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The competence train is riding and 
everybody wants to ride along



Many educational experts are very curious 
about competence development



Factors that increase educational 
effectiveness

Contact student – teacher
Cooperative learning
High expectations
Time on task
Timely constructive feedback

What does the concept of competence add?



Competence:

Directs educational aims of 
programs and outcomes of courses.



Competence:

Old wine in new barrels???



History of the concept of competence

Old-Dutch – 1504
French - ‘compétent’
Latin

‘competens’: being able to; allowed by law/regualtion
‘competentia’: (cap)ability and permission



Plato used the concept in 380 BCE



The Code of Hammurabi (1792-1750 BCE) points at his competence



Competence: a two-face concept

Sufficient performative proficiency
Minimal activity capability
Ability
Can do

Formalized permissive authorization
Judicial, institutional or organizational regulated 
action permission
Power-responsibility
May do



Competence in Europe

EU – Competence management in organizations
UK – Competence in NVQs
France – Bilan de compétences
Germany – Handlungskompetenz
Belgium – Guidance
Portugal – Recognition, Validation and Certication of 
Competencies
Netherlands – Competence-based Qualification Structure



Public authority, Italy, 2004



Core competence of the organisation

http://www.jrc.cec.eu.int//



Center for IT consultancy, support, systems management, NL

http://www.competence.nl/



‘The game starts at 08/03/05. The term for 
submission 
closes at 12/04/05 at 17:00. Per person only one 
proposal 
Can be submitted. 
It regards a 
competence game; 
chance does not play a role in determining the 
winners. Every proposal shall be independently 
evaluated as to its humanitarian and charitative
value and feasibility.’

Marketing corporate social responsibility

The ‘World of difference’ – sponsoring Welfare



Promoting Life Long Learning – Recognition, Validation and Certication of 
Competenties, PT

http://www.igfse.pt/upload/docs/proj_prodep_03.pdf



Personal Competence Assessment and Development

http://www.generation-formation.fr/index_bilan.asp



Guidance: Competence and Occupation Directory for the Labour Market, 
BE

http://vdab.be/cobra/



Training center for female craft workers

Germany, 2005

Source: Punkt, 14, 68, 3-4



New Competences and Innovations in Logistics at EU level

http://www.novalog-project.org/english/nomen/



Computer Competence, FR

http://www.competencemicro.com/



Organisation for the Development of a Competence Field

http://gucchd.georgetown.edu//nccc/



Information Literacy Competence Standard

http://www.ala.org/ala/acrl/acrlstandards/informationliteracycompetency.htm



National Organization for Competence Assurance

http://www.noca.org/index.htm



Examples of fields

Academic competence
Professional competence
Personal competence
Career competence
Technical competence
Task competence
Behavioral competence

IT competence
Cultural competence
Communication competence
Information literacy competence
Entrepreneurial competence
Etc.



Why Competency-based Education?

Capability versus diploma
Employability as goal
Improvement of alignment of 
education and work
Recognition of informally acquired 
competencies
Learning path independent 
assessment
Independent functioning in society
Capability to cope with constant 
and profound change

The 
knowledge 
world 
is 
not 
enough



Is knowledge not more important?
Knowledge = basis
Competence = additional, integrative

is a combination of certification and capability
refers to being able to apply knowledge in complex reality
is directly connected with successful performance
is aligned with the HRM practice of companies
is aimed at employability
comprises behavioral component and is linked to role
is context specific and comprises attitudinal aspect
comprises insight and reflection on own behaviour



Principles of Competence-based Education

The competencies, which are 
the basis for the study 
program, are defined.
Professional core problems are 
the organising unit for 
(re)designing the curriculum 
(learning and assessment).
Competence-development of 
students is assessed before, 
during and after the learning 
process.
Learning activities take place 
in different authentic situations.



Principles of Competence-based Education

In learning and assessment 
processes, knowledge, skills 
and attitudes are integrated.
Self-responsibility and (self)-
reflection of students are 
stimulated.
Teachers both in school and 
practice fulfil their role as 
coach and expert in 
balance. 
A basis is realised for a 
lifelong learning attitude for 
students.



Matrix for Competence-based education

OOOOLifelong learning prom’d

OOOOCoaching role practised

OOOOSelf responsibility stim’d

OOOOIntegration realized

OOOOAuthentic learning used

OOOOAssessment aligned

OOOOCore problems identified

OOOOCompetencies defined

completelypartialstartingnotPrinciple



Experiences of teachers

Formulating of core tasks is difficult
More attention for intake is necessary
The link between education and 
practice of work is good
The teacher finds the role as coach 
very difficult
There is fear of programs that are not
consistent
Learners do not always see the added 
value of the concept of competency
Fear for bureaucratic use
Functionality of assessments vary
Assessments are more labour intensive



What has Wageningen University to do 
with the concept of competence?

External legitimation: not necessarily
Internal educational policy making: implementation



What can Wageningen University do 
with competence?

Making program design transparent
Re-programming of competence development
Using competencies as linking pin between

final qualifications
learning goals
learning outcomes
program and course content
program and course organization and 
assessment



What is Wageningen University doing 
regarding competence? - The piano

Division between knowledge and competence in a 
performance context is impossible.
For teaching and learning the division can be functional.
A lot of subject-specific learning is needed, 
without direct implementation
However: the relevance of this knowledge must 
be clear to the student



Competence methodology: professional 
roles – outputs - competencies

Professionals have roles (researcher, designer, etc.)
They produce outputs
These are products or services (articles, advise, etc.)
To produce or deliver these, they need to be 
competent
Competence = knowledge, skills and attitudes as 
performance requirements



Which competencies are defined for 
Wageningen University?

Roles
Researcher
Designer
Communicator

Perspectives
Scientific approach
Multidisciplinarity
Social context
International

Roles
Entrepreneur
Policy expert
Teacher

Perspectives
Poverty
Sustainability
Ethics
Safety

In piano:                              What about?



How can Wageningen University 
proceed with competencies?

Define core competencies for WU Bsc and Msc
Define specific program competencies
Define specific course competencies
Make competency map by program component
Map the competencies in the program
Decide upon further competence alignment



Information on competency map by 
program component?

E.g.:
For each competency included:
Learning time allocated
Achievement level intended (or mastery level)
Type of competence assessment included
Explicit-implicit competence development
Integrated-separate learning time
Type of learning task
Organization of learning

These maps can be aggregated in program maps



Assessment criteria

Authentic assessment
Formative assessment
Multi-rater assessment
Pre-assessment
Integrated SKA-assessment
Stimulating self-responsibility



Difficulties

Structural cooperation with occupational field
Integrating SKAs in assessment
Self-responsibility in assessment
Multi-measurement assessment
Applying formative assessment



Experiences

and perspectives



A uniform set of competencies per final 
qualification?

There is no one-to-one relationship between 
competence and performance

e.g. how to write an article
Neither is there a unique relationship between 
competencies and final qualifications

e.g. being creative and being able to do research
Competencies are context-specific

e.g. reflection for researchers and communicators can differ
Defining competencies is a deliberative process

e.g. defining competencies for research; that depends a lot on the 
research paradigms that will be included and levels of elaboration 
to be achieved



Monodisciplinary knowledge

Is absolutely an essential part of academic 
education
Can be seen as an final qualification
There should be enough room for pure 
knowledge in the curriculum
It is the foundation of academic education
However: students have to learn to apply this 
Knowledge in a meaningful context



Multidisciplinarity and international 
context

These are separate dimensions which hold for 
all roles

e.g. being aware of international dimension in food security 
management holds for designers and researchers

They may differ by specific output by role
e.g. international communication for researchers
(who present academic paper) and entrepreneurs 
(who want to make a deal)



Competence and knowledge
Pure knowledge mastery is not the same as 
competence

e.g. the mere understanding a specific micro-economic
theory does not yet mean that the student is competent in 
this field

Competence regarding knowledge means 
being able to apply knowledge in a specific situation

if the student can apply this theory in solving an economic 
problem in a business environment, he/she is competent in 
this field



Final qualification and competence
Final qualification is a bit odd in the perspective of Life 
Long Learning
They can be seen as final goals of the program, or 
general competencies (the graduate is able to … is 
qualified to … allowed to …)
Competencies are specifications of the final 
qualifications
Different competencies are needed for different roles 
of graduates
One set of competencies (dictionary) is needed for WU



Learning goals and competencies

The methodology of formulating learning goals 
dates back to the fifties of the 20th century
The risk is that learning goals get too specific
Define affordances for competence 
development in programs and courses
Allocate time for competence development
Assess and monitor competence development


