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1 Introduction 

The Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) in England funds the 

International Review of Curriculum and Assessment Frameworks (INCA) Internet 

Archive (www.inca.org.uk), which is managed and updated by the Eurydice Unit at 

the NFER1.  The QCA also funds the periodic production of linked thematic probes 

and thematic studies as additional services to the INCA contract.  

 

Seeking an international perspective on the development of skills in primary and 

secondary education, QCA’s primary and secondary teams commissioned the NFER 

to conduct an INCA thematic probe. This looked for information from a range of 

sources and a range of international countries, with the intention that the policies and 

practices identified would help to inform skills developments in England at primary 

and secondary level.  

 

The probe collected and analysed information about three main groups of skills – 

thinking skills, learning skills, and personal skills – in relation to five main questions : 

 

Structure and organisation 

1. Which – if any – of the above three categories of skills are articulated in 

policy documents; what specific skills are in each category and how are 

these skills defined; what is the rationale for these skills, how do these 

relate to the aims and values of the curriculum; and what differences are 

there across age ranges? 

2. Does national policy see these skills as being embedded in subjects or as a 

discrete element of the curriculum?  

3. Are these skills assessed?  If so, how? 

 

                                                 
1 Eurydice is the European information network on education. Eurydice at NFER is the national 
Eurydice Unit for England, Wales and Northern Ireland. 
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Impact and evaluation  

4. Is there evidence of the impact that skills policy has had on teaching 

practice? 

5. Is there evidence of the impact that teaching practice has had on learners’ 

skills, knowledge and progression? 

 

The probe covered compulsory level school education (five to 19 age range), across a 

range of countries and/or states: Queensland and Tasmania in Australia, Denmark, 

Finland, Hong Kong, Hungary, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Singapore 

and the state of Wisconsin in the USA. 

 

This report documents the findings of the probe. It is split into three main sections: the 

first section reports the findings of desk research of curriculum and policy documents 

and  identifies responses to the three questions forming the ‘structure and 

organisation’ section of the study.  The data reported in this section was validated by 

key contacts in the countries concerned during September 2005.  The second section 

uses literature identified by these contacts to report evidence of the impact of skills 

policy on teaching practice and of the impact that teaching practice has had on 

learners’ skills, knowledge and progression.  The third section of the report is 

contained in the appendices, and consists of the individual reports describing the 

structure and organisation of the teaching and learning of skills across the selected 

countries and states. 
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2 Structure and organisation of skills in 
 the curriculum 

2.1 Overview of the structure and organisation of 
 skills 
 

This section of the report discusses the findings relating to the three questions: 

1. Which, if any, of the above three categories of skills (thinking skills, 

learning skills, and personal skills) are articulated in policy documents, 

and   

a) what specific skills are in each category and how are these skills 

defined  

b) what is the rationale for these skills   

c) how do these relate to the aims and values of the curriculum   

d) what differences are there across age ranges 

2. Does national policy see these skills as being embedded in subjects or as a 

discrete element of the curriculum?  

3. Are these skills assessed?  If so, how? 

 

Of the 11 countries/states probed, all included skills in their curriculum in some form.  

A variety of skills were identified by the project team, and organised into the three 

areas of thinking skills, learning skills and personal skills.  Learning and personal 

skills were the most prevalent, although many countries/states also included thinking 

skills in their curricula.  Lifelong learning skills received the greatest emphasis and 

related most closely to the rationale of countries being equipped to compete 

effectively in a global market place and knowledge economy.  

 

In the majority of countries/states skills related closely to, or were included in, the 

aims and values of the curriculum at all levels of education.  Where there were 

differences between age ranges, literacy and numeracy and personal skills were more 

commonly emphasised in the primary phase, whilst at the secondary level, thinking 

and learning skills received greater emphasis, along with employability skills.  
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In all the countries/states probed, skills were embedded within the curriculum.  In the 

majority of countries they were integrated through cross-curricular priorities or goals, 

although some countries identified skills through subject specific objectives, 

describ ing the expertise and skills making up course content.  Where skills were 

included in subject specific objectives, they were not assessed.  However, the majority 

of countries currently assess skills or are planning to in the near future. 

2.2 Definition of skills 

As mentioned above, all the countries/states investigated in the probe included skills 

in their curriculum, either explicitly or implicitly.  Learning skills and personal skills 

were taught in all the countries/states investigated; the former highlighting the 

importance of lifelong learning.  In those countries/states where thinking skills were 

taught, a wide range of skills were included.  However, thinking skills were not taught 

in either the Netherlands or Norway.  

 

Beyond the three categories of skills identified for inclusion in this study, two 

countries also specifically promoted the teaching of entrepreneurship skills – 

Denmark and Norway. 

2.2.1 Thinking skills 

At the time of the probe (November 2005), of the 11 countries/states investigated, two 

did not promote thinking skills in their curriculum: the Netherlands and Norway.  

Four of the remaining nine countries/states specifically taught thinking skills and 

advocated this as a core area of their curricula: New Zealand, Singapore, Tasmania 

(Australia), and Wisconsin (USA).  In New Zealand, thinking skills were one of the 

(draft) key competencies and defined as: 

 

using creative, critical and logical processes to make sense of and question 

information, experiences and ideas.  Thinking includes researching, 

organising and evaluating to seek understanding, to inform decisions, to shape 

actions and to construct knowledge.  Students who have well-developed 

thinking skills can think about their own learning, draw on intuitions and 

personal knowledge, ask questions, and reflect on assumptions and 

perceptions. (New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2005). 
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In Singapore, thinking skills were one of the eight core skills and values in the 

curriculum.  The Ministry of Education recommends that these skills should be taught 

explicitly, as well as implicitly through all subjects.   

 

In Tasmania (Australia), thinking skills were identified as a priority across the whole 

curriculum and were integral to the purpose of education.  Thinking skills included 

developing the ability to:  

• reason  

• think creatively  

• reflect on the essential questions of human existence  

• learn to challenge and question propositions and theories  

• develop understandings about the crucial role of language in thinking 

• develop critical thinking skills and the ability to differentiate between fact and 

opinion (Tasmanian Department Of Education, 2005). 

 

Further, the Tasmania Department of Education identified two key elements of 

thinking skills – enquiry and reflective thinking.  Enquiry skills included posing 

questions; defining problems; gathering and evaluating information; and exploring 

possibilities and reaching conclusions, whilst reflective thinking skills involved 

students’ ‘looking at their ideas and beliefs as they attempt to reach a conclusion or 

solution’ (ibid).  

 

In Wisconsin (USA), one of the five areas of applied knowledge was the ability to 

think.  This included: 

• problem solving  

• informed decision making 

• critical thinking  

• creative thinking 

• analytical thinking  

• imagining places, times and situations different from one's own 

• developing and testing a hypothesis 

• transferring learning to new situations (Whitby et. al., 2005). 
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In the remaining (six) countries which actively promoted thinking skills in the 

curriculum, the skills were present through one or more of the following: problem 

solving, critical thinking and/or cognitive skills.  

 

Denmark, Hong Kong, New Zealand and Queensland (Australia) all specified 

problem solving as part of their curriculum.  The New Zealand Ministry of Education 

further broke down the skill of problem solving to include the following: 

• thinking critically, creatively, reflectively and logically  

• exercising imagination, initiative and flexibility 

• identifying, describ ing and redefining problems  

• analysing problems from a variety of different perspectives  

• making connections and establishing relationships  

• enquiring and researching, and exploring, generating and developing ideas  

• trying out innovative and original ideas  

• designing and making  

• testing ideas and solutions and making decisions on the basis of experience 

and supporting evidence  

• evaluating processes and solutions (Te Kete Ipurangi, 2004b). 

 

Critical thinking was part of the curriculum in Hong Kong, Finland, and Queensland 

(Australia).  In Hong Kong, critical thinking was identified by the Curriculum 

Development Council (CDC) in the seven overall aims of the school curriculum, and 

as one of the three generic skills that was prioritised for the period 2001 – 2006 (Hong 

Kong Curriculum Development Council, 2001).  In Finland, the development of skills 

for critical assessment was one of the two main ‘tasks’ of basic education (Finnish 

National Board of Education, 2004).  Whilst in Queensland, critical analysis was 

identified as a new skill for students in the future. 

 

Finland and Hungary both included cognitive skills as part of the curriculum.  In 

Finland, teaching and working methods stressed the development of cognitive skills.  

Whilst in Hungary, the Framework Curricula for Secondary Schools included the aim 

of ‘improving cognitive skills through activities’.  The Framework provided the 

following examples of activities which improve cogitative skills: 
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• the application of a chronological approach 

• problem solving 

• using analytical techniques to reveal various levels of meaning  

• logic  

• induction 

• deduction  

• inference  

• analysis  

• synthesis (Hungarian Ministry of Education, 2000). 

2.2.2 Learning skills 

Learning skills were present in all the curricula investigated, and often featured as a 

specific aim of education.  For example, ‘learning to learn’ was one of the key 

purposes of education in Tasmania (Australia), and in Hungary one of the stated aims 

of school provision was ‘the development of the students’… learning skills’ 

(Hungarian Ministry of Education, 2000).  The most common components of learning 

skills were lifelong learning, and subject specific skills such as literacy, numeracy, 

information literacy and language skills.  Other learning skills included work and 

study skills (Hong Kong and New Zealand), and application of knowledge (Wisconsin 

and Singapore).  

 

Lifelong learning skills featured in the curriculum of all the countries probed, with the 

exception of Denmark.  Lifelong learning was an objective for education in Finland, 

Hong Kong and in New Zealand.  It was one of the goals of reform in Hong Kong, 

which aimed to shift school education ‘from transmission of knowledge to the 

development of attitudes and skills for lifelong learning’ (IBM, 2003).  The skills that 

compose lifelong learning varied between countries, but often included:  

• literacy  

• numeracy  

• information and communication technology  

• problem solving  

• the capacity to work with others 

• effective verbal communication 
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• basic lexical knowledge  

• foreign language knowledge.  

 

Knowledge specific skills were mentioned by all countries and included numeracy, 

literacy, information literacy (such as using information and communication 

technology) and language skills (of particular importance in Finland and Denmark).  

Literacy and numeracy were most common, particularly at the primary level.  Literacy 

skills included:  

• reading  

• writing 

• conversing  

• listening  

• viewing critically. 

 

Numeracy skills included: 

• clarifying the purpose and objectives of activities 

• selecting mathematical ideas and techniques 

• applying mathematical procedures and techniques 

• judging the level of precision and accuracy needed 

• interpretation and evaluation of solutions 

• calculating accurately  

• estimating  

• using calculators and a range of measuring instruments 

• organising information to support logic and reasoning  

• recognising and using numerical patterns and relationships. 

2.2.3 Personal skills and attributes 

Communication was the most prominent personal skill identified in the 

countries/states probed.  Also important however, were moral and social skills and 

employability skills.  Communication skills were mentioned in all of the curricula 

studied and included:  

• constructing and defending an argument  

• working effectively in groups  
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• communicating plans and processes for reaching goals  

• receiving and acting on instructions, plans and models  

• communicating with a variety of tools and skills 

• listening  

• speaking  

• reading 

• writing  

• viewing 

• image making 

• symbolising 

• conveying meaning  

• information literacy  

• arts literacy 

• identifying and responding to audiences and purposes of communication 

• selecting forms and styles 

• revising and correcting information. 

 

Where countries included the teaching of moral or social skills in their curriculum, 

these skills included:  

• physical, emotional, mental, social and spiritual aspects of health  

• moral and ethical decisions  

• skills for living and working with other people, nature and the nation 

• integrity and responsibility  

• cultural growth  

• social skills  

• respect  

• moral responsibility for the self, the shared environment and the wider natural-

social environment 

• developing personal character  

• perseverance  

• national identity 

• social behaviour. 
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2.3 Rationale for skills 

The majority of countries participating in the probe cited globalisation and the global 

market place as the primary rationale for the inclusion of skills in the curriculum.  For 

example, in Denmark, curriculum reform aimed to introduce skills to develop 

students’ entrepreneurial potential in order to maintain and improve the country’s 

position in the global market:  

 

Denmark must become part of the European elite in entrepreneurship.  

Enterprise and innovation are essential to maintaining and improving 

Denmark’s position in the global market and the global community.  To fulfil 

this aim, we need to further develop Denmark’s culture of independence and 

entrepreneurship.  The education system is central to this development 

(Danish Ministry of Education, 2005). 

 

Whilst in Hong Kong, skills have been introduced at every level of the curriculum to 

help young people cope with the changes brought about through globalisation and the 

knowledge based society:  

 

The world is undergoing fundamental changes, and Hong Kong is no 

exception.  Globalisation and development of the knowledge based society 

have bought many opportunities as well as challenges to Hong Kong.  In the 

social environment of the new era, adaptability, creativity, power of analysis, 

judgement and abilities for self-learning, communication, organisation and 

cooperation are prerequisites for one to meet the requirements in life and at 

the work place.  To cope with these changes, corresponding reforms must be 

made to the educat ion system to enable students to develop their potentials 

and to lead to a rich life in a new century (Hong Kong Education 

Commission, 2000). 

 

The knowledge based society/economy was also a rationale for skills in Tasmania and 

Queensland (Australia), Finland, New Zealand and Singapore.  
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Other rationale for skills included: 

• due to European Structural Funds programmes (Hungary) 

• needed for employability and functioning as a responsible citizen (Wisconsin, 

USA) 

• to open up paths to education and life enhancement that would otherwise have 

been blocked (Norway). 

 

Only the Netherlands had no identifiable rationale for the inclusion of skills in the 

curriculum. 

2.4 Relation of skills to aims and values of the 

 curriculum 

In the majority of countries, skills related closely to, or were included in, the aims and 

values of the curriculum.  For example, in Norway the main aims stated in the core 

curriculum included that: 

 

education should provide learners with an awareness of the variety and scope 

of the world of work and provide them with the knowledge and skills necessary 

for active participation in the world of work  (Norwegian Ministry of 

Education and Research, 2003). 

 

Hong Kong placed most emphasis on the relationship between skills and the aims and 

values of the curriculum.  In Hong Kong, skills are not only embedded in the 

curriculum, but fundamental to it; encompassing the aims and values of education in 

the country.  The aims of the curriculum emphasise the importance of skills: 

 

Aims of Education for the 21st Century 

To enable every person to attain all-round development according to his/her 

own attributes in the domains of ethics, intellect, physique, social skills and 

aesthetics, so that he/she is capable of lifelong learning, critical and 

exploratory thinking, innovating and adapting to change; filled with self-

confidence and a team spirit; willing to put forward continuing effort for the 

prosperity, progress, freedom and democracy of his/her society, and 



Thematic probe: the teaching and learning of skills in primary and secondary education 

 

NFER 15 

contribute to the future and wellbeing of the nation and the world at large 

(Hong Kong Curriculum Development Council, 2005).  

2.5 Difference across age ranges 

In Tasmania (Australia), Finland, Hong Kong, and Norway all skills were taught 

equally across the age ranges.  Where there were differences between age ranges, 

literacy and numeracy (Queensland (Australia), New Zealand, and Singapore) and 

personal skills (Denmark, and Hungary) were emphasised in the primary phase.  At 

the secondary level, thinking and learning skills received emphasis (Queensland 

(Australia), Denmark, Hungary and the Netherlands), as well as employability skills 

(Wisconsin, USA).  

2.6 Context within curriculum 

In all the countries probed, skills were embedded within the curriculum.  In the 

majority of countries (Queensland and Tasmania (Australia), Finland, Hong Kong, 

New Zealand, Norway, Singapore and Wisconsin, USA) skills were integrated 

through cross-curricular priorities or goals.  Examples included the Curriculum Matrix 

in New Zealand where essential skills are woven through all the essential learning 

areas (Te Kete Ipurangi, 2004a), and the Seven Learning Goals in Hong Kong (see 

Figure 1). 



Thematic probe: the teaching and learning of skills in primary and secondary education 

 

NFER 16 

Figure 1 Seven Learning Goals (Hong Kong Education and Manpower Bureau, 

2004)

 
 

In Denmark and Hungary, skills were identified through subject specific objectives, 

which described the expertise and skills which made up course content.  For example, 

the National Core Curriculum (NCC) in Hungary divided objectives into three main 

categories of attainment targets: 

• knowledge – vital to the acquisition and development of skills, abilities and 

attitudes, such as notions, facts, data, concepts, generalisations, reasoning, 

rules, theories, logical connections, axioms and theses 

• skills – including basic skills necessary to perform efficiently in different 

areas, including the basic skill of decision-making 

• minimum competency – that is the lowest acceptable level of performance 

necessary for students to continue their studies effectively (Hungarian 

Ministry of Education, 2000). 

 

One country, the Netherlands, embedded skills both through general educational 

objectives, cross-curricular objectives and cross-curricular attainment targets. 
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2.7 Assessment of skills 

Only four of the eleven countries probed did not assess individual skills in some form: 

Denmark, Finland, Hungary and Singapore.  

 

Two of the countries probed were in the process of introducing, or considering the 

introduction of, skills assessments.  The Norwegian Ministry of Education and 

Research was planning national tests in basic skills to provide information to students, 

teachers, schools, national authorities and the general public.  There are to be national 

tests in reading, writing, English and mathematics.  The Dutch Ministry of Education 

Culture and Science was also researching the possible introduction of assessments for 

skills.  However they reported that ‘at the heart of the problem is the definition of 

skills, and how they can be measured once they have been identified’ (Tuijnman, 

2002).  

 

The remaining five countries all assessed skills.  In Hong Kong, reforms to the 

curriculum have put skills at the heart of teaching, learning and assessment.  The 

reforms reduced the number of public examinations to enable students to spend more 

time on ‘enhancing their language proficiency and important generic skills’ (Hong 

Kong Education Commission, 2005).  The focus of the new public examination is on 

assessing ‘higher–order thinking, and the ability to acquire and apply basic concepts 

and knowledge’.  The assessment authorities were asked to assess a wider range of 

knowledge and skills, including ‘hard to measure’ skills such as critical thinking, 

problem solving, teamwork and self-management (IBM, 2005).  As a result, 

examination items are now designed to focus on assessing generic skills, higher-order 

thinking and the integrative abilities of students (Hong Kong Education Commission, 

2003).  Teachers use the assessments to find out what and how students think, to 

probe students’ higher-order thinking skills and to assess their creativity and 

understanding of concepts rather than the ‘rote memorisation of facts’ (Hong Kong 

Curriculum Development Council, 2005).  

 

In Queensland (Australia), performance is assessed in the key competencies, and in 

literacy and numeracy (in Years 3, 5 and 7 in accordance with na tional benchmark 

standards).  From 2006, the Senior Certificate also includes learning and achievement 
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in skills for lifelong learning.  In addition, students wishing to gain a Tertiary 

Entrance score/statement for consideration for admission to higher education must 

take the Queensland Core Skills Test (QCS Test).  This is an external cross-

curriculum test, which is centrally-set and administered State-wide under standardised 

conditions.  The QCS Test assesses achievement in 49 common curriculum elements, 

which have been identified as underpinning senior curricula, being testable, and being 

within the learning experiences of a high proportion of students.  QCS Tests usually 

comprise some multiple-choice questions, a short-response item paper which may 

require candidates to respond in a variety of ways (for example, by writing a 

paragraph of exposition or explanation, constructing a graph, compiling results in 

tabular form or sketching a diagram), and a writing task which tests expressive and 

productive skills used in composing an extended piece (600 words) of continuous 

prose in the genre of the student's choice.  Students experience a variety of stimulus 

material such as prose passages, poetry, graphs, tables, maps, mathematical and 

scientific data, cartoons and reproductions of works of art.  

 

In New Zealand, skills are assessed at classroom level through essential skills tests, 

which are ‘rich formative assessment tasks to assess knowledge, skills, strategies and 

understandings, which can be applied during or at the end of particular units of work’ 

and are ‘reliable and valid benchmarked assessment tools to assess students' 

acquisition of foundation literacy, numeracy, and essential skills for individuals and 

groups’ (Te Kete Ipurangi, 2004a).  These skills are assessed using a range of 

methods including:  

• direct observations 

• records of achievement 

• self-assessment 

• peer assessment 

• parent-teacher conferences 

• student-teacher conferences 

• multiple-choice and short answer tests 

• closed tests 

• essay type tests 

• performance tests (Croft, 1999). 
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In Tasmania (Australia) a selection of skills are assessed, including enquiry skills, 

reflective thinking skills, literacy, numeracy and information literacy.  Further details 

of the assessment of these skills are provided in Appendix 2. 

 

In Wisconsin (USA), skills are embedded within the five areas of applied knowledge 

which connect or go beyond individual subject areas at all levels of the curriculum.  

These are aligned with educational standards and assessed through the Wisconsin 

Student Assessment System (WSAS) which includes:  

• the Wisconsin Reading Comprehension Test (grade 3, aged eight to nine 

years)  

• the Wisconsin Knowledge and Concepts Examinations (WKCE), which are 

criterion referenced tests in grades 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 10 (eight- to 15/16-year-

olds)  

• alternate assessments (for grades 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 10)  

• supplemental assessments-oral communication guide (grades 4 and 8, ages 

nine/ten and 13/14 years respectively). 

 

(Further, detailed information on the above is available from: Wisconsin 

Department of Public Instruction. Educational Assessment in Wisconsin 

http://www.dpi.state.wi.us/oea/assessmt.html#wsas). 

 

http://www.dpi.state.wi.us/oea/assessmt.html#wsas
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3 A review of the literature on the impact 

 that skills policy has on teaching and 

 learning 

3.1 Introduction to the literature 

This section explores the evidence within the literature of the impact that skills policy 

has on teaching and learning.  While limited in scope and scale, the review explores 

evaluative material from the selected countries and provides an overview of the 

evidence, where available, of the impact that skills policy has on teaching practice and 

on learners’ skills, knowledge and progression.  International comparisons are also 

made with England. 

3.2 Aims and methods 

The review aimed to identify the impact that skills policy has had on teaching practice 

and outcomes across the eleven countries and states selected for study by QCA.  The 

literature considered for this part of the probe came from the following sources: 

• literature identified by the key contacts in the countries concerned 

• a search of relevant websites and downloadable documentation (identified in 

the country reports and from hand searches of other literature). 

 

A formal literature review by the NFER was not commissioned by QCA for the 

purposes of the current probe.  The review considers literature and research 

undertaken in the eleven countries/states published in the English language, and 

includes national level evaluations as well as smaller stud ies.  Some international 

comparisons across the countries were also examined. 

3.3 Importance of skills 

In England, ‘key skills’ are defined as a range of generic skills that underpin success 

in education, employment, lifelong learning and personal development.  They are 

practical, applied skills relevant both to young people and to adult learners, and are 
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often developed through other subjects or main programmes, but may also be studied 

in their own right.  The key skills are: 

• application of number  

• communication  

• improving own learning and performance  

• information and communication technology  

• problem solving  

• working with others. 

 

In addition, thinking skills are identified as the skills to enable students to focus on 

‘knowing how’ as well as ‘knowing what’ – learning how to learn.  At all levels of 

compulsory education (five to 16 years of age), children learn, practice, combine, 

develop and refine a wide range of skills in their work across the National 

Curriculum.  In July 2001, the then Secretary of State for Education also confirmed a 

wish to see key skills programmes offered to all post-16 learners.  These expectations 

were restated in 14-19: Opportunity and Excellence – the government policy 

statement (published in January 2003).  The Government’s White Paper, 21st Century 

Skills: Realising Our Potential (published in July 2003), set out an ambitious agenda 

for raising the nation’s skills base as a critical element in securing a competitive 

economy and inclusive society.  Its aim is to ensure that employers have the right 

skills to support the success of their businesses, and that individuals have the skills 

they need to be both employable and personally fulfilled.  Indeed, it has long been 

thought that ‘education and skills policy has a big impact on both economic well-

being and social inclusion’ (DfES, 2005), but particularly in terms of economic 

benefit. 

 

In addition to the skills framework developed in England, skills issues are being 

considered at an international level.  For example, following the Lisbon Conference of 

the European Council (2000) it was decided that working groups of experts would be 

established to advise on ways of co-ordinating work to increase competence in: 

• basic skills 

• information and communications technologies (ICT) 

• mathematics, science and technology. 
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Among the priorities identified were the establishment of a co-ordinated set of 

indicators and benchmarks and the exchange of good practice.  Although the phrase 

‘key skills’ is not applied in all of the countries studied, there is general consensus 

that the school curriculum should equip young people with the essential learning skills 

of literacy, numeracy, and information and communication technology, and promote 

an enquiring mind and capacity to think rationally.  These understandings are 

explored further in the following sections.  

3.4 Evidence of the impact of the teaching of skills 

on teaching practice 

The limited research literature available acknowledges the difficulty of measuring the 

impact of skills policies and practices on teaching practice and young peoples’ 

learning outcomes.  Although there is some evidence that there is an association 

between skills policy and an evolution in teaching pedagogies.  Papers from the 

Nordic Workshop on Computer Supported Collaborative Learning (edited by Nuldén 

and Hardless, 1999) argue that it is no longer adequate to equip young people with the 

skills and facts applicable to survive in an industrial society.  Instead, young people 

need to learn to be adaptable and to learn throughout the ir life.  It is suggested 

therefore, that alternative approaches to conducting educational activities are required. 

 

One such approach is the concept of collaborative learning.  The essence of 

collaborative learning is that active participation is critical to the learning process, and 

that learners have knowledge valuable to other learners.  Nuldén and Hardless (1999) 

argue that learning is sharing, and the more that is shared the more is learned.  It is 

also assumed that students are likely to learn as much from each other as from course 

material or from the teacher.  The result of this is a belief that better teaching 

techniques are needed to create learners with better independent problem solving 

skills and also, in some countries, to stem the large number of dropouts at secondary 

level. 

 

Another important area of development referred to in the literature is the assessment 

of education and the notion of learning- to-learn.  The 2002 report Assessing Learning-
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to-Learn produced by a team of researchers at the Centre for Educational Assessment 

at Helsinki University, in collaboration with the National Board of Education in 

Finland, argues that the gradual relaxation of the centralised administration and 

control of education, and the accompanying increase in the autonomy of individual 

schools in matters of curricula, have given assessment a pivotal role in educational 

policy and regulation in many European countries.  The term ‘learning-to-learn’ is 

used to emphasise the shift in focus from the subject specific knowledge aspect of 

‘today’s assessed learning’ to the ‘diverse cognitive and affective factors that guide 

pupils’ learning and life at school’.  This means a stronger focus from teachers on the 

moral and value-forming or value-supporting aspects of schooling. 

 

Such an approach would require that teachers have more flexibility and autonomy in 

developing appropriate teaching pedagogies, as called for in the reform of the Hong 

Kong education system.  One of the main objectives of this reform, as outlined in the 

Progress Report on Education Reform (3) submitted to the Government of the 

People’s Republic of China by the Education Commission of Hong Kong (2004), is to 

give school heads and teachers ‘more room to put their aspirations into practice and 

to enhance their professional competence’.  In addition, ‘they should be given more 

flexibility and autonomy in exercising their professionalism in developing appropriate 

teaching strategies to cater for the needs of the schools and students’ (ibid).  The 

report showed that findings from a survey into the impact of the reforms found that 

over 60 per cent of the principals and teachers surveyed considered that the 

curriculum reform had enhanced their personal/professional growth.  In addition, 

school team culture was thought to have been strengthened. 

3.5 Evidence of the impact of the teaching of skills 

 on learners’ skills, knowledge and progression 

The broad aims associated with skills policies were: 

• general subject specific skills, e.g. in reading/writing/arithmetic 

• personal qualifications such as creativity, cooperation, independence and 

intellectual skills 

• specific competencies related to working life and, to a lesser extent,  

• foreign languages and the use of information technology. 
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These aims have meant that young people are becoming better self-directed learners, 

capable of learning new things and adapting to increasingly dynamic and complex 

work environments.  It is suggested therefore that, while educational assessment has 

traditionally meant the assessment of educational achievement and how well students 

master the knowledge, skills, and contents taught according to the curriculum, 

education is today challenged by rapidly-changing requirements that the 

transformations taking place in the sphere of work and in the world at large set for the 

education of new and future learners.  Furthermore, the literature suggests that, 

coupled to the accelerating development of technology, the drive towards broad, 

flexible skills has led to the requirement for lifelong learning, and made the 

continuous education of the workforce – and of the citizenry as a whole – a necessity. 

 

There were, however, also criticisms of the focus of some countries’ skills 

frameworks.  In the Pilot Review of the Quality and Equity of Schooling Outcomes in 

Denmark conducted by the Education Committee of Denmark (2004), the Danish 

education system is criticised for its focus on teaching and working methods and for 

‘not producing young people with skills appropriate for a happy and fulfilled life in a 

modern world’.  In particular, it was suggested that there was ‘too much focus on 

teaching and not enough on learning’ (pp. 31, 2004). 

 

In the Progress Report on Education Reform (3) in Hong Kong (2004), one of the 

main objectives of the reform is ‘to develop our students’ critical and exploratory 

thinking, creativity and communication skills as well as to empower them for lifelong 

learning’.  By ‘infusing’ the priority generic skills of communication, critical thinking 

and creativity into the learning and teaching of existing subjects, students were found 

to have developed independent learning capabilities in the acquisition and 

construction of knowledge. 

 

Having a skills framework, however, does not necessarily lead to an improvement in 

student outcomes.  A 2003 report by the Ministry of Education and Research in 

Norway found that ‘many Norwegian students…possess relatively weak basic skills’.  

Despite already high levels of expenditure on education and good social and material 

conditions, international and Norwegian research shows that more resources spent on 
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school does not automatically lead to improved learning for students.  Whilst the 

reasons for this are not entirely clear, it is thought that the observed weak relationship 

between resources and results could be due to a lack of knowledge and competence in 

Norwegian schools about how resources are best converted into students’ learning.  

Indeed, the findings suggest that there may be a trade-off between the desire to deliver 

basic skills and other educational goals like social skills, attitudes and engagement.  

These claims, however, are disputed by other international studies into Norwegian 

education which claim there is no association between basic skill development and the 

development of knowledge and attitudes. 

  

In the Government of Queensland’s (Australia) White Paper on Education and 

Training: Reforms for the Future (2002), the Government promises to provide new 

learning opportunities, including skills development, for children entering school.  

The White Paper points to research which shows that early childhood education 

programmes ‘enhance thinking skills, school performance and social adjustment’.  

The rationale for introducing a skills framework at entry level underpins the need to 

equip young people with ‘strong foundations in skills such as critical thinking, 

problem solving, collaborative learning, and communication’, and that, most 

importantly young people ‘must be ready for lifelong learning so they can pick up 

new skills and knowledge and adapt as the nature of work continues to change’. 

 

In the background paper Reframing the Essential Skills for the New Zealand Ministry 

of Education, Brewerton (2004) reported that key or ‘essential skills’ were being 

unevenly delivered.  The results from a survey of 4000 teachers in 10 per cent of New 

Zealand schools found that the teaching of essential skills (such as communication 

and problem solving) was uneven across different subject areas or ‘essential learning 

areas’ (ELAs).  Particular skill sets were seen to be more relevant to some ELAs than 

others, for example problem solving skills were most strongly related to technology, 

science and mathematics.  With regard to the structure of the national curriculum, the 

findings highlighted the need for some form of common framework to facilitate 

linkages between learning outcomes across all education sectors. 
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3.6 Summary 

From the limited range of literature reviewed here, it appears that most countries’ 

skills frameworks are geared towards delivering broad, flexible skills, continuing 

education of the workforce and lifelong learning.  The evidence suggests that such 

policies have meant that young people are becoming better self-directed learners, 

capable of learning new things and adapting to increasingly dynamic and complex 

work environments, inline with the English model.  There is less evidence, however, 

of the resultant impact on teaching practice, although there is a belief that better 

teaching techniques are needed to create learners with better independent problem 

solving skills.  Similarly, there is some evidence of a shift in focus from subject-

specific knowledge to the more diverse and affective factors that drive students’ 

learning.  This, the evidence suggests, means a stronger focus from teachers on the 

moral and value-forming aspects of schooling.
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Appendix 1: Country reports 
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TASMANIA (AUSTRALIA) 

1 Country Background 

The Department of Education in Tasmania is responsible for primary and secondary 

education, library and information services, vocational education and training 

services, children's services, assessment and certification services and youth affairs.  

The Department of Education is divided into three school branches, which represent 

the Department at the local level and assist schools in self-management.  Decisions at 

the school level are made within a framework of school, State and national goals, 

policies and priorities.  School responsibilities include the implementation of goals 

and priorities for learning; developing frameworks for learning and teaching practices; 

the allocation of resources; mechanisms for monitoring, evaluating and reporting on 

individual student progress and achievement; and achieving the goals and priorities 

established by the local community.  

 

In Tasmania, education is compulsory until around age 16 (although this will change 

to age 17 for the cohort of students who entered Grade 7 in 2004).  Primary schools 

cover Kindergarten/Pre-school (age four+) to age 11-12.  Prior to January 2004, all 

children began compulsory primary education at the age of six.  Since 2004, all 

children who are at least five years old on 1 January must be enrolled in the 

Preparatory Year in a primary school or be provided with home education.  Secondary 

education in Tasmania covers students aged 12-13 to 16-18 in 'high schools' (Grades 

7-10) and ‘colleges’ (Grades 11/12) or, in rural areas, in schools catering for the full 

age range and called 'district high schools' (which may be Kindergarten to Grade 10 or 

Kindergarten to Grade 12). 

 

The eight nationally agreed Key Learning Areas (KLAs) - the arts; English; health 

and physical education (HPE); languages other than English (LOTE); mathematics; 

science; studies of society and the environment (SOSE); and technology – form the 

basic statutory curriculum subjects in Tasmania.  The curriculum framework under 

which these subjects are taught is known as the Essential Learnings Framework.  The 

five essential learnings or curriculum organisers of this framework - thinking; 
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communicating; personal futures; social responsibility; and world futures – provide a 

lens for the choice of content, concepts, skills, knowledge and understandings. 

2 Skills Overview 

David Hanlon, the Executive Director of Curriculum Standards and Support in the 

Tasmanian Department of Education explained in his paper ‘Beyond the Curriculum 

Wars: Understanding Curriculum Perspectives’ that:  

 

The demands of a knowledge society and technology driven economy require 

new approaches to education. Students need knowledge, skills and 

understandings matched to service and information based economiesi. 

  

The Australian National Goals for (compulsory) Schooling in the Twenty-First 

Century emphasise the skills of literacy and numeracy, alongside the ability to be 

enterprising, flexible and adaptable, and to acquire knowledge in the eight Key 

Learning Areas (KLAs).  Skills are prominent in the Tasmanian compulsory 

curriculum’s essential learning areas.  Skills are also an emphasis in the current post-

Year 10 (16+) curriculum review, which states: 

 

The new learning is less about imparting defined knowledge and skills and 

more about shaping a kind of person: somebody who knows what they don’t 

know; knows how to learn what they need to know; knows how to create 

knowledge through problem solving; knows how to create knowledge by 

drawing on informational and human resources around them; knows how to 

make knowledge collaboratively; knows how to nurture, mentor, and teach 

others; and knows how to document and pass on personal knowledge. In sum, 

this kind of person is open to autonomous, assisted and collaborative learning. 

These kinds of capacities are at a much higher level than what was 

measurable by old-style tests of fact and theoryii.   

2.1 Essential Learnings 

Although Tasmanian schools have traditionally operated within a Key Learning Area 

construct, when making decisions about curriculum content, schools will now use the 

Essential Learnings Framework to focus attention on what is central to the curriculum 
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in the compulsory years of schooling.  It is important, however, to recognise that the 

Essentials are not ‘topics’; ‘they should be thought of as organisers under which 

significant content, skills, concepts and processes can be grouped’iii.  

 

The Essential Learnings Framework highlights the key elements to consider when 

designing and evaluating learning, teaching and assessment programmes.  They 

provide a means by which to select appropriate learning area content, focus on key 

ideas and construct purposeful learning sequences matched to appropriate pedagogy.  

All schools will use the Essential Learnings Framework to guide decision-making 

about the curriculum in the compulsory years of schooling. iv. 

 

The five Essential Learnings identified in the Essential Learnings Framework, are:  

• thinking  

• communicating  

• personal futures  

• social responsibility  

• world futures. 

 

According to the Department of Education, the Essential Learnings Framework is 

being used in a range of ways to inform the development of curricula:  

 

Some schools work from the Essential Learnings, linking to those aspects of 

the Key Learning Areas (KLAs) they see as ‘prerequisite knowledge’; others 

teach within Key Learning Areas but use the Essential Learnings to audit or 

check that they are teaching fundamental understandings and making 

connections between subject matter for learners; others integrate the two, 

teaching to key ideas using Essential Learnings and Key Learning Area 

knowledge, tools of enquiry and skillsv.  

 

The Essential Learnings Framework is designed to: 

• reduce problems of a crowded curriculum 

• engage learners more deeply in their learning 

• make learning more relevant 
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• improve learning across all areas 

• develop higher-order thinking 

• support the transfer of learning. 

 

The Department explains that the rational for the Essential Learnings is to enable 

students to ‘develop now and draw upon them in the future as active, responsible 

citizens and lifelong learners’vi, to ‘reflect critically on their own thinking’ and have a 

‘constructive understanding of their learning’vii.  

 

Essential Learningsviii  

 
 

Incorporated into the Essential Learnings Framework are ‘Key Competencies’ and 

‘Capabilities’.  In 1992, a government-sponsored commission identified the following 

key competencies for effective participation in work.  These are regarded as 

applicable to all levels of education.  The key competencies are the ability to: 

• collect, analyse and organise information  

• communicate ideas and information  

• plan and organise own activities  

• work effectively with others and in teams 
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• use mathematical ideas and techniques 

• solve problems, and  

• use technology. 

 

The five key capabilities running from Kindergarten to Year 10 (students aged four+ 

to 16) are: 

• personal 

• linguistic  

• rational  

• kinaesthetic, and  

• creative. 

3 Thinking Skills  

Thinking skills are identified as a priority in the Essential Learnings, and ‘across the 

whole curriculum’.  The Executive Director of Curriculum Standards and Support in 

the Tasmanian Department of Education explained: 

 

Our students need to be able to deal with complex new ways of 

communicating. They need the capacity to effectively use constructive thinking 

in all aspects of personal and work life. The skills of problem framing and 

solving, teamwork and independent learning are amongst the new essentialsix. 

 

One of the purposes of education in Tasmania is ‘learning to think, know and 

understand’.  This purpose promotes ‘the application of knowledge to new situations’ 

and ‘the capacity to make informed decisions’.  Learning to think, know and 

understand involves developing the ability to:  

• reason  

• think creatively  

• reflect on the essential questions of human existence  

• learn to challenge and question propositions and theories  

• develop understandings about the crucial role of language in thinking, and 

• develop critical thinking skills and the ability to differentiate between fact and 

opinionx. 
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Thinking skills have two key elements: enquiry and reflective thinking.  Students who 

are becoming enquiring and reflective build skills in reasoning, questioning, decision-

making and problem solving thinkers, and demonstrate:  

• persistence  

• flexibility  

• taking responsibility  

• taking carexi.   

3.1 Enquiry Skills 

Enquiry skills include:  

• posing questions 

• defining problems 

• gathering and evaluating information 

• exploring possibilities and reaching conclusions.  

 

Teachers promote enquiry by:  

• stimulating students’ curiosity  

• challenging existing ideas  

• modelling approaches to problem solving.  

 

Across the State, student standards in enquiry skills are beginning to be assessed and 

reported uponxii.  The key outcome of thinking enquiry is that learners understand the 

process of enquiry and use appropriate techniques for posing questions, defining 

problems, processing and evaluating data, drawing conclusions and flexibly applying 

findings to further learning and to creating new solutions. 

 

Expectations for student achievement from approximately four years of age to 16 

years of age are described for thinking enquiry by the following five draft standards: 

 

Standard 1: understands how to solve problems in deliberate ways by using 

observation and questioning to guide action. 

Standard 2: understands that investigations need to be conducted through logical 

processes for collecting information, drawing conclusions and arriving at solutions. 
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Standard 3: understands how to use appropriate strategies to identify relevant 

questions and plan and carry out investigations. 

Standard 4: understands the processes of issues identification, data collection, 

selection of strategies, evaluation of findings and creation of solutions. 

Standard 5: understands how to design and conduct multifaceted investigations 

through deliberate research, drawing on the understanding processes and skills 

derived from disciplines and reflecting upon the quality of conclusions and 

methodologies usedxiii.  Further information is provided in Appendix 2. 

3.2  Reflective Thinking Skills 

Reflective thinking involves students’ ‘looking at their ideas and beliefs as they 

attempt to reach a conclusion or solution’.  The aim of reflective thinking skills is that 

when students talk about their own thinking they learn to ‘see different perspectives 

and respect others’ views’ and that they ‘discover how they learn best and use this 

understanding when they plan future enquiry’xiv.  

 

The key outcome of reflective thinking is an understanding that:  

  

reflective thinking is a deliberate process, affected by emotions and 

motivations, and that it is used to develop and refine ideas and beliefs and to 

explore different and new perceptions. 

 

Expectations for student achievement from approximately four years of age to 16 

years of age are described for reflective thinking by the following five standards: 

 

Standard 1: understands how to use simple strategies that assist in organising 

thoughts, and how to modify their own actions in the light of reflection. 

Standard 2: understands that they can solve problems in ways that are particular to 

them or their group, and can use tools provided. 

Standard 3: understands how to use particular thinking and problem solving 

strategies, recognising that emotions, motivations and beliefs of themselves and others 

influence the process of making choices. 
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Standard 4: understands how to choose from a range of thinking strategies and use 

them to solve problems, make personal and group decisions and evaluate their 

effectiveness. 

Standard 5: understands how to deliberately select and apply thinking strategies to 

the consideration of alternative perceptions and value positions, and evaluate the 

quality of personal choices about such issuesxv.  Further information is provided in 

Appendix 2. 

3.3  Post-year 10 (16+) Review 

The Post-year 10 Curriculum Review Report states that ‘content or information driven 

curricula are seen as less appropriate to contemporary society’.  The review suggests 

that ‘higher-order thinking’ is vital to personal success and effective communities, 

and is essential in dealing with the complex problems facing individuals and society 

in the information age.  Higher-order thinking skills include: 

• the ability of individuals to think flexibly and creatively and to manage their 

learning throughout life  

• the creation and transmission of information  

• the capacities to locate, synthesise, evaluate and apply knowledge xvi.  

4 Learning Skills  

Learning skills, or ‘learning to learn’, is one of Tasmania’s ‘purposes of education’. 

This purpose:  

  

stimulates curiosity, encourages a love of learning and a desire to continue 

learning throughout life. It involves developing high-level literacy and 

numeracy skills, together with the ability to acquire, transform and convey 

information; developing confidence in the ability to learn; and developing the 

personal qualities of motivation, self-discipline and commitment to continuing 

learningxvii. 

 

Learning throughout life is a vital part of this purpose, and the Tasmanian Department 

of Education report Learning Together states that ‘each individual must have the 
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foundations of a general education to be an effective lifelong learner’xviii.  Lifelong 

learning skills include:  

• literacy  

• numeracy  

• IT  

• problem solving, and 

• the capacity to work with others. 

 

Literacy and numeracy are viewed as particularly important, as the Commonwealth 

Government regards literacy and numeracy as core skills that are essential pre-

conditions for economic success in society, and is of the opinion that there is a causal 

relationship between the acquisition of key skills and successful progress through 

schooling.  It consequently promised to ensure 100 per cent literacy among all eight-

year-olds by the end of 2005.  Literacy, numeracy and IT skills are also included 

within the skill of communication (see section 5). 

4.1  Literacy 

Being literate involves working with words and pictures to ‘create, use and make 

sense of print communication’.  The following skills are included in literacy:  

• reading  

• writing  

• conversing  

• listening  

• viewing critically. 

 

Literate students are able to: ‘create, use and evaluate spoken, written and visual 

forms’.  In doing this they show ‘understanding of different content, purposes and 

audiences, and of conventional ways of communicating meaning’xix.  

 

Across the State, student standards in being literate are assessed and reported.  The 

key outcome of being literate is that children ‘understand, use and critically evaluate 

non-verbal, spoken, visual and print communication practices of the world in which 
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they live’.  Expectations for student achievement from approximately four years of 

age to 16 years of age are described for literacy by the following five standards: 

 

Standard 1: understands some of the ways that communication works and how non-

verbal, spoken, written and visual forms carry messages. 

Standard 2: understands how to use basic structures, features and strategies to 

communicate in a variety of contexts for a range of purposes. 

Standard 3: understands how to select and use communications for different 

audiences, purposes and contexts. 

Standard 4: understands how to construct and deconstruct communications designed 

for particular effects. 

Standard 5: understands the sophisticated ways in which communications may be 

varied and combined to fulfil a range of requirements for learning, life and workxx.  

Further information is provided in Appendix 2. 

4.2 Numeracy 

Numeracy is the use of mathematical knowledge and skills, intuition and experience 

in real- life situations.  In Tasmania, students learn to be numerate through:  

• observation  

• practical experience  

• investigation  

• talking  

• listening  

• problem solvingxxi.  

 

Across the State, student standards in being numerate are assessed and reported.  The 

key outcome of being numerate is that students ‘understand and have the confidence 

and disposition to use the mathematical concepts and skills required to meet the 

demands of life’.  Expectations for student achievement from approximately four to 16 

years of age are described for numeracy by the following five standards: 

 

Standard 1: understands that mathematical language and ideas can be used to 

describe situations encountered through play and interaction with the environment. 
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Standard 2: understands how to purposefully use and explain informal ways of 

thinking and acting mathematically in familiar situations. 

Standard 3: understands how to explore, refine and communicate more effective 

ways of thinking and acting mathematically in familiar situations. 

Standard 4: understands how to consistently select and justify effective mathematical 

strategies and choose the most effective strategy for communicating information and 

solving problems in a variety of situations. 

Standard 5: understands how and when to use mathematical ideas effectively and 

critically when interpreting and communicating information and solving problems 

encountered in lifexxii.  Further information is provided in Appendix 2. 

4.3  Information Literacy 

Being information literate refers to dealing with information from such sources as: 

• books  

• signs  

• notes  

• television  

• video  

• photos  

• computers, and 

• the Internet.  

 

The Department of Education states that, in a time of ‘rapid technological change’, 

students must have the skills to ‘use information technologies to expand their 

personal and vocational lifestyle choices’xxiii.   

 

The key outcome of being information literate is that students ‘understand how to 

effectively access, interpret, transform, create, communicate, evaluate and manage 

information in ethical ways, using a range of sources.’  Expectations for student 

achievement from approximately four to 16 years of age are described for information 

literacy by the following five standards: 
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Standard 1: understands that interesting, entertaining and useful information can be 

obtained and generated through communication technologies, and begins to exp lore 

technology in appropriate ways. 

Standard 2: understands that there is a range of information sources and technology 

tools for specific purposes. Selects and responsibly uses appropriate information and 

technology tools to meet learning needs. 

Standard 3: understands why information is useful and valuable and why it should be 

used responsibly. Locates, organises and synthesises information and uses technology 

tools to create a product which effectively communicates their understanding. 

Standard 4: understands how to use advanced search techniques and critically 

evaluate information sources. Structures and manages personal collections of 

information. Synthesises information and creatively uses it and technology in 

responsible and ethical ways. 

Standard 5: understands own information needs. Uses technology as a tool to solve 

problems. Critically, collaboratively and ethically engages in local and global learning 

communities. Applies prior understandings to effectively use new software and 

hardware toolsxxiv.  Further information is provided in Appendix 2. 

5 Personal Skills  

Personal skills, or ‘learning to relate, participate and care’, is one of Tasmania’s 

‘purposes of education’. This purpose:  

 

develops skills and values for active participation in our democratic society 

and promotes understanding about interdependence. It involves developing 

communication and social skills, mutual understanding and cooperation, 

respect for others and care for the environment; nurturing good personal 

relationships and a sense of community at the local, national and global level 

in the interests of building a healthy, cohesive societyxxv. 

 

Two of the Essential Learning Areas involve personal skills: communication and 

personal futures. 
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5.1  Communication 

One of the Essential Learnings is communication.  This is concerned with: 

• conveying meaning from one person to another  

• understanding how we represent ideas, experiences and things using letters 

and pictures, gesture, body language, talk, shapes and numbers.  

 

Students communicate using written and spoken words, numbers and art forms such 

as dance, drama, music, drawing and painting.  Students who communicate well 

appreciate and use these various formsxxvi. 

 

There are four key elements which make up the Communication Essential Learning 

Area: 

• being literate (see 4.1) 

• being numerate (see 4.2) 

• being information literate (see 4.3) and  

• being arts literate. 

5.2  Personal Futures 

This Essential Learning aims to help learners to live fulfilling lives, to make wise 

choices and to shape their own futures.  Students learn about the physical, emotional, 

mental, social and spiritual aspects of health and about the difficult moral and ethical 

decisions they may face.  The aim is to develop in students a sense of identity and to 

help students to acquire skills in living and working with other peoplexxvii.  

 

The four key elements of this Essential Learning Area are:  

• building and maintaining identity and relationships  

• maintaining wellbeing 

• being ethical, and  

• creating and pursuing goals. 

 

The key outcomes of personal futures are for students to: 
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• understand the ways in which heredity, culture, community and personal 

choice shape identity and relationships, and are able to build and maintain 

resilient, productive relationships 

• understand the interdependence of the physical, mental, emotional, social and 

spiritual dimensions of wellbeing and know how to make wise choices and 

contribute positively to the overall wellbeing of self and others 

• understand that to be ethical requires caring about the consequences of actions 

of self and others and that the quality of ethical judgements is based upon 

reasoning and the application of ethical principles 

• understand how to create, set and review goals for life and how to work with 

others to achieve own and shared goalsxxviii. 

6 Conclusion 

The compulsory curriculum in Tasmania has recently undergone reform to meet the 

demands of a knowledge society and technology driven economy, and the post-year 

10 (16+) curriculum is currently under review.  Throughout the curriculum, at all 

phases, skills receive emphasis through the Essential Learnings Framework which 

promotes thinking, communicating, personal futures, social responsibility and world 

futures.  Skills are also promoted in the curriculum’s key competencies and key 

capabilities.  Although these skills are embedded within the curriculum, a number are 

assessed, including enquiry skills, reflective thinking skills, literacy, numeracy, and 

information literacy.  
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QUEENSLAND (AUSTRALIA) 

1 Country Background 

Compulsory primary education in Queensland covers children in Years 1 to 7, aged 

six to 12/13 years; the lower secondary phase covers Years 8 to 10, 13+- to 15/16-

year-olds.  

 

Although individual States and Territories have responsibility for education, in most 

States and Territories nationally developed Statements and Profiles provide a common 

basis for curriculum development.  Statements and Profiles are used in conjunction 

with school and system policies and serve as a reference point for the design of 

resource materials for schools, including materials for professional development.  The 

Statements and Profiles cover eight broad Key Learning Areas (KLAs):  

• the arts  

• English  

• health and physical education (HPE)  

• languages other than English (LOTE)  

• mathematics  

• science  

• studies of society and the environment (SOSE) 

• technology.  

 

These eight KLAs combine with a number of integrative elements called cross-

curricular priorities; these are literacy, numeracy, future perspectives and lifeskills.  

 

A four-year curriculum research trial was completed in Queensland during the period 

January 2001 – January 2005.  Entitled the 'New Basics', the trial involved 38 schools, 

which piloted four new curriculum clusters – life pathways and social futures; 

multiliteracies and communications media; active citizenship; and environments and 

technologies – as 'organisers of the curriculum'.  The New Basics are cross-curricular 

(Queensland refers to them as 'transdisciplinary') and encompass, amongst others, the 

eight nationally-agreed Key Learning Areas. 
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2 Skills Overview 

The Queensland Government defines skills as the ‘ability to perform a particular 

mental or physical activity that may be developed by training or practice’i.  Skills are 

integrated within the Queensland curriculum in all phases of education.  At all levels 

of compulsory education there are cross-curricular priorities including literacy, 

numeracy, future perspectives and lifeskills.  In the primary phase (six- to 13-year-

olds), literacy and numeracy are regarded as particular key skills and, in lower 

secondary education (13- to 16-year-olds), a list of six key skills is identified: 

• language and communication 

• mathematics 

• scientific and technological understanding 

• cultural understanding 

• problem solving 

• personal and interpersonal characteristics.   

 

Skills are not viewed as components of only certain school subjects or Key Learning 

Areas, but as ‘essential elements of an overall process of developing a set of strategies 

to use for personal life pathways’ii.  The Queensland Government groups skills into 

three categories: basic skills, generic skills, and key competencies. 

2.1  Basic Skills 

The Queensland Government defines a basic skill as a ‘fundamental skill that is the 

basis of later learning or is essential for employment’iii. 

2.2  Generic Skills 

The Queensland Government defines a generic skill as ‘a skill that is not specific to 

work in a particular occupation or industry, but is important for work, education and 

life generally’iv.  The Government lists the following skills as examples of generic 

skills:  

• communication  

• mathematical  

• organisational  

• computer literacy 
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• interpersonal competence 

• analytical skills. 

2.3  Key Competencies 

In 1991 The Finn Report identified six key areas of competence which were 

subsequently developed by the Mayer committee (1992) into seven key competencies.  

Key competencies are defined as ‘any of several generic skills or competencies 

considered essential for people to participate effectively in the workforce’v.  Key 

competencies apply to work generally, rather than being specific to work in a 

particular occupation or industry.  Regarded as applicable to all levels of education, 

the key competencies are the ability to: 

• collect, analyse and organise information 

• communicate ideas and information 

• plan and organise own activities 

• work effectively with others and in teams 

• use mathematical ideas and techniques 

• solve problems and  

• use technology.  

2.4  Skills Assessments 

Performance is assessed in the key competencies (see above), and in literacy and 

numeracy in Years 3, 5 and 7, in accordance with national benchmark standards.  

Since 2006, the Senior Certificate (taken by students around the age of 18) has also 

included learning and achievement in skills for lifelong learning.  

 

Students wishing to gain a Tertiary Entrance score/statement for consideration for 

admission to higher education must take the Queensland Core Skills Test (QCS Test).  

This is an external cross-curriculum test, which is centrally-set and administered 

State-wide under standardised conditions.  

 

The QCS Test assesses achievement in 49 common curriculum elements, which have 

been identified as underpinning senior curricula, being testable, and being within the 

learning experiences of a high proportion of students.  QCS Tests usually comprise 
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multiple-choice testing, a short-response item paper which may require candidates to 

respond in a variety of ways (for example, by writing a paragraph of exposition or 

explanation, constructing a graph, compiling results in tabular form or sketching a 

diagram), and a writing task which tests expressive and productive skills used in 

composing an extended piece (about 600 words) of continuous prose in the genre of 

the student's choice.  Students experience a variety of stimulus material such as prose 

passages, poetry, graphs, tables, maps, mathematical and scientific data, cartoons and 

reproductions of works of art.  The common curriculum elements tested are: 

• recognising letters, words and other symbols  

• finding material in an indexed collection  

• recalling/remembering  

• interpreting the meaning of words or other symbols  

• interpreting the meaning of pictures/illustrations  

• interpreting the meaning of tables or diagrams or maps or graphs  

• translating from one form to another  

• using correct spelling, punctuation, grammar  

• using vocabulary appropriate to a context  

• summarising/condensing written text  

• compiling lists/statistics  

• recording/noting data  

• compiling results in a tabular form  

• graphing  

• calculating with or without calculator  

• estimating numerical magnitude  

• approximating a numerical value  

• substituting in formulae  

• setting out/presenting/arranging/displaying  

• structuring/organising extended written text  

• structuring/organising a mathematical argument  

• explaining to others  

• expounding a viewpoint  

• empathising  

• comparing, contrasting  
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• classifying  

• interrelating ideas/themes/issues  

• reaching a conclusion which is necessarily true provided a given set of 

assumptions is true  

• reaching a conclusion which is consistent with a given set of assumptions  

• inserting an intermediate between members of a series  

• extrapolating  

• applying strategies to trial and test ideas and procedures  

• applying a progression of steps to achieve the required answer  

• generalising from information  

• hypothesising  

• criticising  

• analysing  

• synthesising  

• judging/evaluating  

• creating/composing/devising  

• justifying  

• perceiving patterns  

• visualising and identifying shapes in two and three dimensions  

• searching and locating items/information  

• observing systematically  

• gesturing  

• manipulating/operating/using equipment  

• sketching/drawingvi.  

3 Thinking Skills  

In Queensland, thinking skills are emphasised both from the national and state level.  

At national level, problem solving is one of the key competencies; whilst at state level 

critical analysis has been identified as a new skill for students in the future.  

 

This is mirrored at the post-compulsory level in Queensland.  The State recently 

published a White Paper on Education and Training Reforms for 15- to 17-year-olds, 

which stated: 
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The future of every young Queenslander depends very much on their ability to 

adapt to these changes, achieve high-level qualifications and continue 

learning throughout their lives. This means they must have strong foundations 

in skills such as critical thinking [and] problem solvingvii. 

3.1  Problem Solving 

At state level, problem solving is one of the six key skills specified for compulsory 

lower secondary education.  At national level, problem solving is one of the ‘key 

competencies’ applicable to all levels of education.  The Mayer committee stated that: 

 

Some of the essential attributes for successful participation in work are the 

capacities to frame questions, to identify the source and contexts in which 

problems arise and to work through dilemmas and ideas in a coherent way.viii 

 

The committee therefore proposed the competence of the ability to solve problems, 

which they defined as:  

 

The capacity to apply problem solving strategies in purposeful ways, both in 

situations where the problem and the desired solution are clearly evident and 

in situations requiring critical thinking and a creative approach to achieve an 

outcome.ix  

 

The ability to solve problems involves the skills of: 

• clarifying and framing problems 

• achieving appropriate completion 

• anticipating problems, sources and contexts 

• evaluating outcomes and processes. 

 

There are three levels of performance for this competence.  At level one, the primary 

focus is responsiveness; at level two it is processes; and at level three the primary 

focus is anticipation and judgementx. 
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3.2  Critical Analysis 

The State Department of Education in Queensland has published a vision for 

education in 2010.  In this, the State identifies that the ‘proliferation and 

untrustworthiness of a globalised information environment will require new skills of 

critical analysis for students’.  This is in order to sharpen students ‘awareness about 

new economies, other nations and cultures and to develop more cosmopolitan 

identities’xi. 

4 Learning Skills  

In Queensland’s vision for education in 2010, the State Department of Education 

reports that:  

 

Schools will need to help students develop the skills and knowledge for the 

knowledge economy, lay the foundations for lifelong learning and ensure that 

students reach their optimal potential. Initiative is a critical area of skill for 

the futurexii. 

 

The Queensland school curriculum is designed to assist students to become lifelong 

learners and to develop the valued attributes of a lifelong learner.  The Department of 

Education defines a lifelong learner as: 

• a knowledgeable person with deep understanding  

• a complex thinker  

• a creative person  

• an active investigator  

• an effective communicator  

• a participant in an interdependent world  

• a reflective and self-directed learnerxiii. 

 

At a national level, three of the ‘key competencies’ (applicable to all levels of 

education) are related to learning skills:  

• the ability to collect, analyse and organise information 

• the ability to use mathematical ideas and techniques 

• the ability to use technology. 
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4.1  The Ability to Collect, Analyse and Organise Information 

The Mayer committee reported that, in recent years, there has been an ‘information 

explosion’.  This has resulted in information dominating ‘across the spectrum of work 

and life’.  The committee stated that ‘the process for gathering and managing 

information are now more important to effective participation in work and education 

than any time in history’.  In response, the committee proposed the competence of 

collecting, analysing and organising information, which it defined as: 

 

The capacity to locate information, sift and sort information in order to select 

what is required and present it in a useful way, and evaluate both the 

information itself and the sources and methods used to obtain it.xiv 

 

Collecting, analysing and organising information involves the skills of: 

• responding to the purpose of information, the nature of the source and the 

audience 

• applying access and retrieval techniques and principles 

• analysing and organising information 

• evaluating quality and validity of information. 

 

There are three levels of performance for this competence.  At level one, the primary 

focus is the retrieval and reporting of specific information.  At level two, it is the 

management of information within a broader work process.  And, at level three, the 

primary focus is the establishment and application of principles that underpin 

information retrieval and organisation.xv 

4.2 Numeracy and Literacy 

At state level, mathematics is one of the six key skills specified for compulsory lower 

secondary education, and both literacy and numeracy are cross-curricular priorities.  

Nationally, numeracy and literacy are seen as ‘essential pre-conditions for economic 

success in society’ and are defined as core skills by the national Government, 

particularly in the primary phase (six- to 13-year-olds).  The national Government is 

of the opinion that there is a causal relationship between the acquisition of these skills 

and successful progress through schooling.  It consequently promised to ensure 100 
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per cent literacy among all eight-year-olds by the end of 2005.  In addition, the 

National Goals for Schooling in the Twenty-First Century emphasise the skills of 

literacy and numeracy.xvi 

 

In 1992, the Mayer committee stated that: 

 

In the contemporary world, the use of mathematical ideas and techniques is an 

important part of the functioning of organisations…consequently, there is a 

demand for the use of mathematical ideas and techniques by a broader range 

of people.xvii 

 

The committee therefore proposed the competence of using mathematical ideas and 

techniques, which they defined as ‘the capacity to use mathematical ideas, such as 

number and space, and techniques, such as estimation and approximation, for 

practical purposes’.  This involves the skills of: 

• clarifying the purpose and objectives of activities 

• selecting mathematical ideas and techniques 

• applying mathematical procedures and techniques 

• judging the level of precision and accuracy needed 

• interpretation and evaluation of solutions. 

 

There are three levels of performance for this competence.  At level one, the primary 

focus is the efficient and reliable use of mathematical techniques in situations that are 

clearly defined.  At level two, the primary focus is the sequencing and application of 

mathematical techniques in situations that require the selection of appropriate 

methods.  And, at level three, the primary focus is the selection, sequencing and 

application of mathematical techniques in situations where the best strategy requires 

the evaluation and adaptation of the method and solution.xviii 

4.3  The Ability to Use Technology 

In Queensland’s vision for education in 2010, the State Department of Education 

reports that ‘information technology is the technical construct of the knowledge 

economy.  Students will need basic skills in information technology to transact 
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business and to work in the future’xix.  Scientific and technological understanding is 

one of the six key skills specified for compulsory lower secondary education by the 

State Department of Education. 

 

Nationally, the Mayer committee stated that ‘in personal daily life competence in the 

use of technology reflects some of the basics of living independently’.  The committee 

therefore proposed the competence of using technology, which it defined as: 

 

The capacity to apply technology, combining the physical and sensory skills 

needed to operate equipment with the understanding of scientific and 

technological principles needed to explore and adapt systems.xx 

 

The ability to use technology involves the skills of: 

• interpretation and use of the goals of using technology 

• using scientific and technological principles and practices 

• using technology in a socially and ethically responsible way 

• accommodating surrounding environs and personal physical capacity. 

 

There are three levels of performance for this competence.  At level one, the primary 

focus is the use of technological equipment and materials, and application of the 

related knowledge base.  At level two, the primary focus broadens to include being 

able to configure and manage a series of operations into a process, while at level three 

it further broadens to include being able to adapt a system of technological principles 

and ideas to a new situation.xxi 

5 Personal Skills 

Communication skills and lifeskills both feature in the Queensland curriculum. 

5.1  Communication Skills 

Communication skills are regarded as important at all levels of education.  In 2004, 

the Queensland Department of Education stated that: 
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To participate effectively in the global village as well as in the ever-increasing 

number of cosmopolitan pockets in Australia requires skills of communicating 

across different cultural and language groups. This requires an understanding 

of, and basic means for, communicating with people from many communities 

and cultures - local and global, face-to-face, in selected languages, and with 

sensitivity to their needs and practices.xxii  

 

Language and communication skills are one of the six key skills specified for 

compulsory lower secondary education by the State Department of Education. 

 

Communication skills were also identified as a key competency by the Mayer 

Committee, which stated that the ability to communicate ideas and information was 

the ‘foundation for further education and lifelong learning’.  The committee defined 

this competence as ‘the capacity to communicate effectively with others using a range 

of spoken, written, graphic and other non-verbal means of expression’xxiii . 

 

The ability to communicate ideas and information involves the skills of: 

• identifying and responding to audiences and purposes of communication 

• selecting forms and styles 

• conveying intended meanings 

• revising and correcting information. 

 

There are three levels of performance for this competence.  At level one, the primary 

focus is communicating certain established and predetermined forms and styles such 

as speech or writing.  At level two, the primary focus is on communicating in 

situations and to audiences where there are a number of formal and stylistic options or 

choices.  And, at level three, the primary focus is on the ability to use, adapt and 

transfer communicative forms and modes to meet a variety of demands.xxiv 

 

Closely related to this competence, are the key competences of planning and 

organising activities, and working effectively with others and in teams. 
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5.2  Lifeskills 

Lifeskills are one of Queensland cross-curricular priorities.  Lifeskills are founded on 

an assumption that there are at least four interrelated and interdependent life roles that 

are fundamental to the life situations and experiences of people.  The life roles are 

identified as: 

• growing and developing as an individual 

• living with and relating to other people 

• managing resources 

• receiving from and contributing to local, state, national and global 

communities. 

 

It is possible to identify at least four sets of lifeskills with particular knowledge, 

practices and dispositions associated with the four life roles identified above.  These 

are: 

• personal development skills 

• social skills 

• self-management skills 

• citizenship skillsxxv. 

6 Conclusion  

In Queensland, skills are integrated in the curriculum through cross-curricular 

priorities, basic skills, generic skills, and key competencies (at all levels of the 

curriculum), and key skills (at the lower secondary phase).  This range of measures 

aims to ensure that young people develop a set of strategies to use for personal life 

pathways, particularly in the context of a knowledge economy.  The skills include: 

problem solving, critical analysis, lifelong learning, managing information, literacy 

and numeracy (emphasised at the primary phase), technological literacy, 

communication, and lifeskills.  Skills are regularly assessed, particularly at the end of 

upper secondary education when Queensland Core Skills (QCS) Tests determine 

admission to higher education. 
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DENMARK 

1 Country Background 

The Danish education system consists of three levels: basic school, youth education 

and higher education.  Of these, only basic education is compulsory.  This starts in the 

year of a child's seventh birthday and lasts for nine years.  The compulsory education 

obligation can be fulfilled by ensuring a child receives instruction through:  

• the municipal Folkeskole 

• a private school, or 

• home tuition. 

 

The majority (around 87 per cent) of young people attend the Folkeskole.  This is a 

nine-year comprehensive school.  Children often remain in the same class together 

throughout the entire course of schooling, and are usually taught by the same teachers.  

The following subjects are compulsory for all students: 

 

• Danish 

• Christian studies  during the entire nine-year period 

• PE and sport  

• mathematics  

• music   from the 1st to the 6th year 

• science   

• geography  in the 7th and the 9th years  

• biology   in the 7th to 9th year 

• physics/chemistry  

• art – from the 1st to the 5th year 

• history – from the 3rd to the 9th year 

• English – from the 3rd to the 9th year  

• social studies – from the 8th to the 9th year  

• textile design, wood/metalwork and home economics – for one or more years 

between the 4th and 7th yeari.   
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In 1993, the Danish Parliament adopted a new Act on the Folkeskole, which led to 

reform.  This Act was based on more than 8000 local innovation and development 

projects carried out over a four-year period.  One of the decisive objectives underlying 

the reform was to strike a balance between the individual and the community and 

between subject specific and general education. ii   Upper secondary education has also 

recently undergone reforms; these began to take effect in 2005. 

2 Skills Overview 

In Denmark skills are generally embedded in curriculum subjects.  The identity of a 

course is defined through a number of objectives, which describe the subject specific 

expertise and skills which make up the course content. iii  However, Denmark’s 

education system is in a period of reform and the initiative ‘Better Institutions for 

Better Education’ recommends that: ‘teachers must to a greater extent focus on the 

teaching of the individual pupil and on those skills which the individual pupil should 

acquire through his or her course of education’iv.  

 

As part of the current education reforms, skills have been closely aligned with the aim 

of developing students’ entrepreneurial potential which, according to the Danish 

Ministry of Education’s ‘Better Education Action Plan’, is ‘to be found within all 

groups of pupils, at all levels and within all programmes’.v  

 

In 2004 the Danish Ministry of Education, in cooperation with the Ministry of 

Science, Technology and Innovation, published a report entitled ‘Innovation, 

Entrepreneurship and a Culture of Independence in the Danish Education System’ 

(referred to as the ‘Innovation Strategy’ for the remainder of this document).  This 

report stated that: 

  

Denmark must become part of the European elite in entrepreneurship. 

Enterprise and innovation are essential to maintaining and improving 

Denmark’s position in the global market and the global community. To fulfil 

this aim, we need to further develop Denmark’s culture of independence and 

entrepreneurship. The education system is central to this developmentvi. 
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In order to meet this goal, a strategy is being developed, which will be implemented at 

both compulsory and upper secondary education level, focusing on ‘developing 

personal qualities such as creativity, inventiveness and independent problem solving 

skills’vii. 

 

The Entrepreneurship Chain: A strategy for implementing entrepreneurship in 

the education systemviii 

 
 

The strategy is a general framework for promoting innovation and entrepreneurship.  

It is to be used to coordinate across various education programmes.  Implementation 

will reflect the progression in the level of skills and qualifications students need to 

acquire in the course of their education.  At the primary and lower secondary (basic 

compulsory) level, implementation will focus on personal skills (see section 5).  At 

the upper secondary level, implementation will primarily concentrate on the areas of 

thinking and learning skills (see sections 3 and 4 below). 

3 Thinking Skills 

In the publication ‘New Structure of the Danish Vocational Education and Training 

System’, the National Education Authority highlights the fact that ‘the underlying 

educational approach is shifting towards new types of education and training’ and 

that education should now be ‘aimed at problem solving techniques’ix.  The 

Innovation Strategy proposes the development of independent problem solving skills 

as a means of implementing this aim.  This is part of the current upper secondary 

reform programme, which states that innovation and entrepreneurship should be 
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included in all upper secondary school programmes, in order to develop students’ 

critical faculties.x  

4 Learning Skills 

In Denmark, learning skills are particularly emphasised at the upper secondary level 

(age 16+).  The Danish curriculum document for upper secondary education states 

that:  

 

 instruction must maintain and develop basic skills and must develop the 

 students’ skills in oral and written expression…as well as include information 

 technology and communication technology (IT)xi. 

 

Reform of upper secondary education will include the implementation of the 

Innovation Strategy (see section 3) and will ‘provide students with methodological 

competences in innovative and interdisciplinary processes’.  Reforms will focus on 

the following:  

• interaction between academic disciplines 

• strengthening of academic skills 

• developing new models for process evaluations and tests, and  

• creating optional subjects common to all education programmesxii. 

 

Also included in the reform will be the introduction of ‘international problems and 

perspectives… so that young people acquire the skills to succeed in an international 

world’.  In particular, foreign language skills are identified as prerequisites for 

internationalisationxiii. 

 

At the primary and lower secondary (compulsory) levels, the Innovation Strategy 

focuses on developing learning skills in students including:  

• the desire and ability to investigate 

• experimentation and invention, and  

• working in groupsxiv.  
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5 Personal Skills 

Personal skills have always been important in the Danish education system.  One of 

the general objectives of the Folkeskole is that it:  

 

shall – in cooperation with .. parents – further .. pupils' acquisition of 

knowledge, skills, working methods and ways of expressing themselves and 

thus contribute to the all-round personal development of the individual pupilxv. 

 

At present, the Danish education system is, to an increasing extent, focusing on the 

need for so-called key qualifications, which the Danish Ministry of Education 

exemplifies as ‘broad personal qualifications’.  The Ministry of Education has begun 

to focus on teaching and working methods to further develop these areas.  The ‘broad 

personal qualifications’ include skills in: 

• cooperation 

• communication  

• creativity, and 

• independencexvi.  

 

Of these skills, the one which receives most prominence is communication.  This, 

along with language and culture skills, is seen as a prerequisite for internationalisation 

(see section 4), as well as for general social and cultural life:  

 

in society…in social and cultural life there is a growing demand for broad 

qualifications such as communication skills…which by and large means an 

ability to get on on one's own in a more and more complex worldxvii. 

6 Conclusion 

Denmark is currently undergoing curriculum reform to introduce more skills to 

develop students’ entrepreneurial potential in order to maintain and improve the 

country’s position in the global market.  In Denmark, entrepreneurial skills include 

problem solving, foreign languages, and communication which, although embedded 

in curriculum subjects, are receiving an increased focus.  Entrepreneurial skills are 

being encouraged during all phases of education, although personal skills receive a 
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greater emphasis in the primary and lower secondary (compulsory) phase, whilst 

thinking and learning skills are emphasised in the upper secondary phase.  Due to 

their integration, skills are not assessed as stand-alone requirements. 
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FINLAND 

1 Country Background 

In Finland, basic education is compulsory from seven to sixteen years of age, and its 

completion in comprehensive school takes nine years.  The objective of basic 

education is to:  

 

support pupils’ growth towards humanity and ethically responsible 

membership of society, and to provide them with the knowledge and skills 

necessary in life. 

 

The instruction shall promote equality in society and the pupils’ abilities to 

participate in education and to otherwise develop themselves during their lives 

(Basic Education Act 628/1998)i. 

 

The curriculum for compulsory education includes the following subjects as a 

minimum:  

• mother tongue and literature (Finnish or Swedish)  

• the other national language (Swedish or Finnish)  

• foreign languages  

• environmental studies  

• civics  

• religion or ethics  

• history  

• social studies  

• mathematics  

• physics  

• chemistry  

• biology  

• geography  

• physical education  

• music  
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• visual arts  

• craft  

• home economics. 

 

According to the General Upper Secondary Schools Decree (16+), students' 

knowledge and skills in each subject or subject group are assessed by an individual 

student’s teacher or, should there be several teachers, jointly by the teachers 

concernedii.  

1.1 New Framework Curriculum 

The National Board of Education has recently confirmed a new framework curriculum 

for nine-year compulsory comprehensive education.  This national framework 

curriculum forms the basis for local curricula, which are usually drawn up by 

municipalities.  The new upper secondary school framework curriculum (for students 

aged 16+) was adopted simultaneously in all Finnish upper secondary schools on 1 

August 2005iii.   

 

The new curriculum for compulsory education is expected to be operational by 1 

August 2006. 

2 Skills Overview 

There are seven cross-curricular themes in compulsory level education.  These are: 

• growth as a person  

• cultural identity and internationalism  

• media skills and communication  

• participatory citizenship and entrepreneurship  

• responsibility for the environment, well-being and a sustainable future  

• safety and traffic  

• technology and the individualiv. 

 

The new national core curriculum stresses the development of the student’s life 

management skills and learning skillsv.  The new curriculum framework has been 

formulated on the basis of a conception of learning as an ‘individual and community 
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process of building knowledge and skills’vi.  In addition to new knowledge and skills, 

both learning and work habits are to be included that will serve as tools of lifelong 

learning.  In all its forms, learning is to be ‘an active and goal-oriented process that 

includes independent or collective problem solving’vii. 

3 Thinking Skills  

Thinking skills are present in the core curriculum in Finland through teaching and 

working methods that stress the development of cognitive skills.  Of the two main 

‘tasks’ of compulsory education in Finland, one of these relates explicitly to thinking 

skills – the development of skills for critical assessment viii.  

 

Critical assessment is viewed as particularly important in an information society.  In 

2003, when the Ministry of Education published its strategy for education for 2015, 

the publication included the importance of critical analysis skills in an ‘information 

society’ix.  Critical analysis is linked by the Ministry to the ability to ‘cull’ essential 

and relevant information.  In 2004, the Ministry stated that ‘care must be taken that 

education provides sufficient knowledge and skills for assessing information content… 

and for managing information flows’x. 

4 Learning Skills  

Learning skills are valued at all phases of education in Finland.  Lifelong learning 

skills feature in the aims and objectives of both compulsory education and upper 

secondary education.  Language and technology skills are also important aspects of 

the core curriculum. 

4.1  Lifelong Learning 

In 2000, the Ministry of Education declared that ‘it is increasingly important to guide 

pupils in learning to learn’xi.  The rationale for this is given in the Ministry’s 

‘Strategy for Education, Training and Research in the Information Society 2000-

2004’.  This states that: 

 

The increase and changes in the demand for knowledge and skills, the ageing 

of the work force, differences in educational levels between the generations, 

and the increasing proportion of senior citizens have emphasised the 
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importance of lifelong learning, which is why we need…development of 

learning skills and communicative competence during basic educationxii.  

 

Learning skills have always been important in Finland’s education system.  One of the 

objectives of general upper secondary education is to ‘support and provide the student 

with skills for lifelong learning and self-development’.  Finland’s curricula also 

support learning skills; the current core curriculum stresses that teaching and working 

methods should foster ‘readiness to learn and the development of… the skills to 

acquire and adapt information’xiii, whilst the new curriculum stresses the 

‘development of the pupil’s life management skills and learning skills’xiv.  Looking to 

the future, the Ministry of Education states:  

 

Education and learning environments will be developed to create a solid basis 

for lifelong learning and personal growth. This entails attention to the 

development of a positive world view and motivation for learning, as well as 

sufficient knowledge and learning skillsxv.  

4.2  Language Skills 

One of the subject specific skills detailed in the core curriculum is language skills, 

particularly at the upper secondary level (16+).  The Core Curriculum for Upper 

Secondary School, adopted in 1994, considers internationalisation as one of the key 

challenges for Finnish competence.  It emphasises knowledge of different cultures and 

diverse language skillsxvi.  

 

In the 2003-2008 Development Plan, the Ministry of Education stated that: 

 

The development of educational content will take account of the growing 

importance of international cooperation and increasing multiculturalism in 

Finnish society.xvii 

 

As a result, the new curriculum will pay special attention to ‘language and 

communication skills, tolerance, and knowledge about foreign cultures and 

mores’xviii. 
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4.3 Technology Skills 

Technology is one of the seven cross-curricular themes in compulsory education.  In 

the 2003-2008 Development Plan, the Ministry of Education stated that ‘inclusion in 

the information society requires that all citizens have access to technical devices and 

skills in their use’xix.  In the new curriculum, information technology skills will be 

incorporated in the curricula and practical operations of educational establishmentsxx. 

5 Personal Skills 

In Finland, education is used to promote cultural rights as well as knowledge and 

skills for active citizenship xxi.  Communication skills are also promoted as it is 

recognised that ‘natural, responsible interaction and the development of a communal 

spirit in different social environments require good interaction skills and a solid sense 

of one’s own personal strengths and values’xxii. 

5.1 Citizenship Skills 

Finland’s ‘Strategy for Education, Training and Research in the Information Society 

2000-2004’ includes a description of ‘Citizenship Skills in the Information Society’.  

This states that ‘in an information society, citizenship skills must meet the needs of a 

networking, constantly changing and internationalising way of life’.xxiii   These 

citizenship skills are: 

• technical skills 

• communication skills 

• skills in acquiring and using information 

• consumer skills, and 

• influence on information society policy. 

5.2 Communication Skills 

Communication skills are particularly important in the Finnish core curriculum and 

are a cross-curricular theme.  The importance of communication is highlighted within 

both language skills (see 4.2) and lifelong learning (see 4.1).  The Ministry of 

Education states that good communication skills are necessary in a society 

‘fragmented’ by divisions of work and specialisation, therefore ‘all occupations will 
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increasingly require language and communication skills, cooperation skills and 

creativity’xxiv.  

6 Conclusion  

A new curriculum is currently being introduced in Finland based around the 

emergence of an increasingly fragmented and information driven society.  This 

curriculum stresses the development of learning skills (which relates closely to the 

aims and values of the curriculum); however thinking and personal skills are also 

present in the curriculum for all phases of compulsory education.  The skills covered 

in these categories include: critical thinking, lifelong learning, language skills, 

technology skills, citizenship skills and communication skills.  All these skills, 

including language and technology skills, are embedded in subjects, and as such are 

not individually assessed. 
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HONG KONG 

1 Country Background 

In Hong Kong compulsory education lasts 11 years and comprises:  

• six years of primary education 

• three years of junior secondary education, and 

• two years of senior secondary education.  

 

The curriculum consists of eight Key Learning Areas (KLAs), nine generic skills, 70 

values and attitudes, and five essential learning experiences. 

 

The Hong Kong School Curriculumi 

 
 

This is a new curriculum and a timetable has been devised to progressively introduce 

reforms in primary and secondary education.  The purpose of the reform was to 

reinforce the development of the nine generic skills and five essential learning 

experiences.  
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1.1  Eight Key Learning Areas (KLAs) 

The eight Key learning Areas (KLAs) are: 

• Chinese language education  

• English language education  

• mathematics education  

• personal, social and humanities education  

• science education   

• technology education   

• arts education   

• physical educationii. 

 

In primary schools, general studies constitutes an additional Key Learning Area. iii 

1.2  Nine Generic Skills  

The nine generic skills, which are described in further detail throughout this report, 

are: 

• collaboration  

• communication  

• creativity 

• critical thinking  

• information technology  

• numeracy  

• problem solving  

• self–management 

• studyiv. 

1.3  Values and Attitudes 

There are 70 values and attitudes incorporated in the school curriculum.  These are 

divided into five main groups: 

• personal core values, such as ‘sanctity of life’ and ‘truth’ 

• personal sustaining values, including ‘self–esteem’ and ‘self–reflection’ 

• social core values, for example, ‘equality’ and ‘kindness’ 

• social sustaining values, such as ‘plurality’ and ‘due process of law’, and  
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• attitudes, such as ‘optimistic’ and ‘participatory’v. 

1.4 Five Essential Learning Experiences  

All students are also entitled to the five learning experiences that correspond to 

‘ethics, intellect, physique, social skills and aesthetics’.  The five learning experiences 

are: 

• moral and civic education  

• intellectual development 

• community service  

• physical and aesthetic deve lopment, and 

• career–related experiencesvi. 

2 Skills Overview 

2.1  Aims and Rationale 

The aims of the curriculum in Hong Kong emphasise the importance of skills: 

 

Aims of Education for the 21st Century 

To enable every person to attain all-round development according to his/her 

own attributes in the domains of ethics, intellect, physique, social skills and 

aesthetics, so that he/she is capable of lifelong learning, critical and 

exploratory thinking, innovating and adapting to change; filled with self-

confidence and a team spirit; willing to put forward continuing effort for the 

prosperity, progress, freedom and democracy of his/her society, and 

contribute to the future and wellbeing of the nation and the world at largevii.  

 

The rationale for this is explained in ‘Learning for Life, Learning Through Life’, the 

guidance booklet that accompanied recent reforms to Hong Kong’s education system. 

 

The world is undergoing fundamental changes, and Hong Kong is no 

exception. Globalisation and development of the knowledge based society 

have brought many opportunities as well as challenges to Hong Kong. In the 

social environment of the new era, adaptability, creativity, power of analysis, 
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judgement and abilities for self-learning, communication, organisation and 

cooperation are prerequisites for one to meet the requirements in life and at 

the work place. To cope with these changes, corresponding reforms must be 

made to the education system to enable students to develop their potentials 

and to lead to a rich life in a new centuryviii. 

2.2  Curriculum Reform 

The curriculum reforms placed an emphasis on both the processes and the products of 

learningix.  The Education Commission stated tha,t compared with the previous 

structure, ‘this new structure is more conducive to an overall enhancement in 

knowledge, ability and quality of our students to meet the needs of the community in 

the 21st century’x.  

2.3  Assessment of Skills  

The reforms reduced the number of public examinations, with a view to enabling 

students to spend more time on ‘enhancing their language proficiency and important 

generic skills’.  In addition, the focus of the revised public examinations process is on 

assessing ‘higher–order thinking, and the ability to acquire and apply basic concepts 

and knowledge’.xi 

 

The assessment authorities were requested to assess a wider range of knowledge and 

skills, including ‘hard to measure skills such as critical thinking, problem solving, 

teamwork and self-management’xii.  As a result, examination items are now designed 

to focus on assessing generic skills, high-order thinking and the integrative abilities of 

studentsxiii.  

 

Teachers use the assessments to find out what and how students think, to probe 

students’ higher-order thinking skills, and to assess their creativity and understanding 

of concepts rather than the ‘rote memorisation of facts’xiv. 

2.4  Generic Skills  

The nine generic skills (see 1.2), which the reforms reinforced, are viewed as 

‘fundamental to learning’xv.  The rationale for this is that the generic skills are 

‘fundamental in helping students to learn to acquire knowledge, construct knowledge 
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and apply knowledge to solve new problems’.  The skills are embedded in the 

curriculum and ‘are transferable from one learning situation to another’.  They are 

developed through a range of activities including:  

• learning and teaching in the context of different subjects or Key Learning 

Areas ( KLAs)  

• project learning 

• reading  

• interactive learning on the Internet, and  

• general studies for primary schools.xvi  

 

For the period 2001 – 2006, priority was placed on communication skills, critical 

thinking skills and creativityxvii.  

3 Thinking Skills  

Thinking skills receive the greatest emphasis in the secondary curriculum, the aims of 

which include ‘analytical and problem solving skills ’xviii.   Of the nine Generic Skills 

identified by the Curriculum Development Council (CDC), two of these are thinking 

skills: critical thinking and problem solving. 

3.1 Critical Thinking 

Critical thinking is identified by the CDC in the seven overall aims of the school 

curriculum (see 4.1).  The CDC explains that critical thinking ‘helps students to draw 

out meaning from given data or statements, generate and evaluate arguments, and 

make their own judgement ’xix.  Critical thinking is also one of the three Generic Skills 

which was prioritised for the period 2001 – 2006.  

3.2  Problem Solving 

In ‘Learning to Learn – The Way Forward in Curriculum Development’, the CDC 

stated that problem solving skills ‘help students to use thinking skills to resolve a 

difficulty and determine the best course of action’xx.  Problem solving is also one of 

the emphases of the reformed senior secondary curriculumxxi.  
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4 Learning Skills  

Although learning skills are not one of the nine priority Generic Skills, they are one of 

the CDC’s short-term targets for schools to ‘promote students’  independent learning 

capabilities to acquire and construct knowledge’xxii.  These targets were devised in 

order to meet the Seven Learning Goals, detailed below. 

4.1  Learning Goals 

Learning skills and language skills are two of the Seven Learning Goals that the CDC 

states students should be able to achieve in 10 years' time.  These Learning Goals are 

in line with the aims of education and the overall aims of the school curriculum.  

 

In this context, learning skills include:  

• critical thinking (see 3.1)   

• information technology  

• innumeracy, and   

• self-management xxiii. 
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Seven Learning Goalsxxiv 

 

4.2  Lifelong Learning 

Education reform in Hong Kong aims to shift school education ‘from transmission of 

knowledge to the development of attitudes and skills for lifelong learning’xxv.  The 

first goal of the Education and Manpower Bureau includes the requirement that 

‘students will acquire the necessary skills, knowledge and attitudes for lifelong 

learning’xxvi.  Lifelong learning is seen as closely related to ‘whole–person 

developmentxxvii’ and personal skills (see section 5).  The skills of lifelong learning are 

also prominent within the nine Generic Skills.  In ‘Learning to Learn – The Way 

Forward in Curriculum Development’, the CDC states that: 

 

Our overarching principle is to help students Learn to Learn, which involves 

developing their independent learning capabilities leading to whole–person 

development and life–long learning. It is hoped that these will result in an 

overall improvement in the quality of education. Broadly speaking, the means 

for bringing this about will include…the development of generic skillsxxviii.  

 

Of the nine Generic Skills, the largest proportion (four) are related to learning skills: 

creativity, information technology, numeracy, and study skills. 
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4.3  Creativity 

In ‘Learning to Learn – The Way Forward in Curriculum Development’,the CDC 

defined creative skills as ‘the ability to generate original ideas and solve problems 

appropriate to the contexts’xxix.  Creativity was a priority Generic Skill for 2001 – 

2006, and is identified as one of the emphases of the senior secondary curriculumxxx.  

4.4  Information Technology 

The CDC explains that ‘in an information age’ and a ‘digitised world’, information 

technology skills help students to ‘seek, absorb, analyse, manage and present 

information critically and intelligently’xxxi. 

4.5  Numeracy 

Numeracy skills help students to:  

• master basic computation in daily life  

• use basic mathematical concepts in practical situations  

• make reasonable estimates  

• understand and interpret graphs, charts, and dataxxxii. 

4.6 Study Skills  

Study skills help students to ‘develop good learning habits’, and the abilities and 

attitudes to ‘enjoy learning’.  They include skills such as ‘collecting’ and ‘processing’ 

informationxxxiii. 

5 Personal Skills  

Whole person development is emphasised throughout the curriculum in Hong Kong 

(see 4.2).  The overall aims of the school curriculum state that:  

 

the school curriculum should provide all students with essential lifelong 

learning experiences for whole-person development in the domains of ethics, 

intellect, physical development, social skills and aesthetics, according to 

individual potential, so that all students can become active, responsible and 

contributing members of society, the nation and the worldxxxiv.  
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Personal skills are included in both the nine Generic Skills and the five Essential 

Learning Experiences.  

5.1  Essential Learning Experiences 

All students are entitled to the five Essential Learning Experiences that correspond to 

‘ethics, intellect, physique, social skills and aesthetics’.  The aim of these experiences 

is to ‘foster whole-person development as stated in the aims of education’xxxv.  The 

five experiences comprise: 

• moral and civic education – developing personal character and interpersonal 

skills, respect for others, perseverance, and national identity 

• intellectual development – laying a firm foundation of knowledge and 

enjoyment in learning 

• community service – developing commitment and responsibility 

• physical and aesthetic development – leading to healthy living styles and an 

appreciation of aesthetic qualities 

• Career–related experiences – linking studies with career aspirations and job 

opportunitiesxxxvi. 

5.2  Generic Skills  

Of the nine Generic Skills, three are personal skills: collaboration, communication, 

and self-management.  

5.2.1  Collaboration Skills  

The CDC states that collaboration skills ‘help students to engage effectively in tasks 

and teamwork, and to benefit from collaborative relationships’xxxvii.  Collaboration 

skills include: 

• listening  

• appreciating, and  

• negotiating. 

 

5.2.2  Communication Skills  

Communication was one of the priorities of the reform proposals in 2000 and was one 

of the three priority Generic skills for 2001 – 2006xxxviii.  It is also one of the 
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emphases of the proposed senior secondary curriculumxxxix.  The CDC’s rationale for 

communication skills is that they ‘help students to interact with people and express 

their ideas effectively’xl. 

 

5.2.3  Self-management Skills  

Self-management skills help students to build up self–esteem and accomplish goals. 

They include preserving emotional stability and handling stressxli. 

6 Conclusion 

Hong Kong has recently undergone reform to reinforce the development of nine 

Generic Skills – collaboration, communication, creativity, critical thinking, 

information technology, numeracy, problem solving, self-management and study 

skills.  These skills have been introduced at every level of the curriculum, with the 

aim of helping young people cope with the changes brought about through 

globalisation and the knowledge based society.  The reforms to the curriculum have 

put skills at the heart of teaching, learning and assessment in Hong Kong.  Skills are 

not only embedded in the curriculum, but fundamental to it; encompassing the aims 

and values of education in the country.  
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HUNGARY 

1 Country Background 

Education in Hungary begins at age five to six and is compulsory until the age of 18.  

The system is essentially based on an ‘8 + 4 system’, that is, eight years of education 

in the general school (students aged six to 14), followed by four years of upper 

secondary education (aged 14 to 18+).  Some students do, however, leave general 

school at age 10 or 12 to move on to secondary education. 

 

Hungary has adopted a National Core Curriculum (NCC), which originally had two 

major parts: 

• A national core, setting curriculum frameworks, but leaving substantial 

responsibility and choice to teachers to define content consistent with the 

curriculum framework.  

• A school-based curriculum, developed by the teachers in each school. 

 

An additional level – between the National Core Curriculum (NCC) and the school-

based curriculum and comprising framework curricula – was introduced in 2000.  

Providing additional guidance to assist schools in developing the ir individual, school-

level curricula, these framework curricula began to be implemented in schools in 

September 2001. 

 

Since June 2003, the framework curricula have not been compulsory, but schools still 

use them.  The frameworks state that the following subjects should be taught: 

Years 1 to 4 (ages six to 10) 

Hungarian language and literature (which may include teaching of one of the official 

minority languages in Hungary); a foreign language; mathematics; music; drawing 

and visual culture; technology and ways of living; and physical education and sports.  
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Years 5 to 8 (ages 10 to 14) 

Hungarian language and literature (which may include teaching of one of the official 

minority languages in Hungary); history and citizenship/civic knowledge ; foreign 

languages; mathematics; information technology; nature (only taught in Years 5 and 

6, ages 10 – 12); physics (only taught in Years 7 and 8, ages 12 – 14); biology (only 

taught in Years 7 and 8, ages 12 – 14); our earth and environment (only taught in 

Years 7 and 8, ages 12 – 14); singing and music ; drawing and visual culture; 

technology and lifestyle; and physical education and sports. 

 

Year 9 (ages 14 to 15) 

Hungarian language and literature; history; first foreign language; second foreign 

language; mathematics; information technology; physics; chemistry; the earth and the 

environment; music; drawing and visual culture; physical education and sports; home 

class; social studies; and dance and drama. 

 

Year 10 (ages 15 to 16) 

Hungarian language and literature; history; first foreign language; second foreign 

language; mathematics; physics; biology; chemistry; the earth and the environment ; 

music; drawing and visual culture; physical education and sports; home class; social 

studies; and dance and drama. 

 

Year 11 (aged 16 to 17) 

Hungarian language and literature; history; the study of man and ethics; first foreign 

language; second foreign language; mathematics; physics; biology; physical education 

and sports; home class; social studies; film and media studies; and the arts. 

 

Year 12 (ages 17 to 18) 

Hungarian language and literature; history; first foreign language; second foreign 

language; mathematics; introduction to philosophy; biology; physical education and 

sports; home class; social studies; film and media studies; and the arts. 
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2 Skills Overview 

2.1  Skills in the National Core Curriculum 

There is no overarching category of key skills across all subjects.  However, detailed 

skills to be mastered are given in the global and detailed objectives for the subjects 

studied in education.  

 

The National Core Curriculum (NCC) comprises two types of objective:  

• the objectives for general development in each cultural domain/subject area, 

adjusted to age characteristics.  These build upon each other to determine the 

objectives to be fulfilled by the time Years 6 and 10 (students aged around 12 

and 16 years respectively) are completed 

• detailed objectives which determine the basic knowledge students are expected 

to have acquired on completion of Years 6, 8 and 10 (ages 12, 14 and 16 

respectively).  

 

In addition to the understanding, processing, acquisition and systematisation of 

knowledge, the objectives also place considerable emphasis on the utilisation of 

knowledge.  They aim to help children to acquire, practise and develop skills to allow 

them to make use of what they have learned.  

 

Objectives are divided into three main categories of attainment targets: 

• Knowledge – vital to the acquisition and development of skills, abilities and 

attitudes, such as notions, facts, data, concepts, generalisations, reasoning, 

rules, theories, logical connections, axioms and theses.  

• Skills – including basic skills necessary to perform efficiently in different 

areas, including the basic skill of decision-making.  

• Minimum competency – that is the lowest acceptable level of performance 

necessary for students to continue their studies effectively. 

 

However, it should be noted that knowledge and skills are only listed separately to 

make the National Core Curriculum easier to handle.  
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NCC 

 

 

    General     Detailed 

 

Objectives 

Attainment Targets 

 

 

   

   Knowledge       Skills  Competency 

 

2.2 Revisions to the NCC 

In order for the Member States of the European Union to make use of structural funds 

it is necessary to create a series of documents.  The first is a National Development 

Plan – a document defining the goals of the country’s social and economic 

development and the methods of achieving it.  Operational programmes are then 

developed as a means of implementing this plan.  With regard to education, one of the 

priorities in these reports is developing adaptability and entrepreneur ial skills, and one 

of the measures is the development of the skills and competencies required for 

lifelong learningi.  

 

This has impacted on the NCC, revisions to which include:  

• strengthening basic skills and cross-curricular educational domains 

• strengthening core skills 

• strengthening the child focused (rather than curriculum focused) approach of 

the curriculum, by reducing the study load and lexical knowledge and 

increasing personal and skills development; this is a focus of current education 

policyii.  

 

The revised NCC gives priority to the improvement of skills and abilities and contains 

the knowledge and skills to which every student should receive access iii. 
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3 Thinking Skills 

The Ministry of Education in Hungary states that its current educational objectives 

‘seek to establish a system which provides for the basis of deeper understanding and 

further studies’iv.  Thinking skills receive the greatest emphasis in the secondary 

phase, where: 

 

cognitive thinking, problem solving ability, communication skills in [the] 

mother tongue and in foreign languages, and… IT skills improvev.  

 

The Framework Curricula for Secondary Schools include the aim of ‘improving 

cognitive skills through activities’.  They provide the following examples of activities 

which improve cogitative skills: 

• the application of a chronological approach 

• problem solving 

• using analytical techniques to reveal various levels of meaning 

• logic  

• induction 

• deduction  

• inference 

• analysis, and  

• synthesisvi. 

4 Learning Skills 

The Framework Curricula for Secondary Schools further state that one of the aims of 

school provision in Hungary is ‘the development of the students’… learning skills’vii.  

They go on to explain that a ‘crucial’ component within learning skills is developing 

the ability to:  

• make contact with and cooperate with peers or texts 

• understand how language use, thinking, behaviour and the expression of 

emotions are interrelated 

• obtain knowledge independently, and 

• recognise, interpret and apply their relationships viii. 
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4.1  Lifelong Learning 

As reported above, one of Hungary’s current educational measures is the development 

of the skills and competencies required for lifelong learningix.  The Framework 

Curricula for Secondary Schools state that ‘provision encourages students to develop 

a need for what is called ‘lifelong learning’,  including the skills and abilities 

required by this approach’x.  In Hungary, lifelong learning is composed of different 

basic skills including:  

• reading 

• writing  

• basic lexical knowledge 

• foreign language knowledge, and  

• the ability to use information and communication technologiesxi.  

 

The rationale for lifelong learning is explained by the Ministry of Education: 

 

In the period of accelerated technological development, traditional methods of 

knowledge transfer cannot serve the demands of the labour market anymore. 

Acquisition of skills and abilities go into the centre of interest. Knowledge 

could be diverse and it can change quickly, therefore lifelong learning has 

become very importantxii. 

4.2  Entrepreneurial Skills  

As mentioned earlier, another of Hungary’s current educational priorities is that of 

developing adaptability and entrepreneurial skillsxiii.  Hungarian students are 

encouraged to develop entrepreneurial skills, starting at primary school and 

continuing in secondary and tertiary educationxiv.  This is in response to ‘the evolving 

international market economy which requires new competences, skills and 

attitudes’xv.  

 

There is agreement that entrepreneurial education should ‘focus on skills and 

attitudes, and not so much on knowledge’xvi.  Entrepreneurial skills include:  

• taking initiative  

• being pro-active 
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• being creative  

• confronting risks   

• implementing ideas 

• stimulating management competences (planning, decision making, 

communication, taking responsibility)  

• stimulating social competences (cooperation, networking, assuming new 

roles), and  

• stimulating personal competences (self-confidence, motivation to perform, 

critical thinking, autonomous learning).  

5 Personal Skills 

Personal skills are the main skill emphasised in the primary phase.  In Years 5 to 8 

(ages 10 to 14), the curriculum aims to improve the abilities and skills required for a 

harmonious and constructive relationship with the environment.  The curriculum aims 

to develop students’:  

• self-knowledge 

• collaboration skills 

• willpower 

• helpfulness 

• solidarity, and  

• empathyxvii. 

  

The Framework Curricula at the secondary level talk more broadly of social skills: 

 

‘with respect to behaviour, life style and social skills, it is vital to develop a 

moral responsibility for the self, the shared environment and the wider 

natural-social environment’xviii.  

 

However, the curriculum at this level also aims to develop students’ communication 

skillsxix.  The Ministry of Education explains that, by developing students’ 

communication skills, greater emphasis will be given to key competenciesxx.  
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6 Conclusion 

Hungary is in the process of realigning its curriculum.  Linked to European Structural 

Funds programmes, Hungarian education is placing an increasing emphasis on 

encouraging lifelong learning skills which include basic skills, learning skills, 

entrepreneurial skills and cogitative skills.  These skills are integrated within the 

attainment targets of the National Core Curriculum, particularly at the secondary 

phase (although entrepreneurial and personal skills are first introduced at the primary 

level).  Due to their integration, skills are not assessed as stand-alone requirements. 
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NETHERLANDS 

1 Country Background 

Full- time education is compulsory from the first school day of the month following a 

child’s fifth birthday until the end of the school year in which he/she reaches the age 

of 16, or has completed 12 full years of schooling.  From age 16, students must 

receive at least part-time education until the age of 18.  From age 12, different types 

of secondary education (see below) cater for students of differing abilities.  Access is 

based on successful completion of primary education, assessment to establish their 

suitability and, in some cases, on the results of centrally developed tests which 

measure students’ level of knowledge and understanding. 

 

Phases 
Age range and 

key stages 

Primary education  

Primary education (both primary schools and special schools 

for primary education) 
Ages 4/5 - 12 

Secondary education    

Pre-university education (VWO) Ages 12 -18 

Senior general secondary education (HAVO) Ages 12 - 17 

Pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO) Ages 12 - 16 

Special secondary education Ages 12 – 18/20 

 

The Netherlands Institute for Curriculum Development (SLO) develops the attainment 

targets for the curriculum on the authority of the Ministry of Education, Culture and 

Science, but schools themselves have the freedom to devise their own curricular plan 

and teaching methods, and to select materials.  Compulsory areas of learning at 

primary level include sensory coordination and physical exercise, Dutch, arithmetic 

and mathematics, English, a number of factual subjects including geography, history, 

science (including biology), social structures (including political studies) and religious 

and ideological movements, expressive activities, social and life skills and healthy 
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living.  Schools are free to decide how much time is spent on the various areas of the 

curriculum. 

 

During the first three years of secondary school – basisvorming (the period of basic 

secondary education for 12- to 15-year-olds) students are taught a compulsory core 

curriculum of 15 subjects: Dutch, English, German or French, history and politics, 

geography, economics, physical education, mathematics, physics and chemistry, 

biology, self-sufficiency (social and life skills), IT studies, technology and two 

creative subjects.  The remaining 20 per cent of teaching time may be used by schools 

for lessons and other educational activities at their own discretion.  Computer skills 

are included in the core objectives for nearly every subject. 

2 Skills Overview 

Knowledge and skills in the field of cognitive, cultural and physical development are 

expressed in subject specific objectives.  There are also objectives which aim at the 

development or promotion of study skills and attitudes and at the transfer of norms 

and values which are generally accepted in Dutch society.  

 

In addition, schools are expected to equip students with the skills and understanding 

they will need in modern society, and to pay particular attention to the fact that there 

are many people living in the Netherlands whose roots lie in a different country and 

who may be used to a very different way of life.  Children are therefore expected to 

learn to respect the origin and customs of other people.  

 

Skills are embedded in the curriculum through general educational objectives, cross-

curricular attainment targets and cross-curricular objectives.  The Dutch Ministry of 

Education Culture and Science is currently researching the assessment of these skills.  

In the 2002 publication ‘Assorted Questions for Educational Research’, the author 

states that ‘at the heart of the problem is the definition of skills, and how they can be 

measured once they have been identified’i. 
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2.1  General Educational Objectives 

General educational objectives are not subject-based but cross-disciplinary.  They are 

applicable to all phases of education and have objectives relating to social issues and 

skillsii.  

2.2  Cross-curricular Attainment Targets 

As certain general skills form a basis for subject specific attainment targets, it is 

possible that some of the elements will be found in both types of objectives.  The 

cross-curricular attainment targets are grouped around the following themes: 

• attitude to work 

• working according to a plan 

• use of a diversity of learning strategies 

• self- image 

• social behaviour 

• new media. 

2.3  Cross-curricular Objectives 

Cross-curricular objectives are present in both the primary and secondary curriculum, 

although their foci vary accordingly.  At the primary level, the cross-curricular 

objectives are the same as the cross-curricular attainment targets (above).  The 

primary objectives are aimed at securing a broad development on the part of students, 

including their emotional and intellectual development, their creativity and the 

development of social, cultural and physical skills. 

 

At the lower secondary level (12- to 15-year-olds), the six cross-curricular objectives 

are: 

• cross-disciplinary themes  

• learning to do   

• learning to learn  

• learning to communicate  

• learning to reflect on the learning process  

• learning to reflect on the future. 
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These follow the objectives of the Secondary Education Act (1968) which promotes 

the ‘general development of students by helping them to acquire knowledge, insight 

and skills’iii.  The curriculum aims to defer specialisation and improve students' 

cognitive levels.  

3 Thinking Skills  

Thinking skills are not prominent in the Dutch curriculum.  They receive greatest 

recognition at the lower secondary phase where one of the aims of the curriculum is a 

desire to improve students’ cognitive levels.  At this level, young people are 

encouraged to learn to reflect on the learning process (analysing and controlling the 

learning process) and to learn to reflect on the future (analysing options for future 

interests and prospects) iv.   

4 Learning Skills  

In both primary and secondary phases of education, in addition to subject specific 

skills, learning skills are taught across the curriculum.  They are focused on the 

following themes: 

• developing scholastic skills – comprehending written and spoken Dutch and 

English; speaking and writing correct Dutch; finding, selecting, gathering and 

organising information from various sources; using arithmetical skills, such as 

performing mental arithmetic, applying arithmetical rules, measuring and 

estimating; complying with environmental, hygienic, health and ergonomic 

standards; using materials, tools and equipment safely and efficiently; using 

computersv 

• using a diversity of learning strategies – when carrying out learning activities, 

students can use a diversity of strategies and skills: they can ask people 

focused questions; they can distinguish facts from opinions; they can look up 

and process relevant information from other sources, including a dictionary, an 

atlas, a register; they can work together, discuss things with each other and 

arrive at a common solution; they can judge afterwards if their strategy was a 

good one 

• making use of information and communications technology 

• developing social and communicative skills (see section 5). 
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4.1  Cross-curricular Attainment Targets 

Of the six attainment targets, half are related to learning skills: 

• attitude to work – students take an interest in the world around them and are 

motivated to explore it: they can ask focused questions; they can look up 

relevant information and use it; they enjoy learning new things; they do not 

give up if they do not succeed immediately 

• working according to a plan – students can draw up a plan and act according to 

it; they can formulate a goal; they can orient themselves on a subject; they 

understand what the causes and effects are in simple problems; they can draw 

conclusions; they can organise and work out larger activities step-by-step; they 

can judge afterwards if their planning was good; they can present the 

outcomes of their work by giving an explanation or talk, or presenting a piece 

of work or a display 

• use of a diversity of learning strategies – when carrying out learning activities 

students can use a diversity of strategies and skills: they can ask people 

focused questions; they can distinguish facts from opinions; they can look up 

and process relevant information from other sources, including a dictionary, an 

atlas, or a register; they can work together, discuss things with each other and 

arrive at a common solution; they can judge afterwards if their strategy was a 

good one. 

4.2  Cross-curricular Objectives 

At least half of the six cross-curricular objectives for primary and secondary 

education are related to learning skills.  At the primary level these match the 

attainment targets (4.1 above).  However, at the secondary level they are: 

• cross-disciplinary themes – providing insight into the immediate personal 

environment and the wider social environment 

• learning to do – developing academic/scholastic skills, making use of 

information and communications technology  

• learning to learn – learning strategies to improve the learning process, making 

use of information and communications technology 

• learning to reflect on the learning process – analysing and controlling the 

learning process. 
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4.3  Lifelong Learning 

Lifelong learning is an important feature in the future of education in the Netherlands.  

Looking to the future, the Dutch government has noted that: 

 

schools are generally engaged in the preparation of their students for solving 

yesterday’s problems, not for developing learning skills for dealing with 

tomorrow’s problemsvi.  

 

As a result, the Government suggests that ‘this calls attention to the need to develop 

instruments for measuring learning to learn and other foundation skills such as social 

competence’vii.  In its plan for education in 2010, the Ministry of Education, Culture 

and Science writes that: 

  

Creativity, an innovative capacity, technological knowledge and excellence 

are key concepts in the knowledge economy. Nowadays, knowledge rapidly 

becomes outdated, which makes the labour market very dynamic. It requires 

education to be flexible. Also, everyone will have to continually maintain and 

update what he or she has learned at school. Secondary education is therefore 

not the final destination in lifelong learning. But during a pupil's years there, 

an important foundation is laid. Against this background, the learning results 

can no longer be expressed purely by a demarcated level of knowledge and 

skills. More and more, the focus is being placed on broad competencies that 

lay the foundation for lifelong personal and professional developmentviii 

5 Personal Skills 

In primary schools, a compulsory area of learning includes social and life skills.  The 

common core curriculum for the first three years of secondary school (basisvorming) 

includes the compulsory subject of life skills.  
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5.1  Cross-curricular Attainment Targets 

Half of the cross-curricular attainment targets are related to personal skills:  

• self- image - students learn to handle the possibilities and limitations of their 

capabilities;  they have self-confidence; they can control their behavioural 

impulses; they are able to and dare to stand up for themselves 

• social behaviour – students make a positive contribution in a group: they treat 

others respectfully; behave according to generally accepted standards and 

values; respect differences in (religious) convictions and cultures; dare to 

speak out in a group; respect other people's feelings and wishes; dare to 

support a person with a different point of view in a group; and they take 

responsibility for tasks to be carried out 

• new media – students  make responsible and purposeful use of means of 

communication including new media: they can produce and edit a text making 

use of word processing tools on a computer; they have a general idea of the 

possibilities of (digital) information media; and they can use digital learning 

resources making use of a computer. 

5.2  Cross-curricular Objectives 

Cross-curricular objectives for primary and secondary education are also related to 

personal skills.  At the primary level these are the same as the attainment targets (see 

5.1 above).  At the secondary level the personal objectives include: 

• learning to communicate – developing social and communicative skills on an 

interactive basis 

• learning to reflect on the future – analysing options for future interests and 

prospects. 

6 Conclusion 

Education in the Netherlands integrates skills into the compulsory curriculum through 

cross-curricula objectives and attainment targets.  These include: attitude to work; 

working according to a plan; use of a diversity of learning strategies; self- image; 

social behaviour; and new media.  There is no identifiable rationale behind these 

skills; however they do fit closely with the aims and values of the curriculum.  The 

attainment targets differ between educational phases; at the secondary level they 
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branch out from the objectives to include cross-disciplinary themes - learning to do, 

learning to learn, learning to communicate, learning to reflect on the learning process, 

and learning to reflect on the future.  The Ministry of Education, Culture and Science 

is currently considering the assessment of skills. 
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NEW ZEALAND 

1 Country Background 

Education in New Zealand is compulsory for all children between their sixth and 

sixteenth birthdays.  Parents commit an offence and are liable for prosecution if they 

do not meet this requirement.  Children may enrol and receive a free education at any 

state school from their fifth birthday until the 1 January following their nineteenth 

birthday (or their twenty-first birthday for students with special educational needs).  

Most children start school at the age of five.  Some students with special needs may 

be permitted to attend school on a part-time basis.  

 

Primary schools provide the first level of compulsory schooling.  They cater for 

children from the age of five to age 10-11 (Year 6). Children aged 11-12 and 12-13 

(Year 7 and 8) may either be in a separate intermediate or middle school, or in a 

primary, secondary, or composite school (all- through school) (sometimes also known 

as an area school).  Secondary schools usually provide for students from age 13-14 

(Year 9) to age 17-18 (Year 13). 

 

Coverage of seven, so-called ‘essential learning areas’ and eight groups of ‘essential 

skills’ is compulsory during the ten years of statutory primary and lower secondary 

education.  This aims to ensure a broad and balanced education.  The essential 

learning areas are broad, recognisable categories of knowledge and understanding, 

which provide the context within which essential skills, attitudes, and values are 

developed.  

 

The seven compulsory essential learning areas are: language and languages, 

mathematics, science, technology, social sciences (may be further broken down into 

subjects such as social studies, history, geography and economics), the arts (includes 

the individual disciplines of dance, drama, music and the visual arts), and health and 

physical well-being.  

 

The eight groups of essential skills - the skills to be developed by students across the 

curriculum throughout the years of schooling - are communication skills, numeracy 
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skills, information skills, problem solving skills, self-management and competitive 

skills, social and cooperative skills, physical skills, and work and study skills. 

2 Skills Overview 

2.1  Essential Skills 

The New Zealand Curriculum currently specifies 57 essential skills, in eight 

groupings, to be developed by all students across the whole curriculum throughout the 

years of schooling.  These categories encompass other important groups of skills, such 

as creativity, valuing, and practical life skills.  

 

The categories into which the essential skills are divided are intended simply as 

convenient labels for grouping them into the skills and attributes which the Ministry 

of Education believes students need to develop.  It is understood that skills cannot be 

developed in isolation, but through the essential learning areas and in different 

contexts across the curriculum i.  The curriculum framework is often described as a 

‘matrix’, with the essential skills being woven through all the essential learning 

areasii.  

 

All the essential skills are regarded as important for students to achieve their potential 

and to participate fully in society, including the world of work.  There is little 

difference in the skills taught to primary and secondary students.  Coverage of the 

eight groups of essential skills is compulsory during the ten years of statutory primary 

and lower secondary education.  This is to ensure a broad and balanced educationiii. 

 

It is intended that the curriculum should challenge all students to succeed to the best 

of their ability, and that consequently individual students will develop the essential 

skills to different degrees and at different rates.  Skills are assessed at classroom level 

through essential skills tests, which are ‘rich formative assessment tasks to assess 

knowledge, skills, strategies, and understandings, which can be applied during or at 

the end of particular units of work’iv.  
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2.2  Curriculum Stocktake 

As a result of a Curriculum Stocktake completed in 2003, five new groupings of 

essential skills have been proposed to replace the current eight.  The new skills would 

be: 

• creative and innovative thinking 

• participation and contribution 

• relating to others 

• reflecting on learning and the development of self-knowledge 

• making meaning.  

 

The current New Zealand curriculum consists of seven ‘gazetted’ (officially 

mandated) curriculum statements, one in each essential learning area2.  The Ministry 

of Education currently plans to ‘un-gazette’ all current curriculum statements, 

replacing them with one overarching new document that will incorporate principles of 

teaching and learning, values, key competencies, an essence statement for each 

learning area (including the new learning area, Learning Languages) and revised 

achievement objectives 

 

Since the release of the Stocktake Report, New Zealand’s Ministry of Education has 

been involved in the New Zealand Curriculum Project.  This project is implementing 

recommendations made through a participatory process to engage a wide range of 

stake holders in the change management process of curriculum re-development.  A 

key change to the curriculum is the proposed replacement of essential skills with key 

competency groups.  These groups are based on the OECD Defining and Selecting 

Key Competencies project (DeSeCo) work on what competencies people need for a 

successful life and well functioning society.  The process of co-construction, through 

various forms of contribution, has led to the development of a framework of five key 

competency groups.  

 

When people learn, play, work and participate in their communities, they draw on 

mixes of skills, knowledge, attitudes and values.  These mixes can be called 

                                                 
2 Mathematics, English, science, social studies, health and physical education, technology and the arts. 
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competencies.  Those that are essential for everybody throughout their lives are called 

key competencies.  The New Zealand Curriculum identifies five key competencies:  

• relating to others 

• managing self 

• participating and contributing 

• thinking 

• using languages, symbols and text. 

 

The rationale behind the proposed change is that: 

• a reduction in the number of essential skills may give a clearer sense of 

priorities 

• the skills stated by employers as needed for participation in a knowledge 

society and lifelong learning fall into the following categories: critical thinking 

and creative thinking skills, local and global citizenship skills, interpersonal 

skills and intrapersonal skills, and literacy 

• a common argument in current literature is that skills should be embedded in 

domain specific knowledge and not taught in isolation 

• literature also suggests that skills require students to use a skill, be discerning 

about how and when to use a skill, and willing to use the skill and apply a skill 

in a variety of contexts 

• many of the existing essential skills could be incorporated within these 

groupings.  While other skills can be incorporated into school curricula, these 

skills and attitudes could be the priorities for all New Zealand students 

• there are similarities between these skills and the strands of wellbeing, 

belonging, contribution, communication, and exploration of the New Zealand 

curriculum framework 

• attitudes and values have the potential to aid the effectiveness of the 

curriculum by strengthening social cohesion, developing a stronger sense of 

civics, citizenship and more enterprising attitudes, and fostering a culture of 

innovation, respect for others and critical thinking 

• sector feedback has criticised the curriculum statements (except for health and 

physical education) for giving insufficient attention to values and not 
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providing clear expectations of what schools should do to promote and support 

community values 

• PISA (2000) data indicates that changes to the psychosocial environment of 

classrooms are likely to affect student achievement in New Zealand 

• literature on the education of gifted and talented students highlights the 

importance of values and affective components in differentiated curricula for 

these students 

• current international thinking favours an eclectic approach to values 

educationv.   

 

The draft key competency statement explicitly encourages certain pedagogical 

practices.  Pedagogical processes, including assessment practices, are expected to 

enable learners to take responsibility for their own learning and to see themselves as 

lifelong learners.  Development of key competencies is described as being dependent 

upon a learning environment that provides: opportunities to practice using them in 

increasingly complex contexts; the considered transfer of responsibility for learning 

from teacher to learner; shared learning goals which are clear and explicit; and a view 

of learning as a lifelong process.  The assessment of key competencies requires the 

demonstration of complex performances which include adaptation and innovation to 

actively and reflectively accomplish something (Hipkins, Boyd & Joyce, 2005).  

Progression is described as the demonstration of key competencies with: greater 

consistency and strength; more thoughtfulness and critique; and in increasingly 

complex and diverse situations.  

 

The inclusion of key competencies within the redeveloped curriculum serves a 

number of purposes.  The learning theory which underpins the framework guides 

pedagogy.  The competencies provide a vehicle for curriculum continuity and 

coherence across contexts and learning areas.  Furthermore, they offer teachers and 

learners a lens to view and think critically about curriculum in its widest sense.  They 

support future-focussed curriculum aims of social connectedness, resilience, 

citizenship (local, national and global), innovative knowledge and enterprise, and 

critical literacies.  They also embrace the world views that are represented in New 

Zealand. 
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2.3  Schooling Strategy 2005-2010 

The ‘Schooling Strategy 2005-2010’ sets the direction for work for this five-year 

period.  It provides a framework for ongoing effort and improvement and emphasises 

both academic and social outcomes for students, to capture this broad view.  The 

Schooling Strategy also describes effective teaching, as being teaching which supports 

students to take charge of their learning and become independent learners.  It fosters 

student ‘learning to learn’ and ‘thinking about thinking’ (metacognitive) skills, as 

well as supporting student self-monitoring of their behaviour and progress. 

 

It is intended that the Strategy will enable schools to offer increasingly diverse 

learning opportunities and to recognise higher-order thinking skills, such as problem 

solving, creative thinking, and information skills – and the ability to apply thesevi. 

3 Thinking Skills  

As mentioned above, New Zealand’s most recent Schooling Strategy – ‘Making a 

Bigger Difference for all Students’ – highlights the importance of ‘thinking about 

thinking’ and higher-order thinking skills, such as problem solving, creative thinking, 

and information skills in the curriculum.  Thinking skills are represented in both the 

original eight essential skills and the proposed new grouping of five. 

3.1  Thinking in the Eight Essential Skills 

Of the original eight essential skills, one focused on thinking skills – problem solving. 

This skill included: 

• thinking critically, creatively, reflectively, and logically 

• exercising imagination, initiative, and flexibility 

• identifying, describing, and redefining problems  

• analysing problems from a variety of different perspectives 

• making connections and establishing relationships 

• enquiring and researching, and exploring, generating, and developing ideas 

• trying out innovative and original ideas 

• designing and making 

• testing ideas and solutions, and making decisions on the basis of experience 

and supporting evidence 
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• evaluating processes and solutions vii. 

3.2 Thinking in the Key Competencies 

Within the proposed new grouping of five key competencies, thinking skills are not 

only included specifically in the competency ‘thinking’ but are also implied within 

each of the other competencies.  In particular, ‘critical thinking’ is seen as an 

integrated element vital within all competency groups.  According to the Curriculum 

Stocktake, the skills needed for creative and innovative thinking involve: 

• recognising alternative perceptions, unusual connections, others' points of 

view 

• responsible risk taking, ingenuity and enterprise 

• the generation of fluent, flexible, elaborate and original ideas in a range of 

societal contexts.  

 

At the same time, the attitudes needed for creative and innovative thinking involve: 

• being willing and motivated to engage in creative and innovative thinking 

• being discerning about when and where risks should be taken, thinking about 

the consequences of being enterprising and considering which ideas are 

ethically appropriate for different situations viii. 

 

The rationale behind the proposed new essential skill ‘creative and innovative 

thinking’ is that critical thinking and creative thinking skills are amongst the skills 

stated as needed by employers.  They are also needed for participation in a knowledge 

society and for lifelong learningix.   

 

Thinking is described in the Draft Key Competencies in the New Zealand curriculum 

as: 

 using creative, critical and logical processes to make sense of and question 

information, experiences and ideas. Thinking includes researching, organising 

and evaluating to seek understanding, to inform decisions, to shape actions 

and to construct knowledge. Students who have well-developed thinking skills 

can think about their own learning, draw on intuitions and personal 
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knowledge, ask questions, and reflect on assumptions and perceptions (New 

Zealand Ministry of Education, 2005). 

4 Learning Skills  

One of the objectives for education in New Zealand is the promotion of lifelong 

learningx.  This was highlighted in the country’s most recent Schooling Strategy – 

‘Making a Bigger Difference for all Students’ – which stated that ‘effective 

teaching…fosters students learning to learn’.  The strategy also suggests that, in order 

for students to achieve across the curriculum, they need to develop literacy and 

numeracy skills throughout their schooling ‘as these skills form a foundation for 

learning at all levels’xi.   Learning skills are also represented in both the original eight 

essential skills and the proposed new grouping of five key competencies. 

4.1  Literacy and Numeracy 

Linked to the government's objective of raising overall achievement and closing the 

gap between the lowest and highest achievers, particularly in mathematics and 

English, a literacy and numeracy strategy is also in place in New Zealand.  This aimed 

to ensure that, by providing all children with the best possible teaching in their first 

four years at school (aged five onwards), the Government would achieve its goal that, 

by 2005, every child reaching the age of nine would be able to read, write and do 

mathematics for success.  The National Administration Guidelines were modified in 

1999 to reflect the recommendation that, although the requirement for schools to 

provide a broad curriculum should continue, schools providing the early years of 

compulsory education should focus on achievement in literacy and numeracyxii. 

4.2  Learning in the Eight Essential Skills 

Of the original eight essential skills, three focused on learning skills – numeracy 

skills, information skills, and work and study skills.  The Curriculum Framework 

describes what each of these skills includes: 

Numeracy Skills 

• calculating accurately 

• estimating proficiently and with confidence 
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• using calculators and a range of measuring instruments confidently and 

competently 

• recognising, understanding, analysing, and responding to information which is 

presented in mathematical ways, for example, in graphs, tables, charts, or 

percentages  

• organising information to support logic and reasoning 

• recognising and us ing numerical patterns and relationships. 

Information Skills       

• identifying, locating, gathering, storing, retrieving, and processing information 

from a range of sources  

• organising, analysing, synthesising, eva luating, and using information 

• presenting information clearly, logically, concisely, and accurately 

• identifying, describing, and interpreting different points of view, and 

distinguishing fact from opinion 

• using a range of information retrieval and information processing technologies 

confidently and competently.  

Work and Study Skills      

• working effectively, both independently and in groups  

• building on learning experiences, cultural backgrounds, and preferred learning 

styles  

• developing sound work habits 

• taking increasing responsibility for their own learning and work  

• developing the desire and skills to continue learning throughout life  

• making career choices on the basis of realistic information and self-

appraisalxiii.  

4.3  Learning in the Five Key Competencies 

Within the proposed new grouping of five key competencies, learning skills are 

integrated within each competency, as well as being made specific in the areas of 

‘thinking’ and ‘managing self’.  According to the Curriculum Stocktake, the skills 

needed for reflecting on learning and the development of self-knowledge involve: 
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• setting goals, self-monitoring and self-evaluation 

• developing responsibility for learning, self-expression, self-respect and 

acceptance, and reflecting on learning, values and beliefs, and  

• developing a sense of well-being (physical, emotional, social and spiritual), 

and a view of the self as a competent, confident and resilient learner. 

 

At the same time, the attitudes needed for reflecting on learning and the development 

of self-knowledge involve: 

• being willing and motivated to reflect on learning and to develop self-

knowledge, and  

• being discerning about the appropriateness of any actions taken in response to 

self-knowledge, such as sharing self-knowledge with othersxiv. 

 

‘Managing self’ is described in the Draft Key Competencies in the New Zealand 

curriculum as: 

  

about making decisions and acting in ways that take account of personal and 

wider social contexts. It requires self-awareness, self-reflection and a sense of 

personal identity. Managing self includes setting personal goals, making 

plans, and striving for excellence. It also involves building resilience, being 

resourceful, developing strategies to overcome hurdles and knowing when to 

choose rather than to accept choices made by others.  

5 Personal Skills  

Personal skills form the majority of both the original eight essential skills and the 

proposed new grouping of five. 

5.1  Personal Skills in the Eight Essential Skills 

Of the original eight essential skills, half focused on personal skills – communication 

skills, self-management and competitive skills, social and cooperative skills, and 

physical skills.  The Curriculum Framework describes what each of these skills 

includes: 
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Communication Skills      

• communicating competently and confidently by listening, speaking, reading, 

and writing, and by using other forms of communication where appropriate 

• conveying and receiving information, instruction, ideas and feelings 

appropriately and effectively in a range of different cultural, language, and 

social contexts 

• developing the skills of discrimination and critical analysis in relation to the 

media, and to aural and visual messages from other sources 

• developing the ability to argue a case clearly, logically, and convincingly 

• becoming competent in using new information and communication 

technologies, including augmented communication for people with disabilities. 

Self-management and Competitive Skills      

• setting, evaluating, and achieving realistic personal goals 

• managing time effectively 

• showing initiative, commitment, perseverance, courage, and enterprise 

• adapting to new ideas, technologies, and situations 

• developing constructive approaches to challenge and change, stress and 

conflict, competition, and success and failure  

• developing the skills of self-appraisal and self-advocacy 

• achieving self-discipline and taking responsibility for one’s own actions and 

decisions  

• developing self-esteem and personal integrity 

• taking increasing responsibility for one’s own health and safety, including the 

development of skills for protecting the body from harm and abuse 

• developing a range of practical life skills, such as parenting, budgeting, 

consumer, transport, and household maintenance skills. 

Social and Cooperative Skills      

• developing good rela tionships with others, and working in cooperative ways to 

achieve common goals 
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• taking responsibility as a member of a group for jointly decided actions and 

decisions  

• participating appropriately in a range of social and cultural settings;  

• learning to recognise, analyse, and respond appropriately to discriminatory 

practices and behaviours  

• acknowledging individual differences and demonstrating respect for the rights 

of all people 

• demonstrating consideration for others through qualities such as integrity, 

reliability, trustworthiness, caring or compassion (aroha), fairness, diligence, 

tolerance (rangimarie), and hospitality or generosity (manaakitanga) 

• developing a sense of responsibility for the well-being of others and for the 

environment 

• participating effectively as responsible citizens in a democratic society 

• developing the ability to negotiate and reach consensus. 

Physical Skills      

• developing personal fitness and health through regular exercise, good hygiene, 

and healthy diet  

• developing locomotor, non- locomotor, and manipulative skills  

• developing basic first aid skills 

• developing specialised skills related to sporting, recreational, and cultural 

activities 

• learning to use tools and materials efficiently and safely 

• developing relaxa tion skillsxv. 

5.2  Personal Skills in the Key Competencies 

Within the proposed new grouping of five key competencies are the personal skills of 

participation and contribution, relating to others, managing self, and using languages, 

symbols and texts.  These are taught within ‘relating to others’, ‘managing self’, and 

‘participating and contributing’.  According to the Draft Key Competencies in the 

New Zealand curriculum ‘relating to others’ is about:  

 



Thematic probe: the teaching and learning of skills in primary and secondary education 

 

NFER 117 

interacting with a diverse range of people in a variety of contexts. It involves 

taking different roles in different situations and knowing when it is 

appropriate to compete and when it is appropriate to cooperate. Relating to 

others includes listening, recognising different points of view, negotiating and 

sharing ideas.  

 

‘Managing self’ involves:  

  

making decisions and acting in ways that take account of personal and wider 

social contexts. It requires self-awareness, self-reflection and a sense of 

personal identity. Managing self includes setting personal goals, making 

plans, and striving for excellence. It also involves building resilience, being 

resourceful, developing strategies to overcome hurdles and knowing when to 

choose rather than to accept choices made by others.  

 

And ‘participating and contributing’:  

 

is about taking part in a range of local, national and global communities, 

including those based on kinship, interest, culture, and places of learning, 

work and recreation. It affirms and extends a person’s sense of their place in 

the world. Participating and contributing involves balancing rights, roles and 

responsibilities, and taking action to achieve sustainable social, cultural, 

economic, and natural environments.  

6 Conclusion 

The curriculum for all phases of compulsory education in New Zealand is composed 

of a matrix of essential skills and essential learning areas.  The essential skills are in 

the process of being regrouped into five key competencies: relating to others, 

managing self, participating and contributing, thinking, and using languages, symbols 

and texts.  These competencies are regarded as necessary for participation in a 

knowledge society and for lifelong learning, and as such, match the country’s 

objectives for education.  Assessing the key competencies will be carried out through 

processes that empower learners to take responsibility for their own learning and to 
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see themselves as lifelong learners.  Learners’ progress with key competencies 

depends on: 

• the quality of support and feedback provided 

• opportunities to practise in increasingly complex contexts 

• the considered transfer of responsibility from teacher to learner 

• the clarity of the learning goals and 

• a learning environment that supports a range of types of interactions.   

 

As learners progress they demonstrate key competencies with more consistency, 

strength, self-knowledge, confidence, thoughtfulness and critique, in increasingly 

complex and diverse situations. 
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NORWAY 

1 Country Background 

In Norway compulsory education (Grunnskole) lasts for ten years and is organised in 

three stages: primary (six- to 10-year olds), intermediate (10- to 13-year-olds) and 

lower secondary (13- to 16-year-olds).  

 

There is a long tradition of combining primary and lower secondary education in a 

comprehensive and compulsory school system with a common legislative framework 

and a national curriculum.  Some schools cover all compulsory education, while 

others are either primary schools or lower secondary schools.  A new national 

curriculum, L97, was introduced in 1997.  A complete Saami curriculum (for the 

indigenous people of the northernmost part of Norway, formerly known as Lapps), 

L97S, was also introduced in that year. 

 

As a result of Norway’s scattered population, 40 per cent of primary and lower 

secondary schools are so small that children of different ages are taught in the same 

classroom.  As mentioned above, primary and lower secondary levels are also often 

combined in the same schooli. 

 

There are two official written languages, bokmål and nynorsk.   In principle, children 

and their parents have the right to select which of the official Norwegian languages in 

which they wish to be taught.  In reality, however, it is the individual municipality 

that decides which official language is used in schools.  All children do learn both 

languages as part of the subject Norwegian.  The Saami people have their own 

language and are entitled to compulsory and upper secondary phase education in their 

own language. 

 

The current (1997) statutory national school curriculum places emphasis on 

common/core subject matter, whilst also allowing room for local and individual 

adjustments.  The Saami curriculum is coordinated with the national curriculum and 

the two curricula are equal in status.  The Saami curriculum has special relevance to 

the administrative areas of the country where Saami language and culture are 
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dominant.  These areas are characterised by their multicultural and multilingual 

situation, and the Saami curriculum aims at creating understanding among groups of 

people in these areas.  Saami culture and social life are part of the common heritage 

for all students in the Norwegian compulsory school.  Consequently, Saami culture, 

language, history and social life comprise part of the common content of the various 

subjects in the 1997 national curriculum. 

 

Compulsory curriculum subjects in the intermediate and lower secondary stages of 

education in Norway are: 

• knowledge of Christianity, religions and ethics 

• Norwegian 

• mathematics 

• social studies 

• art and crafts 

• science and the environment 

• English 

• music 

• home economics 

• physical education.  

 

In the lower secondary stage there is an additional compulsory subject, chosen from 

one of three alternatives: 

• a second foreign language: students may choose to learn another foreign 

language in addition to English. This is usually German or French, or possibly 

another language for local or regional reasons  

• supplementary language study (that is, English, Norwegian, Saami or sign 

language) 

• practical project work: students can choose a practical activity.  It is a 

compulsory requirement of this activity that students should take part in 

planning the project. 



Thematic probe: the teaching and learning of skills in primary and secondary education 

 

NFER 122 

2 Skills Overview 

The core curriculum states that:  

 

Education shall qualify people for productive participation in today's labour 

force, and supply the basis for later shifts to occupations as yet not envisaged. 

It should develop the skills needed for specialised tasks, and provide a general 

level of competence broad enough for re-specialisation later in life… it must 

impart attitudes and learning to last a lifetime, and build the foundation for 

the new skills required in a rapidly changing societyii. 

 

The main aims stated in the core curriculum include that: 

 

education should provide learners with an awareness of the variety and scope 

of the world of work and provide them with the knowledge and skills necessary 

for active participation in the world of work. 

 

In 2001, a Committee for Quality in Primary and Secondary Education in Norway 

was appointed.  This Committee submitted its main report to the Minister of 

Education in June 2003.  It proposed reforms which included the recommendation that 

the curriculum should include the following five foundational competences: 

• reading and writing skills, and skills in arithmetic and numeracy  

• skills in English  

• digital competence  

• learning strategies and motivation (effort and stamina)  

• social competence iii. 

 

As a result, new objectives for education were presented in a White Paper in 2004.  

These included: 

• more emphasis on basic skills and knowledge 

• greater diversity of working methods 

• education better adapted to the individual. 
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3 Thinking Skills  

Thinking skills do not currently feature in the compulsory curriculum in Norway.  

However, three government departments – the Ministry of Trade and Industry, the 

Ministry of Education and Research, and the Ministry of Local Government and 

Regional Development – recently published a strategy for entrepreneurship in 

education.  This document states that lower secondary school education should focus 

on ‘developing central skills such as idea development, problem solution’ iv. 

4 Learning Skills  

Following research and international surveys which suggest the identification of basic 

skills which are especially important for students’ professional and personal 

development, the Ministry of Education and Research is planning to introduce the 

following five basic skills:  

• being able to express oneself orally  

• being able to read  

• being able to express oneself in writing  

• being able to do arithmetic  

• being able to use information and communication technology.  

 

The Ministry stated that these skills are a ‘prerequisite for lifelong learning’ and  

fundamental for being able to acquire and develop knowledge in various subjects, but 

also form the basis for being able to communicate and interact with other people in a 

broad range of relations: in education, at work, in society and/or personally.  

 

The Ministry further stated that ‘skills such as these are useful and necessary for 

creating material values, but they also open up paths to education and life 

enhancement that would otherwise have been blocked’v.  

 

In order to make sure that students continuously develop their basic skills throughout 

their school years, these skills will be integrated in the syllabi for all subjects at all 

levels.  New syllabi will be prepared for all subjects in primary, lower secondary and 

upper secondary education and training.  However, the Ministry warns that: 
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even though objectives for subject competence and basic skills are described 

in this way, it does not mean that less emphasis is to be laid on the pupils’ and 

apprentices’ general and personal development. The subjects and the pupils' 

involvement with them is the meeting point between basic skills and cultural 

and moral growthvi. 

 

There will also be national tests in basic skills which will provide information to 

students, teachers, schools, national authorities and the general public.  These will be 

in reading, writing, English and mathematics and will take place for children in Years 

4, 7 and 10 of primary and lower secondary education and in the first year of upper 

secondary education. 

5 Personal Skills 

In Norway, social skills are an important aim of education.  The Ministry of 

Education and Research report ‘Culture for Learning’ states that ‘for the individual, 

education is to contribute to cultural and moral growth, mastering social skills and 

learning self-sufficiency’vii.  This is enacted in the Core Curriculum, which asserts that 

‘the school is a society in miniature that should be used actively for attaining such 

skills’, and that ‘it is important to exploit the school as a community of work for the 

development of  social skills’viii.  The Core Curriculum states that social skills include: 

• behaving morally, and 

• working together and in harmony with nature. 

 

The new strategy for entrepreneurship in education also promotes personal skills, 

including: 

• creativity 

• self-confidence 

• resourcefulness  

• willingness to take risks 

• the ability to see the consequences of one's own actions, and  

• the willingness and ability to come up with new solutions ix. 
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6 Conclusion  

Education in Norway is currently undergoing reform to introduce basic skills that are 

prerequisites for lifelong learning and form the basis for being able to communicate 

and interact with other people.  The skills are being integrated in the syllabi for all 

subjects at all levels, and will be regularly assessed.  The basic skills all fall in the 

domain of learning skills, and include: being able to express oneself orally; being able 

to read; being able to express oneself in writing; being able to do arithmetic; and 

being able to use information and communication technology.  Norway is also about 

to embark on reforms to introduce entrepreneurship in education.  This will include a 

greater focus on thinking and personal skills. 

                                                 
i NORWAY. MINISTRY OF EDUCATION, RESEARCH AND CHURCH 
AFFAIRS (2000). Primary and Lower Secondary Education [online]. Available: 
http://odin.dep.no/ufd/engelsk/education/compulsory/014081-990079/dok-bn.html [4 
August, 2005]. 
ii THE ROYAL MINISTRY OF EDUCATION, RESEARCH AND CHURCH 
AFFAIRS. Core Curriculum For Primary, Secondary And Adult Education in 
Norway [online]. Available: 
http://www.utdanningsdirektoratet.no/dav/F1DA84F3C1.pdf [28 August 2005].   
iii MINISTRY OF EDUCATION AND RESEARCH. The Challenge Posed by a 
Quality Reform in Primary and Secondary Education [online]. Available: 
http://odin.dep.no/ufd/norsk/tema/satsingsomraade/kvalitetsutvalget/045071-
990226/dok-bn.html [28 August 2005]. 
iv MINISTRY OF TRADE AND INDUSTRY, MINISTRY OF EDUCATION AND 
RESEARCH, AND MINISTRY OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND REGIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT (2004). See Opportunities and Make Them Work! Strategy for 
Entrepreneurship in Education 2004–2008 [online]. Available: 
http://odin.dep.no/filarkiv/250134/Se_muligh_eng_28s_lr.pdf [28 August 2005]. 
v MINISTRY OF EDUCATION AND RESEARCH. Report no. 30 to the Storting 
(2003-2004). Culture for Learning (abridged version) [online]. Available: 
http://odin.dep.no/ufd/english/doc/handbooks/045071-120012/dok-bn.html [28 
August 2005]. 
vi MINISTRY OF EDUCATION AND RESEARCH. Report no. 30 to the Storting 
(2003-2004). Culture for Learning (abridged version) [online]. Available: 
http://odin.dep.no/ufd/english/doc/handbooks/045071-120012/dok-bn.html [28 
August 2005]. 
vii MINISTRY OF EDUCATION AND RESEARCH. Report no. 30 to the Storting 
(2003-2004). Culture for Learning (abridged version) [online]. Available: 
http://odin.dep.no/ufd/english/doc/handbooks/045071-120012/dok-bn.html [28 
August 2005]. 
viii THE ROYAL MINISTRY OF EDUCATION, RESEARCH AND CHURCH 
AFFAIRS (n.d.). Core Curriculum for Primary, Secondary and Adult Education in 
Norway [online]. Available: 
http://www.utdanningsdirektoratet.no/dav/F1DA84F3C1.pdf [28 August 2005].   

http://odin.dep.no/ufd/engelsk/education/compulsory/014081-990079/dok-bn.html
http://www.utdanningsdirektoratet.no/dav/F1DA84F3C1.pdf
http://odin.dep.no/ufd/norsk/tema/satsingsomraade/kvalitetsutvalget/045071-
http://odin.dep.no/filarkiv/250134/Se_muligh_eng_28s_lr.pdf
http://odin.dep.no/ufd/english/doc/handbooks/045071-120012/dok-bn.html
http://odin.dep.no/ufd/english/doc/handbooks/045071-120012/dok-bn.html
http://odin.dep.no/ufd/english/doc/handbooks/045071-120012/dok-bn.html
http://www.utdanningsdirektoratet.no/dav/F1DA84F3C1.pdf


Thematic probe: the teaching and learning of skills in primary and secondary education 

 

NFER 126 

                                                                                                                                            
ix MINISTRY OF TRADE AND INDUSTRY, MINISTRY OF EDUCATION AND 
RESEARCH, AND MINISTRY OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND REGIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT (2004). See Opportunities and Make Them Work! Strategy for 
Entrepreneurship in Education 2004–2008 [online]. Available: 
http://odin.dep.no/filarkiv/250134/Se_muligh_eng_28s_lr.pdf [28 August 2005]. 

http://odin.dep.no/filarkiv/250134/Se_muligh_eng_28s_lr.pdf


Thematic probe: the teaching and learning of skills in primary and secondary education 

 

NFER 127 

SINGAPORE 

1 Country Background 

In Singapore, primary education begins at age six.  The primary curriculum (Primary 

1 to Primary 4, six- to 10-year-olds) focuses on a core curriculum which includes 

English, the mother tongue ([Mandarin] Chinese, Malay, or Tamil) and mathematics. 

Science is introduced in Primary 3 (eight- to nine-year- olds).  The learning of English 

also includes general topics including health education and information literacy.  

 

Primary 5 and Primary 6 is known as the ‘orientation stage’ (for 10- to 12-year-olds).  

At this level, the subjects studied are: English, mother tongue (Chinese, Malay or 

Tamil), mathematics, science, social studies, art and crafts, music, physical education 

(PE), and civics and moral education (CME). 

 

There are three specific secondary level courses: ‘special’, ‘express’ and ‘normal’, but 

the curriculum subjects for all secondary school students are essentially the same: 

 

• In Secondary 1 and 2 (12- to 14-year-olds) the subjects studied are: English, 

mother tongue (Chinese/Malay/Tamil), mathematics, science, literature, 

history, geography, art and crafts, design and technology and home economics 

(all of these are examination subjects), civics and moral education, physical 

education, and music (non-examination subjects).   

• At Secondary 3 and 4 (14- to 16-year-olds) the subjects studied are: English, 

Chinese/Malay/Tamil, computer applications (technical courses only), 

mathematics (these are compulsory/core examination subjects), civics and 

moral education, physical education, music (compulsory non-examination 

subjects).  In addition, there are usually three to nine lessons (of 35-40 minutes 

each) every week of optional/elective subjects.  

 

Core skills and values are emphasised throughout the curriculum, although not 

explicitly linked across subject areas.  Thinking skills are of particular importance 
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through all phases of education and the Ministry has recently outlined a new approach 

to skills in the curriculum. 

2 Skills Overview 

The vision of creating ‘Thinking Schools, Learning Nation’ was formed with the aim 

of building a workforce able to cope with the changes of a transient economy.  The 

need to develop critical and creative thinking skills is deemed crucial for increasing 

Singapore’s economic competitiveness especially in the knowledge-based economy.  

Singapore’s then Prime Minister, Mr Goh Chok Tong, in his opening speech at the 

opening of the ‘7th International Conference on Thinking’, stated that: 

 

future wealth will depend on their capacity of learning… their ability to seek 

out new technologies and ideas, and to apply them in everything they do will 

be the key source of economic growth.  

 

As a result, the concept of ‘Thinking Schools’, introduced by the Ministry of 

Education, is central to heeding the Government’s call to realise this national visioni. 

2.1  Core Skills 

There are eight core skills and values which are emphasised in the curriculum.  They 

are delivered as an integral part of the teaching and learning of the various curriculum 

subjects, although not explicitly linked across subject areas.  They are also a part of 

the framework for the revision of the various syllabuses which is ongoing.  The eight 

core skills and values are: 

• literacy and numeracy 

• information skills 

• thinking skills and creativity 

• communication skills 

• social and cooperative skills 

• knowledge application skills 

• self-management skills 

• character development. 
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The Ministry states that these core skills and values are important ‘for young people to 

achieve their full potential and participate purposefully in society’ii. 

 

In response to the information booklet, ‘Nurturing Every Child: Flexibility and 

Diversity in Singapore Schools’, schools at all levels are expected to provide more 

opportunities for students to develop skills in innovation, and for character 

development.  Teaching is expected to focus on developing understanding, 

questioning and critical thinking.  Examinations and assessment methods have been 

reviewed to reduce reliance on rote learning and encourage independent learning and 

experimentation.  The syllabuses have been trimmed whilst ‘retaining the overall 

rigour of the curriculum, to free up time and space to focus on core knowledge and 

skills’iii. 

3 Thinking Skills  

One of the eight core skills and values in the Singaporean curriculum is thinking 

skills.  Thinking skills are taught explicitly as well as implicitly through subjects.   

 

The National Institute of Education set up the Singapore Centre for Teaching 

Thinking (SCITT) (http://eduweb.nie.edu.sg/sctt/about.html) to provide resources and 

to undertake research to assist schools in the implementation of the critical and 

creative thinking initiative.  SCITT trains teachers in the teaching of thinking skills.  

These trained teachers are expected to pass their new knowledge on to other teaching 

colleagues.  

 

The Ministry also provides resources and advice for teaching thinking skills as well as 

recommending the following websites: 

• Ways of Teaching Thinking - 

http://learnweb.harvard.edu/alps/thinking/ways.cfm   

This website highlights the four thinking-centred approaches which classroom 

teachers can use to infuse thinking into the curriculum. 

• Critical Thinking Consortium - http://www.criticalthinking.org   

This website provides access to a range of resources relating to the teaching of 

critical thinking, including critical thinking strategies and lesson plans iv. 

http://eduweb.nie.edu.sg/sctt/about.html
http://learnweb.harvard.edu/alps/thinking/ways.cfm
http://www.criticalthinking.org


Thematic probe: the teaching and learning of skills in primary and secondary education 

 

NFER 130 

 

At the pre-university level (age 16/17-18/19), recent changes have also introduced 

‘knowledge skills’ as an area of learning.  The specific ‘knowledge skills’ subjects are 

‘General Paper’, ‘Project Work’ and ‘Knowledge and Enquiry’.  These subjects 

emphasise the explicit acquisition and development of higher-order skills such as 

conceptual thinking, analysis and evaluation.   In addition, thinking skills have been 

embedded into content-based subjects to provide opportunities for students to apply 

these skills.   

 

In Knowledge and Enquiry, a new subject which began to be introduced in 2006, 

students investigate and evaluate how knowledge is constructed in the sciences, social 

sciences, mathematics, and aesthetics.  There is also a component on the development 

of students’ critical reasoning skills. 

4 Learning Skills  

Lifelong learning skills are emphasised in the Ministry of Education information 

booklet, ‘Nurturing Every Child: Flexibility and Diversity in Singapore Schools’.  The 

booklet states that the new curriculum will ‘encourage students to learn more actively 

and independently…to nurture a curiosity that goes beyond the formal curriculum, 

and a passion for learning that carries through life’v.   

 

Of the eight core skills and values in the Singaporean curriculum, three can be 

classified as learning skills:  

• literacy and numeracy 

• information skills  

• knowledge application.   

 

Of these skills, literacy and numeracy receive greatest emphasis, particularly at the 

primary level: the aim of primary education is to foster the learning of basic core 

subjects, building on a firm foundation in English and mathematics.  The continued 

study of English and the mother tongue reflects and emphasises the importance of 

being bilingual in a multiracial society, and also aims to guarantee that children are 
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equipped with the basic skills of literacy and numeracy to function in a modern 

industrialised economy. 

5 Personal Skills  

Of the eight core skills and values in the Singaporean curriculum, half can be 

classified as personal skills. These are: character development, communication, self-

management, and social and cooperative skills.  There are also specific curriculum 

subjects and programmes linked to the development of personal skills. 

5.1  Civics and Moral Education 

Civics and Moral Education (CME) is offered at both primary and secondary level.  

The overarching goal of CME is to ‘nurture a person of good character who is caring 

and acts responsibly towards self, family, community, nation and world’vi.  This is in 

line with the mission of the Singapore Education service which is to mould the people 

who will determine the future of the nation. 

5.2  Character Development Programme 

Linked to the national education programme, the Character Development Programme 

(CDP) was introduced in 2001.  CDP comprises three domains: 

• enterprise  

• citizenship  

• personal-social life skills. 

 

The Character Development Programme complements the formal curriculum and is 

designed to: 

• promote the character and leadership development of Singapore's students  

• inculcate national values in Singapore's students  

• develop in students a sense of belonging to the nation.  

 

Through the programme, students are exposed to various activities that aim to 

‘broaden their horizons and equip them with skills and knowledge to lead meaningful, 

purposeful and healthy lives’.  Schools have the autonomy to decide on the 

implementation of the programme, and also to design the details of the programme to 
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suit the needs of their students.  As a guide, however, the Ministry of Education 

recommends that each module should take at least eight hours of study time.  The 

rationale for this minimum time span is that it should allow sufficient time for a 

meaningful set of skills to be developedvii. 

 

In developing the syllabus for Civics and Moral Education (CME), the Ministry of 

Education took the following factors into consideration: 

• the need to provide children with a sound foundation in values and ethics in a 

rapidly changing world 

• the need to enhance children’s sense of emotional bonding and commitment to 

the community and the nation in the midst of increasing globalisation and a 

borderless world.  There is a belief that children need to know and appreciate 

the uniqueness of Singapore, the struggles, constraints and vulnerabilities, and 

achievements of the nation, and the multi-racial, multi-cultural and the multi-

religious nature of Singaporean society. 

5.3 Project Work 

Students complete Project Work at the primary, secondary and pre-university levels.  

In addition to developing knowledge application skills (see section 3), Project Work 

aims to develop students’ abilities to collaborate, communicate and learn 

independently. 

6 Conclusion 

The curriculum in Singapore has recently undergone reform with skills (particularly 

thinking skills) receiving emphasis.  These skills and values were introduced in order 

for Singapore to increase economic competitiveness in the knowledge-based 

economy.  Eight core skills and values are identified: thinking skills and creativity, 

literacy and numeracy, information skills, knowledge application skills, 

communication skills, social and cooperative skills, self-management skills, and 

character development.  Half of these skills are personal, and tie closely to the 

overarching aim of education in Singapore, which is to mould the people who will 

determine the future of the nation.  Core skills receive equal emphases at all levels of 

schooling, although literacy and numeracy are most prominent at the primary level.  
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The core skills are delivered as an integral part of the curriculum, although not 

explicitly linked across subject areas or assessed. 
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WISCONSIN 

1 Country Background 

1.1  Educational Standards 

Under the Wisconsin educational standards, the State requires all schools to provide 

regular instruction in reading, language arts, social studies, mathematics, science, 

health, physical education, art, music and, in certain grades/year groups, career 

exploration, vocational education and foreign language education.  Additionally, since 

August 1998, when schools were expected to adopt the Wisconsin Model Academic 

Standards, it has been recommended that the school curriculum should be designed to 

meet or exceed these Standards. 

 

The state-wide Kindergarten to Grade 12 core curriculum (five- to 18-year-olds) 

generally comprises:  

• mathematics (number operations and relationships, geometry, measurement, 

statistics and probability and algebraic relationships) 

• science (nature of science, science enquiry/problem solving, science 

connections, physical science, life and environmental science, science 

communication, science applications and personal and social perspectives) 

• English language arts (language, literature, reading, writing, listening, 

speaking, media and technology and research) 

• social studies (history, political science, civic ideals and practices, geography, 

economics, global connections, anthropology/culture, sociology, psychology 

and science, technology and society).  

 

Academic standards specify what students should know and be able to do, what they 

might be asked to do to give evidence of standards, and how well they must perform.  

They include content, performance, and proficiency standards i.  The four core 

standards are: 
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• English language arts 

• mathematics 

• science 

• social studies. 

 

These core areas are identified as they are the areas of focus for standardised, state-

wide testing to comply with the federal No Child Left Behind Act.  However, the 

Wisconsin State Superintendent and Department of Public Instruction emphasises the 

provision of a ‘comprehensive and balanced’ curriculum to include all of the areas for 

which standards have been developed.  Model Academic Standards are also provided 

for: 

• agricultural education 

• art and design education 

• business 

• dance 

• environmental education 

• family and consumer education 

• foreign languages 

• health education 

• information and technology literacy 

• marketing education 

• music education 

• physical education 

• technology education 

• theatre educationii.  

1.2 Educational Goals 

Wisconsin’s Office of Educational Accountability outlines the State’s vision for 

educational goals.  Goals across three areas are identified: learner goals; institutional 

support goals; and societal support goals.  These goals affect children’s learning and 

the skills they acquire.  The first three learner goals form the basis for development of 

a state-wide assessment system and provide the basis upon which students achieve the 

other learner goals. 
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Learner goals 

The learner will: 

• build a substantial knowledge base  

• develop thinking and communication processes 

• apply knowledge and processes 

• acquire the capacity and motivation for lifelong learning 

• develop physical and emotional wellness 

• develop character 

• be a responsible citizen 

• be prepared for productive work 

• respect cultural diversity and pluralism 

• develop aesthetic awareness.  

Institutional support goals: 

Institutions will: 

• focus on academic achievement 

• set high expectations for students and schools 

• address the needs of all students  

• establish a climate of respect 

• provide a wide range of educational offerings 

• provide an active learning environment 

• provide a positive physical setting for learning 

• meet the needs of professional staff 

• establish family partnerships 

• promote collaboration within the school and community.  

Societal support goals  

Society will: 

• make children its top priority 

• provide fair and adequate funding for education 
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• provide safe schools, neighbourhoods, and communities 

• ensure that children at all levels are ready to learn 

• develop partnerships 

• provide educational, cultural, and recreational opportunities 

• enhance educational equity through information technology 

• support local decision makingiii.  

2 Skills Overview 

In Wisconsin, skills are part of the curriculum’s academic standards.  Work-based 

skills are also taught through a range of career and technical education courses. 

2.1  Areas of Applied Knowledge 

The Department of Public Instruction of the State of Wisconsin has developed five 

areas of applied knowledge: 

• application of the basics  

• ability to think 

• skill in communication 

• production of quality work  

• connections with community. 

 

The five areas ‘connect or go beyond the mastery of individual subject areas’.  As 

students apply their knowledge both within and across the various curricular areas, it 

is intended that they should ‘develop the concepts and complex thinking of educated 

persons’.  Teachers in every class are intended to expect and encourage the 

development of these shared applications, both to promote the learning of subject 

content and to extend learning across the curriculum iv.  

 

These areas of applied knowledge connect with what community members and 

employers consider that citizens and employees should know and be able to do, and 

go beyond the mastery of individual subject areas.  The Wisconsin Department of 

Public Instruction explains that: 
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Community members need these skills to function as responsible citizens. 

Employers prize those employees who demonstrate these skills because they 

are people who can continue learning and connect what they have learned to 

the requirements of a job. College and university faculties recognise the need 

for these skills as the means of developing the level of understanding that 

separates the expert from the beginnerv.  

 

The areas of applied knowledge are for students at all levels of education.  As state 

assessments are aligned with these and school districts adopt, adapt, or develop their 

own standards and multiple measures for determining proficiencies of students, 

greater accountability for the progress of all students can be assuredvi.  

2.2  Career and Technical Education 

As part of the Career and Technical Education Programme, open to all ‘juniors’ (12- 

to 15-year-olds) and ‘seniors’ (15- to 18-year-olds), four Skills Certificate 

Programmes are offered.  Developed in a collaborative partnership of representatives 

of business and industry and educators, the certificates comprisevii: 

• the Cooperative Education Skill Standards Certificate Programme – an 

integration of school-based and work-based learning and appropriate career 

development experiencesviii 

• the Employability Skills Standards Certificate Programme – a certificate to 

recognise a student's mastery of employability skills valued by employers, to 

help students explore a career interest, and to provide a state credentialix  

• the ACCT Certificate Programme – a 40-hour course for Assistant Child Care 

Teachers (ACCT)x  

• the Youth Leadership Skill Standards Certificate Programme – a certificate 

organised into six categories of leadership skills: self management; 

communication and critical-creative thinking; media and technology; 

interpersonal, conflict management, democratic organisation and small group 

skills; ethical standards and behaviours; democratic discussion, problem 

solving and reasoned action skillsxi. 
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3 Thinking Skills  

One of Wisconsin’s five areas of applied knowledge is the ability to think.  This 

includes: 

• problem solving  

• informed decision making 

• critical thinking  

• creative thinking 

• analytical thinking  

• imagining places, times and situations different from one's own 

• developing and testing a hypothesis 

• transferring learning to new situationsxii. 

 

It is one of the Office of Educational Accountability goals that learners develop 

thinking processes.  This goal aims for students to develop a command of thinking 

processes – which it lists as: analysis, creative thinking, problem solving, decision 

making, visualizing, concept development – that permit them to interpret and apply 

their knowledge basexiii. 

4 Learning Skills  

Many of the goals for education in Wisconsin include learning skills such as 

knowledge specific skills, for example, mathematics and science (see 4.1), and 

application of knowledge (see 4.2).  The goal which refers most specifically to 

learning skills, is that learners should acquire the capacity and motivation for lifelong 

learning.  This goal aims for students to ‘develop their natural curiosity to acquire 

habits of enquiry and a love for learning which will motivate them to continue 

learning throughout their lives’xiv.  

 

Two of Wisconsin’s five areas of applied knowledge are related to learning skills: 

application of the basics, and production of quality work. 
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4.1  Application of the Basics 

Application of the basics includes skills such as: 

• mathematics 

• science 

• social studies 

• language arts 

• technology 

 

The Wisconsin Educational Standards require all schools to provide regular 

instruction in all these areas (with the exception of technology).  However, since 

August 1998, when schools were expected to adopt the Wisconsin Model Academic 

Standards, it has been recommended that the school curriculum should be designed to 

meet or exceed these Standardsxv.  It is also one of the Office of Educational 

Accountability goals that learners should build a substantial knowledge base in these 

areas (including technology) xvi.  

4.2 Production of Quality Work 

Production of quality work includes the skills of: 

• acquiring and using information 

• creating quality products and performances  

• revising products and performances  

• developing and pursuing positive goals. 

 

It is one of the Office of Educational Accountability goals that learners apply 

knowledge and processes so they ‘build upon knowledge and apply learning 

processes to create new ideas and understandings’xvii.  

5 Personal Skills  

In Wisconsin, personal and employability skills are part of the curriculum’s academic 

standards.  Work-based skills are taught through a range of career and technical 

education courses.  Personal skills also form two of the five areas of applied 

knowledge: communication, and connections with community. 
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5.1  Communication 

Skills in communication include:  

• constructing and defending an argument  

• working effectively in groups  

• communicating plans and processes for reaching goals  

• receiving and acting on instructions, plans and models  

• communicating with a variety of tools and skills. 

 

Communication is highlighted in the Office of Educational Accountability goals.  

Goal two for learners states that learners should: 

 

develop a command of…communication processes (listening, speaking, 

reading, writing, viewing, image making, and other symbolizing) to enable 

them to communicate thoughts with othersxviii. 

5.2  Connection with Community 

Connections with community relates to skills such as:  

• recognising and acting on responsibilities as a citizen 

• preparing for work and lifelong learning 

• contributing to the aesthetic and cultural life of the community 

• seeing oneself and one's community within the nation and the world 

• contributing and adapting to scientific and technological change. 

5.3  Employability Skills 

The Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction states that ‘mastery of employability 

skills is essential for all students, because virtually all students will one-day go to 

work’xix.  Wisconsin schools provide a variety of school-supervised learning 

experiences that help students prepare for their life’s work and offer credits towards 

graduation and/or skill attainment credentials.  In particular, school-based 

programmes such as Youth Apprenticeship, Cooperative Education, Work 

Experience, Internships, Service Learning and others provide valuable career 

development experiences for young people, and some provide state certification of the 

skills students develop. 
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Wisconsin’s Cooperative Education Skill Standards Certificate Programme is 

designed in partnership with business, industry and labour representatives, and 

educators, around the integration of school-based and work-based learning and 

appropriate career development experiences.  The Programme aims to encourage 

students to move through a series of learning activities with opportunities for career 

exploration, further learning, and employment skills based on state standards.  The 

Programme further recognises students’ mastery of employability skills, helps 

students explore career interests, and provides a state credential.  The main strategy is 

to provide, within state guidelines, state certification of a broader range of local 

district, school-supervised work-based learning programmes. 

 

The Programme is designed to provide paid work experience for junior or senior high 

school students, which contributes substantially to their educational and occupational 

development.  The student’s experience is divided between classroom instruction 

related to the work being done on the job and workplace learning.  The workplace will 

give students opportunities to achieve both the employability skills and technical 

competencies identified by the industry for successful employment.xx 

 

The employability skills in this programme have been identified through the US 

Department of Labour Secretary's Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills 

(SCANS), in partnership with educators, business, industry and labour 

representatives.  SCANS, whilst recognising that there is no generally accepted 

statement of the skills required to succeed at a career in the United States, formulated 

a framework for workplace skills based on three components: functional skills, 

enabling skills, and the workplace scenario. 

5.4 Functional Skills  

Functional skills reflect what people in a wide range of jobs actually do at work.  

These skills are exhibited at many different levels and in different proportions, 

depending on the job, but with enough common aspects of content and cognitive and 

behavioural performance to constitute a skill.  Twenty-seven functional skills have 

been identified, grouped into five classes of activity performed in most work settings 

(this is a working inventory and should not be presumed to be complete): 
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a) resource management: identifies, organises, plans, and allocates resources 

• time: understands, follows, and prepares a schedule 

• money: prepares and follows a budget 

• material: allocates material resources 

• people: allocates personnel resources 

 

b) information management: acquires and uses necessary information 

• identifies, finds, and selects necessary information 

• assimilates and integrates information from multiple sources 

• represents, conveys, and communicates information to others 

effectively 

• converts information from one form to another  

• prepares, interprets, and maintains quantitative and non-quantitative 

records and information, including visual displays 

 

c) social interaction  

• participates as an effective member of a team 

• facilitates group learning 

• teaches others new skills 

• serves clients/customers 

• influences (informs, explains, persuades, convinces) an individual or 

group 

• negotiates to arrive at a decision 

• works well with all kinds of people 

• understands how the social/organisational system works 

 

d) systems behaviour and performance  

• understands how system components interact to achieve goals 

• identifies, anticipates, and manages consequences 

• monitors and corrects performance, identifies trends and anomalies 

• links symbolic representations to real-world phenomena 

• integrates multiple displays 
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e) human and technology interaction  

• selects and uses appropriate technologies 

• visualises operations and programmes machines to perform work 

• employs computers for input, presentation, and analysis 

• troubleshoots and maintains technologies 

• designs systems to perform complex tasks efficiently 

 

f) affective skills: attitudes, motivation, and values. 

Enabling Skills 

Enabling skills are the specific knowledge and procedures developed through the 

traditional teaching and learning activities of schools.  Enabling skills underlie the 

performance of functional skills.  They include reading and writing, mathematics and 

computer skills, listening and speaking, and other areas (see 4.1).  Enabling skills 

relate to the basic knowledge a person must have to develop functional skills, such as 

a core vocabulary required for discourse in many contexts or the basic arithmetical 

procedures required to compute at different levels. 

The Workplace Scenario 

The scenario is used as a communication device to demonstrate the way in which 

work integrates these skills into a productive outcome xxi.  

6 Conclusion 

In Wisconsin, skills are embedded within the five areas of applied knowledge which 

connect to or go beyond individual subject areas at all levels of the curriculum, and 

are aligned with educational standards (and therefore assessments).  The skills – 

ability to think, application of the basics, production of quality work (learning skills), 

communication, and connections with community (personal skills) – are based on the 

skills needed for employability and functioning as a responsible citizen.  Skills are 

present in the educational goals in Wisconsin, which include developing thinking and 

communication processes and developing the capacity and motivation for lifelong 

learning.  Employability skills are particularly emphasised at the upper secondary 
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level, where a range of school-supervised learning experiences (such as the Wisconsin 

Cooperative Education Skill Standards Certificate Programme) are available to 

prepare, and certify, students for work.
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