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Preface 

In recent decades, the term competence has become a keyword in the interna-
tional discussion about education. This international discussion was accom-
panied by several national discussions, which mostly had a different empha-
sis compared to the international context. Especially in the European Union, 
competences became the central term in discussions about learning outcomes. 
Here, competences emerged as a counter-concept to the idea of qualifications 
– which are strictly bound to (national) educational systems. As the European 
Union, in the Maastricht Treaty, has agreed not to harmonise the educational 
systems of its member states, national differences tend to become more pro-
nounced; thus qualifications cannot bring transparency and comparability to 
European education. Competence, in contrast, is a concept that can be used to 
compare people’s knowledge and skills across national education and train-
ing systems.  
To look at competences rather than qualifications means to shift the fo-

cus from educational input (length of a learning experience, type of institu-
tion, etc.) to the outcomes of learning processes. Competences as learning 
outcomes have nowadays been defined in almost all educational programmes. 
Furthermore, referring to competences highlights the fact that they can also 
be developed outside of educational programmes. Therefore, a variety of con-
texts became relevant that enable or constrain competence development. 
These contexts include the workplace, social class, family, and friends, for 
example. As a consequence, the validation – that is, the evaluation, recogni-
tion, and certification – of competences acquired outside of educational sys-
tems became relevant. To address this issue, a variety of methods and instru-
ments were developed throughout Europe. On this basis, competences can 
support transparency and comparability in education and lifelong learning in 
Europe. 
What is more, the term competence also serves to introduce a new didac-

tic approach to adult education. The competence discussion helps strengthen 
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individuals’ self-responsibility and self-efficacy as they engage in their learn-
ing processes. In other words, it is up to the learners to decide whether, 
where, when, and how they learn or not. Adult education programmes can 
merely provide contexts to facilitate learning processes and stimulate motiva-
tion. This is especially relevant in the education of adults, since adults are 
much more independent than children in their decisions about what and when 
to learn. 
In this study guide, Valérie Cohen-Scali, Alain Kokosowski, Thierry 

Piot, and Richard Wittorski introduce the topic of competence development 
with a special focus on the working context. They give an insight into the 
Western backgrounds of the competence discussion and show the conse-
quences of this discussion with respect to professionalisation and competence 
development in adult education. Furthermore, they present a variety of in-
struments for validating and evaluating competences. Finally, they raise the 
issue of competence management in adult education and highlight some of 
the changes in vocational education and training brought on by the compe-
tence discussion.  
All of the authors are French researchers with special expertise in the 

area of competences. The study guide, therefore, gives an insight both into 
the European discussion and into the French discussion about competences. 
Valérie Cohen-Scali developed this study guide during her guest professor-
ship at the University of Duisburg-Essen. By bringing on board her French 
colleagues, she created an interdisciplinary team of experts from psychology, 
human resource management, and education. As a result, the study guide 
provides an interdisciplinary perspective on the topic. Thanks go to Valérie 
Cohen-Scali for coordinating this study guide and to all the authors for their 
contributions to this volume. 

 
Regina Egetenmeyer 



1. Introduction 

Valérie Cohen-Scali 

Since the 1980s, questions around people in the workplace have been ad-
dressed more from the point of view of competences than the time match be-
tween an individual and a particular role. Approaching work through compe-
tences appears to be at odds with a tradition which conceives of work as the 
association between an individual and a task. This traditional conception of 
people at work emerged with the development of industrialisation in Europe 
and the United States in the nineteenth century. It was profoundly influenced 
by the principles of Scientific Management developed by Frederick Taylor, 
an engineer, who was invited into factories in the United States in order to 
help them introduce a more rational way of organising their work. Taylor’s 
primary preoccupation was with the best way of doing a particular job, what 
an appropriate workload would be, and what fair payment was, with the aim 
of increasing workers’ efficiency and performance. He carried out numerous 
studies (Kanigel, 1997) of the work stations of manual workers and made 
recommendations in order to provide workers with the most appropriate tools 
for the way they worked.  
This conception of work as an activity was strengthened in the twentieth 

century with the advent of the Second World War, which prompted an acce-
leration in the development of occupational psychology. Military activities 
led, on the one hand, to the development of psychological evaluation tools to 
be used on soldiers, and on the other, to the creation of military equipment 
which was easier to handle and better suited to the morphology and cognitive 
abilities of its users. Later, social conditions at work came under intense scru-
tiny, addressing questions such as motivation, job satisfaction and supervi-
sion. Nonetheless, work as an activity continued to be perceived in terms of 
the relationship between the individual and the task.  
This may have seemed relatively well suited to a context of stable indus-

trial production, a booming socio-economic environment, and homogeneous 
demand. The 1970s are associated with the first world economic crisis linked 
to an increase in the price of fossil fuels. This was accompanied by a har-
shening of the socio-economic environment and an increase in unemploy-
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ment in Western societies. Businesses needed to be more vigilant about the 
changes occurring in a more uncertain and complex environment. They also 
needed to prove that they could be more responsive and more flexible. Many 
national governments focused on vocational training to tackle the changes 
taking place. This meant training employees with inadequate skills and quali-
fications to carry out increasingly varied and changing activities, which often 
required a more extensive range of cognitive abilities.  
From this point onwards, the traditional conception of work as a relation-

ship between an individual and a relatively simple task no longer seemed ap-
propriate. Researchers in sociology, psychology, and training reflected on 
other paradigms which might be better suited to defining the new reality. The 
term competences gradually came into common use. It was initially used by 
Chomsky in 1960 in relation to linguistics, as a document published by the 
European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (Cedefop) ex-
plains:  

The use of the term ‘competence’ goes back to Noam Chomsky and was related to his crea-
tion of the theory of generative grammar as well as being part of his contributions to lin-
guistics and cognitive psychology ... Chomsky distinguishes between linguistic compe-
tence as the speaker/hearer’s knowledge of his language on the one hand and linguistic per-
formance as ‘the actual use of language in concrete situations’ on the other hand. (Cedefop, 
2009b, p. 108) 

The term competences is used to describe the actual use of a particular apti-
tude in a given context. In the working environment, the term competences 
emphasises on the one hand, the role of the specific context of a particular ac-
tivity as a determinant of the way a worker will approach a given task, and on 
the other, highlights the fact that work is essentially an individual and/or col-
lective process of problem solving. According to Weinert, implementing 
competences in the workplace relies on the use of several processes: ‘ability, 
knowledge, understanding, skill, action, experience, motivation’ (Winterton, 
Delamare-Le Deist, & Stringfellow, 2006, p. 34). 
Two terms are now commonly used in adult education: competence and 

competency. According to Eraut, there is a subtle difference between the two:  

There is a distinction mostly in the American literature between the term ‘competence’ 
which is given a generic or holistic meaning and refers to a person’s overall capacity, and 
the term ‘competency’, which refers to specific capabilities. However even the word com-
petency can be used either in a direct performance-related sense: a competency is an ele-
ment of vocational competence, a performance capability needed by workers in a specified 
occupational area or simply to describe any piece of knowledge or skill that might be con-
strued as relevant. (Eraut, 1996, p. 179) 
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Other, more specific shades of meaning are also found in the literature. For 
example, instead of generic competences, there are references to key compe-
tences: 

Key competences are context-independent, applicable and effective across different institu-
tional settings, occupations and tasks. These typically include basal competences, such as 
literacy, numeracy, general education; methodological competences, like problem solving, 
IT skills, communication skills, including writing and presentation skills; and judgement 
competences, such as critical thinking. (Winterton, Delamare-Le Deist, Stringfellow, 2006, 
p. 33)  

A series of other terms used in the literature on competences are defined in 
the box below. 

 

Keywords: Knowledge, understanding, and capacities 
 
Wittorski (see Chapter 3) defines a number of concepts similar to com-
petences: knowledge (theoretical, action, and professional), under-
standing, and capacities. 
A piece of knowledge can be defined as a socially validated and com-
municable statement. It is therefore a descriptive or explanatory state-
ment about a given reality. Knowledge can be differentiated in a num-
ber of ways: 

   Knowledge is described as theoretical when it is established and 
recognised by a given academic and cultural community at a given 
time (certain laws of fundamental physics, for example) as a domi-
nant phenomenon, based on a truth criterion. Knowledge of this 
kind is disseminated through encyclopedias, textbooks, and special-
ist publications in the place and at the time concerned (in the form 
of slate tablets, papyrus or parchment rolls, papers or books, or 
files). 

   Knowledge can be described as ‘action’ knowledge when a social 
community (made up of people who engage in the same activity) 
decide to validate a statement describing a sequence of actions 
judged, as a dominant phenomenon, to be ‘effective’ (the criterion 
here is its effectiveness for action, whilst the challenge is to orga-
nise effective local practices and produce a social identity). 

   Knowledge can be described as ‘professional’ when an actual or 
prospective professional community decides to validate a state-
ment describing a sequence of actions judged, as a dominant phe-
nomenon, to be ‘distinctive and legitimate’ in order to have it ac-
knowledged and recognised in the social arena (the criterion here 
is that of legitimacy and better recognition in the selected arena, 
whilst the challenge lies in social intelligibility and the production 
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of a professional identity). Knowledge therefore has a very strong 
social dimension, combined with an identified or codified process 
of formalisation. 

The judgement or validation criteria mentioned here are not exclusive, 
but are dominant criteria for each type of knowledge (some theoreti-
cal knowledge, for example, may also be validated according to an ef-
fectiveness criterion). 
Understanding, however, is a social construct which refers both to the 
process of internalisation and assimilation (transformation) by the indi-
vidual of the knowledge and/or information passed on to them or 
which they contribute to producing, and the result of this process. 
From this point of view, understanding is on the one hand, the process 
(and the product) of comprehension and memory (i.e. what the indi-
vidual retains in qualitative and quantitative terms of the knowledge 
passed on to them), and on the other, the process (and the product) of 
drawing conclusions from their actions by the individual, which consti-
tute the value they derive from their experience. In this last case, ex-
perience, in the sense of ‘known’ experience, lies more in the subject 
identifying their modalities of action and the results they produce. Ex-
perience is therefore constructed primarily by a process which consists 
of deriving understanding from one’s actions. Understanding therefore 
has a much stronger subjective dimension. 
In the same way that there is a close link between competence and 
identity, there is a close relationship between understanding, knowl-
edge, and identity. Effectively, knowledge and understanding consti-
tute a communicative situation about or for actions and people, and 
act to some degree as ‘markers’ and ‘foils’ for identity. 
 
Capacities are social constructs which describe a relatively transversal 
ability to take action. Capacities represent an acquired potential to 
take action: they are not in use at the point at which they are de-
scribed but are nonetheless available to be brought into play when 
needed.  

 
Whilst the notion of competence and research into competences is now wide-
spread, particularly in the context of studies carried out by the European Un-
ion (published by Cedefop) in the area of Vocational Education and Training 
(VET), it must be said that guides to this area aimed particularly at students 
are rare. The aim of this study guide is to provide European students with an 
overview of competences and their development, as far as possible from a 
European perspective. Its objective is therefore both to describe the main 
theoretical developments in relation to the concept of competences, and to 
underline the way in which the European Union deals with the question of 



15 

competences at both a reflective and practical level in order to support the 
development of qualifications. The guide has been written by a number of 
French authors specialised in adult education and training, and tackles the 
question of competences from a number of different and complementary 
points of view, with an emphasis on VET professionals and activities.  
Chapter 2 describes recent changes in the working environment that ex-

plain why competence-based approaches now appear to be particularly rele-
vant in adult education. 
Chapter 3 addresses competences from a theoretical perspective, given 

the imperatives of professionalisation for individuals and the continuous 
emergence of new activities. 
Chapter 4 addresses the question of the transmission of competences and 

learning in the workplace, with a presentation of professional didactics. 
Chapter 5 discusses options for evaluating and validating competences, 

identifying the evaluation methodologies and validation practices currently in 
use in various European countries. 
Chapter 6 outlines the main features of management practices in relation 

to competences, which are currently emerging as a recent but major concern 
in major European businesses. 
Chapter 7 focuses on changes in employment in adult education and 

training and the consequences of these changes on the competences of pro-
fessionals. 
The guide is designed to enable students to work independently or as a 

group, both inside or outside the classroom, by referring to the suggested ex-
ercises and tasks at the end of each chapter. The bibliography lists a large 
number of English publications and documents to help students gain a more 
detailed understanding of the theoretical aspects or explore practical illustra-
tions and examples implemented in a number of European countries. 

  
 
 
 



3.  Professionalisation and the Development of 
Competences in Education and Training 

Richard Wittorski1 

The word competence in relation to training and working practices appears to 
be closely associated with the word professionalisation. Why has this associ-
ation come about? The main reason is probably to do with the fact that adult 
education is supposed to prepare people as effectively as possible for em-
ployment, a return to employment, or a change of career. Its main focus is 
therefore on professional ‘traits’ which can be used directly and effectively to 
manage a particular professional situation. As a result, it is hardly surprising 
that there is a close association between competence and professionalisation. 
The word competence also carries positive connotations of operational effec-
tiveness and efficiency in relation to action. European and international texts 
increasingly emphasise the need to professionalise the provision of adult edu-
cation in conjunction with the promotion of competence frameworks (for ex-
ample, the European framework of basic competences), which are used to de-
fine learning objectives more clearly. The fact that competence frameworks 
have ‘come back with a vengeance’ is linked to this approach. Furthermore, 
as soon as any reference is made to professionalisation, increasing impor-
tance is immediately placed on the work situation or, in a broader sense, on 
the activity, in relation to the development of competences. According to 
what is now a well-established conception, competences cannot be taught but 
are developed by engaging in the activity as closely as possible. 
The aim of this chapter is therefore to help readers gain a better under-

standing, initially, of the meanings of the word professionalisation and those 
which link it particularly to the term competence, and secondly, to present 
what is known about the ways in which competences are developed through 
engaging in a particular activity. Thirdly, we will explore the idea that if pro-
fessionalisation and the development of competences are closely linked, the 

                                                                          

1   This chapter focuses on professionalisation and refers to numerous French publications, 

given the extensive research carried out in this area in France. It draws heavily on two pre-
vious publications by the same author: Wittorski, R. (2007). Professionnalisation et déve-

lopement professionnel. Paris: L’Harmattan, and Wittorski, R. (2008). La professio-

nalisation: Note de synthèse. Revue Savoirs, 17, 11–39. 
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individual but also the collective challenge must above all be one of identity, 
in the sense of recognising where one stands within systems of professional 
activity. 

3.1   Professionalisation: A polysemous word  

The word professionalisation has appeared in a number of places at different 
times (in social groups from the end of the nineteenth century inwards, and 
businesses and the education world for a few decades), and for a variety of 
intentions, from groups of individuals performing the same activity who want 
to organise themselves on a free market, to organisations and institutions 
which want to ‘shift’ employees towards supporting increasingly flexible 
working patterns, and individuals who want to contribute to the development 
of their own competences through training, whilst at the same time increasing 
the effectiveness of the training process.  

3.1.1 Professionalisation and the professions  

The word professionalisation comes from American functionalist sociology 
(in particular the research by Parsons) (Gerhardt, 2002) and refers, in its pri-
mary sense, to the process by which an activity becomes an independent pro-
fession driven by a service-oriented ideal. The word profession appears in a 
free-market context, where economic players feel the need to develop a rheto-
ric concerning their contribution to the market to establish and enhance their 
place in it. This is probably where we should situate the appearance of the 
word profession in English-speaking countries in the early twentieth century, 
when it was also associated with the image of the independent professions. In 
some European countries (such as France), it appears in a different context, 
characterised by a hierarchical state: in this case, the idea of a profession is 
based not so much on the model of the independent profession but more on a 
central government model. The issue then was therefore to ensure one’s posi-
tion was recognised in order to obtain a better position in the state hierarchy. 
The word competence has no real place in this primary meaning. 
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3.1.2  Professionalisation and efficiency at work 

The various uses of the word professionalisation in working environments, in 
particular by businesses that produce goods and services in highly competi-
tive markets, and tasked with changing the way their activities are organised, 
lead us to another meaning. 
The issues faced by these organisations are obviously not concerned with 

the development of professions in the social arena, but with the professionali-
sation of employees, understood as an intention to develop competences like-
ly to support flexible working (through continuously modifying competences 
linked to changing work situations). In conjunction with the above, the fact 
that businesses talk about professionalisation is a recent phenomenon and re-
flects a number of changes which are closely connected to each other, such 
as: 

•  the shift from an approach to production driven by supply (work is 
planned by the business) to an approach to production driven by demand 
(employees are invited to be ‘key players and drivers of change’)  

•  the shift to a results-oriented approach  
•  the move from a centrally controlled system to a degree of decentralisa-
tion of responsibilities. 

This second meaning of the word associates it very closely with the word 
competence, emphasising not only competences associated with the exercise 
of a particular profession, but also competences which are directly useful for 
the needs of the work immediately at hand. This then prompts the emergence 
of interest in so-called transversal competences, which may come into con-
flict with specific professional competences. The search for more transversal 
competences goes hand-in-hand with a trend towards the institutionalisation 
of work (in the sense of its more local definition, in particular organisational 
contexts, independently of the activity markers defined by professional 
groups). 

3.1.3  Professionalisation and adult education 

Training environments have also seized on the word professionalisation: 
which training actions today do not claim a professionalising aim? Professio-
nalisation clearly has ‘the wind in its sails’, driven by national and European 
guidelines on the organisation of initial and continuing education and advo-
cated by the private sector. 
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What are the reasons for this and how does it manifest itself? On the one 
hand, we are seeing a change in the issues related to the training process in 
working environments. As a result, we are seeing experimental schemes 
based on an attempt to link training more closely to the work itself; it is no 
longer a question of deductive transmission of practical and theoretical con-
tent or, conversely, of learning on the job (informal training) but of bringing 
together action in the workplace, an analysis of professional practice, and ex-
perimenting with new ways of working. Approaches to the use of training are 
therefore changing: they are no longer based so much on helping the work-
force to adapt to change but more on implementing and supporting organisa-
tional change. This means anchoring training programmes more firmly in ac-
tual work situations. This is resulting, for example, in more partnership-based 
training schemes, which are more complex and involve a variety of players. 
The issue then becomes one of questioning and connecting three things 
which are usually separate: the act of ‘active production’ (working in the 
business), the act of reflecting on and/or researching the conditions needed to 
change working practices, and the act of training itself.  
Furthermore, training environments highlight the professionalising nature 

of the training provided in order to increase the perceived efficacy (as experi-
enced by clients) of training schemes and improve the status and legitimacy 
of training practices. From this point of view, professionalisation constitutes 
an important issue of identity for training environments (often in conjunction 
with the introduction of quality procedures). 
As we have seen, the aim of professionalisation thus becomes part of a 

system of social regulation. We can conclude that the word professionalisa-
tion, which is highly polysemous, because it reflects a variety of issues and 
therefore has different meanings depending on who is using it, has at least 
three senses: the constitution of an autonomous social group (‘professionali-
sation and the profession’), support for flexible working (‘professionalisation 
and efficiency at work’), and the process of ‘constructing’ a professional 
through training (‘professionalisation and adult education’). These meanings, 
far from being interconnected, are opposed to each other and therefore drive 
social debate. 
The second two of the three (‘professionalisation and efficiency at work’ 

and ‘professionalisation and adult education’) form part of a particular social 
context marked by converging changes in work and training, which are intro-
ducing a new conception of the professional (autonomous, responsible, 
adaptable, a reflective practitioner) and which, at the same time, place partic-
ular emphasis on the necessity of developing competences which can form 
the basis of greater professional effectiveness for individuals in the work-
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place. The question is now to determine what we know about the ways in 
which professional competences are developed. 

3.2.  The development of competences: Varied processes  

If it is accepted that competences cannot be taught but must develop within a 
professional situation, it then becomes necessary to understand more clearly 
how they are developed through work: this is the idea behind professionalisa-
tion through action. 
Several research projects, in different theoretical fields, are thus particu-

larly interested in the ways in which organisations (the notion of ‘qualifying’ 
and learning organisations), the presence of a third party (the notion of sup-
port), or finally investment in a professional activity can facilitate learning 
and professional development (see box below).  
 

Keyword: Professionalisation vs. professional development 
 
These two terms are frequently used synonymously, even though there 
is a fairly distinct difference in the main research projects conducted on 
them. Professionalisation is often seen as being linked to social expec-
tations and the training actions offered by firms to support the devel-
opment of competences amongst individuals. Professional develop-
ment is more about the way in which an individual learns from the sit-
uations they encounter and how they develop their competences. 

3.2.1  The development of competences within the organisation: 
‘Qualifying’ and ‘learning’ organisations 

The term organisation qualifiante (‘qualifying organisation’) was introduced 
in 1987 by a French business leader, Antoine Riboud (Chairman and Manag-
ing Director of BSN). According to one of his supporters, Zarifian (1992, p. 
16), its principles are as follows:  

•  A qualifying organisation is an organisation which reveals an events-
based approach to industrial activity, in an economic environment cha-
racterised by uncertainty. 

•  The qualifying organisation presupposes a reorganisation of industrial 
activity based communications. 
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•  By principle of communication, we mean the principle that people agree 
on both common objectives ... and on the interaction between their ac-
tivities necessitated by the practical realisation of those objectives.  

•  A qualifying organisation is one which allows its members to re-write the 
objectives of their work activities. 

Overall, ‘an organisation only becomes a qualifying organisation from the 
point at which there are choices to be made, proposals to be produced and a 
position to be taken to guide professional activities’ (ibid.). 
In tangible terms, qualifying organisations can be recognised on the ba-

sis, for example, of collective working, training through action, project-based 
working, and group participation (developing an ability to analyse one’s own 
performance in the workplace). According to supporters of these forms of 
working, they are organisations which foster the development of compe-
tences and therefore the professionalisation of individuals. 
The notion of organisational learning comes from work done by Eng-

lish-speaking researchers (notably Argyris & Schön, 1989). It is based on the 
idea that the organisation itself can have the ability to learn (and can develop 
collective competences) by remembering processes which have been imple-
mented and have proved useful.  
The notion of a learning organisation has thus been developed primarily 

to structure the process of transforming an organisation when managing ad 
hoc events (for example, a motor manufacturer installing a new production 
line or a breakdown occurring in a workshop). The new rules and standards 
produced as a result of managing these situations create organisational learn-
ing opportunities if competences are capitalised. The process of capitalisation 
is often based on defining new procedures. Argyris and Schön (1989), in-
spired by the work of the Palo Alto school of communication (especially Bate-
son and Watzlawick), identify three distinct types of organisational learning 
(see box below). They describe the process of organisational learning as fol-
lows: 

For organisational learning to take place, it is important for learners’ discoveries, inven-
tions and evaluations to become part of the organisational memory. These need to be en-
coded in the organisation’s shared images and cognitive maps of ‘theories in use’, which 
staff will continue to use as the basis for their actions. Otherwise, the individual will have 
learnt but the organisation will not. (Argyris & Schön, 1989, p. 125) 
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Keyword: Three types of learning according to Argyris and Schön: 
 
Single loop learning consists of making simple adaptations to existing 
knowledge without fundamentally challenging them. 
Double loop learning involves challenging an existing organisational 
standard or rule, fundamentally transforming one or several items of 
shared knowledge. 
Deutero learning refers to the resources with which the organisation 
equips itself to manage the two previous learning methods (the orga-
nisation ‘learns to learn’). 

3.2.2  The development of competences through a third party: Support 

So-called ‘support’ schemes seem to be increasingly common today and are 
closely associated with competence development approaches, and therefore 
with professionalisation: they can be offered in the form of work-based learn-
ing schemes (tutoring, for example) or as part of an induction process (often 
referred to as sponsorship). Their primary function is often to help employees 
settle into the workplace in order to improve efficiency. 
According to Boutinet (2002), the emergence of support situations cha-

racterises a change in society around 1970–80, when  

the major integrationist structures of the family, school, religion, and professional life be-
gan to malfunction in a significant extent. Providing support then became a way of manag-
ing borderline situations, crisis situations, and problematic decision points ... for adults 
questioning their personal and professional future.  

The provision of support 

expresses the overlaying of a new existential paradigm on one that is beginning to be worn 
out as a way of addressing the nagging concern that social integration has represented for a 
generation. In being superimposed on the project, the new paradigm of support suggests 
the idea of an endless and insecure career path, in which we wander from transition to tran-
sition both as young people and in our adult lives. (Boutinet, 2002, p. 7) 

Practices in this area fluctuate. They include coaching and the idea of train-
ing, counseling and the idea of offering advice, tutoring, and learning or so-
cialisation (tutors today have more of a role as facilitators), as well as men-
toring and the idea of education. The mentor – a role originally created in the 
United States, ‘is one of the figures who provides support, whose role is justi-
fied by the fact that an individual cannot develop solely by being in contact 
with their peers: they need to be in touch with people who are older than 
themselves’ (Paul, 2002, p. 48). Further support practices include apprentice-
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ships and the idea of transmission, sponsoring and the idea of sponsorship, 
and mediation (the introduction of a ‘third-party trainer’: experiences of self-
guided learning and cognitive remediation practices). One of the questions 
raised here is therefore how to acquire a better understanding of how profes-
sional development operates in the process of providing support. 

3.2.3  The development of competences in and through work activity 

Another area of research is specifically interested in how an individual’s ac-
tivity can support learning and even professional development. As Champy-
Remoussenard (2005, p. 37) says, ‘the fact that work activity prompts conti-
nuous learning and produces new knowledge is a major element for those 
who work in training and from the point of view of professionalising key 
players.’ 
We should first draw a distinction between learning and development. 

We would argue that learning is essentially local in temporal and spatial 
terms, insofar as it is linked to a particular place and time, whilst develop-
ment works over a more extended time frame, constructing the subject over 
the long term. 
Intuitively, people often distinguish between a number of different ways 

of learning: through action (by doing), or through the acquisition and/or con-
struction of knowledge. This relates to some extent to the distinction between 
formal and informal learning. The next section provides a quick overview of 
the six main theses that seem to be particularly influential in current research. 

There is a variety of situations that have a positive impact on an individ-
ual’s competence development. 

According to Le Boterf (2007), professionalisation, in the sense of the devel-
opment of competences, stands at the crossroads of the subject (their history 
and socialisation), the professional situations they have encountered, and the 
training and educational situations and paths they have experienced. Accord-
ing to him, an individual’s progress towards professionalisation (based on a 
‘professional navigation’ approach) reflects their experience of varied situa-
tions (in addition to just ‘face-to-face’ training), which all represent oppor-
tunities for the subject to engage in an activity with a positive impact on their 
development: examples include supported self-guided training, simulations of 
work situations, supported work situations, opportunities to provide feedback 
on their experience, shared practice situations, study trips, drafting memos, 
and business meetings. 
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Competences are developed through the increasing inclusion of action-
based competences and their hierarchical organisation. 

As far as learning in the workplace is concerned, one of the dominant con-
ceptions of workplace analysis proposes that people first learn ‘built-in com-
petences’, either through impregnation, or through action, or in a controlled 
way (Leplat, 2001). Built-in competences enable the acquisition of broader 
competences, because they ‘provide rapidly available units of action for 
higher-level activities, based on knowledge’ (Leplat, 2001, p. 42). Profes-
sional development thus relies on increasingly incorporating action-based 
competences and a gradual process of selection and prioritisation of these 
competences.  

The development of competences is closely linked to the constitution of 
experience. 

Several conceptions (see Argyris & Schön, 1989; Dewey, 1967; Kolb, 1984) 
can be identified in research on the construction of experience. They are unit-
ed by the fact that they view experience as a subjective construction based on 
the actions carried out by the individual, and therefore the competences they 
develop. They vary in the importance they attribute to the subject’s aware-
ness of the learning taking place. 
 

Keyword: Experience 
 
Experience is knowledge linked to a particular activity and mode of ac-
quisition. It operates on two levels: doing and knowing. There is an 
ongoing debate between those who think that built-in practices consti-
tute experience in the same way as those of which individuals are able 
to ‘become aware’. In relation to this, Ricoeur (1977) differentiates be-
tween idem identity (experience as a repertoire of memories and 
knowledge) and ipse experience (experience as an active transforma-
tion of previously constructed resources for action in the future).  

 

Competences develop through contact with oneself, with others, and with 
things. 

Trends in informal learning (which include, but are not limited to, the ques-
tion of learning in conjunction with participating in professional practice) and 
self-guided learning emphasise the fact that we learn through contact with 
ourselves, with other people, and with our physical environment, but that 
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learning is not automatic: it depends on self-efficacy,2 on our ability to man-
age ourselves, and on self-monitoring. 
Moisan (Carré, Moisan, & Poisson, 1997), on the other hand, argues that 

a work situation prompts more self-guided learning the more it exists within a 
professional bureaucracy-type organisation (referring to work by Mintzberg), 
where the non-routine nature of the work makes it impossible to define pro-
cedures for it (prescription therefore decreases). The development of compe-
tences is therefore fostered, in particular, by the indeterminate nature of the 
work situation and the necessity of reflecting on one’s actions.  
Carré and Charbonnier (2003), in their work on informal learning in the 

workplace, based on a vast ethnographic-type field survey, show that this 
type of learning takes place not only when problems arise or when there is a 
break between two activities, but also when there is an opportunity for dia-
logue between older and younger staff (inter-generational relationships), in 
‘third times’ or ‘third spaces’ (transitional situations), at the point at which 
someone starts a new job (the idea of testing and being put to the test), and so 
on. Informal learning in the workplace is fostered both by a harmonious rela-
tionship between the culture of the business and the motivation of individuals 
to learn, and by a favourable attitude to formal or informal learning, which 
the authors describe as apprenance or ‘a proactive relationship to knowledge’ 
(p.25). 
In more general terms, everyday situations, depending on the work in-

volved, may be conducive to learning: examples include do-it-yourself, gar-
dening, and the like. The art of do-it-yourself and the ability to ‘make do and 
mend’ reflect, for the authors, the metis, which is a form of practical intelli-
gence with a focus on efficiency; it produces many forms of knowledge 
which are useful in life (such as the artisan’s dexterity, resourcefulness, the 
ability to seize opportunities, and so on (the kairos). 

                                                                          

2   The sense of self-efficacy has been studied in particular in the context of the theory of so-
cial learning, by Bandura (1997). According to this theory, a person finds it more or less 

easy to engage in a particular activity based on the system of expectations and self-images 

they have constructed for themselves previously. Bandura distinguishes between expecta-
tions relating to the sense of competence (a person’s degree of conviction about their ability 

to execute a given behaviour successfully) and expectations relating to the results of the ac-

tion (the conviction that this behaviour will make it possible to achieve the desired results). 
Self-knowledge (interests, aversions, abilities) and self-esteem (the individual’s perception 

of themselves and the values they attribute to themselves) together form the basis of an in-

dividual’s representation of themselves. 
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The development of competences supports a co-determination and co-
transformation of activities and actors. 

The theses examined here have in common the fact that they consider it to be 
essential to study the action in conjunction with the situation to understand 
the mechanisms by which competences are developed. 
According to constructivist and social-constructivist theories3, the devel-

opment of competences is conceived as a co-construction and co-trans-
formation of the subject and their environment: ‘the agent, the activity, and 
the world each play a reciprocal part in the construction of the other’ (Lave & 
Wenger, 1993, p. 33). 
The approach of professional didactics (examined in Chapter 3 of this 

book) sees the development of competences as a process of developing 
schemas, operational invariants, and concepts of organising action.  
According to cognitive ergonomics and cognitive anthropology/socio-

logy (e.g. Hutchins, 1988; Theureau, 2000), professional development also 
relies on the communications produced as part of the activity: these have the 
status of transactions and a role in coordinating the actions of individuals 
(situations such as exchanging information within work teams, for example 
in an aircraft crew). Savoyant (1974) picks up the notion of task interdepen-
dence proposed by Weick (1965). The author distinguishes between three 
forms of task interdependence: 

Cumulative interdependence: what is produced by one individual becomes the input for 
another individual; disjunctive interdependence: there is a disjunction when, in accom-
plishing a task, it is sufficient for a single member of the group to give the right answer, 
and subjects can therefore work independently; and conjunctive interdependence: in this 
situation, all the members of the group have to give a specific response for the group to 
succeed. (Savoyant, 1974, p. 228, emphasis added)  

This third level seems to relate to interactive situations seen as problem reso-
lution situations in which new forms of coordination between individuals ap-
pear. Woods and Roth (1988), for their part, speak of a ‘shared cognitive sys-
tem’, which can be used to trace the movement of information and describe 
the cognitive processes at work in an interactive situation. This notion is also 
close to that of ‘socially distributed cognition’, introduced by Hutchins 
(1988) in cognitive anthropology.  

                                                                          

3   For Piaget and those who followed him, particularly, learning consists of modifying one’s 

schemas based on interactions with the environment, a mental activity of reorganising data, 
or developing a representation. Some research projects following on from Piaget created the 

social-constructivist trend, in particular the work of Doise and Mugny (1981), which 

showed that learning also takes place in a context of cooperation and interaction. 
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Individuals develop a meta-competence and become reflective practi-
tioners. 

The model of the ‘reflective practitioner’ (referring to the work of Argyris 
and Schön, 1989), seems increasingly omnipresent whenever one hears pro-
fessionals and researchers in adult education speak of professionalisation and 
the development of competences in individuals. According to this model, 
professionalising an individual means ensuring that they are able to step back 
from their own actions and that they develop competences geared to an analysis 
of their own actions.  
The use of reflection by individuals in relation to their professional prac-

tices is growing. Programmes are often based on the intention of transforming 
an individual into a professional who is capable of developing a view of their 
practices so that they can adapt more quickly to changing working environ-
ments. From this point of view, the challenge of such schemes probably lies in 
the ‘flexibilisation’ of people in order to support flexibility in the workplace.  
As a result, practice analysis processes are appearing in fields as varied 

as social work, education, and industry. Formalising this process either orally 
(in a practice analysis group) or in writing (through writing about practice) is 
comparable to the production of statements, sometimes referred to as action 
knowledge (Barbier & Galatanu, 2004).  
As we have seen, there are various models in relation to the development 

of competences. Sometimes, they rely on an analysis of the contribution 
made by the organisation (via the resources it offers: primarily the notions of 
the qualifying and learning organisation) or a third party (support, whether it 
is referred to as coaching, tutoring, or mentoring) to the development of 
competences; sometimes they rely on an analysis of the joint development 
processes of the work activity and competences (construction of experience, 
ability to reflect, etc.) in a professional context. 
At the end of the day, however, what is the main issue in the develop-

ment of competences and professionalisation? It certainly involves develop-
ing effective means of action in individuals but the main challenge, viewed 
from the point of view of the aim of efficiency, is that of attributing a place 
(being recognised as a competent professional by the firm), which presup-
poses a transaction with the environment (between the aspects of themselves 
the individual wants to have recognised and what the environment expects of 
them via the competences they are assumed to have). Taking the issue of 
identity into account results in a certain conception of the word competence, 
which has less to do with an individual characteristic than a social attribution 
in relation to quality. 
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3.3   The development of competences and 
professionalisation: A question of identity 

Finally, the development of competences comes down to the close interplay 
between what the individual shows of themselves in a work situation (pri-
marily through the competences they use, what the environment expects (the 
task, in the sense of work psychology) and recognises about them based on 
effectiveness criteria (the attribution of a competence to a subject based on 
what they do) or according to legitimacy criteria (the attribution of the qua-
lifier ‘professional’ to the actions carried out by the individual).  

3.3.1  The attribution of competences to individuals based on the 
action processes they are engaged in 

The term competence is a word taken from social discourse but also the prod-
uct of an inference based on observing the activities of an individual; more-
over, it is often difficult to define the content of competences (because they 
are always complex and liable to change in a given situation), but at the same 
time it is valuable and useful to understand how the activity has developed. 
Taking into account the fact that the word competence has appeared relative-
ly recently in educational and working environments, often as a substitute for 
the word qualification, and that the reality it describes already existed, de-
spite being referred to in different terms, we have chosen, in line with a con-
structivist epistemology (see box) to reserve the word competence to describe 
the view the environment has of what the individual does (the social attribu-
tion of ‘qualities’ by the environment to an individual who acts in a way 
which is considered to be effective). We will therefore later use the term ac-
tion process to describe what the individual does in a particular situation and 
the word competence to characterise the social attribution of a quality to the 
individual by their environment based on a judgement of their effectiveness. 
 

Keyword: Constructivist epistemology 
 
Epistemology is both the study of the methods by which fields of 
knowledge are constituted and developed and the way in which each 
of us conceives of reality or produces knowledge about ourselves. We 
thus all have an epistemology. It is in this second sense that the word is 
used here.  
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In brief, there are two contrasting epistemological options: 

   a so-called ‘ontological’ option, which considers that what sur-
rounds us constitutes a reality, an ‘order of things’, which predates 
human beings and imposes itself on them as something which was 
‘already there’ without human intervention 

   a so-called ‘constructivist’ option, which considers that reality does 
not exist independently of the people who construct it, particularly 
in relation to social concepts (one therefore uses the term ‘social 
construct’).  

 
Two ‘levels’ can be distinguished: 

•  At a micro level, action processes (giving rise to an attribution of compe-
tences) can to some extent be seen as the operating methods and ways of 
working of individuals and are in this way impossible to dissociate from 
their behaviours. Ergonomics and occupational psychology provide use-
ful frameworks in relation to this. 

•  At a macro level, the attribution of competences (to subjects whose ac-
tion processes are recognised as effective) sits at the intersection of the 
production and educational systems which use, shape, quantify, describe, 
and classify competences. Sociology provides some interesting frame-
works in this area.  

Our intention is not so much to characterise the content of an action process 
(what it is) but the way it is constructed using the combination of resources 
the individual has available to them (in themselves and in their environment). 
From this point of view, we believe it is important, in order to understand the 
development of an action process, to comprehend the configuration in and 
through which it is constructed (‘configuration’ here is defined as the inse-
parable combination of the individual, the context, and other actors, including 
anticipating and gambling on the judgement made by society). 
Action processes (which give rise to the social attribution of compe-

tences) are constructed in configurations which constitute particular forms of 
connection between five components in three spaces (Wittorski, 2007): 

•  the cognitive, cultural, affective, social (these last two components are 
particularly relevant to identity), and ‘operational’ components 

•  the space occupied by the individual or group which produces or creates 
the action process (the ‘micro’ space), the space occupied by the imme-
diate social environment (the ‘meso or social’ space, which is the level of 
socialisation, group membership, work communities, and service), and 
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the space occupied by the organisation of which the individual is a part 
(the ‘macro or societal’ space). The meso and macro arenas will attribute 
the status of competence to certain action processes based on specific cri-
teria (often related to the effectiveness of the action). 

Let us explain each of these elements in detail. 

•  The cognitive component (which includes knowledge, understanding, 
capacities, and ways of viewing and thinking about situations), is part of 
the microsocial space (the individual or group which creates the compe-
tence). It is made up of two elements: on the one hand, cognitive repre-
sentations (knowledge and understanding acquired through training but 
also through experience), the action schemas which can be brought to 
situations (capacities) and implicit theories; and on the other, the repre-
sentation the subject creates about the situation in which he/she finds 
himself/herself, that is, the active construction by the actor of the mean-
ing of the situation (the image they create for themselves of the context 
and environment, based on Lave’s ‘setting’ (1988)). This second element 
appears to play an essential role in the production of an action process.  

•  The affective component is one of the drivers of the action process. It 
combines three elements: on the one hand, the affective relationship to 
self-image (does one see oneself as capable of acting or not? What is our 
relationship with self-image?); on the other hand, our affective invest-
ment in the action (i.e. whether we enjoy or simply tolerate what we do), 
and finally commitment (i.e. motivation). This affective component, 
which characterises the space occupied by the individual or group which 
creates the action process, is primarily influenced by the space occupied 
by the immediate environment (the meso or social space). Effectively, 
when the working environment (the department or team) makes a posi-
tive or negative judgement on the action process implemented by the in-
dividual, this will have a corresponding positive or negative effect on 
motivation, and influence the affective relationship with the individual’s 
self-image. Some action processes may therefore be eliminated or, con-
versely, strengthened, as a result of the affective conditions in which they 
are produced. 

•  The social component of an action process sits at the intersection of the 
three spaces mentioned (the individual, colleagues, and the organisation). 
This social component includes, on the one hand, the choice the individ-
ual (or the group) makes to implement and therefore seek recognition for 
a particular action process, primarily based on what they know of their 
own capacity for action and their place in the organisation, and depend-
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ing on the gamble they have taken with regard to future recognition of 
their action by the environment or organisation. The production of an ac-
tion process is then located in this anticipation of the nature of the social 
evaluation of the action process. It includes, on the one hand, an act of 
formulation and description by a third party, which consists of qualifying 
and recognising (according to specific effectiveness and relevance crite-
ria) the action process as soon as it is implemented successfully (in the 
eyes of the third party). This equates to the attribution of a competence 
(the action process is described in terms of competence). This means that 
competences (in the sense of a social evaluation of action processes) 
form part of a dynamic of negotiating identity with the environment, and 
are one of the key elements which enable a social affirmation of identity 
(action processes are also produced according to what one wants to show 
of oneself to others). From this point of view, there is a strong link be-
tween the two notions of identity and competence. 

•  The cultural component of the action process relates to the way in 
which the organisational culture (the rules and values it conveys) and/or 
the professional group to which the individual belongs will prompt them 
to act in accordance with the expectations expressed: for example, an or-
ganisation which conveys a strong culture of autonomy and responsibili-
ty at work, or recognition by peers of status as a ‘true professional’ as 
soon as someone has mastered a particular knack, even though the same 
work could be accomplished in different ways. It is clear that this cultural 
component, which functions as a model of identity (‘be autonomous and 
responsible’, for example) comes from the influence of the macro space 
(the organisation) on the meso (team) and especially the micro space (the 
individual taking action). The criteria used to attribute competence to the 
subject are obviously influenced or even determined by this cultural di-
mension. 

•  The ‘operational’ component of an action process, for its part, relates to 
the level of the individual taking action (the micro space) and to the ac-
tivity, that is, the work carried out (based here on the distinction between 
task and activity introduced by occupational psychology). The activity is 
made up of several operations in which the action processes implemented 
by the individual each play a part. 

These five components appear to be inextricably linked. They are closely 
connected to the three spaces mentioned. For the sake of simplicity, we could 
say that the organisation (the macro space) and teams/departments (meso 
space) attribute the quality of competence to a subject based on a judgement 
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of effectiveness applied to a certain number of action processes implemented 
by the individual. The organisation thus often has the task of evaluating, co-
difying, and creating a hierarchical structure for the attribution of compe-
tences used to define levels of responsibility and levels of compensation. 
What social actors designate as competence therefore becomes the subject of 
negotiation and a question of recognition between actors. 
The word competence is therefore a useful designation for the social at-

tribution of a quality to an individual, based on observation of the success of 
their action. 

 

3.3.2  Professionalisation and the development of competences in 
identity negotiation 

Socially, what we call identity characterises the ‘interplay’ (in the strategic 
and dynamic sense of the term) between on the one hand, the subject’s affects 
and representations of their place and that of its action in the environment 
(past, present, and future) and, on the other hand, the social recognition of the 
subject by this same environment. From the individual’s point of view, the 
interplay resides in the development of a strategy of self-recognition and, 
from a social perspective, of a set of situations which will allow, for example, 
the attribution of competences to action processes that prove successful (this 
is one of the main tools used to recognise identity in current work systems). 
In the context of professionalisation, we can add that a scheme offered to an 
individual constitutes a model of identity (an ‘injunction’ to comply with the 
expectations expressed by the organisation), which may be congruent or con-
flict with the plan the individual is pursuing for themselves. Training actions 
designed to further professionalisation and the development of competences 
may then lead to tensions around the question of identity, which give rise, as 
Kaddouri says, to the development of identity strategies, ‘as the role of all 
acts and discourse is to reduce, maintain, or prevent the development of dis-
crepancies between one’s identity for oneself and one’s identity for other 
people, and between inherited identity and desired identity’ (Kaddouri, 2005, 
p. 109). 
Kaddouri (2002) adds that, 

in constructing their own identity, the subject is (in our view), faced with two kinds of ten-
sion. The first arises from the confrontation between two identity orientations. The first is 
that of the subject themselves, who, in an interpersonal struggle with the other, fights to 
self-design. The second is the attempt to impose on them what they should be in order to 
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comply with the other’s person’s plan for them. The second type of tension is a conse-
quence of the first: it is fueled by socio-affective relationships of interdependences and the 
power struggle between the subject and the other in the battle for the authenticity of the 
construct concerned. This is a question of determining the place and role the subject as-
sumes in defining the outline and direction of the process of constructing their self. These 
tensions and struggle are necessary in order for the subject to construct their own identity, 
seen here as an indivisible whole in spite of its multiplicity of components. (p. 31) 

As soon as one begins to think about identity in terms of transactions, as a 
dynamic process rather than a state, it becomes a process of managing dis-
crepancies and tensions rather than a stable condition. 
Identity, however, is not only a matter of social negotiation (the social 

and cultural components of competence: identity for the other is negotiated 
and is for the other person) but also of action (the cognitive, affective, and 
operational components of competence: identity is for oneself). The devel-
opment of competences is therefore both about action and a dynamic process 
of identity construction at the same time, with the two elements appearing to 
be inseparable. 
The following table shows professionalisation and the development of 

competences as a process of identity negotiation between the subject and 
their environment (organisation or professional group), based largely on a 
process of social construction (social recognition) of competences. 
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A number of comments should be made on the table. The three spaces (indi-
vidual, work colleagues, and organisation) in which action processes are im-
plemented play different roles in relation to identity. The micro space (the in-
dividual taking action) is, as we have seen, the space in which identity seeks 
recognition (seeking, in particular, for action processes to be recognised as 
competences); the meso space (the department or team) is the space in which 
identity is negotiated (on a daily basis, in the working environment); and the 
macro space (the organisation) is the space in which identity is modelled 
(through the assignments given) and also in which identity is recognised (for 
example, through the employee's performance review, carried out by their 
line manager). 
The aspect of identity which is ‘worked on’ (from the individual’s point 

of view) varies across the different components of the action process. It is 
sometimes anchored in cognitive dimensions with a practical application in 
terms of action (‘known’ identity), sometimes in the affective dimension re-
lated to the action (‘felt’ identity), sometimes in implementing a negotiation 
strategy with peers in a professional situation (‘negotiated’ identity), some-
times in the acceptance (or not) of an identity assigned by the organisation or 
professional group (‘assigned’ identity), and sometimes, finally, in the action 
process implemented (‘enacted’ identity). This can be used to highlight the 
various aspects, each closely linked to the others, which comprise the identity 
process in play in the activity. 
As far as experience is concerned, it has two supposed functions in the 

production of action processes. On the one hand, it constitutes an ‘asset’ (as 
described by Schwartz) on which the individual draws in order to act (the 
cognitive component); and on the other, one which evolves according to the 
new action processes implemented (the operational component). 
In the end, professionalisation and the development of competences are 

therefore not only linked to a social intention (coming from an organisation) 
finalised by the quest for ever-greater efficiency of people at work, but are al-
so based on a game of identity or transaction between a ‘recognition of self-
hood’ (from the individual’s point of view, through the actions produced) and 
actual recognition by the environment (thus attributing ‘qualities’ of compe-
tence and professionalism to a subject). 
This chapter has highlighted the close relationship between professiona-

lisation and the development of competences by outlining the main models 
available to help acquire a better understanding of the process of developing 
competences. In the end, the development of competences is first and fore-
most a development of action processes, which may or may not be socially 
qualified by the term competence. 
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Exercises and tasks 

Exercise 1 

Based on your reading of this chapter, what importance would you attach to 
the work situation in the development of competences? Outline your argu-
ment on two pages. 

Exercise 2 

Work with another student. Each find an example of a situation to illustrate 
the fact that the development of competence involves an issue of identity. 
Discuss the examples you have found and justify your argument. 

Task 1 

Refer to Argyris & Schön (1989), Theory in practice: Increasing profes-
sional effectiveness. San Francisco: Jossey Bass (available in your university 
library), and define the main steps involved in the reflective practitioner ap-
proach. Take an example extracted from your own experience of work, and 
apply this approach to this experience. Try to identify, with the help of this 
approach, the main competences you acquired during this particular experi-
ence.  

Task 2 

Have a look at Kolb’s model of experiential learning (see Kolb, 1984). Then 
imagine a training situation in which trainees can be confronted with the four 
phases of learning defined in this model. Discuss your training situation with 
another student and try to improve it. 
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