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Abstract

This paper is an exploration of the rationale for developing formal generic skills profiling and verification. The research will identify and formalise the generic skills needed in the workplace and provide a framework for the development of these in any vocational activity. The learner would construct a generic skills profile based on their experiences by targeting areas for developing competency and strengths in a range of generic skills. The generic skills profile will be a process for identifying and refining experiential learning opportunities. Although the generic skills profile would be structured against ten skill areas, the learner’s profile would be their own unique construct. The learner would show where, when and how each generic skill and capability has been developed and can be developed further in their individual profile. It will be useful for new graduates to transfer these generic skills into the work place in order to continue to progress in their professional development.  Even if they don’t enter the work place immediately upon graduation, they can nonetheless apply the same attitude to generic skills progression in their next venture, be it travel or voluntary work. The benefits to the organisation would be in the immediate recognition of generic skills ability, potential, and best fit with the organisations plans and strategies. This will enable a shorter learning curve and easier assimilation into the workplace and effective performance. 
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Introduction

Following a discussion document circulated in April 2008 the Department of Labour announced its action plan within the New Zealand Skills Strategy (Department of Labour, 2008) for the unification of a skills strategy. This action plan co-ordinated the inputs of Business NZ, the New Zealand Council of Trade Unions, the Industry Training Federation and government. Although the main focus was on the trades skills, the need for a development of ‘soft’ skills across all professions was indicated (p.4).
A significant proportion of the Skills Strategy Action Plan is devoted to the part education has to play in this strategy.   Strong themes throughout; suggest that neither employers nor students know exactly what skills and capabilities their qualifications represent, and also that qualifications were often not matched to the needs of industry.  It was suggested that 

‘a more effective way to align with current or future industry needs and the needs of individuals is through improving the understanding of the skills that qualifications represent.’ (p.23)

 Industry and education providers are encouraged to work together to ensure organisations provide excellent and relevant education and that industry and other stakeholders provide good information about the skills and knowledge they need from tertiary programmes.  The Skills Strategy Action Plan suggests a move beyond educational attainment, occupations and length of employment in measuring skills: 

A broader approach to defining, measuring and valuing skills will be necessary in order to recognise individuals’ employability, labour market mobility and experience’ (p.10). 
Since the change of government on 2009 there has remained a focus on the broad skills issue as John Key (Key, 21 October, 2009) asserted the place of skills within the six key economic drivers which are; tax, innovation, education and skills, infrastructure investment, better public services and regulatory reform.  The emphasis of this speech is on literacy and numeracy and of the development of these within schools. Key did focus on the involvement of tertiary institutions in the youth guarantee scheme. Apart from this little has been mentioned of the generic skills. 

The involvement of the Council of Trades Unions, Business New Zealand and the Industry Training Federation in the 2008 document has continued  with publications such as the Industry Led Skill Development – Keeping New Zealand open for business (ITF, 2009a). The links of the Industry Training Federation with the Industry Training Organisations generates a focus on trades. However in the section responding to the challenges (p.4) there is a focus on an industry skills recovery fund for a comprehensive approach to skills recovery. This suggests the potential for inclusion of generic skills as there is a reference to recognising the value of skills sets and groupings and their contribution to productivity (p.5). Another Industry Training Federation document Matching Supply and Demand  Industry - led Vocational Education and Training, (ITF, 2009b) discusses the need for focussed investments in skills but more significantly 

We need a more focussed tertiary and education training system - one that recognises and responds to the interest industry has ion the quality and type of education and training that is supported by our government (p.3)

This attention to the links between tertiary education and skills is the central theme of this research and one which complements the attention to trades skills and education. The document discusses the three broad categories of matching supply and demand for skills and these are; industry – related vocational education and training, cross sectoral vocational education and training and general education and training. The examination of costs and outcomes over these three sectors is analysed (p.4). This shows 56% of government expenditure on tertiary education and training is linked to work in a particular industry and relates to industries and sectors covering 90.4% of the workforce. Cross sectoral training covers multiple industries and applies to 20.5% of government expenditure on tertiary education and relates to 9.6% of the workforce. General education relates to 23.5% of government expenditure on tertiary education and has broad relevance but does not directly apply to work in a particular industry. 

The document also discusses the difficulties around the specification of skills and the how the training and development of these should be linked to industry. There is a suggestion (p.13 and p.18) that there are policy implications for a new way of aligning skills and strategy and the links with education and industry.  The focus for matching education and training investment to meet industry demands. The difficulties are aligning the provision and outcomes of education and training across a particular industry or across multiple industries. As the document discusses (p.18) 

Linking education and training supply with a particular industry will always require a judgement on the part of those undertaking the matching and current categories of classification both in terms of education and training activity or industry classification are far from perfect (p.18)
This niche of bridging the gap between education, and industry across multiple sectors is the niche I wish to explore. This paper focuses on the soft skills and not the trade skills. 

Rationale for generic skills 

As mentioned above the New Zealand Skills Strategy Action Plan 2008 (p.4) the Department of Labour called for the unification of a skills strategy. 

the Skills Strategy is concerned with the development of all levels of skills, including literacy, language and numeracy skills, trade skills, technical skills, and degree-level qualifications, as well as specific management and leadership skills. It also acknowledges the value of skills informally acquired in work through experience and learning from others, and the need to ensure that skills acquired both formally and informally are actually used and valued in workplaces. 
The earlier discussion document had asked for responses to four priority areas: These were; (1) increasing the literacy, language and numeracy skills of the workforce, (2) the capability of firms to support managers and workers to better utilise skills, (3) enhancing the relationships between the supply of skills and the demand for them, and (4) increasing the skills of young people in the workforce. 

The responses were translated into action points in the Action Plan (p.11). These include improving management and leadership capability, increasing literacy, language and numeracy skills of the workforce, matching skills needs of regional industry, and supporting young people in the workforce. 

The report also signified the importance of the Trans Tasman labour market optimising factors for New Zealand’s position in regard to the migration of workers. New Zealand therefore, needs to ensure its graduates are not just employable in our context but for the overseas contexts they may enter.

This focus on the non trades and previously known ‘soft skills’ now referred to as generic skills will be separated out from trades and academic skills. The term generic skill is also used in the United Kingdom in the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) (p.16) (DfES, 2007). This document investigates the role of skills in the labour market.

It is the purpose of this research to identify and confirm those specific generic skills which could be developed in any profession or vocational work. It is also intended to provide a framework for this development within tertiary learning, for transition and further continuing development into work, or voluntary activity. This transition will ensure that the divide between education and work may be narrowed. Further it will enable collaboration between individuals, educators and organisations in determining the format and uses for the skills profile.  
The focus on generic skills is an ideal pathway for lifetime learning which is not always progressive if diverse qualifications are sought. The development of a portfolio of skills enables and encourages the learner to enrich their development in a broad range of professional, charitable, voluntary, or leisure interests beyond academia. The opportunity is there for tertiary educators to create a focus for this. The focus for the development of learning will be on the individual, and based on previous, current and future experiential learning. The skills profile will enable the individual to shape their own learning pathway and outcome.

A contemporary purpose of education includes a focus on the individual’s contribution to national economic growth and competitive advantage. Developing a continuing skills profile to complement knowledge and abilities will enhance this.
This research reflects the interest and developments in New Zealand and internationally in aligning demonstrable skills with academic and other knowledge. This research also signifies the importance of the migration of workers and creating employable graduates for the overseas markets. 

Ten generic skills have been identified overall from the literature. These ten skills are: Communications, Application of Numeracy, Applied Information and Communication Technology, Working with Others, Improving Own Learning and Performance, Problem Solving, Critical Thinking, Leadership Development, Entrepreneurship, Citizenship (Organisational and Community).  

The rationale for the inclusion Citizenship is divided into two parts; internal (to the organisation) and external (to the community). The reasons for this are the development of citizenship studies within school curricula and the international focus on corporate social responsibility within organisations. At the Australian council for Education Research (ACER) conference Touching the Future one contributor, Terri Seddon (Seddon, 2008) examined the changing context of skill building for work and citizenship in Australia. Seddon had explored the discussion by Kuhm (Kuhm, 2007) on citizenship and the focus on the new learning society. She argues that Australia has unfinished business in ‘building skills for work and citizenship’. Seddon writes (p.34), that learning citizenship is a precondition for exercising power responsibly as a citizen and developing civic competence skills. The development of competencies might be difficult within school and organisational hierarchies; which she says have a traditional power distribution, with the right of the manager to manage; within an intense political regime administering a prescribed and less participative curriculum framework. Seddon asserts that where this is apparent it will make it more difficult to develop a real environment to enable true citizenship participation. 

Another contributor to the conference paper was Slaughter (Slaughter, 2008) who is dedicated to the field of the emergence of social foresight and warns against tokenistic treatments of the future to understand the civilisation challenge. His message to educators is to do two things: 

‘Stand up as professionals…….. to nurture the young and prepare them for living and working in a globally connected but unsustainable society’ and ‘Look beyond their traditional concerns to understand how the global context has and will continue to change.’ (p.14) 
Slaughter cites the vast and speedier changes which have taken place in life over the past 50 years as more culturally, politically, economically, scientifically and humanely than ever before. This diagnosis on ‘the state of the planet’ provides a ‘well – grounded and informed futures perspective’ requiring a variety of actions and an understanding and ability to respond to the deeper issues. He urges educators to look to futures and to develop in learners a social foresight and the capacity to deal with the ‘not here’ and ‘not yet’ and the discontinuities which lie ahead. 
The rationale for the inclusion of a leadership skill is partly from the Department of Labour in the Skills Strategy (p.4).

The Skill New Zealand Tripartite Forum’s interest in those skills most needed to drive economic growth means that the Skills Strategy is concerned with the development of all levels of skills, including literacy, language and numeracy skills, trade skills, technical skills, and degree-level qualifications, as well as specific management and leadership skills.
Additionally in 2005 the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor group (Frederick & Chittock, 2005) surveyed a sample of Maori representatives and found that in comparison with 35 other countries Maori are the world’s third most entrepreneurial peoples. This was the biggest survey of indigenous peoples to date. The report also noted the specific mindset for entrepreneurs as self confident, positive about opportunities and not risk averse. The research for the report identified that from the 444,000 entrepreneurs in New Zealand, there are 46,000 opportunity entrepreneurs and 8,000 necessity entrepreneurs. They also found that only 37% of Maori entrepreneurs survive 42 months as compared with 62% of the population in general. 

Further evidence in support of the need for the inclusion of entrepreneurship is found in the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 2007 Executive Report (Bosma, Jones, Autio, & Levie, 2007) especially sections four and five.  The Global Entrepreneurship Conceptual Framework model includes an analysis of Entrepreneurial Framework Conditions and this includes an analysis of the Entrepreneurial Capacity including skills and motivation.

The report states that an important feature of national entrepreneurial capacity is how people perceive entrepreneurship. The supply side is determined by perceived ability to become an entrepreneur and the demand side is the perceived opportunities. These factors may be affected by how many successful entrepreneurs there are in the community and the way the business opportunity presents itself and is recognized as real. It seems therefore in the Maori community and the broader community, there are specific entrepreneurial needs to develop capacity and ensure a success or survival rate greater than 37% and 62%. 

Generic skills 1 to 6; Communications, Application of Numeracy, Applied Information and Communication Technology, Working with Others, Improving Own Learning and Performance, are similar to the broad range of skills as applied in Canada, Australia and some other parts of Europe. They have been borrowed from the Learning and Skills Council and the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority UK (after Dearing (Dearing, 1997)). These will be modified for the New Zealand environment and enhanced with the addition of 7 to 10 covering Critical Thinking, Leadership Development, Entrepreneurship, and Citizenship.

These commonalities are also identified by Washer (2007). He included two other skills: Learning How to Learn and Personal and Professional Development which I have included in generic skills at 5, 6, 7 and 8.

He also created levels 3,4,5,6 covering all levels from entry to graduation. At level 3 or entry level students would complete a diagnostic skills review at level 3 confirming that ‘At admission into university, students should be able to’. 

An example is given in his components of Working with Others; which are: Take part in discussions about straightforward topics: Work or study under supervision with some autonomy: Work co-operatively with others.

To start the process a self diagnostic assessment based on Washer’s model could be completed by the student upon entry. The learner will identify their initial level of competence (low – medium – high) with reference to examples of how they have demonstrated the skill or how they might proceed to demonstrate it.  The students will have a demonstration of the skill ‘Working with Others’ at entry level 3. This includes being able to: Take part in discussions about straightforward topics: Work or study under supervision with some autonomy: Work co-operatively with others. 

Criteria for skills; Working with Others, Application of Numeracy, Applied Information Technology, Improving Own Learning and Performance and Communications are available and can be adapted. Similar criteria for Problem Solving, Critical Thinking, Leadership Development, Entrepreneurship, and Citizenship are being developed. Criteria are being developed to cover progression from level 5 – 7 and then for transfer in to the workplace for use in professional development if required. 
The international interest in generic skills

Research conducted overseas suggests other countries are or have moved in the direction towards skills profiling. The Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER), for example, held its 13th annual research conference in 2008. The theme for this conference was: Touching the Future: Building skills for life and work. The conference papers ranged from the issues of skills gaps in hard and soft skills to learning responsibilities, education and curriculum management for skills development, social inclusion and citizenship responsibilities and power.

In the United Kingdom there have been several initiatives over the last 20 and in particularly the last 12 years focussing on skill development. For example the Learning and Skills Council and the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QAC) developed a range of skills for vocational programmes from level 1 to 5. The Dearing Report of 1997 following a National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education addressed the development of a full approach to skills throughout the whole education system. Dearing advocated the development of a skills programme responding to concern about the significant skills gap. Dearing’s initiatives and other European initiatives led to the European Qualifications Framework 


(European Commission, 2008) ADDIN EN.CITE  which developed a reference framework linking countries qualifications frameworks. A European focus is crucial if our graduates continue with the trend towards mobility and migration and similarly when recruiting from European countries. The EQF discusses the creation of skills schools and colleges to focus on the essential trades skills which have been developed in Germany. If hard and generic skills are to be given a significant focus here in New Zealand, reflecting developments abroad, the skills should be transferable for a range of workplaces and potentially for a range of countries. 

A combined and outcome based approach had been  identified in a background paper (Brock, 2002) This paper identified the second most popular factor in influencing students’ choice of university after academic reputation, which was that their graduates acquired top jobs. This paper’s reference to the Dalhousie Project (Wright, 2001) and the skills transcript, re-affirmed the importance of identifying ‘intellectual skills’. These are problem solving, critical thinking, written communication, oral communication, numeric/statistical, information technology and computer literacy. The Dalhousie project also identified functional competencies such as teamwork, planning and organising, second language, laboratory and field work, research skills and methods and social and cultural awareness.

Limitations for Future Research
The vastness of literature on the identity, levels and evidencing of skills creates an information overload as does the dialogue around who has responsibility for delivery and assessment. The time for dialogue is over. Time needs to be directed towards creating a framework for generic skills. Limitations exist within the medley of organisations having an interest. A clear focus on application and research into the effect of a skills initiative is now needed for New Zealand
Conclusions 
Washer (2007) reviews the acceptability of the notion of skills in higher education in the U.K. This issue causes much discussion between academics and employers on the purposes of education and whose role it is to identify and assess generic skills. Washer re-visits the notion of skills as a tool for competing for jobs, for shortening the entry - level period. He refers to critics who do not believe that it is part of their role to provide skills for employment and that it threatens other developmental outcomes such as passion, wisdom, enjoyment and self-actualisation. 
There are in New Zealand initiatives for the enhancement of skills from the Department of Labour such as the Skills Highway which focus on supporting small businesses with practical literacy and financial skills. Similar initiatives exist within the New Zealand Trade and Enterprise to enhance New Zealand’s competitiveness with nations already skill aware. There is a plethora of private training providers identifying niches in the market for companies and individuals who need support and direction. The Industry Training Federation (ITF) held a forum for skills in September. The ITF Conference 2010 theme was Vocational Skills: Growing NZ.  The programme stated that this theme was chosen to integrate skills with workplace practice, building links with economic and social outcomes.  Further it adds that the conference examined ways in which this approach could be strengthened across the spectrum of vocational education and training – from the compulsory sector to all types of tertiary education – in a more cohesive manner. 
This last phrase gives Tertiary Education the opportunity to take up the gauntlet and be part of the challenge of real implementation. There is enough evidence and there is an opportunity.
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