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The growing emphasis on generic skills in higher education has several sources. One is the increasing evidence of demand 
from business and employer organizations for graduates to possess generic skills. There are also various economic, 
technological and educational arguments that have brought generic skills to wider attention. Previous research exploring 
the development of generic skills has demonstrated in many instances the need for learning settings that focus on process 
and student-cantered activities rather than subject content. The deliberate design of learning and teaching strategies to 
advance these sorts of relational generic attributes is arguably just as significant in university life as is the deliberate design 
of the substantive discipline or field-based studies which are the core of the graduate’s clinical or technical or professional 
practice. Such strategies should be embedded in the substantive course which leads to the very practice of the capabilities 
as these find expression through employment. In this way, the ‘employability gap’ could be closed without compromising 
the integrity of substantive university studies. The present paper elucidates the importance of Generic –Skills in attainment 
of sustainable development. It emphasise on pedagogical processes that leads to Generic- Skills development and closing 
the Employability Gap.

Introduction
Generic skills equip one to organize, adapt, and strategically 
apply specific skills in new situations and circumstances. Ge-
neric skills also enable to generate new skills that help to suc-
ceed in novel situations, manage and adapt to change and to 
flourish by creating what matters, even in the face of adver-
sity. They are important today because work and life are in 
flux. Both are getting more complex, both require flexibility, 
initiative, creativity, emotional mastery and the ability to take 
on many different tasks and to learn from one’s doing and 
one’s experience. The growing emphasis on generic skills in 
higher education has several sources. One is the increasing ev-
idence of demand from business and employer organizations 
for graduates to possess generic skills. There are also various 
economic, technological and educational arguments that have 
brought generic skills to wider attention. The contemporary 
focus on generic skills is really part of a bigger, as yet unre-
solved, debate about the purpose of university education and 
how to develop well-educated persons who are both em-
ployable and capable of contributing to civil society (Kemmis, 
1998).

Sustainable Development and Generic Skills
• Demand for generic skills from employers: Generic 
skills are important for employability. The Kirby Report (2000) 
discusses employability in the context of changing socio-eco-
nomic and work conditions. Education and training are the 
main instruments available to governments and the commu-
nity to prepare individuals for a rapidly- changing, increasingly 
demanding world of work, and to improve their employabil-
ity. An individual’s employability depends on several factors. 
It involves self-belief and an ability to secure and retain em-
ployment. It also means being able to improve his or her pro-
ductivity and income-earning prospects. This often requires 
competing effectively in the job market and being able to 
move between occupations if necessary. It requires ‘learning 
to learn’ for new job opportunities in an advanced knowl-
edge, communications and technologies society. 

• Economic Considerations for Generic Skills: The eco-
nomic considerations that have drawn attention to gener-
ic skills stem largely from the observation that the nature of 

work has both changed and continues to change, particularly 
with the continuing spread of microelectronic technology. As 
well, there is  a shift to a service economy where information 
and social skills are increasingly important. These changes are 
so fundamental, that workers now require different sorts of 
attributes. Proficiency in the broad range of generic skills is 
the main basic equipment of the new worker. Even where the 
term “knowledge worker” is used, suggesting that the new 
workplace involves continuous knowledge creation, generic 
skills are the core contributors to these work activities. Rapid 
changes in the nature of work are also leading to the con-
cept of a ‘portfolio career’ and a growing interest in lifelong 
learning. These rapid and accelerating changes have placed 
pressure on the front-end approach to vocational and profes-
sional education. This reflected, for instance, in growing dis-
satisfaction with courses for professions (Hager, 1996). More 
and more, a formal two, three or four year courses at the start 
of a career whether in the vocational or higher education sec-
tor, is seen merely as the necessary foundation for the early 
years practice, rather than as the sufficient basis for a lifelong 
learning and attributes that are commonly taken to charac-
terize lifelong learning (Candy, Crebert & O’Leary 1994) are 
heavily reliant on a range of generic skills. 

• Generic skills by education providers: While business 
and employers are calling for more emphasis on generic skills, 
so too are educational providers. While this interest is stimu-
lated partly by a desire to appeal to business and employers in 
an era of increasing competition and accountability, these are 
no the only relevant factors. There is increased awareness that 
well-founded sets of generic skills have the potential to deliv-
er several educational advantages to course providers whether 
vocational and / or educational in emphasis. These advantag-
es are Course Development, Course delivery and assessment, 
Quality assurance. In the area of course development, the ad-
vantages offered by a sound set of generic skills are multiple. 
They add a further dimension to discipline – specific discourse 
by providing the basis for consistent terminology for describ-
ing course outcomes. The common lack of such consistency, 
particularly in the higher education sector, means there is no 
agreed reference point when, for example, staff attempt to 
develop trans-disciplinary courses. Generic skills are, typical-
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ly, significant components of initiatives to improve teaching 
and learning (Moy, 1999). Such initiatives take many forms 
and have diverse aims. But whether they seek to encourage 
deeper learning, to make learners more reflective about their 
learning or to develop more self – directed learners, they char-
acteristically require learners to deploy some combination of 
generic skills of they are to be successful. A good example is 
a recent interest in how courses can foster lifelong learning 
capacities. A set of generic skill is fundamental to enhancing 
such learning (Candy, Crebert & O’Leary 1994). A common 
theme for teaching and learning of generic skills is that suc-
cess depends crucially on them bring made explicit for stu-
dents. Leaving them implicit, as they are in many traditional 
courses, does little to encourage learning and development.

• Pedagogical Processes for Generic Skill Development
Previous research exploring the development of generic skills 
has demonstrated in many instances the need for learning 
settings that focus on process and student-centered activities 
rather than subject content (Biggs, 1999; Candy, Crebert, G., 
& O’Leary, 1994; Gibbs, 1992; Ramsden, 1992). The literature 
in this area suggests the need for meaningful learner activi-
ties.  For example, the need for learning environments that 
use a student-centered process approach with dialogue , feed-
back, reflection, and task-oriented activities; and to be situat-
ed in a contextual environment as in a “real-world activity” 
(Laurillard, 1993). In line with constructivist learning theories 
that focus on learning process rather than content, more and 
more learning settings are beginning to emphasize the role of 
the learner in creating their own meaning in different learn-
ing situations by actively engaging with the content through 
accommodation and assimilation (Piaget, 1969) or through 
social interaction (Vygotsky, 1978). The development of ge-
neric skills as a component of the curricular activity is seen 
to be promoted through learning environments that promote 
deep learning. Deep learning is an outcome frequently cited 
of learning settings that focus on processes as distinct from 
products (Ramsden, 1992). Driscoll (1994) argues that five 
conditions of learning are needed to provide an appropriate 
emphasis on the process of learning, as well as the product 
learning. These are:

• Complex, rich learning environments that incorporate au-
thentic activity. 

• Multiple juxtapositions of instructional content i.e. examin-
ing the same material from multiple perspectives

• Social negotiation as an integral part of learning
• Emphasis on student-cantered instruction, and
• Nurturance of reflexivity

Generic Skills: Better Learning and Employability
Bennett, Dunne and Carre (1999) have taken issue with the 
assumption that the outcomes will be beneficial; however, 
there are sound educational arguments for focusing on Ge-
neric Skills are also the ones that lead to good learning out-
comes. Thus, by embedding the development of generic skills 
in courses one can improve learning overall. The emphasis 
here is on how people learn best rather than on generic skills 
themselves. Corte (1996) has a useful set of features of pow-
erful learning environments. They:

• Have a good balance between discovery learning and per-
sonal exploration, on the one hand, and systematic instruc-
tion and guidance, on the other.

• Requires students to progressively increase their share of 
self-regulation at the expense of external regulation.

• Provide opportunities to use a rich array of resources and 
for social interaction and collaboration.

• Allow for the flexible adaption of the instructional support 
to accommodate individual differences and stages of learn-
ing.

• Facilitate the acquisition of general learning and thinking 
skills throughout the curriculum.

Research on generic skills teaching and learning methods indi-
cates that they are best developed by active approaches (Moy, 

1999). Thus, there is a strong and recurrent link between the 
development of generic skills by learners and teaching and 
learning methods that exhibit such features as:

• Adult learning principles.
• Holistic approaches to learning.
• Problem-based learning
• Lifelong learning skills

• Learning how, why and exploring what if not just learning 
received facts

• Learner reflection, evaluation and articulation on learning 
experiences as a critical aspect of the learning process.

• Active, learner-centred approaches in which integrated 
thinking and action occurs on tasks that are relevant and 
meaningful to learners.

• The teacher assuming multiple roles, such as mentor, 
coach, facilitator, evaluator, that include demonstrating/
modelling the generic skills to learners.

Closing the ‘Employability’ Gap
Generic attributes have always made the difference between 
good and bad, or good and better employee. Currently, edu-
cational institutions are seeking to assist students to maximize 
these attributes. A first step is to understand how to reflect 
the influence of context, the benefits of transferability and 
overall capability in course design. Bowden (1999) lists the fol-
lowing example of graduate attributes. Graduates will have

• A commitment to learning from every new situation they 
encounter and the ability to fulfil that commitment.

• The capability to make context-sensitive judgments areas 
of communication, teamwork, creativity, critical analysis, 
professional and personal responsibility, leadership, infor-
mation literacy, IT literacy, international orientation and 
environmental awareness, among others. This capability 
involves the judgment to choose appropriate behaviour in 
varying professional and social contexts.

• A knowledge capability which enables them to deal effec-
tively with each new situation in their professional or social 
lives.

The deliberate design of learning and teaching strategies to 
advance these sorts of relational generic attributes is arguably 
just as significant in university life as is the deliberate design 
of the substantive discipline or field-based studies which are 
the core of the graduate’s clinical or technical or professional 
practice. Such strategies should be embedded in the substan-
tive course which leads to the very practice of the capabilities 
as these find expression through employment. In this way, the 
‘employability gap’ could be closed without compromising 
the integrity of substantive university studies. Thus, it would 
be helpful for understanding these various initiatives to locate 
them in a suitable classification framework.

Conclusion 
The focus on generic skills may be a recent phenomenon, 
however, in institutional terms generic skills have always been 
inherent to the good educational practice. Indeed what makes 
generic skills valuable to a student is not only whether they 
translate to a workplace i.e. often sometime in the future, but 
whether they relate to the next level of learning they under-
take often quite immediately. Thus, generic skills are relevant 
throughout life and are frequently used implicitly if not ex-
plicitly, to distinguish between potential students at different 
stages in their learning pathways and sustainable develop-
ment of youth.
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