, the con-
cept of competence is gaining ground in
terminology to the detriment of skill and
the “competence portfolio” is beginning
to compete with school certificates.

Homo competens

Labour sociologists have not been im-
mune to the craze for competences and
have even made an active contribution.
Hence, since the mid-1980s the concepts
of skills and of competence have been
very popular in research. From the out-
set this vocabulary led to spectacular dif-
ferences in the descriptions of cases ob-
served. Before, and more particularly in
the 1970s, there was little discussion of
knowledge or work aptitudes. It was
rather by accident that they appeared at
the time where people were still talking
of Taylorism as a “war machine” capable
of “stripping” workers of their skills. We
have to go back to the beginning of the
century, to the birth of American indus-
trial sociology in the 1920s, to remind our-
selves that it was Elton Mayo and his staff
who had already detected unexpected
signs of independence and organization
on the part of the people carrying out the
orders. The message of “human relations”
has made its way in the management of
these informal practices which Taylorist
norms do not fully exploit. In the mean-
time research staff, seemingly captivated
by the Ford variation on Taylorism, seem
to have lost sight of the fact that pre-
scribed work and actual work are merely
the two faces of rationalization. Hence-
forth the revelation of the 1980s seems
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simply to be a rediscovery. And if that
rediscovery leads to a change in course it
is because the ingredients in the matrix
described above help to provide support
for the opinions of research staff and
those of the people who dominate the
labour scene.

By stretching this even further we could
caricaturize this kind of omnipresence in
the definition of jobs in a new figure of
the worker. With Taylorism it was the
portrait of the homo ceconomicus, that is
to say a rational worker guided by his
interest - to maximize his pay - which was
the dominant factor. With human rela-
tions it is a kind of homo sociabilis guided
by a “logic of feeling” who emerges.
Today it is the homo competens who is
emerging, whose behaviour is motivated
by enriching his competence “portfolio”.

Analysis of publications in the 1980s
stresses the great diversity in aptitudes and
knowledge examined by the authors
(Stroobants, 1993). The most frequent
solution adopted to describe them in-
volves coupling the word “ability” with
all kinds of action, for example, “ability
to transform”, “ability to act”, “ability to
communicate”, “ability to acquire exper-
tise”, “ability to manage”, etc. At the end
of that period competence itself was gen-
erally defined as an “ability to function
effectively” ... “knowledge, practical skills
and social skills”. Beyond that very nebu-
lous formula, unanimity amongst the ap-
proaches stopped with the message
‘competences are more important”. We
can identify various ways of adding to this
comparative which corresponds to the
different interpretations of the matrix
which shapes them.

In line with an initial reasoning, compet-
ences are more important than before.
They are one of the signs of the break, of
a change in the production system.

A second reasoning postulates that
competences are not necessarily more
important than before but are more im-
portant than we thought'.  What is this
period: a thing of the past for some or
poorly interpreted for others? The refer-
ence which, here and there, serves as the
backdrop is the “model” of earlier years.
This “Taylorism/Fordism” is envisaged as
an instrument for downgrading work and
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“There is one very clear
and constant factor in all
these developments and
detours: the desire to con-
tribute to the transpar-
ency of the labour market
by establishing compara-
bility between the national
training systems.”

“Hence, since the mid-
1980s the concepts of
skills and of competence
bave been very popular in
research.”

“Today it is the bomo
competens who is emerg-
ing, whose bebaviour is
motivated by enriching bis

>

competence ‘portfolio’.

"A third orientation aims, beyond
work, at overall sociology. It
examines various methodological
arguments in favour of more
“comprehensive” sociology. Here
we find microscopic approaches
centred both on interaction between
“actors” and their representation.
The competence of these actors
(often individuals) occupies a prime
position therein since they can be
the source of sociological or “social”
constructs.  The contribution by
Trépos constitutes an alternative
inspired by the theory of collective
bargaining (Trépos, 1992).
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' Una tercera orientacion contem-
pla, mds alld del trabajo, la
sociologia en su conjunto. Recupera
argumentos metodoldgicos
dispersos en favor de una sociolo-
gia mds “comprensiva”. Volvemos a
encontrar los procedimientos
microscopicos centrados tanto en
las interacciones entre “agentes”
Como en sus representaciones. La
competencia de los agentes (a
menudo individuos) ocupa un lugar
preferente, dado que pueden ser
fuente de “construcciones sociales”
o sociologicas. La contribucion de
Trépos constituye una variante
inspirada en la teorfa de las
convenciones (Trépos, 1992).
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even for deskilling. Let us see what hap-
pens to the matrix of interpretation in the
one or the other case.

Change as the objective

This first reasoning is based on a revela-
tion, a change in the facts. “Things” have
radically changed: the production system
has broken for ever with the logics of
series production, competition is hence-
forth based on quality. The organization
of work shifts to more flexible organiza-
tion of production. The vertical division,
the Taylorist separation between planning
and implementation, is no longer given.
Horizontal fragmentation, characteristic of
the Ford chain, is just as antiquated. Posts
and functions are restructured and com-
bined in different ways. Henceforth work
will be more abstract, more intellectual,
more independent, more collective, more
complex. The workshop will be “up-
graded” as will the competences of its
staff. Henceforth, the view will be that
the theory of deskilling, which was valid
before, is no longer valid today. Compa-
nies have learnt from the past, they will
work towards “skill generating” training
programmes and organizational forms.

In fact, against this new background, the
competences “which are mobilized” will
not be those which workers have acquired
during training but the competences they
have acquired on the job. And these are
evaluated with respect to technical and
organizational change. Thus, demands
are determined by assimilation, mod-
elled on the principles for the function-
ing of machinery and its adjustment.
Seemingly, technologies which treat and
pass on information call on intellectual
skills, an ability for abstract thought, com-
munication skills. Furthermore, decen-
tralized but strictly articulated productions
units will call for more initiative and more
team spirit. This interpretation will, there-
fore, contribute to putting flesh on the
skeleton of “knowledge” and “social
skills”. These very general categories will
henceforth help to update job profiles and
recommendations for vocational training.
This brings us back, yet again, to the rea-
soning based on the balancing mechanism
and its inherent contradictions.

Refutation

According to this second reasoning, ob-
servers have been misled by the external
signs of Taylorism. The skilled worker is
not really treated as an ignorant robot.
The most routine tasks call for elaborate
skills. In order to grasp this point we
have to look beyond appearances.
Thanks to ergonomics and to cognitive
psycho-sociology we are now more aware
today than we were before of the impor-
tance of cognitive strategies. By challeng-
ing the restrictive definition of the
Taylorist past, this second reasoning is
based on signs of continuity, coming out
in favour of neo-Taylorism-Fordism. The
theory of deskilling here is not shaken
by actuality but by awareness of work
which was indeed poorly known: the
underlying competences behind obvious
performance.

Against this background the competences
of workers are no longer defined by
means of assimilation but by means of
complementarity with the technical
characteristics. The insufficiencies of the
machines reveal the scale of essential
skills. The non-automatable characteris-
tics, the limits of robotics, reveal the full
complexity of very down-to-earth cogni-
tive acts. If they have not been noticed
so far that is because, for us, they are
“child’s play”.

The applications of artificial intelligence
and the cognitive sciences have brought
these little known competences to the
surface. They can shake the traditional
distinctions based on school knowledge
and vocational training. They can fill in
a “audit of competences”, fill out a cur-
riculum vitae or any other list of capaci-
ties to be developed. However, they do
not affect the conditions for their imple-
mentation. The labour market gives value
in fact to rarity to the detriment of what
is generally available. How can the at-
tributes shared by all individuals, as op-
posed to machines, help to justify distinc-
tions between staff? Qualifications are not
expected to recognize all competences;
rather they contribute to keeping in the
tacit register those competences which
have no future on the labour market.

The contradictions between the two rea-
sonings demonstrate that reality is not



transparent and the way in which it is
interpreted depends on the definition of
“Taylorism-Fordism”. All the same, these
two reasonings come closer together
when it is a matter of identifying the “dis-
creet training” linked to learning associ-
ated with work organization. This is dif-
ficult both to identify and to quantify but
is to be found at the heart of “skill-gener-
ating organizations”. These differ from
traditional on-the-job training by means
of the “cognitative achievements” which
are characteristic for them. Given the
lower costs, these discreet forms of train-
ing are on the increase and could enter
into competition with the old systems of
certification. This could also lead to a
new concept of careers set against the
traditional hierarchical formalization. The
weight of seniority and remuneration
would lose in importance whereas com-
petence would be upgraded within the
framework of organization in which ver-
tical mobility would be replaced by hori-
zontal mobility made possible by multi-
skilling.

Finally, and above all, if we can continue
the analysis of these two reasonings from
the angle of skills we discover one com-
mon element which is also shared by the
theory of deskilling from which they wish
to set themselves apart. From this angle,
we face three and not two variations of
the same argumentation. In these three
cases, in effect, skills are deduced from
the quality be it judged positive or nega-
tive of work:

4 downgraded work, downgraded
worker (theory of deskilling);

O upgraded work, competent worker,
therefore skilled (change);

U skills depend on the tacit competence
actually mobilized in work (refutation).

This common approach is based on the
argument that skills automatically evolve
from all the qualities used at work. This
is exactly what people are doing who
demonstrate their ability in order to have
it recognized in terms of skills. But it is
also because this value is the subject of
negotiation that it cannot be deduced from
“objective” factors.
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Naturalising occupational
hierarchies

The attempt to describe what are, or
should be, the skills of workers by ana-
lysing the quality of work is by no means
new. Not only is it not new but it is be-
ing and has been discussed for a long time
by labour sociologists.

In fact skills are a kind of procedure which
lead, starting from work situations, to the
regrouping of individuals and to their clas-
sification in such a way as to differenti-
ate between them by placing them in a
hierarchy (Alaluf, 1991). Of course this
concept brings with it ambiguities and
misunderstandings. For instance, the level
of remuneration will be seen as the con-
sequence of the quality of work whereas
in the final instance “it is the scale of re-
muneration, which they were hoping to
explain, which explains skills” (Rolle,
1988: 121).

As with remuneration, the qualification
grids prepared within companies or sec-
tors of activity are discussed, negotiated
or are the object of conflict. When this is
tantamount to the codification of occu-
pational hierarchies, the skills presented
in this way permit a limiting and legitimi-
zation of the arbitrary nature of work or-
ganization. The people concerned, work-
ers and companies, each have good rea-
sons for regularly correcting the “gap”
between the agreements and what, from
time to time, seems to them to be more
‘real”. Hence, they will have a tendency
to “naturalise” to a certain extent the re-
sults of these procedures. The same goes
for the research staff who are wary of
salary classifications which are thought to
reflect the balance of power between the
social partners. They will be tempted to
look for more “real”, more “objective”
skills which are not disrupted by the
bargainings which are behind the sporadic
testing of strength.

It is this approach which helps us to un-
derstand the shift in the concept of skills
to that of competence as an attempt to
legitimise occupational qualification be-
yond social links, i.e. by definitively natu-
ralising the resulting hierarchies.

Using the term competence as a synonym
is the same as adopting, without an ana-
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“.. belps us to understand
the shift in the concept of
skills to that of compe-
tence as an attempt to le-
gitimise occupational
qualification beyond so-
cial links, i.e. by defini-
tively naturalising the re-
sulting bierarchies.”
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*During a recent interview Naville
described his support for occup-
ational sociology: “by studying
automation [ was able to distinguish
between man time and machine
time” (Naville, 1980: 168).

* X %
*
*

*

* op Kk

* 6 %

CEDEFOP
50

VOCATIONAL TRRINING 1/34

lytical intermediary, the rational theories
of work organization. It is by attributing
positions as a function of competences
that Taylor designed scientific organiza-
tion and that Weber defined the rational
legitimacy which characterises the bureau-
cratic model. Tt suffices, consequently,
to justify the position occupied by each
of them.

Competence is thus seen as a means of
evaluating the relevance of skills. We shall
see, for example, the enhancement of the
multiplicity or richness of the compet-
ences of individuals. Whether we use it
as a synonym or a substitute for skills,
competence is also used as proof of the
skill or as a way of experiencing it. When
all mediation is left aside, work is quali-
fied by means of its content. This brings
us to a situation in which we postulate
“that work is a natural reality which no
doubt can be recognized socially but is
not primarily defined by exchange” (Rolle,
1988: 121).

It could be expected that this interest in
the competences used leads to studies on
how they are acquired. Now the ques-
tion of identifying how the new capaci-
ties are transferred, acquired and struc-
tured are scarcely addressed. The proc-
esses which prepare these discreet forms
of on-the-job training fade away in a situ-
ation which would be expected to pro-
mote them. Failing to understand the
training of tacit skills or very general “so-
cial skills”, competence will be equated
with a single mechanism. An ability to
communicate cannot, henceforth, be the
result of ad hoc faculties, of a capacity
for communication, even of “literary com-
petence”. Is there now better understand-
ing of how they are composed? The con-
tent of work only validates competences
to the extent that the job has been iso-
lated from a wider process of social-
ization. Experience prior to recruitment
(family background, schooling) and eve-
rything which goes beyond the work en-
vironment does not seem here to have an
effect on later acquisition. In the absence
of a primary process of socialization, is it
necessary to consider that everything be-
gins and ends in the company? Every-
thing is acquired without ever being ac-
quired since this one dimensional classi-
fication - to be or not to be competent -
takes us back to variable and unforesee-
able requirements.

This naturalisation of differences based
on competence considerably weakens an
approach which placed skills at the cen-
tre of a whole set of social factors. Be-
yond the narrow space pegged out by the
work situation alone, Pierre Naville saw
in skills “a social appreciation of the dif-
ferentiation of work” (Naville, 1963: 243).

Exploitation of com-
petences and the precari-
ous nature of employment

The terminological inventions are cer-
tainly numerous. Training on-the-job
becomes skill-generating training, multi-
skilling, skill-generating organization and
skills are henceforth called competences.
However, research seems to suffer from
amnesia even from theoretical regression.
Informal work occupies a central position
in the foundations of American industrial
sociology by way of the school of human
relations. This concept has been devel-
oped recently in various studies. The
definition of skills based on the content
of work which was characteristic for a
whole school of sociology has, however,
been strongly challenged.

From the mid 1960s, Pierre Naville made
a distinction between the operations un-
dertaken by machines on the one hand
and by the operators on the other. He
advanced the theory that if the automatic
machine systems led to a restructuring of
what had been separate operations, the
same could not be said of the operations
undertaken by the operator. The mere
fact of altering machines does not imply
that the worker controls more or fewer
operations than before (Naville, 1963)*.
Automation is indeed a process for ab-
straction in that the worker does this on
the basis of the function which he has
automatically assumed. However, the use
which he will make of his own ability for
abstraction is not determined.

Even within the same company we can
see two different models being used for
numerically controlled machine tools: one
which stresses training and experience
acquired mechanically, the other which
stresses electronic knowledge (Stroobants,
1993). The growing technicalization of
activities does not necessarily lead to more



abstract work which would imply a stress-
ing of formalization of knowledge (Alaluf,
1986). Thus, a reduction of skills to the
sole dimension of competence leads to
simplistic equations according to which
the new technologies would lead perforce
to new competences which, in turn, lead
to new training.

According to Naville “there is no direct
and open “objective” means of qualifying
a set of posts for purely technical rea-
sons” (Naville, 1963: 243). In fact, in no
case do skills aim to fully exploit all
competences. Furthermore “something
which everyone has such as legs”, to use
Eric Hobsbawm’s expression, scarcely
stands a chance of being identified in
terms of skills (Hobsbawm, 1990: 70).
Run-of-the-mill qualities such as walking
are scarcely validated in terms of qualifi-
cation even if they are of major impor-
tance for the individual and his work. If
the rareness of a quality or the condition
- the price - of training make up the value
in terms of skills, it is because the nature
of the task does not permit the immedi-
ate determination of the value. Quite the
contrary, this derives from an exchange,
from a relation which makes it essential
in predetermined social links, for work
to be the counterpart of income.

Thus, the selection of competences will
be part of a judgement made of its value.
Authors will once again be able to de-
plore that the competences used in the
services are little-known or downgraded
whereas these tasks require systematic in-
telligence and relational skills in interface
situations (Perret & Roustang, 1993: 139).
Others will confirm, a4 propos fast-food,
symbols of “little jobs” how much real
work is more complex than prescribed
work. “For each order when there is a
queue at the cash desk each assistant
must, so as not to be swamped, memo-
rize the orders which he has heard com-
ing from the other assistants and using
this information develop a very subtle
strategy concerning the sequence in which
he will go and get his products (....) There
is nothing to be gained from being faster
than your neighbour because you simply
attract the clients from his queue” (Piotet,
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1989). The tasks do not present this trans-
parency which would enable us to deter-
mine, objectively, a full set of compet-
ences or to infer the value of those who
are acquiring them. Depending on the
angle, depending on the description, the
same activity may be judged good enough
for a push-button or worthy of an expert
operator (Stroobants, 1993).

The more the concentration on compe-
tence isolates work situations from a wider
process of socialization, the greater the
contrast between so-called skill-generat-
ing organizations and the precarious na-
ture of employment. Whereas the com-
pany likes to look on the employee as
someone with a task to fulfil, the em-
ployee sees his work as employment, i.e.
in terms of income, status and social role.
“Depending on the point of view, the
worker will be in turn a source of ges-
tures, or an individual, or a member of a
group” (Rolle, 1988: 78). Thus, Rolle con-
tinues, links between individuals and
work posts are not a natural reality a
priori, but “are only confirmed under
certain conditions by remuneration”
(Rolle, 1988: 79).

Understanding work links in social rela-
tions marked by the tertiarization and the
internationalization of activities, the pre-
carious nature of employment and a
growth in unemployment seems to be
absolutely essential. In particular forms
of job classification, the still limited pro-
cedures for the validation of occupational
achievements, the links between training
and employment are certainly fruitful sub-
jects for research. They have to be pro-
tected from disembodied approaches
which, stripping them of their social char-
acter, constitute retreat rather than ad-
vance in terms of knowledge. However,
these models and concepts are gaining
ground. Their force of conviction rests
both on the chosen forms of observation,
the circumstances which surround them,
the measures taken and the representa-
tions which structure them. It is also true
that with training and employment we are
in a controversial field in which the mod-
els are overloaded with ideology.

* ok
*
* *
* *
* 4k

CEDEFOP
51

VOCATIONAL TRAINING 1/34

“Thus, the selection of
competences will be part
of a judgement made of its
value.”

“The more the concentra-
tion on competence iso-
lates work situations from
a wider process of
socialization, the greater
the contrast between so-
called skill-generating or-
ganizations and the pre-
carious nature of employ-
ment.”

“Understanding work
links in social relations
marked by the tertiari-
zation and the interna-
tionalization of activities,
the precarious nature of
employment and a growth
in unemployment seems to
be absolutely essential.

... However, these models
and concepts are gaining
ground.”
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Ph. Mébaut

Research Director of
CNRS, Director of the
GREE group -
Research Group on
Education and
Employment
affiliated to CNRS
No. 1167, France

“Are changes which some
companies are
experiencing, leading to a
different attitude to
human resources:

...does the emergence of
the concept of competence
simply reflect this
development,...

The logic of competence,
therefore, only concerned
a (minimal) fraction of the
companies and staff ...”
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Organizational and political
changes in training:

What does this mean
for competence?

The current debate in several European
countries about the concept of compe-
tence can be interpreted in various ways.

Are changes which some companies are
experiencing, leading to a different atti-
tude to human resources: to a qualitatively
and quantitatively different nature of the
know-how and skills used, to more dy-
namic ideas? In this case does the emer-
gence of the concept of competence sim-
ply reflect this development, the expres-
sion of tension between the concept of
qualification, characteristic of work or-
ganization and work relations over the last
forty years and the emergence of a differ~
ent concept?

Is this development linked to a change in
workforce production modes prompted
by the education system, recording the
increase in the number of people leaving
school with a higher level of qualifica-

tion and prompting a shift similar to that
in some countries which has led to a move
away from the term education to the term
training' ?

Does this mean, in a context of high un-
employment, that we are seeing a new
transformation of company recruitment
policies, registering the growth in the flow
of certificate holders and enabling new
selection principles (the exclusion of the
un-qualified or the less-qualified could be
socially criticised since it is the function-
ing of the school system which is then
challenged. The exclusion of the “non-
competent” is justified all the more easily
because it takes us back to invidual skills)?

All these interpretations are possible and
not self-excluding. Without directly ad-
dressing the question of competence, this
article has a more modest objective: to
focus on the first of the three questions



by examining the shifts in the practices
of mobilization and generation of skills
by companies which have undergone
technical organizational change on a
large-scale. It also aims to stress the links
between explicit and discrete training?
used in the company and their role in the
generation of skills.

It draws on various studies conducted
within the framework of CEDEFOP on the
subject of “The role of the company in
skill generation: the training impact of
work organization”™: macro-studies of
trends affecting in nine countries the train-
ing system, the labour market, working
relations; micro-studies on a sample of
companies which have experienced ma-
jor change with regard to the social and
scientific references dominant in the coun-
try considered®.

The knowledge required:
the competence model

New production and qualification
models

One of the initial questions in the study,
based on the debate and the numerous
research activities concerning the impact
of new production models on work, in-
volved examining by way of the various
continuing training practices the main
lines for the structuring of knowledge and
practical skills. The 50 companies stud-
ied present a broad spectrum of change:
shift from a more or less craft stage to
industrialization along Taylorist lines, re-
organization with a slight Taylorist em-
phasis (for example, limited introduction
of a certain degree of multi-skilling, semi-
independent groups), up to a more radi-
cal break with organization principles, a
reduction in the hierarchical levels and
work prescription, and a complete restruc-
turing of groups. The diverse nature of
situations has to do with sectoral links
and to the positioning on the market of
products, economies of scale, varying time
dimensions and their effect on a path of
change (e.g. between countries such as
Denmark and Portugal) and, on the other,
to the socio-characteristics of the training
system, labour market, classification struc-
tures. Leaving aside these factors, how-
ever, we can nevertheless identify five
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main trends which affect, to varying de-
grees, the direction of skills depending
on their intensity and combination.

[ In the direction of “production flexibil-
ity”: one of the challenges is that of an
ability to follow in real time the fluctua-
tions in volume and nature affecting ac-
tivities (reduction in series, development
of product, infra-daily adjustments). The
development in the various forms of op-
erational multi-skilling meets this objec-
tive. It makes possible a restructuring of
tasks, and the allocation of individuals
throughout the production process. Our
observations indicate the coexistence of
elementary forms, a simple restructuring
of tasks which had been segmented and
more complex forms in which staff work
on a family of posts (moving from ma-
chine to machine in metal processing,
moving from the control room to installa-
tions in the production process, assum-
ing responsibility for a family of products
which are not very homogeneous. In the
more advanced situations what we see is
a real extension to the range of technical
and occupational knowledge required, an
extension which does not challenge by
contrast the necessary mastering of a fun-
damental occupation.

A second challenge in respect of
desegmentation has to do with functional
borders: integration of maintenance or
quality control into production, commer-
cial activity and technical processing of
files in the bank. We are, therefore, talk-
ing of multi-functionality in order to stress
the extension of knowledge and skills to
contents and specialities related to the
basic occupation or of a different nature
(e.g. linking technical banking knowledge
with commercial knowledge).

1 A third set of phenomena has to do
with the increase in management know-
how linked on the one hand to a de-
prescription of work and, on the other,
to an increase in commercial constraints
on production. What is desired are or-
ganizational abilities in the choice of ac-
tivities, their linking up, time management
and, beyond that, analysis and interpre-
tation of complex information which has
an element of business management.

4 A fourth set has to do with issues of
quality and the knowledge required hav-
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“.. five main trends which
affect, to varying degrees,
the direction of skills de-
pending on their intensity
and combination.”

"Thus, in France the term training
has gradually replaced education in
the debates on the link between
employment and training in the
1960s and 1970s, cf. Tanguy, 1986,
L'introuvable relation formation-
emploi, Paris, La Documentation
Francaise.

!By explicit training we mean
“formalized training” based on a
declared educational project.
Discrete training takes in the
various learning situations in the
pursuit of an occupation. Two
trends influence this division. On
the one hand it seems that
knowledge acquired during discrete
training does not boil down to a
simple translation of sleights of
hand and “empirical” knowledge.
On the other hand, the border
between discrete and explicit forms
is changing.

*We shall restrict ourselves to some
transversal conclusions. The reader
can refer to the work of each
national working group and to the
synthesis report for larger
developments. The author would
like to thank the national teams
who took part in the study as well
as J. Delcourt, co-author of the
final report which was the
inspiration for this article.

'47 case studies were undertaken,
mainly in the secondary sector (with
the exception of nine banks and a
commercial enterprise) and focused
rather on large-scale units.
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“On re-examination of the
shifts in the knowledge
and practical skills used,
it could be said that it is
the link to the product ...
in its various dimensions
which is the common ele-
ment.”

“However, it would be
wrong to think that the de-
velopment in skills boils
down to a search for com-
pletely new knowledge.”

> By “recognition” we mean the way
in which the organization expresses
in an open manner the need for
certain components of the skill.
This recognition does not affect
remuneration or certification of the
skill, this being a different issue.
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ing to do with quality control and an abil-
ity to undertake the necessary corrections
(machine setting, part refining).

1 Finally, a last set has to do with the
development of the complex coordination
of working groups, contacts between
them, subject to the constraints of just-in-
time. It is, therefore, a matter of mobiliz-
ing and developing communication skills
via the mastery of linguistic codes used
in the workshop or in the company.

Focusing on the commercial product

On re-examination of the shifts in the
knowledge and practical skills used, it
could be said that it is the link to the prod-
uct (manufactured by the company or
service rendered in the case of a tertiary
enterprise) in its various dimensions
which is the common element.

The products, seen first as a “technical
object” which registers a set of more of
less rapid developments both in produc-
tion technologies and in the technologies
it incorporates: for example micro-elec-
tronic components in mechanical produc-
tion, systematization of computer-aided
setting in the publishing, diversification
and sophistication of financial or insur-
ance products in the bank.

The product then takes on a social di-
mension in a process of division and co-
operation at work which is shifting: a ten-
dency to form independent groups around
certain production phases, moving be-
yond the borders of design, manufacture
and maintenance, greater continuity be-
tween the sub-contractor and person plac-
ing an order. Henceforth the questions
of quality, just-in-time or “competitiveness
not based on costs” are becoming more
apparent, cooperation is less prescribed
and the division of labour rests less on a
division of elementary tasks, the differ-
ent dimensions of the skills mentioned
above become much more decisive.

And then the product with its commer-
cial dimension. Here it is a matter of in-
corporating into the technical and social
handling of the product elements which
have a more direct link with the market:
quality and just-in-time have already been
mentioned, but also optimization of pro-

duction costs, sometimes more direct links
with the client. Some of the skills are
moving towards this kind of knowledge:
business economics, market and competi-
tors, analysis and optimization of produc-
tion parameters including costs.

Forms of recognition and their differ-
entiation

However, it would be wrong to think that
the development in skills boils down to a
search for completely new knowledge.
Technological innovation is not the prime
element in what would be a “gross” defi-
cit amongst staff. We are also familiar
with the classical difference between re-
quired work and prescribed work which
reveals knowledge which is not recog-
nized by the organization but still used,
in a hidden manner, by staff in their daily
work. We also know that in various coun-
tries there is no systematic link between
job classification and the skills held by
the individual; this often leads to the non-
recognition of some of the latter. Exami-
nation of “newly” desired knowledge sug-
gests the following typology.

1 Some of the knowledge explicitly re-
quired today proceeds from what could
be termed internal recognition®: knowl-
edge already held by some or all of the
staff, this was denied in former organiza-
tion but is today explicitly required. This
is the case, for example, in the skills re-
quired to set up machines and knowledge
required for using numerically controlled
tools which staff were not allowed to use
before but are encouraged to use today.

1 Another part corresponds to what we
have called recognition: knowledge pre-
viously denied in the pursuit of activities
is today incorporated into the desired
skills. The most evident case is that of
linguistic skills, communication and writ-
ing skills: denied to some staff in the daily
pursuit of their work these capacities
were, however, used outside the company
in family and social life. The new forms
of organization encourage them more
strongly than before and the company
integrates them into the assessment of the
knowledge required, possibly moving to-
wards specific training activities to
strengthen and develop them (upgrading
schemes).



U In a third case there is an extension
(by way of additionality) of the range of
occupational knowledge previously
tapped. Let us take a few examples: in
one of the companies studied operators
are not only multi-skilled they are also
encouraged to become involved in im-
proving procedures. They must master a
whole set of related knowledge in respect
of mechanical engineering but also in re-
spect of electronics and hydraulics. Ina
second case linked to functional
desegmentation they are required to take
part in the diagnosis of breakdowns but
also to exercise quality control directly
under their own responsibility. There is,
therefore, a process whereby knowledge
and practical skills in the different
spectrums of the fundamental occupa-
tional family are extended. This exten-
sion of the range of knowledge is not a
mere addition. Some people do have the
impression of losing some of their funda-
mental professionalism by becoming “a
jack of all trades”. Here we can see the
limits of a “downgrading multi-skilling”
which would merely be the addition of
elementary tasks. However, when the
extension is seen as a source of true learn-
ing, this addition also means the emer-
gence of new individual and collective
knowledge: thus in one of our cases, the
collective accumulation of more in-depth
knowledge of the various segments of the
work process enables staff to handle and
participate directly in product innovation
itself, by dismantling the barriers between
design and production and moving to-
wards what is called today simultaneous
engineering.

[ Finally, a last case turns the company
and the work activity into a production
site for truly new knowledge (for the staff
but even perhaps beyond them): case of
a major technological leap forward, of a
combination which escapes the academic
separation of the separation of occupa-
tions which corresponds to a process of
creation of radically new knowledge.

All these movements in fact translate, to
varying degrees, into a development in
the logic of construction and encourage-
ment of skills. In organizations which
have undergone major change, the gen-
eral level of staff training is on the in-
crease. Individual and collective skills are
tending to become a central principle for
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the construction and flexibility of organi-
zation.

Organizational and train-
ing paths

If we look at the training policies used,
there are two particularly striking ele-
ments. First of all the accent placed on
the trainer role in work situations. Then,
the various combinations possible be-
tween discrete and explicit training.

The role of discrete training

It is not possible within the framework of
this article to give an exhaustive inven-
tory of the various arrangements for the
discrete acquisition of knowledge given
the diverse nature of national situations
and companies. We will restrict ourselves
to simply assessing some major conclu-
sions at the risk of playing down the dif-
ferences.

The first is the growing importance given
in the companies studied to processes for
the acquisition of knowledge during work
activities often by means of formalization
and thus of inclusion in what we would
call explicit training: recognition of a right
to make mistakes and to use as potential
for the accumulation of knowledge about
processes of trial and error; development
of kinds of tutorship and doubling-up with
or without the learning specifications;
utilization of simulation of work situations
either through creating workshops or ex-
perimental groups or by recourse to vari-
ous forms of computer-aided education;
setting up ad-hoc transversal groups
which would enable the circulation of
knowledge between individuals or groups
situated at various points in the produc-
tion process (in particular design/produc-
tion/sales interface, production/mainte-
nance interface); importance attributed to
what we call “human resources”, more ex-
perienced staff, technicians placed in sup-
port positions vis a vis operational staff
who also have a training function.

The second has to do with the nature of
knowledge and practical skills transferred
in this way. On the one hand it would
seem that beyond what we are used to
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“In organizations which
bhave undergone major
change, the general level
of staff training is on the
increase. Individual and
collective skills are tend-
ing to become a central
principle for the construc-
tion and flexibility of or-
ganization.”

“the growing importance
given in the companies
studied to processes for
the acquisition of know!-
edge during work activi-
ties ...”
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“..it would seem that be-
yond what we are used to
calling “empirical skills”,
we are seeing the creation
and transmission of truly
theoretical representa-
tions of work.”

“See G. Vergnaud, Qu'est-ce que la
didactique? En quoi peut-elle
intéresser la formation des adultes
peu qualifiés, Education
Permanente, No. 111, 1992, pp.
19-22
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calling “empirical skills”, we are seeing
the creation and transmission of truly
theoretical representations of work. This
is was G. Vergnaud calls the “ active theo-
rems” and “active concepts™. Further-
more, it cannot be excluded that in dis-
crete processes more conceptual general
knowledge can be acquired in the classi-
cal sense of the term. In fact some of
this knowledge is subject to a two-fold
process: it is both immediately linked to
the product and thus specific to the com-

character of an “active concept” and the
effects of additionality mentioned above,
it tends to become transversal even if the
forms for its exploitation and certification
continue to be very problematic.

Finally, it contributes more strongly in the
countries with a “school-type” model to
overcome the gaps between discrete and
explicit forms of training. This gap has
more to do with both the nature of knowl-
edge and the way in which it was trans-

pany. But, at the same time, given its mitted.
Figure 1
+ A Extensive use
of “explicit”
continuing
training

“Traditional”
on-the-job
learning

v

New forms of
“discrete” continuing
training

Limited use of “explicit*
continuing training




Training paths, indicators of major
gaps

If we take, as the symptomatic indicator
of “work™ on skills, the way in which the
studies used some of their explicit train-
ing on the one hand and on the other
hand the range of discrete forms of train-
ing mentioned above, we can suggest the
following pattern.

Set 1 corresponds to the traditional use
of on-the-job training of the journeyman
type without any link to explicit training.
It is still characteristic for some craft en-
terprises but they are tending to disap-
pear in our sample.

Set 2 could be considered as being sig-
nificant for the strictest Taylorist forms:
disappearance of on-the-job learning, re-
duced to a rapid adaptation to a low-
skilled workplace, more or less total ab-
sence of formalized training except for
middle management. This formula is still
to be found and is even developing in
some units in our sample which are un-
dergoing industrialization of the Taylorist
kind and this, again, rather in southern
countries.

Step 3 is representative of the develop-
ments in the 1980s, for example in France,
but also to be found in several cases in
Spain, Italy and Portugal: technological
development, organizational constraints
linked to a fall in series and quality de-
mands which come up against the low
qualification of operational staff. Rela-
tively extensive continuing training pro-
grammes are set up in order to provide
initial retraining, technological updating
and bring about a change in attitudes
within the company. However, develop-
ments in work organization often dictated
top-down in a socio-technical manner do
not enable us to talk of a radical break
giving the organization open potential for
self-learning’.

Sets 4, 5 and 6 are significant of new or-
ganizations in which open space for dis-
crete forms of re-emerging learning is a
fundamental component. Learning at
work enables the acquisition of new
knowledge, practical skills which go be-
yond simple sleights of hand, knowledge
which is based on innovative and not rou-
tine behaviour. This learning is part of
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the redrawing of borders between groups
(borders between occupations, borders
between hierarchical levels). The proc-
esses of discrete training contribute to the
construction of new standards and rules
which support work organization. The
distinguishing features between the three
sets are the scale of discrete forms of
learning and the degree of links with ex-
plicit training forms.

In Set 4, for reasons linked with the na-
tional continuing training system (weak-
ness in training structure or initial train-
ing model which gives priority to appren-
ticeship) and with problems of cost, ex-
plicit continuing training is little devel-
oped.

In 5 and 6 the intensity of the joint mobi-
lization of discrete and explicit forms of
continuing training is very high: the com-
pany, by virtue of quality, becomes inte-
grated into an “organizational project” and
thus becomes a training site. However,
in 5 the logic is that of a juxtaposition of
training forms (which for example do not
concern the same categories, which are
not constructed in an inter-linked man-
ner in a learning continuum) whereas in
6 the links of the two forms are conceived
in an overall training project®.

Although, in the course of time, most of
the companies in the sample moved rather
towards 4, 5 or 6 only a small minority is
found in the last category. Two scenarios
are therefore possible. According to the
first, the new production model and its
partner, increased desire for different com-
ponents in skills, would be a general fig-
ure given the “universal” pressure of the
market. The differences recorded had to
do with varying degrees of constraints on
the markets and, more particularly, from
the time gaps. According to the second,
what we are certainly witnessing is the
emergence of new principles in some of
the companies but which will not be ap-
plied generally. The logic of competence,
therefore, only concerned a (minimal)
fraction of the companies and staff and
what we were seeing were new forms of
segmentation depending on the kind of
company, categories of staff. The size of
our sample and the observation conditions
make it difficult to decide between these
two options. However, various elements
point in favour of the second scenario on
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Under what conditions
can one speak of skill-gen-
erating organization?

“That is to say work and skills are
expected to adapt to technico-
organizational choices which
certainly take them into account but
rather as ex-post variables.

5This is the most obvious case of a
challenging of the borders between
explicit and discrete training.
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?¢f. among others Ph. Zarifian,
Acquisition et reconnaissance des
compétences dans une organisation
qualifiante, Education Permanente,
No. 112, 1992, pp. 15-22
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which most of the conclusions of the na-
tional reports agree which reflect this sce-
nario. They stress the importance of con-
ditions to be met, particularly on the in-
stitutional level, in order to set up a skill-
generating organization.

Some political conse-
quences

The synthesis report of the CEDEFOP
studies develops a whole set of challenges
having to do with the dynamics of learn-
ing, the construction of public policies,
the problems of restructuring labour mar-
kets (mobility, risk of the exclusion of
some categories), the position of various
individuals in negotiations on the com-
pany level or the national level, problems
raised by the emergence of on-the-job
training in respect of certification and rec-
ognition/utilization of skills. We will re-
strict ourselves here to two questions: that
of the “internal” conditions for dynamic
learning in the company, and that of the
links between this dynamic and public
training policies.

The construction of training in the
company: limits to a “skill-generating
organization”

In the development of discrete training
forms and their efficient combination with
explicit training, several conditions have
to be met if we are to talk of a truly skill-
generating organization, capable both of
guaranteeing the development of the skills
of staff and of triggering dynamic self-
learning and self-retraining processes.

The first condition is that of the link with
production time and control time: setting
up a training environment (discrete and
to a lesser degree explicit) implies that
control time makes allowance for this fa-
cility. If that condition is met in some
cases (functioning in hidden time, accept-
ance of non-productive time in the or-
ganization of work) it is still, however,
the case that forms of direct control exist
which could work against the use of for-
malized training (fully removed from
working hours) and the development of
new generation discrete forms.

The second factor is the degree of de-
prescription of tasks and independence
given to individuals and groups. Offer-
ing an opportunity during work for learn-
ing by trial and error in a search for inno-
vative and organizational solutions, im-
plies relaxing the strict prescription of
tasks. Only a commitment to results cou-
pled with freedom of choice on how to
achieve results will enable this condition
to be met. We could also add to this the
necessary “acceptance of the event™
which involves turning disfunctioning not
into distancing from the standard, likely
to attract sanctions, but into an opportu-
nity for learning and for collective treat-
ment of the problem.

The third factor has to do with coopera-
tion and tension arising from the sharing
of knowledge. We know that much of
the educational identity of a group or a
category rests on the degree of control
which it has of its specific know-how
which demarcates (and constructs) its
social position. Now in some of our cases
supervisors are very destabilized, with-
draw or even impose brakes on these
processes as soon as they see themselves
threatened in their positions by the growth
of skills and independence of their work-
ers. Inversely, in one Danish case we
could see to what extent a complex game
of negotiation between the unskilled and
the skilled (represented by two different
trade unions) had facilitated the exchange
of knowledge between the two catego-
ries. In the redistribution processes
underway, major tension emerges be-
tween groups which are destabilized by
the new organizations. This tension can
give rise to new forms of retention of
knowledge in conflict with the construc-
tion of an organization which aims to de-
privatize them. But, in return we can see
that in some organizations the adoption
of an overly flat profile, which eliminates
any form of hierarchical tension or the
search for homogeneity in the workforce
(in terms of recruitment, training modes)
could lead to a “flat encephalogram”, re-
moving any form of dynamics leading to
intra-group heterogeneity or tension be-
tween the groups.

The last factor is the time factor of learn-
ing: the problem here is that of a dynamic
articulation of organizational dynamic
learning. This problem is by no means



foreign to a “learning” model imposed
in society or in the company. For the
purposes of discussion we could set
against this an upstream logic in which
learning is thought to precede any organi-
zational change (at the risk, as was the
case in some of the companies studied,
of acquired knowledge being lost as it is
not immediately used and doubt creep-
ing in about the usefulness of training
which is not in harmony with changes
which are dragging their feet) and a
downstream logic in which training, de-
duced from organization change, is called
on or is used as a kind of ambulance to
overcome the distunctioning which then
appears. Between these two extremes, a
whole spectrum of more or less favour-
able situations could be identified. In fact,
behind this problem there is a dual ques-
tion. First of all, under what dynamic
conditions of learning and organization
can they be linked together in order to
bring about true production flexibility.
Secondly, under what conditions can
training be fully integrated as a construc-
tion principle into the new organizations
and the rules on which they are based.

The link with public (initial and con-
tinuing) training policies

A second set of conditions (and variables)
which influence the logic of competence
are those which have to do with the gen-
eral economics of training systems.

On the one hand, we should stress that
the construction of “new” learning dynam-
ics is inseparable from the fundamental
level of knowledge of staff. Of course,
upgrading training which is often weari-
some and costly can be set up success-
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fully. In some of our cases, the learning
dynamics undertaken with poorly skilled
staff helped to avoid exclusion and pro-
moted the setting up of “virtuous circles”
of competence development. But this was
all the easier because the initial training
system is of a high standard, particularly
because the ability to learn through work,
and to profit from explicit continuing
training are encouraged by a sound level
of initial training.

Furthermore, the architecture of this sys-
tem is by no means neutral: the priority
given or not given to the occupational
dimension, the type of social construc-
tion of knowledge (academic separation
or not, occupation), the link between this
system and the internal hierarchies in
companies are other elements which in-
fluence the setting up of a training site
and the organizational dynamics which
accompanies it.

Finally, the influence of public continu-
ing training policies is certain. In order
to make rapid progress it seemed to us,
after reading our cases, that the existence
of structured public intervention, be it di-
rectly for companies or via the interme-
diary of a training body which it supports
or moulds, is the essential precondition
(but not the only precondition) for the
logic of competence. This is all the more
important because in several cases we saw
a process of transformation of networks
which emerge between the company and
its local environment (company issuing
orders and sub-contractors, company and
training apparatus): the quality of these
networks, the position held by issues of
skills and training therefore become cen-
tral variables.
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“On the one bhand, we
should stress that the con-
struction of “new” learn-
ing dynamics is insepara-
ble from the fundamental
level of knowledge of

staff.”

“.. it seemed to us, ... that
the existence of struc-
tured public intervention,
... is the essential precon-
dition (but not the only
precondition) for the logic
of competence.”
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Industrial countries need
an improved economic
strategy based on skill
development and intensi-
fied vocational training.
This article briefly out-
lines worker recruitment
practices in Swedish
companies. Swedish firms
emphasize the need of
communicative skills in a
changing organizational
environment. Interviews
with manufacturing firms
show that future recruit-
ment requirements for
blue-collar workers will be
high school competence
(minimum standard),
broad education, and
problem-solving ability.
Personal qualities are also
important due to team
work. In reaching the
requirements, more
collaboration between
school and industry is
necessary, and school has
to adjust to the changing
needs of the labour market
and employers’ practices.

“.. the market has to be
prepared to incorporate
individual skills and new
knowledge. Unless this is

possible and if labour
market flexibility is low
the best knowledge and
skills may be wasted.”
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Trends in Worker Re-
cruitment Practices in
Swedish Companies

“The increased importance of skills and
competences — and the higher the cost of
inadequate skills and competences — have
raised the stakes in further education and
training for firms (as a way of staying
competitive), for individuals (as a way of
staying employable and providing
opportunity for wage growth), and for
society at large (as a way of ensuring that
national economies stay competitive
internationally, and that the benefits of
that competitivness are widely accessible
to all in society).” (OECD 1993, p. 8).

“A fundamental recommendation is that
higher education institutions should adopt
cooperation with industry as part of their
fundamental mission, especially in the
continuing training field, and that
companies themselves should have an
explicit education and training strategy as
well as an organized interface with higher
education which will encourage and
facilitate access and dialogue.” (EEC,
1993, p. iv).

The current policy assumption is that in-
dustrial countries need an improved eco-
nomic strategy based on skill develop-
ment. Skill development and improved
internal training in workplaces are gen-
erally believed necessary to increase pro-
ductivity and to ensure a prosperous fu-
ture. In most of the world “the third in-
dustrial revolution” is gradually replac-
ing the former “Taylor” production organi-
zation model with new high performance
work organizations. The Tayloristic
method was well suited for mass produc-
tion of relatively simple goods, (Taylor
1920). Development today is towards
complex, high performance and client-
oriented systems products that satisfy high
demands on quality, variety, and volatil-
ity in consumer tastes.

Even though increased needs of educa-
tion and skills are seen, many recent stud-
ies (Bishop 1993, EEC 1993, Heckman

1993, OECD 1993) underline the declin-
ing quality and educational levels of the
workforce and in particular the lack of
appropriate internal training. Practices and
policies for correcting this situation dif-
fer among the European countries. Most
of the current discussion has focused on
higher education and industry coopera-
tion in education and training. Some con-
cern was, however, also raised regarding
the unsatisfactory state of vocational train-
ing in the European Community in the
early 1990s. Some of this concern about
the unsatisfactory state of vocational train-
ing is, however, based on assumptions
rather than facts. Since slow growth and
employee performance are assumed to
have been caused by skill deficiencies in
the labour force the blame goes to the
educational institutions. The reason can
also be, for instance, a badly organized
labour market (see Eliasson 1993). This
means that the market has to be prepared
to incorporate individual skills and new
knowledge. Unless this is possible and if
labour market flexibility is low the best
knowledge and skills may be wasted.
Managers must have the proper skills to
direct individuals to the right jobs and
provide such jobs. It is further important
to train at all levels. Countries try to solve
their skill development problems in dif-
ferent ways. Countries like Germany,
Switzerland and Australia depend on
Youth Apprenticeship programs, whereas
France for example encourages all em-
ployers to provide on-the-job training and
Sweden has a great number of vocational
schools (see Ballot-Taymaz 1993). The
future workforce, however, has to be pre-
pared for continued “learning” on-the-job
already at the school level.

The article raises the question how school
should educate individuals to build the
right platform for further development of
skills, at the workplace. The knowledge
students carry with them from school to
the workplace affects how well they do



in the labour market, and on a job. There-
fore, school cannot live its own independ-
ent life but has to adjust to developments
in the workplace. One responsibility of
school is to provide the students with a
minimum level of communication skills,
the necessary platform to continue learn-
ing on-the-job. The opinion of firm man-
agers is that school performance influ-
ences workplace performance in a
number of different ways.

Trends in recruitment policies in Swed-
ish companies will be discussed, and the
immediate and future needs of these com-
panies identified. Our study is based on
a number of interviews with Swedish firms
within manufacturing, notably engineer-
ing industries. Both large corporations and
a number of small and medium-sized
manufacturing firms are included in the
sample of about 50 firms. The sample is
representative in terms of localization,
including both hitech and low-tech com-
panies, and including firms dependent on
exports as well as firms with no exports.
The interviews were carried out between
May and December 1993, and were ad-
dressed to the managing director, and/or
the personnel or education manager at
the firm. What we learned from all differ-
ent firms was surprisingly similar, a very
interesting observation considering the
heterogenous sample that we interviewed.
In particular, both large and small firms
have similar development tendencies and
similar problems to cope with in the fu-
ture. This article is based on the experi-
ences of the interviewed firms.

New Challenges for firms

After more than 100 years of continued
successful growth performance Swedish
industry has stumbled, since the early
1970s, on a sequence of increasingly se-
vere problems. Conditions for industrial
production have changed for the worse
in Sweden, as well as in the rest of Eu-
rope (Andersson et al. 1993). Most of the
needed changes to raise productivity lev-
els and stay competitive in international
markets are associated with the introduc-
tion of sophisticated production tech-
niques requiring less labour but more edu-
cated labour. Many firms have introduced
advanced automatized production that
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requires that workers are able to read and
understand complicated machine instruc-
tions and are prepared for continuous
learning and flexible adjustment to new
process changes. The appropriate term is
educated rather than skilled labour, since
firms normally prefer to train the work-
ers for particular jobs themselves. Poorly
educated students are, however, not prof-
itable investment objects for such train-
ing (Eliasson 1993). This change in de-
mands on workers’ quality is clearly vis-
ible in the advanced production plants,
but we can foresee a transition involving
most of the worker population over the
next 2-3 years.

Our observations from the interviews in-
dicate the following problems: 1) the
Swedish workforce is old; the average age
of a skilled blue-collar worker is between
45-50 years, (white-collar workers are in
general a bit older) and managers worry
about the possibility that the new entrants
are not sufficiently educated to rise to the
levels needed for profitable on-the-job
training. 2) the “third industrial revolu-
tion” requires new methods for manag-
ing and for organizing work and produc-
tion. 3) Mass production methods will
continue to be applied for high volume
production of simple products, which
constitutes a significant part of Swedish
manufacturing production (Braunerhjelm
1994). 4) There is, however, a develop-
ment towards more flexible small-scale
quality and client-oriented batch produc-
tion. 5) This latter type of production re-
quires new incentive systems of the firm.
One consequence is that all individuals
employed by the firm have to be treated
as professionals, since most workers are
either engaged in production scheduling
or the setting on reprogramming of ma-
chines. This is not easy in a labour rela-
tions environment based on Tayloristic

thinking.

These challenges involve fundamental
cultural changes in the firm as well as
organizational adjustments to accommo-
date the introduction of flexible, client-
oriented technology, quality improve-
ments, and reduced delivery times. Fewer
organizational layers with fewer manag-
ers (many decisions are pushed down to
the front line), create more meaningful
jobs for all, and an emphasis on “team
work”. The change in work organization
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“The appropriate term is
educated rather than
skilled labour, since firms
normally prefer to train
the workers for particular
jobs themselves. Poorly
educated students are,
bhowever, not profitable in-
vestment objects for such
training (Eliasson 1993.”
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“.. It is almost impossible
to get a factory job with-
out a bigh-school diploma
... for skilled workers gym-
nasium diploma, prefer-
ably in techmnical subjects,
is normally required.”
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towards more team oriented tasks again,
however, raise educational and skill de-
mands on the individual, notably in com-
municative skills. Another change is that
few jobs in the future will be life-time
positions. On the contrary, flexibility will
be rewarded and rotation between differ-
ent tasks much more frequent than be-
fore. Less accurately defined job specifi-
cations, and overlapping tasks between
workers, will be the consequence and the
clear job demarcation lines between
white- and blue-collar workers will gradu-
ally disappear. Group-oriented behavior,
flexibility, the ability to pay attention to
fellow workers, and to instruct junior
workers, etc. are attributes of the new
factory organizations that are expected to
enhance efficiency. This also means that
more responsibilities will be delegated to
workers. Both the team and each indi-
vidual worker will be held responsible for
their parts of production. Teamwork is
also integrated with a broader framework
of information as in the Japanese firm.
Information processing at high levels in
Japanese firms is seldom limited to man-
agers, but integrated with local shop floor
information processing. Despite this gen-
eral systems concept of team work, work-
ers will act in their own self interests, sala-
ries being tied to individual performance.
Many firms are working on finding new
result- and quality oriented compensation
systems that will allow for a great deal of
individual differences.

The workers need skills to cope with or-
ganizational changes in the firm. Further-

more; It is the character of the workers’

skills that produces high efficiency on the
shop floor, and what appears to be team
work at a glance is the resull of these
skills.” (Koike 1991 p.1.). Organizational
change puts pressure on both managers,
employers and employees, requiring sup-
porting adjustments in attitudes of work-
ers and work practices at the firm, adjust-
ments that in turn require educational
support from school. In fact, judging from
the interviews the greatest pressure f<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>