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We understand your need for focused, high quality,  
outcomes-directed learning and standards-based assessment... 
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In the last Issue 
…we dealt with 
standards and how they 

are supposed to affect 
things. We asked “What 

does ‘at standard’ mean? 

How does this relate to 
competence? Do we train 

to reach a standard: To 
produce competent 

people? To achieve 

perfection?” 

In this Issue 
…we reflect on 

competence and in 

particular our efforts, 
nationally, to define 

competences via 
outcomes, range 

statements and criteria. 
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Please drop us a line 
and let us know… 

•     if the content was 
useful to you 

•     what you would like to 
see in future 

•     if you do not wish to 
receive this newsletter  

 
 
 
 
 

  

KKeeyy   ppoo iinn tt   ssuummmmaarryy……  

       When we write  unit  standards,  what “competence”  are we intending  to 
def ine? 

     At what point  do we assess what it is  that we have def ined? 

       Are we fair to candidates  in  this? 

       Are we honest in our assessment judgements? 

  

GGeett tt iinngg   ttoo   tthhee   hheeaarr tt   oo ff   tthh iinnggss……   

The development and recognition of competence…     

We turn our  thoughts  to  our  ef fo rts,  nat ional ly,  to def ine competences v ia  
outcomes,  range statements  and c r i ter ia.   In  part icu lar  we ref lect  on  the way 

in which  we load such outcomes and cr i ter ia  w ith poss ib ly  unreasonable 
expectat ions.   

When we look at reg istered un it  standards,  i t  seems that  in  many cases the 
outcomes can on ly  tru ly  be ach ieved once the person has worked fo r  some 

t ime wi th in  that  part icu lar  area.  No great surpr i se here.  True competence i s  
seldom,  i f  ever,  ach ieved through a course alone,  but  rather through l i v ing 

with  and apply ing that which  you have learnt.  In fact ,  even th is  last  comment 
is  no t qu i te  cor rec t ly  stated.  I t  suggests  we f i r st  learn  then we app ly.  Rather,  

we learn  as we app ly  and we app ly as  we learn,  a l l  o f  th is  needing 

exper ience,  context,  interpretat ion  and ref lec t ion.  And so  there comes a po in t 
when we may just i f iably be ca l led competent,  and that  po int  i s  not  at  the end 

of  the course nor i s  i t  soon after .  I t  comes later .   

But when do we assess  …?  The re la t ionsh ip between what  we wr i te in to the 
standard,  what  learners  learn,  and when and what  we ac tua l ly  assess can be 
reduced to  the fo l low ing:  

o      We often  def ine competence ( in var ious documents such as uni t  

standards)  to  represent  a po int  in  a  person ’ s  development  beyond the 
point  a t  which  we ac tua l ly intend assessing them for  competence.   

 Thus when i t  comes to  assessment,  we ei ther  fudge our  dec larat ion  (we 

cal l  them competent when in  fact  they are not)  or el se we make an 
honest  dec larat ion  (not-yet  competent)  and express dismay at  the 

unreadiness of  the learner  or  the poor s tate o f  our tra in ing depar tment.   

 Perhaps we should do  something else a l together.  Perhaps we should 

only  render  our  assessment  judgement  at  a  la ter  stage when the learner  
has had a chance to  actual ly become competent  ( th rough learn ing and 

app l icat ion  in  the workp lace) .  I  doubt that  anyone would argue the 

po in t ,  and possib ly  many would just i f iab ly  c la im that  they al ready do  as 
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much.  

 

o     But  others  may po int  to  the impract ica l i ty  of  th i s,  for  example,  when 

learners  are not in  working env ironments  but  are at  t radi t iona l  learn ing 
inst i tut ions.  Even in  work env ironments the d is locat ion  between the 

tra in ing funct ion  and l ine operat ion  is  such that  learners  are ‘handed’  
f rom one to  the other,  w ith  a ‘ s ign of f ’  requi red.   

Thus,  we ought,  perhaps,  to  be def in ing in i t ia l  competences ( in  var ious 
documents  such as uni t  standards)  to  represent  a po int  in  a  person ’ s  
deve lopment  that i s ach ievable  at  the stage at which  they would 
typica l l y ex i t  the ( in i t ia l )  learn ing in tervent ion, knowing that  there i s  
st i l l  a  fu rther  po int  that is  des ired and can be def ined and assessed 
separate ly (o r  later) .  

 

By way of i l lustration – a SADC example 

We were recent ly  invo lved in  a  pro ject  fo r  a  neighbour ing count ry  in wh ich we 
were requi red to descr ibe competence s tandards for  teachers.  Through the 

consu ltat ive process ,  the descr ipt ions o f  what const i tuted “competence”  grew 
and grew,  unt i l  t ru ly  we had begun to  descr ibe the most  magn if icent teacher.  

I t  became a wonder fu l  s tatement  of  what  we expect  (or  wou ld l i ke)  teachers  
to be,  and yes,  we have met such teachers.   

But  we d id not  meet  them when they entered the teaching profession  f resh  
out o f  co l lege or  un ivers i ty.   

When we met  them at  a l l ,  i t  was af ter  they had spent  many years  teaching.  
And thus,  in  our  pro ject ,  i t  made sense to def ine the competences at  two 

stages:  

o     Stage 1:  Ent ry  Level  Teacher 

The standards stated,  in  ef fect:  Th is  is  what we expect  of  you when you 

leave in i t ia l  t ra in ing (co l lege /  univers i ty – w ith  l imi ted pract ica l  
exper ience inc luded),  and based on wh ich,  we are happy to  r isk  

unleash ing you on the ch i ldren  of  the nat ion.  You thus deserve a 
Cert i f icate to  Enter  Teaching.   

Ext rapo lated,  th i s  cou ld be a Cer t i f icate to  Enter  Manufactur ing /  or  
Pa int ing /  o r  Whatever. . .   

o     Stage 2:  Pro fessiona l  Teacher  (af ter  2 years)  

These s tandards stated,  in ef fec t:  This  i s  what  we now expec t  of  you i f  

we are to ca l l  you a profess ional  teacher  (o r l ine operator,  o r  pain ter ,  
or  whatever) ,  and i t  w i l l  take s ign i f icant  t ime in  the c lassroom (or  

workplace)  for  you to  achieve th is s tandard.  When you ach ieve th is,  we 
can g ive you a Cert i f icate of  Competence wh ich wi l l  a l low you to  

regis ter  as  a profess iona l  teacher .  
 

Standard for l i fe – similar outcomes at different stages…     

Our ref lec t ion  on competence po in ts to  the idea of  s imi lar  outcomes at  

dif ferent  stages in  a  person ’ s  development  and the need fo r  us to  be more 
mindfu l  o f  these stages when draft ing uni t  s tandards and qual i f icat ions.   

When we draft  un i t  standards,  we need to be mindfu l  of  when and how we 
might  assess,  and th is  should have an impac t  on  the way we def ine the 

requ irements  in the uni t  standard.   

This i s not  saying that  we should on ly  set  standards for  the leve l  at  wh ich we 

can assess,  fo r  that  cou ld leave us merely  endors ing the status quo.  Indeed,  
we need to  transform  educat ion,  t ra in ing and assessment  by sett ing the 

standards we need for  workplace competence .  However,  we do  need to  take 

into  account  that  learn ing happens in  var ious ways, w ith  pract ica l  exper ience 



  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

somet imes in tegrated in  s ign i f icant ways,  somet imes in  re la t ively  minor  ways,  

and somet imes hard ly  at  a l l .  We also  need to  take in to account  that  no  mat ter 
how wel l  designed the learn ing process i s  ( integrat ing theory and pract ice) ,  i t  

can  never  be complete;  we move towards rea l  competence by being in the job.  
This i s not  a poor ref lec t ion  on learn ing design,  i t  i s  mere ly  a rea l i ty  of  l i f e 

and learn ing.  There i s a  need to  get people out there,  star t ing to  pract ice in  
the ir  appo inted jobs,  even though we know that  they are not  as  good as they 

can be,  or  as good as they w i l l  be.  
 

Assessing against the standards…     

Given th is,  the un it  standards shou ld def ine what is  requ ired of  peop le when 

they ex i t  the des ired learn ing process and are deemed ready to  enter  
workplace prac t ice.  There i s  no  po in t def in ing requi rements  at  po in ts that can 

only  be reached after  s ign i f icant  per iods on-the- job,  un less  we are conf ident  
that our  assessment  models  wi l l  be suppor t ive o f  assessing learners/workers 

at  those po in ts.  Our  example of  the Teach ing S tandards suggests that  i t  i s  
usefu l  to  set s tandards and assess at  both  po ints.  

A l ternat ively,  i t  cou ld be that  we may look at some un it  standards as having a 
two step part  to  the assessment: - one dur ing and at the end of  the learn ing 

process,  inc lud ing prac t i ca l  exper ience ( represent ing entry  to  the job) w i th 
competence be ing ver i f ied af ter  a  cer ta in  amount of  spec i f ied workp lace 

exper ience and appl icat ion.  
 

 

Competence and standards…  

Our ref lec t ion  also  suggests  the poss ib i l i t y  that the use of  the term 
“competence”  may be mis leading in  re lat ion to  unit  standards.  We are not 

necessar i l y  competent when achieving a uni t  s tandard,  but  we w i l l  have 
achieved a s ign i f icant  outcome of  learn ing.  We are thus “competent” in  

re la t ion  to whatever  the un it  standard was about,  but that  does not  mean 
we are competent  in  terms of  the workp lace understand ing o f  competence.  

Depending on the un it  standard in  p lay,  we have s imply ach ieved that  

standard.   

A co l league,  Brent  R ichardson,  says:  “ in assessment,  we cannot  say that a 

person i s  competent because we rare ly  assess competence.   What  we assess 
is  whether  a  person meets  a def ined set  of  cr i ter ia,  in  context.  They meet a  

standard –  or  they do  not meet a  standard”.   

In l igh t o f  th i s,  i t  may be better  to  rever t  to  ta lk ing of  “requi red outcomes 

of  learn ing”  rather  than “competence”.  In  that  way we a lso  get r id  of  the 
problem o f  ‘competent ’ ,  ‘more competent ’ ,  and ‘even more competent ’  when 

people progress f rom one uni t  s tandard to another  along the cont inuum of 
deve lopment.  Now they s imply meet s tandards,  where these standards may 

be at an  increas ingly  ‘h igher ’  level ,  o r  ref lect  di f ferent  s tages of  
deve lopment.  
 

What do we want, and what do we get…?  

Over  and above th is,  our  ref lec t ions po int  to  the idea that  we should al so  
just  accept  that  people wi l l  become “more competent”  in  future than they 

are at  the moment,  th rough the un ivers i ty  of  l i f e  and work,  and that  th i s  i s  
okay.  We don’ t  need to def ine al l  those po ints  v ia the NQF,  and we don’ t  

need to  assess fo r  ach ievement  of  those po ints,  at  least  not through the 
NQF.  No assessment  can ever  be perfect  or  complete,  nor  can i t  ever resu l t  

in  a  dec larat ion  about a  person that  i s remote ly  t rue of  the whole,  
deve lop ing person.   

We know th is.   



 

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

Let  us therefo re re-th ink what  in format ion  we can get  f rom assessments  

and why we want  i t  in  the f i rs t  p lace.  Let  us  a l so  re-th ink the way in  wh ich 
we descr ibe what  we want assessed i .e.  the way in  wh ich  we def ine 

“outcomes of  learn ing”.  
 

MMaakkiinngg   sseennssee  oo ff   ii tt   aa ll ll……  

Our understanding of  the core construc ts o f  the systems we work wi th  
di rec t ly  a f fect  the way we work w ith the system,  our expec tat ions of  i t  and,  

therefore,  i t s ef fec t iveness as a  system – in  th i s  case standards-based 
assessment .    

In th i s  i ssue we have tr ied to  c lar i fy:  

   what i t  i s  we def ine when we wr i te s tandards 

   what i t  i s  that  we assess when we assess against  these standards 

   the relat ionship between competence and standards 

The Learn ing Network  has,  and cont inues to,  t ry  to  “put  qua l i ty  into  the 
qual i ty system” .  Th is  f requent ly invo lves cha l lenging assumpt ions and 
correct ing mispercept ions.  Feel  f ree to  contac t  us  for  fu rther  input,  or  to  

share your  own thoughts  and views.  
 

LLaass tt   tthhoouugghhtt……  

“Men have become the too ls  of  their  too ls” .  Henry David Thoreau  

I f  th i s  i s  t rue,  let  us  make the too ls  wel l ,  and understand what  they do and 
how they af fect  us.  Otherwise we may c reate a  system which dr ives us 

a l though i t  makes no sense.  Just a  thought… 

Erik, Brian and the TLN Team  
  


