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This is a short Working Paper that has been written as a contribution to the above two projects. The ideas have emerged from the data we have been collecting, plus theoretical ideas from the literature. It is written here about key competencies and schools, but parallel ideas about dimensions of strength for learning dispositions in early childhood settings have also informed Book 10 of Kei tua o te pae (Ministry of Education, 2005 and in preparation).

Background

As the schools and early childhood settings in the TLRI project explore key competencies, the question that they are beginning to investigate is: how can we document key competencies in such a way that we can assist learners to strengthen them? This is no simple matter, because of the nature of the key competencies: 

Competencies are more complex than skills. Capable people draw on and combine all the resources available to them: knowledge, skills, attitudes and values. 

(The NZ Curriculum draft p.11).

Ideas about learning behind the key competencies

Distinctions have been made in the literature between the idea that learning is about a learner acquiring items of knowledge or skill, and the idea that learning is about the interactions between an intentional learner and an educational context. Anna Sfard has described this as the AM and the PM approaches: using an Acquisition Metaphor or a Participation Metaphor. The participation view acknowledges that learning is distributed across, stretched over, cultural tools and other people and that a key learning is the capacity to mobilise, orchestrate and sometimes construct this assistance. Anna Sfard says that each of these metaphors has a different purpose, but that 

if one is concerned with educational issues – such as the mechanisms that enable successful learning or make its failure persistent, then the participatory approach may be more helpful as one that denies the traditional distinction between cognition and affect, brings social factors to the fore, and thus deals with an incomparably wider range of possible relevant aspects (p.11).

Key competencies combine cognition and motivation, bring social factors into the foreground, and thus include a wide range of aspects that are relevant to successful learning. They imply a participation approach. 

Dimensions of strength

People adopt practices that they see used and valued by those closest to them, and they make these practices part of their own identity and expertise.

Competencies continue to develop over time, shaped by interactions with people places ideas and things. Students need to be challenged to develop their competencies in contexts that are increasingly wide-ranging and complex.

(The NZ draft Curriculum draft p.11)

It seems that there are four dimensions of strength identified here:

· People make the practice of using key competencies part of their own identity and expertise.  They ‘own’ them, and are motivated to use them in different circumstances interests or topics.

· Competencies develop over time: they are not acquired or possessed at some point in an education; they are strengthened (or weakened) by interactions.

· They are about interactions in contexts that are increasingly wide-ranging. 
· They are about interactions in contexts that are increasingly complex. 

We have begun to investigate the usefulness of a four-track framework for strengthening key competencies, based on the above. These can be called: mindfulness (as learners begin to ‘make these practices part of their own identity and expertise’), breadth (more wide-ranging contexts, as connections are made beyond any one setting or community) frequency (over time), and complexity (across mediating resources – including people). These dimensions overlap and intertwine. The following are some tentative thoughts about these dimensions.

Mindfulness 

Mindfulness is about learners taking the initiative, not needing a nudge or a prompt. Those supports that can be dispensed with (the early scaffolding: note that this does not mean all supports or mediating devices) are not now always needed. Children and students begin to teach, nudge and prompt others. They may question some cultural or social givens rather than passively accept them. This might be in one topic or in several. Learners begin to recognise opportunities to take the initiative.

(K)nowing how to identify, evaluate and defend one’s resources, rights, limits, and needs is necessary for a family member, a pupil, a patient in hospital, a defendant in court of law, a worker in a firm, or a boxer in the ring (Perrenoud, 2001 pp. 130-131; emphasis in the original).

The subheading of Philippe Perrenoud’s chapter on competencies is ‘How to avoid being abused, alienated, dominated or exploited when one is neither rich nor powerful’. He comments on the importance of having the opportunity to form projects and adds that “being able to form projects is not a minor competency. It is essentially a linkage with life and the world that presupposes a sense of identity, will, energy, and self-esteem, poles apart from shame and depression” (p.135).

Breadth 

Breadth is about key competencies being connected to more than one place, or to more than one ‘space’ i.e. to social practices and communities outside the classroom or early childhood setting. Helen Haste, also a writer on competencies, asks what competencies are relevant to ‘finding and sustaining community’, reminding us that ‘a focus on outcomes misses the point that what is being fostered here is the competence to be part of a collective community, taking responsibility for that participation and the tasks shared by the community’ (p.111; emphasis in the original). School climate, she notes, facilitates – or impairs – competencies that transfer to other community settings.

Frequency 

Frequency means that key competencies are becoming more frequent over time, within the same topic or intention. Learning is, in part, about staying with meaningful topics or intentions for long enough to develop sufficient knowledge and key competence to provide a robust platform for using this learning in other situations and intentions. Mihaly Csikzentmihalyi interviewed  91 ‘creative’ people (including 14 Nobel prize winners) and concluded that in their early years innovative thinkers had at least one strongly developed interest (even if this was not the interest that they became known for later in life). 

Complexity 

Complexity is about key competencies becoming distributed across an increasing number of mediating resources: artefacts of various kinds, people, ways of thinking knowing and representing. It includes recognising how to use these resources for different purposes. In an issue of Educational Researcher, on expertise, Robert Sternberg said:

In our most recent work, we have attempted to go beyond conventional notions of expertise to teach children not only to think well, but also wisely…. This work is motivated by the fact that many of today’s current leaders are very intelligent and well educated, but foolish at the same time…..When schools teach for wisdom, they teach students that it is important not just what you know, but how you use what you know – whether you use it for good ends or bad.

The array of NZ school key competencies in the draft curriculum are loosely framed around mediating resources: self & prior experiences, community & funds of cultural knowledge, ways of thinking, language symbols & texts, other people. So this aspect of strength includes some integration across all the key competencies. However,  any one key competency can also be characterised by an increasing number of mediating resources (using language, symbols & texts is an obvious example). The Sternberg quote also illustrates the weaving together of dimensions, in this case of complexity with mindfulness.

The ABCD of strengthening key competencies

I have thought that it might be possible to summarise these as the ABCD of dimensions of strength for key competencies (and learning dispositions). A = Agency (mindfulness); B = Breadth (breadth); C = Continuity (frequency); D = Depth (or Distribution: complexity).

A facilitating environment for diverse learning pathways

Opportunities to develop competencies occur in social contexts. People adopt practices that they see used and valued by those closest to them….

(The NZ Curriculum draft p.11)

We can recognise features in an educational setting that enable or disable the development of key competencies and narratives around them. Referring to the four dimensions of strength, these enabling or disabling features can be identified as: 

· the opportunities for learners’ voices, for responsibility, and for diverse opinions and the planning of projects that have meaning for the learner (making it easier or more difficult for the learners’ capacities to be mindful, to take the initiative and to consider new possibilities, to develop in strength). Assessment plays a key role in this strengthening process, as teachers notice, recognise, respond to, record, and revisit the documentation with learners. Methods of self-assessment will develop.

· the connections developed with families and a diversity of social communities (making it easier or more difficult for competencies to achieve more breadth, to become more widely connected)

· the tasks projects and regular events in the setting (making it easier or more difficult for competencies to become more frequent, robust and practised); 

· the accessibility of people, materials, and diverse ways to represent meaning (making it easier or more difficult for competencies to become more richly complex and distributed); 

How might the dimensions of strength be documented?

This question is currently a work-in-progress for schools, and this paper has perhaps identified some of the possibilities and perspectives, and some of the complexity. Discussions will include:

· What the purpose of documenting increasing strength of key competencies is or ought to be. Purposes may include self-assessment, guidelines for planning, consultation with families. Ideas about dimensions of strength may be useful for schools to gather data about how they are providing a facilitating environment for key competencies.

· How documentation will provide teachers, families and learners with enough information to reflect and respect the nature of a key competency (its complexity and its close link to intentions, interactions and learning opportunities). Because ‘competence is a product of the interaction of attributes of individuals and the context in which they operate’ Dominique Rychen and Laura Salganik point out that “scrutiny of the ‘characteristics’ of the individual alone is insufficient to explain effective performance in a range of settings” (p.46). A simple five point scale (e.g. from supported to autonomous) would not do this.

· How documentation can include the desirable integration and ‘entwining’ of the competencies with each other – and of the dimensions as well.

· How the documentation will enable teachers families and learners to more effectively develop learning pathways.

I hope the ideas in this paper have emphasised that, because of their interactive nature,  there is no universal and context-free range of competency-strength for any one learner for all occasions; it doesn’t make sense to say, for instance, that a particular pupil has reached a particular level for ‘relating to others’. However, documentation that indicates which key competency is being strengthened in a particular learning episode, and in what way, can provide formative information for teachers and learners and could provide some data about how the school is strengthening the key competencies. It won’t, of course, cover all the work that the teachers (and the learners themselves) are doing in this area, since the documentation is always just the tip of the iceberg of their interactions with the learners.

Teachers are considering the features that characterise each of the key competencies in their own settings. We are beginning to call them ‘cues’ (that teachers might notice, recognise and respond to), to indicate that every learner is not expected to cover all the features in each competency.  Each learner will navigate their own routes or journeys, and begin to develop their own constellation of features for each key competency. 

The call for multiple routes towards achievement is one that we would support….What we would like to avoid is an assessment which in its fixation on the discrete becomes atomised to the extent that the relationships between and beyond are erased…. (Newfield et al. (2003) pp.77 & 79)

The authors of that quote have written about helping learners to develop a ‘navigational capacity’ and a ‘capacity to aspire’. This seems to me to be a good way of describing the key competencies.
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