
Systematization of the E-Forum on Approaches by Competencies 

 

Relevance of the Concept of Competency 

 

The researchers of the Observatoire des réformes en éducation (ORÉ), of Quebec 

Université at Montréal (UQAM) felt especially interested in the relevance of the 

concept of competency in education, mainly from 1Cardinet’s critic (1982:158) who 

wondered if the concept of competency is a “pre-scientific concept, more or less 

meaningless”. Furthermore, the interest of researchers was based on the remarks of 

other authors such as 2Delory (1992:74), who focused on its “polysemic feature” or 3De 

Ketele (2000:188),who assured it is “a weak concept because too often it still means 

either only contents, or some blurred abilities, or even only specific objectives”.  

 

Consequently, the researchers wondered to what extent it is relevant to use the concept 

of competency as an organizing principle for programmes of study, how the concept of 

competency is perceived in different countries or regions all around the world and what 

kind of critics are used at this level.  

On the basis of these questions, the second E-Forum on the Approaches by 

Competencies held from November 20th to December 15th, 2006 and organized by the 

International Bureau of Education, received the contribution of a great number of 

participants involved in Education from 46 countries of all regions of the world, who 

expressed their opinions and experiences on this matter.  

 

As regards the concept of competency and the possibility that it may become the 

organizing principle for programmes of study, it was pointed out that 4“this concept has 

a broad coverage and its related theories are not perfect. A premise for the concept of 

competency to become the organizer has theoretical foundations. At the same time, it 

should reflect the idea that the objectives of teaching are centred on students with a 
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view to fully developing their competency rather than only training them in 

knowledge”.  

 

Moreover, it was expressed that the concept of competency can be defined as 5“the 

combination of personal components (knowledge, cognitive abilities, motivation, 

attitudes, emotions), social components (knowledge of contexts and social knowledge) 

and components of behavior (actions, behaviors, initiatives guided by purposes and 

objectives)”. In addition, some participants agreed that the approach by competencies 
6“can be a curriculum organizer which enables children and young people to discover 

the usefulness of what they learn in the educational system and to make it meaningful 

for them and for society”.  

 

Many participants have enriched this forum by providing definitions of the concept of 

competency analyzed by them and their teams of work. Among other versions, the 

concept was defined as 7“complex abilities composed of intellectual and procedural 

attitudes and skills, which enable an efficient performance in daily life and at work”.  

This E-Forum has shown that it is necessary to reach an agreement regarding the 

acceptance of a concept of competency 8“by discussing on various present concepts and 

selecting the one suitable for what we want to plan”. It is important to highlight that 

many participants have made reference to the difficulty found with respect to the 

implementation of the declared curriculum.  As to the relevance of the concept of 

competency, several opinions agreed that 9 “All people involved in the educational 

system must reach an agreement on the concept and make it operational as an essential 

requirement for the approach by competencies to be successful”.  

 

Another difficulty that was perceived lies in the confusion existing between the terms 

“competency” and “ability”. Whereas some colleagues consider that ability means 10“to 

know how to do something and the other one means how to act”; others understand that 
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competency is 11“not « how to act », but « how to solve this category of problems, 

linked with the subject, or with the subjects field”, and emphasize the “size” of 

competencies to be developed, that is to say, how many competencies are expected to be 

developed by students in a specific subject or subject field, arguing that the logics will 

be different according to the quantity of competencies to be developed.  According to 

this view, 12“if we expect to develop from 20 to 30, we are in a logic of specific 

objectives development, from 5 to 15 we are often in a logic of general abilities 

development and 2 or 3, we are in a logic of development of competencies”.  Apart 

from this, participants made also reference to the importance of 13“giving meaning and 

scope to the concept, which makes it possible to understand, see and use it as an 

instrument to improve the quality of designs and curriculum implementations”.  

 

As pointed out above, those who have participated in this E-Forum insisted on the need 

of consensus regarding the concept of competency and many of them, referred to the 

great controversy developed in this respect. In Honduras, for example, it was a 

problematic issue and the concept of Basic Competencies was defined as 14“what all 

students have to achieve, regardless of their conditions and their own characteristics.”  

 

Many posts expressed that the concept is being analyzed and that 15“it is necessary to 

develop a process of creation and implementation of the concept”.  

Some colleagues stated that the concept of competency has been increasingly used and 

assured, as an example, that 16“it can be seen in almost every PhD. thesis currently 

defended in Pedagogical Science in Cuba”. They also agreed that it is necessary to reach 

an agreement as regards its meaning and considered that the concept 17“includes, as a 

minimum, knowledge, abilities, values and aptitudes”. These colleagues seemed to be 

worried about the understanding of the concept as something general and they insisted 

on that fact that it also includes those peculiarities that consider the characteristic aspect 
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of a person, 18“the unrepeatable and peculiar aspect of each human being”. According to 

other points of view, 19“the concept of competencies’ getting stronger or not depends on 

what the educational systems are doing and will do with it”.  Therefore, competencies 

should not be merely “decorative”. The discussion was clarified by introducing the 

concept of competency in contrast with the concept of ability, explaining that 20“a 

competency necessarily includes a certain number of abilities, but no ability can include 

a competency since abilities are not contextualized”.  

 

In order to reach a consensus, new definitions along the same line were given in the 

Forum. For example, it was also defined in the Basic National Curriculum of Guatemala 

as 21“the ability or aptitude developed by students in order to face and solve everyday 

problems and to acquire new knowledge”. On the other hand, the discussion was 

focused on the way a community gives meaning to the concept. It was explained that 
22“it is about a continuous, difficult, ambiguous and complex process of construction 

and signification of the concept within a specific institutional, cultural, social and 

academic framework”.  

 

More definitions of the concept of competency were given by participants, such as 
23“effective performance in a particular field” and some people consider that there is a 

weak theoretical framework in higher education. As to the idea of the concept of 

competency getting stronger, it was also pointed out that 24“two opposite phenomena 

can be observed: there is no reflection on the polysemy of the concept and it is 

simplistically rejected because it is similar to the pedagogy by objectives or, on the 

other hand, this curricular approach is perceived as the panacea that will solve all the 

problems suffered by educational systems at present”.  Finally, with respect to the 

approach and concept validity, participants expressed that it is necessary to have wide 

and plural conceptual frameworks to clarify the concept, since 25“There is no conclusive 

evidence to totally accept or refuse an approach but reference elements”.     
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Competency and Situations 

 

ORÉ researchers also noticed that the situations according to which competencies are 

developed, remained absent in most of the programmes of study analyzed and they 

criticized this tendency.  According to the researchers 26“the situation is both the origin 

and the criterion of competency”. Consequently, situations cannot be ignored and if 

they look like “virtual elements” they will be useless. Researchers considered this 

deficiency of programmes of study one of the most significant problems when working 

on an approach by competencies.  

 

The difficulty to introduce situations into the classroom practices was one of the most 

important matters of concern in the E-Forum and the opinions and experiences 

expressed by participants were in agreement over contextualization as an essential 

element to create competencies.  In this respect, it was pointed out that competency is 

developed in situations, therefore, 27 “if situations in which human competency can 

really be developed could be created, competency could possibly become the organizer 

of the programmes of study. Authentic situations are closest to students’ experience in 

their life and thus very helpful in mobilizing all their senses and experiences”.  

 

The Forum provides us with two ways of creating situations in teaching: to provide 

situations for specific activities and to provide learning resources. It is always important 

to be as close to reality as possible. 28 “Competency determines where the student 

significant learning is placed. It provides the meaning of what the student has to learn, 

according to the context and from what the student has already learnt”. It is necessary to 

define 29“complex situations which imply the use of different kind of resources and 

articulate several subjects” because 30“curriculum writers do not know how to define 

situations or how to decode people actions in situations. The difficulty does not lie in 

the lack of understanding of the concept but in how to make this concept operational”.  

Theoretical concepts learnt in classroom should be decoded in order to be applied in 
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daily practice. The concept of competency itself 31“is based on the interaction of three 

elements: the individual, the field of knowledge and the context”. In fact, the E-Forum 

has evidenced the key role that situations play in an approach by competencies and, 

therefore, how important contextualization is. The most relevant difficulties are 

observed when 32 “programmes of study do not manage to convey the context of  

the matter clearly; this makes the learner unable to apply that matter in  

daily practice”.  It was also expressed that real-life situations should be brought into the 

classroom, giving meaning to learning and the role that situations play should be always 

taken into account since 33“they are the necessary link between knowledge as learnt in 

classroom, and knowledge as experienced in daily life”.  

 

 A lot of experiences and ideas were shared in this E- Forum and it should lead us to 

reflect on these problems. The discussion and the issues raised highlighted the need and 

hope that 34“pupils, once out of school should be able to treat with efficiency a series of 

situations in daily life so that, at a minimum level, they can survive in their 

environments”.  

 

Furthermore, it was observed in the light of various experiences in this respect, that 
35“situations from which programmes are built at the beginning must correspond to 

those for which learners come to be trained”. In the same way as situations play a 

crucial role in developing competencies, the idea of Professional Problems was 

introduced to the debate, especially, in higher education. Consequently, these concepts 

were analyzed and it was noticed that 36 “it is also common to design university 

programmes of study and curriculum programmes in general from Professional 

Situations, through which specific Professional Problems, which serve as a basis for the 

design, are raised. Consequently, it is also important the role that Situations and 

Professional Problems play in the process of professionals training and in general, in the 

design of curriculums”. Regarding this, the idea of time was introduced: 37“If we train 
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students with present concrete situations, maybe their education will be obsolete by the 

time they graduate. However, there are very stable situations that may be taken as the 

centre of the training process”.  In short, the E-Forum has shown that there is a 

consensus as regards the premise that there is no possible competency without 

situations. The question resulting from the analysis was whether there is one or several 

ways to reach situations. In order to answer this question it was stated that there are 

several ways to reach situations: 38“a competency does not develop without knowledge; 

on the other hand, knowledge cannot be built apart from situations which allow 

competencies to develop. The importance of situations brings back simply a good sense 

in classes. It is impossible to imagine a person who is ‘out of situation. By definition, a 

person is always ‘situated’” 

 

Competencies and Theories of Action: Description of competencies in the curricula 

and development of competencies in the classrooms. 

 

The third subject of controversy proposed by ORÉ researchers was the excess of 

emphasis on programmes of study perceived in current educational discourse. It seems 

to be a tendency to reduce competencies to the description of contents written in a 

programme of study. In this respect, researchers stated that 39“Different studies show 

that the concept of competency is more related to theories of action than that of 

curriculum: competencies develop in a given situation through one’s actions and 

reflections”.   

 

Consequently, researchers wondered whether it is more important to know how to 

describe a competency in a programme of study or to know how to set up situations for 

the development of competencies by the learners. This question was enthusiastically 

answered by those colleagues who participated in this E-Forum of international scope. It 

was noticed, for example, that the development of competencies in the classroom is not 

always encouraged in the curricula. In some cases, 40 “competencies are merely 

‘decorative’. They do not impel changes in practices for several reasons: either they 
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seem too numerous, too abstract or too difficult to evaluate.  

In other curricula, the competencies are impelling changes, not by themselves but 

according to what the system decides to do with them”. The idea of abstraction was 

quite repetitive. Competencies are sometimes regarded as “abstract”, “virtual” or 

“hybrid” entities and thus, they tend to be far from reality and from the action 

performed by students. This seems to be an important matter of concern and, as a 

consequence, the attention was drawn on the description of competencies in 

programmes of study.   It was expressed that 41“If we have a high degree of abstraction, 

inventorying and adding new competencies as lists that swell the already sutured 

programmes of study of the subjects, without a clear link with the purposes and 

objectives pursued by the educational system, we run the risk of ending up in a 

rhetorical exercise without programmatic application or real effect on the classroom 

practice”.  The adjective “abstract” was introduced in this forum as opposed to 

“concrete”, that is to say, as opposed to what is clearly determined and can be observed 

in real-life practice. A great number of people considered it very relevant to switch from 

a curricular and technicist discourse to a pragmatic reflection: 42“It seems that the idea 

of action in situation (in classroom or elsewhere) is positive because it leads us to the 

idea of the concrete practice of the learner”.   

 

Nevertheless, and although the forum has shown a great consensus as regards the 

importance of learning how to create situations, there were also views which 

“vindicated” the description of competencies and analyzed this in connection with the 

problem of “operationality”, that has been repeatedly mentioned by participants in the 

forum.  Thus, it was expressed that 43“description of competencies cannot be ignored. 

The precise description of competencies provides guidance to the creation of situations 

because a clear understanding of competency is necessary to create situations from 

which students can really develop their competencies. With such a description, the 

development of competency becomes operational”. On the other hand, it was also 

pointed out that 44“The discussion on whether this approach is considered a theory of 

action or a curriculum theory seems to be far from the topics to be discussed by those 

who must implement changes”. ORÉ researchers, in the light of their own experience, 
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consider that the description of competencies in the curricula is a subject subordinated 

to a more relevant issue: the development of competencies in the classroom. Therefore, 

the attention was focused on seeking more efficient pedagogical and didactical 

approaches for the development of competencies by the students in the classrooms.  

In spite of the differences, it is clear that there was a consensus as regards the 

emergence of a new paradigm of action and practice which is student-centered and with 

a constructivist approach. 

 

The approach by competencies and Pedagogy by objectives 

 

A subject of great impact observed in this E-Forum, that has led to a very interesting 

exchange of opinions is the one concerning the Pedagogy by Objectives (PPO). The 

discussion lay in whether there is compatibility or not between an approach by 

competencies and the pedagogy by objectives. Some specialists are suspicious of those 

reforms that seek to be placed in a logic of competencies but at the same time ignore 

essential elements such as contextualization due to an exaggerated application of PPO. 

It is explained that  45 “this particular phenomenon which is new in the history of 

education (it was the first time in history that the content of programmes predominated 

didactical and pedagogical approaches in classrooms) causes the apparition of non-

validated models for the elaboration of curricula by competencies and a hybrid 

vocabulary mixing concepts of pedagogy by objectives with concepts based on a logic 

of competencies”. This situation made participants reflect on the problem raised by 

ORÉ researchers and consequently, a great debate took place. 

 

Many participants supported the critics of ORÉ researchers, who asserted that some 

programmes of study apparently based on a logic of competencies do not go beyond of 

some varieties of the Pedagogy by Objectives because 46“educational systems do not 

know how to create situations and consequently, they end up in the PPO again”.  

This change from objectives to competencies brought about great confusion in many 

countries. Some opinions stated that all proposals as regards competencies are 47“the 

usual contents with another title or format as if they were competencies”. In some cases, 
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participants resorted to Bloom’s taxonomy, considering it 48“quite clear since it regards 

learning as a vertical process, so it will be easier for teachers with poor academic 

training to understand it”. 

 

Along the discussion, a different point of view became evident. In contrast with the 

ORÉ researcher’s standpoint, other opinions showed a different perspective concerning 

this issue and made reference to some studies where the approach by competencies and 

the pedagogy by objectives were complemented. These participants assured that there is 

no incompatibility between both approaches. Thus, the colleagues pointed out that -

according to their own experience in higher education- 49 “there is no antagonism 

between an organization by objectives and an organization by professional problems, 

which is almost equivalent to an organization by competencies, if we consider the 

professional competencies required to face the significant problems of the profession 

successfully. The objective of the course of study must have a great level of generality, 

as well as the objectives of the subjects involved, necessary for said course”. 

 

 In line with this thinking, a model called “Pedagogy by Integration” was introduced to 

the debate. According to this model, different pedagogical methods are integrated in 

order to develop resources for the competencies.  It was explained like this: 50“It can be 

PPO, it can be the project pedagogy, it can be researches conducted by the pupils. At 

some moments of the year (often after 5 weeks), the teacher stops with the development 

of resources, and asks to the pupils to individually solve complex situations that 

mobilize the learned resources”. It is important to highlight that 51“this model is based 

on the idea that an educational system cannot progress without progressive 

innovations”.  The introduction of this model was intended to show that both 

approaches are complementary.  

Along the discussion, some participants insisted on the compatibility or 

complementarity of both approaches, arguing that primary students, for instance, need 

systematic and structured learning in order to obtain basic tools and develop 
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competencies. They held that 52 “these competencies can be obtained by students 

through many ways, especially through practices inspired by pedagogy of objectives”.  

 

Teachers and Educational Reforms 

 

A very important issue to reflect on is the one concerning teachers’ reaction to 

educational reforms based on an approach by competencies, and whether they are ready 

to adopt such reforms or not.  As regards this matter, ORÉ researchers have observed, in 

the light of their own experience, that 53“all teachers are not ready to adopt a reform 

whereas the previous one has not yet been achieved or implemented. We should give 

time to teachers to adapt themselves to reforms; we should not be compulsive and try to 

introduce the approach by competencies at any cost where it is not time to do so, 

because it will not work”.  

 

Consequently, it seems to be clear in the debate that the approach by competencies is 

not panacea. It does not mean that all educational problems will be solved. The idea is 

to introduce complexity in classes. To switch from an approach to another one implies a 

categorical change for teachers and it is necessary for them to be ready to face it. In 

keeping with this, some participants agreed that 54“teachers were not really involved in 

the whole process of implementing the reforms” which 55 “were implemented too 

frequently and the ‘new’ ideas were too many for the teachers to understand”. Other 

opinions in the E-Forum stated that 56“any effective approach will be welcomed and 

finally accepted, however, 57“facts speak louder than words.” 

 

 

In addition, not only teachers should be ready to deal with the reform but also all actors 

of the educational system concerned by it. Apart from these observations, ORÉ 

researchers explained that teachers have to write their programmes with a constructivist 

approach.  58“The process must be under the control of teachers and guided by experts. 
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Without being involved, teachers reject the reform that they consider coming out of the 

blue. Teachers should be able to use it in non-complex situations.  

Time should be given to them to build new knowledge from what they already know 

and from their practice”.  This approach emerges from a new paradigm of education 

and, in this respect, we should wonder if 59“teachers and/or students know how to 

combine competencies according to the pillars of the 21st. Century education: learn to 

know, learn to do, learn to live together and learn to be”.   

 

As mentioned above, the high degree of abstraction of programmes of study, the 

ignorance regarding how to create situations and the uncertainty regarding what tools 

one should use to develop activities that mobilize learned resources, apart from other 

factors, cause great confusion among teachers.  In this regard, the E-Forum makes us 

reflect on a series of questions: 60“What activities are to be organized to teach/learn the 

constituents of competency (the resources)? When and how are these activities to be 

conducted?” In connection with these questions, many answers and suggestions have 

arisen from the forum: 61“Teachers, when planning the class, have to develop activities 

which respond to the objective of each unit of the syllabus, relating competencies to 

specific contents”. Moreover, it was suggested that 62 “instead of staying in the 

prescriptive register (‘what should we do ideally?’), we begin and remain in the 

descriptive register (‘what are the teachers doing?’) and be aware of the huge 

difficulties faced every day by teachers while changing their practices in classrooms, 

especially within hard contexts”.  

 

The evaluation of competencies was also a matter of great interest in the discussion. 
63 “The implementation of a curriculum organized by competencies has been well 

received by teachers, however, the question related to this matter is based on how to 

evaluate a competency, how to change the idea of measurement for formative 

evaluation”. 64“It seems to be necessary to think of methodologies which help teachers 

to create complex situations that facilitate the creation of competencies and its 

evaluation, because it is still a problem without solution”. 
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Finally, there is a consensus as regards the fact that the reform means a change of 

paradigm and its implementation is not easy. Teachers need the support of experts and 

all actors of the educational system should be seriously involved. The participants of the 

E-Forum have exchanged opinions in this respect, pointing out that there is 65“a great 

deal of confidence in the teacher's ability to facilitate learning - they do every day and 

very effectively. But they do need to be accompanied, supported and properly trained to 

implement such reforms”, that is to say, 66“it is important to provide teachers with 

situations from which learners will develop apprenticeships.” 

 

Undoubtedly, teachers should be accompanied but it is also necessary to pay attention 

on how this new approach affects their professional identity. This was clearly explained 

in the E-Forum: 67“The simple fact of educating in the new approach seems to be 

insufficient if we ignore the teachers’ historicity and their necessary professional 

development, as time goes by, to experience and internalize what was proposed. The 

question is more complex than a simple confrontation of approaches and curricular 

models” 

 

To conclude, the E-Forum has provided us with a great number of constructive 

viewpoints and ideas, as well as a common space for reflection and exchange of 

opinions concerning those difficulties and tensions as regards curricular reforms.   
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