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COMPETENCY - BASED CURRICULUM
- THE PANACEA -

JOSHUA ERNEST

ABSTRACT

With a result - demanding society, the industry has found out that the competency -
based curriculum for their in house training, as an excellent strategy - th& learning being
always observable and measurable. If this approach is adopted by the technical education, the
passouts of which are the direct inputs to the industry, the later may co-operate much more
as they will be the first to be benefited. They will get personnel with the requisite competencies
who can be directly put on the job without any preliminary training. This will encourage an
active partnership from the industry, right from the curriculum planning stage, also resulting
in bringing about a lot of clarity in the instructional strategy and cvaluation. This paper
examines the concepl of competency and argues the need for the technical education system to

shift to the competency-based curriculum.

1.1 INTRODUCTION :

The concept of competency - based
education and training is not a very new
idea in India. It is gathering more mo-
mentum all over the world and even in
the Indian Industry, because of the soci-
etal changes and market forces. Organi-
zations like the Technical Teachers's
Training Institute, Bhopal has conceived
and implemented the Competency -
Based Teacher Education (CBTE)
programme for the polytechnic teachers
of the Western Region of India, way
back in 1976. Certain industries have
been utilising this approach to train their
craftsmen / craftswoman to master cer-

tain essential competencies, sometimes
mentioned explicitly and at other times
in implicit terms.

1.2 ORGANIZATION USING THE
COMPETENCY APPROACH :

To get a fairer idea, let us examine
a few competencies which have been
used by a few organisaions to attain
their specific needs over the past years.

a. Technical Teacher's Training Insti-
tute (TTTI), Bhopal.

TTTI, Bhopal has been one of the
pioneers in using this approach for
training the teachers of the Western Re-
gion Polytechnics in India. A sum of

Faculty Member, T.T.T L, Bhopal.
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seventy-eight competencies (11) that are
to be possessed by a technical teacher
whose occupation/profession is teach-
ing, were identified. Few of them are
hlghhghted here.

Conduct a group discussion

- Design laboratory experiences

- Design and prepare instructional
materials (non-print)

- Use a case method for teaching

Of late, TTTI is even using the com-
petency approach to train different cli-
entele for the service and industrial sec-
tor too at all hierarchical levels.

b. Vocational Educational Schools in
the USA

Andreyka (10) has listed a number
of competencies required of an automo-
tive mechanic, plumber, electrician etc.
Some of them are :

- tune a carburetor to give maximum
fuel efficiency

- fix a faucet without any leakage

- fix a plug - socket on a switch
board for a 110 V ac supply.

You may notice in both the cases,
each of the competency are observable
and measurable.

c. Shipping Industry

The International Marine Organiza-
tion (IMO) based at London has been
using the competency approach for
training the sailors. They have docu-
mented these competencies in ‘The In-
ternational Convention on Standards of
Training, Certification and Watchkeep-
ing for Seafarers (1978) as amended in
1995 (STCW Convention)” (6). Interna-
tionally, these competencies are made

mandatory. The trainees will not be
given higher responsibilities on the sea,
if they do not attain these competencies.
Even their future career development
depends on the attainment of competen-
cies which they have to acquire from
time - to - time during their career.
Some of the competencies of an
electrical engineering diploma holder
who is required to work on a ship are as
follows (6) :
i.  operate marine pumping system and
associated control systems.

ii. use English in written and oral form.

Competency (i) further comprises
of broad skill (as documented) like :
al. operate routine pumping systems.

bl. operate bilge, ballast and cargo pump-
ing systems.

Competency (ii) is made up of cer-
tain other kind of broad skills.
a2. English language publication are cor-
rectly interpreted.

b2. Oral English communications are clear
and understood.

You will note that, the second com-
prises of intellectual skills and is not of
practical skills as in the preceding one.

d. Vocational Education Systems in
Australia

Presently, most of the technician,
(vocational) education systems in West-
ern Australia (4) is competency - based.
The competency - based training in
Western Australia has a very definite
enterprise focus, with mush scope for
customisation. Industry has the power
to define the training outcomes (compe-
tencies) that their particular workforce
needs. The competency - based training
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is used extensively in regional delivery
via satellite linkups also.

With these examples in the back-
ground, let us now try to understand the
term ‘competency’.

1.3 THE COMPETENCY :

The industry/society wants compe-
tent people for all purposes. So, what
does this word ‘competent” mean ? This
means that the technologist, technician
or craftsman (plumber, electrician) and
for that matter any professional, should
be able to perform his/her job profi-
ciently. In other words, the person in
any profession will have to undergo a
purposeful learning experience to reach
the proficiency standards required for
the job.

'Learning' is described as a 'rela-
tively permanent change' in behaviour
in a learner , after he/she goes through
a learning experience. If this being the
truth, an explicit change in performance
(behaviour) which is measurable and
observable should have occurred after
the learner has undergone precise learn-
ing experiences (if envisaged so ) delib-
erately incorporated by the curriculum
designer in a curriculum document.

Do the present day curriculum
documents specially in technical educa-
tion focus on a changed behaviour ? Of
course, in some cases it is implicit, but in
most of the cases it is not. The concept of
conpetency also relates to this. It focuses
on a behavioural change which should
be reflected deliberately and purpose-
fully in a curriculum document. In
short, competency - based education is a
system of training whose learning mod-
ules and methods of assessment are

based around the attainment of well
defined, and agreed upon, group of
competencies. The attainment and as-
sessment of competencies has bench
marked (4) against specified standard
(usually in consultation with the indus-
try) and not against other learners.

A seminal work on competencies
was produced in 1982 by a US academic,
Richard Boyatzis (9). His definition of
competency as an underlying character-
istic of a person was very broad; it could
be motive, trait, skill, aspect of one's self
- image, or social role or a body of
knowledge which he or she uses. Where
Boyatzis made an important contribu-
tion was in distinguishing between,
function, tasks and the relevant compe-
tencies needed to undertake the task and
hence fulfill the requirements of the
function.

Rhinesmith (8) has defined that a
competency is a specific capacity to ex-
ecute action at skill level i.e. sufficient
for achieving a desired effect.

With all these discussion in the
back of your mind, we shall try to define
what a competency is. You may also
come across several other definitions of
the world ‘competency’. A working defi-
nition which we are elaborating here
will be the basis of our discussion in this
paper. ‘A competency is a cluster of skills,
knowledge and attitudes required of a person
to perform a specific job with a specified pro-
ficiency’.

This definition then implies the fol-
lowing :

- that a competency is an integration
of knowledge, skills and attitudes

- an observable and measurable
demonstration of the skills is essen-
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tial for the accomplishment of the
competency

‘action’ or ‘performance’ oriented
verbs have to be used in stating
competencies

a job is a complete unit of work that
results in a product or a service for
which the employer or customer /
client is willing to pay

it involves higher order knowledge,
skills and attitudes involved in de-
signing, interpreting, evaluating,
analyzing, creating,  planning,
troubleshooting, diagnosing etc. as
well as relatively simpler ones as
cutting, joining machining, measur-
ing, soldering, painting etc.

it involves knowledge, skills and
attitudes that vary from being spe-
cific to generic and from being es-
sentials to only elective ones

perform a job at a specified profi-
ciency means, performing a given
job successfully every time he/she
is asked to do. In other words, mas-
tery at the job is the key.

1.4 SALIENT FEATURES OF THE
COMPETENCY APPROACH :

The salient features of a compe-

tency based curriculum, especially con-
cerned with technical education in par-
ticular is that :

it shifts the emphasis from cogni-
tion to performance

the process of learning is individu-
alized

the course content
more systematically

students are evaluated more objec-
tively

is identified

there is an increase in congruity
between objectives and tests

evaluation is not by Norm - refer-
enced testing, but by Criterion ref-
erenced testing

instruction can be modular which
can offer different learning alterna-
tives to attain the competency

It makes the attainment (2) of the
competency constant (or definite),
and the time required to attain the
competency is variable, (in the
present system time is constant and
learning is variable)

it facilitates the development and
evaluation of accomplishment of
competency by the student him-
self /herself

emphasis is placed on accountabil-
ity. Exit performance will come up
to specific standards, while the flex-
ibility will be permissible at the en-
trance and during learning phase
competencies like leadership team
work, assertiveness, will be devel-
oped in group situations during the
contact sessions (1)

locates the industry as a central
customer

modular design is possible more
easily, rendering the curriculum
more portable for a flexible
programme design and flexible de-
livery

open entry and open exit can be
built in

credit is granted for work com-
pleted

certification is made simpler, de-
pending on the attainment of com-
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APPROACH :

Three key issues (3) are driving
change and affecting organisations in
India and the world.

- Technological change

- Globalisation and
- Customisation

The technological change has al-
tered concepts of space and time and has
made enormous impact in the way soci-
ety and work is organised. With E-Mail,
Internet and World-Wide Web, informa-
tion and knowledge is on the tap for
every one. If organisations have to sur-
vive in an environment of competition,
new technologies and training tech-
niques are to be adopted/ adapted.
Globalisation has created a much more
accessible world through transportation,
deregulation and electronics communi-
cation, resulting in increased competi-
tive pressures.

Customisation has made organiza-
tion to move away from internal concen-
tration on their product to an external
concentration on responding to custom-
er's needs. For example, we no longer
tend to teach people, but we help and
facilitate the learning process in progr-
ammes, often largely designed by the
customer.

As a result of these key drivers of
change, three processes are emerging in
our organizations and in our patterns of

N
petencies work (3).
- allows customisation of training for * Boundaries are changing and are be-
client groups and coming more permeable :
- offers opportunity for workplace - public sector is moving to the pri-
reforms. vate sector model.
1.5 NEED FOR COMPETENCY - amalgamations/takeovers are hap-

pening to create increased effective-
ness

- strategic alliances are being struck
with organisation for increased ef-
fectiveness

- there are more interstate and over-
seas activities in both public and
private organisations.

- our own internal boundaries are
changing as we re-structure to meet
the new environment.

* Time frames for action are being re-
duced :
- we must be fast to be competitive

5 we are expected to do more at a
higher standard and that too with
fewer employees.

- we have to work both harder and
wiser to survive.

* Our work intern-
ationalised

-internationalization poses a less
predictable environment

- organisational learning is essential
for doing business with other cultures

-competition is worldwide with
programmes/courses available on the
Internet

-age and cutural differences are
disappearing as young prople accros
the world adopt new technology with
ease

- our

is becoming

work is now open to
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instataneous worldwide critique empha-
sizing world's best practice.

The Australian experience (4)
shows that, when a curriculum is devel-
oped with competency-based design,
the industry becomes a major stake-
holder, because it is in their partnership,
that the competencies are decided. As a
consequence, for the highly expensive
technical education, the industry will
also provide the necessary funds, to a
certain extent.

For the students this approach is
highlv self-motivating, as almost all the
students work toward 80 to 90 plus
scores on all their skills, as the criteria
for assessment is already made known
to them. The only limiting factor (if it is)
is the time which can be overcome, if the
curriculum delivery is made flexible if
alternative instructional strategies are
provided.

The strength of this approach is
also its effectiveness as a teaching tool.
Students can use the score sheets to cri-
tique their own work before asking their
teacher for a score.

Most of the times, the industry
thinks in times of the competencies
which a person should possess, to per-
form the job rather than skills at a macro
level (5).

1.6 BENEFICIARIES

Looking at the examples in section
1.2 and with the discussions so far, it is
now obvious to you that stating the
competencies explicitly brings about a
lot of clarity to all those who are con-
cerned about education and training.
You can also see that the beneficiaries
are many.

* The student/trainee is the first

and foremost beneficiary, who has to

demonstrate the competency.

- It is known from the start what
competencies he/she must attain to
complete a programme of study
successfully.

- The student knows right at the be-
ginning of the programme/course,
how well he/she must perform on
all written tests and all perfor-
mance tests to attain the required
competency (s).

- The student can see exactly, how
the evaluation will take place.

- The progress or performance of one
studentis notcompared to that of the
other students. It is with reference to
fixed standards, or in other words, to
a acceptable level of performance
(criterion-referenced tests).

- It a student has already acquired
certain skills required for a particu-
lar programme (as in Multi-Point
Entry and Credit System) and dem-
onstrates the relevant skills, atten-
tion can be focused on skills that
have not yet been acquired.

- The student is able (without pen-
alty) to go back to the learning re-
sources several times, if need be, to
attempt proficiency.

- Enough time (within reason) can be
spent to practice the skill to reach
proficiency levels.

- On the acquisition of the skills, the
student may speed up the progress
through the programme.

- A particular programme can be
completed when the student has at-
tained all the stipulated competen-
cies and hence the exit need not be
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restricted to any date. This will
make it convenient for the student
to time the landing at a particular
place or job within his/her control.

*  The teacher/trainer/instructor gets
a clear idea of the instructional
strategies that he/she will need to
adopt, the instructional resources to
be kept readv, the instructional
media to be developed /procured
for the development of the compe-
tencies.

* Helps the administration /organi-
zations for arranging requisite re-
sources.

*  Guides the instructional system de-
signer in deciding the kind of in-
structional resources that are to be
provided and in what logical se-
quence.

* Informs the evaluator/examiner
the type of assessment tools he has
to adopt to test the accomplishment
of the competencies and the skill /
enabling objective.

* The industry / society becomes
aware of the competencies that the
passouts possess emerging from a
particular programme. They can
also give feed back of the compe-
tencies that need to be included and
that need to be taken out.

If viewed wholistically, we see that
the competency -based curriculum spe-
cially for technical education is a very
effective approach to achieve the overall
aims of any programme whether short-
term or long-term.

1.7 INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGY :

When performance becomes the
criteria, as is required in a competency -

based curriculum, the usual classroom
instructional strategies adopted hitherto
will have to be modified and re-oriented
towards demonstration of the specified
skills. The overall learning experiences
planned by the teacher/trainer should
be directed towards the acquisition of
the stipulated skills and thereby attain
the competencies.

To develop any skill, be it intellec-
tual (cognitive) or a practical (psycho-
motor) the instructional strategy would
be firstly, to present the requisite stimu-
lus material - maybe through a handout,
lecture, demonstration, video and the
like. Following this, opportunity should
be provided to the student for practicing
the skill (by way of mental activity)
group activity or some practical exer-
cise) with close supervision by the
teacher/instructor/trainer. Immediate
feedback (for immediate knowledge of
results) need to be given for improve-
ment or correction so that the skill can
be mastered. In other words, for devel-
oping a skill, the instructional strategy
should be Input - Practice (process) -
Output - Feedback cycle as depicted in
fig. 1. Enough opportunity should be
made available for drill and practice
which will accelerate the acquisition of
atleast the essential skills which are cru-
cial for the competency development.

INPUT PRACTICE
T (Process)
FEEDBACK PROCESS

Fig. No. 1 : Skill Development Cycle
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1.8 INSTRUCTIONAL RESOURCES :

The instructional resources gener-
ally available in the market caters to
more than one category of target group.
Every group has to strain out what it
requires from the common mass of
knowledge and leave the rest. For ex-
ample, a diploma engineering student
may study from the same text book/
laboratory manual that is used by the
degree student. Moreover, the emphasis
of most of the resources is on cognition
and not performance, thus not making it
much suitable for developing skill.

In a competency - based curricu-
lum, where an overt performance is re-
quired, it intrinsically demands compe-
tency specific instructional resources.
Hence, the instructional resources shou-
Id enable the student in performing the
skill and not lead towards rote-learning.
Therefore course - specific and skill -
specific learning material need to be pro-
duced.

The instructional resources need to
be learner friendly, and should have
enough of examples and counter-ex-
amples for as many concepts, principles
and applications as possible. Assign-
ment and feedback will also have to be
inbuilt. The assignments could have ac-
tivities which may be pen and paper -
based, field-based, laboratory-based and
/ or library-based.

Developing appropriate instruc-
tional resources, can cater to the varied
learning styles of the students. It will
encourage the student to work on his/
her own, because the competency ac-
complishment provides an intrinsic mo-
tivation. This will lead to more disci-
pline in the individual student in - turn

the whole educational environment.
1.9 ACCREDITATION :

Accreditation of any educational /
training programme is a necessity to
draw the relevant clientele. A unified
system of accreditation of the compe-
tency standard, recognition of prior
learning (prerequisites) will go a long
way for all the stakeholders concerned,
especially in the internationalisation of
the competency-based curricula. For this
to happen, a clearinghouse (a recogn-
ised body may be like the All India
Council for Technical Education) should
start functioning at the regional and na-
tional level. Such a body can even func-
tion at the institutional level as far as au-
tonomous institutions are concerned.
This clearinghouse will have representa-
tives from the industry, institutions,
government etc. and they will decide the
competency and will be responsible for
some of the following function :

- competency standards develop-
ment

- curriculum and learning resource
development

- delivery of education and trainee
- quality assurance

1.10 THE FUTURE :

The emphasis so far in most of the
curriculum designs in the technical edu-
cation system is in acquiring knowledge
and not on developing the requisite
competencies required for lateral and
vertical career mobility. The concept of
competency - based curriculum will trig-
ger a new system of education and train-
ing and give a new direction to the de-
velopment of the curricula. This ap-
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proach for the technical education sys-
tem will become compatible for the in-
dustry and country.

A competency - based curriculum,
is inherently modular in nature, which
can make the delivery very flexible, and
also convenient to be offered even in the
distance mode interspersed by contact
hours. Along the way, working profes-
sionals will also be helped if the delivery
is made flexible.
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