THE SECRETARY'S COMMISSION ON ACHIEVING NECESSARY SKILLS

IDENTIFYING AND DESCRIBING THE
SKILLS REQUIRED BY WORK
I.

INTRODUCTION

Which skills are essential to effective work performance?
Although this question has been asked many times throughout this
century, there is no generally accepted statement of the skills
required to succeed at a career in the United States. During
World War II, the identification of key skills was critical to
the design of training programs. After enactment of the Great
Society measures of the 1960s, the specification of skills became
important to the development of bias-free job testing. Today's
concern about our schools' ability to prepare young people
effectively for the world of work has prompted several studies of
workplace skill requirements. Identification of necessary work
skills has challenged psychologists, educators, analysts,
employers, and lawyers.
Most attempts to characterize the skills used at work focus
either on general human characteristics (e.g., intelligence,
reasoning ability, reaction time) or on the characteristics of
specific jobs (e.g., ability to assemble items, load ammunition,
route packages). The level of detail communicated varies from
the very general (e.g., ability to solve problems) to the very
discrete (e.g., perform a tack weld in aluminum sheet metal). As
a result, the operational implications and meaning of these lists
are frequently difficult to determine. In short, they lack
context. Thus they do not provide direct links to the "stuff" of
schools or a sense of the work enabled by the skills identified.
The Secretary's Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills
(SCANS) has an opportunity to break from this practice and, as a
result, to change the nature of both schooling and work. People
learn best when they are taught in a context of application--in a
functional context. If teachers and students know what
performance is required for success in modern work contexts,
schools can organize instruction to teach the skills that support
such performance--and test developers and businesses can develop
reliable assessments of performance. Identifying and
communicating this information constitutes a significant
challenge for the Commission.
This report suggests how to respond to this challenge. It
is now becoming widely recognized that the United States must
choose between two futures. We can become increasingly divided
into rich and poor, a nation of second-rate products and
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services; or, we can continue to be a highly productive and
thriving economic force. To remain the latter we must
restructure our schools and workplaces and greatly increase the
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skills of much of our current and future workforce--especially
those of our frontline, non-college educated workers.
We need not repeat the details of our nation's skills gap
here. The issues have been widely discussed, starting with the
Hudson Institute's Workforce 2000 report (Johnston and Packer,
1987) and most recently by the Commission on the Skills of the
American Workforce (CSAW). As Commission Chairman Brock stated
in reference to the CSAW report, "The good news is that we do not
have a skills gap. The bad news is that we do not have a skills
gap." In other words, only if we choose the high-skill, highwage, high-productivity road do we have a real skills gap.
In recommending the skills required for work readiness, the
Commission must identify the skills required for success in a
high-performing environment; its findings must speak to both the
world of work and the world of schools. This report suggests a
language for this message and presents an initial working
inventory of necessary skills.
There are three elements of this language. The functional
skills that describe what people actually do at work; the
enabling skills, that is, the specific knowledge and procedures
developed through the traditional teaching and learning
activities of schools; and the scenario, a communication device
to demonstrate the way in which work integrates these skills into
a productive outcome.
The remainder of this report is organized into four
sections. Section II describes how studies of the worlds of work
and of learning point up the changes needed in schools. Section
III discusses the language we propose that the Commission adopt
in responding to its mandate and communicating to schools,
corporations, and the general public. It also presents an
initial "working inventory" of required skills. Section IV
describes how this proposal was formulated--the specific process
and events that resulted in the proposed language structure and
the working inventory of skills. Section V suggests steps that
should be taken next by the Commission to define workplace skill
requirements.
II. CHALLENGING OUR SCHOOLS TO CHANGE WHAT
THEY TEACH, HOW THEY TEACH, AND WHO THEY TEACH
Two trends pose a profound challenge to our schools:
(1) changes in the kinds and levels of performances that even
workers traditionally described as "less skilled" are expected to
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exhibit in the workplace and (2) emerging research findings on
how people learn most effectively. The two trends together imply
that schools need to change what they teach, how they teach it,
and to whom they teach it.
Workplaces Changes
Changes in the workplace have particular implications for
what schools teach and, to whom they teach it, as well as for the
performance standards they set for students.
Changes in the Workplace Have Altered What Workers Do, How
They Do It, and With Whom They Work
Changes in what workers do. One of the most profound
implications of computers in the workplace is that they replace
learning based on visual observation with learning acquired
primarily through symbols, whether verbal or mathematical
(Zuboff, 1988; Scribner, 1988). For example, in textiles,
semiliterate operators used to be able to move into technician
jobs because they literally could see how textile machines
functioned. Today, many machines have microprocessors and other
electronic components that are not observable. To understand,
diagnose, and fix the new machines, technicians now have to be
able to represent their structures and processes symbolically in
their heads by decoding complicated manuals, diagrams, and
updates provided by the manufacturers (Bailey, 1988). Literacy
requirements have accordingly increased.
One hallmark of successful competition in today's marketplace is flexibility in service and manufacturing industries.
"Total customer service" and "total quality management" are the
bywords of high-performance business organizations. The
variations in product and service associated with this
flexibility multiply the number of workplace decisions that must
be made. In more productive companies these decisions are being
made at lower and lower levels in the corporate structure,
requiring both higher- and lower-skill workers to think
critically and regulate their own performance.
The ability of organizations to compress the time between
product design and marketplace delivery has become a major
competitive weapon in both manufacturing and service industries
(Stalk, 1988; Bailey, 1989). Companies can no longer afford to
buck decisions up and down the management ladder; decisions must
be made right at the point of production or point of service. As
a result, frontline workers have to deal with the unfamiliar,
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atypical, and irregular. In order to make the decisions that
previously were made by others, these workers must understand
their firm's market environment and organizational context. To
minimize work stoppage by generating initial hypotheses about the
source of equipment breakdown for maintenance technicians,
frontline workers must stay on top of the latest technologies.
As one personnel manager for a plant noted, "Our operations
change too fast to be able to spell everything out. Operators
have to be better able to figure things out for themselves"
(Bailey, 1988).
Changes in how they work. Not only must workers do multiple
tasks, they must do them well. As a trainer at Motorola
Corporation said, "Now that the new technologies can be easily
bought, the real edge is in how well you use them. We are in a
situation that is like the International Race of Champions, where
everyone has the same cars, and these cars are traded between
races. The prize goes to the most skilled driver" (Berryman,
1990).
Changes in those with whom they work. Increasingly, workers
have to work in teams*--within the same function, across
functions, across hierarchical levels, and within supplierproducer-customer networks--and in a multicultural environment.
These features of the work environment generate the need for
skills in both interpersonal communication and conflict
resolution.
The workplace will continue to change. In the past decade,
shifting international markets and sources of comparative
advantage, fickle customers, and rapid innovations in products
and processes have forced fundamental changes in corporate
strategies. The speed with which new products are being
introduced suggests that technologies and markets will not
stabilize. Ongoing change generates the need for a continuous
adaptation of employee skills.
Implications for Schooling
Changes in the workplace have consequences for the skills
that students must learn, for the ways in which they are taught
and for the performance standards to which they are held. For

*

Work teams are the basic organizational unit at plants in
the Motorola Corporation, IBM, Ford Motor Company, Goodyear Tire
and Rubber, and numerous other major modern corporations.
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example, facing a life of continuous learning, they need to learn
how to learn. The emphasis on teamwork in more and more
workplaces means that instructional approaches must also
emphasize learning collaboratively not just individually. The
need for high-quality work performance means that students must
be held to, and come to hold themselves to, high standards of
careful and best effort performances.
These changes also have consequences for who learns. As job
content changes rapidly, narrow, specific skills have become less
important, and broader, more generic skills more important. The
generic skills required (i.e., metacognitive skills--the ability
to think about what one is doing and its consequences for the
work goal) have become more similar across higher- and lowerskill jobs. This blurring of historical skill differences
between occupations implies a change in who gets taught what. It
raises serious questions about our distinct educational
traditions of elite education and mass education (Resnick,
1987a), as usually embodied in "academic" versus "vocational"
tracks.
Cognitive Science and Learning
Cognitive science is a multimethod, multidisciplinary field
that studies how knowledge is acquired and used. For all types
and levels of schooling and training, the field's emerging
research findings challenge what we teach and when and how we
teach it.
Cognitive science finds that intelligence and expertise are
built out of interaction with the environment, not in isolation
from it. These results challenge our traditional distinctions
between:
o
o
o
o
o
o

head and hand,
academic and vocational education,
knowing and doing,
abstract and applied knowledge,
education and training; and
school-based and work-based learning.

Mistakes in Education and Training
Cognitive science research reveals several persistent
mistakes in education and training. These mistakes must be kept
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in mind as this Commission chooses how to select, describe, and
communicate skill requirements to schools and corporations.
o

Most K-12 education and work-based training operate on
the false assumption that skills are like building
blocks. But people need not "learn the basics" or
"first things first" before they learn specific
technical or problem-solving skills. For example, in
training production workers to handle a new production
process, we often assume that they need to learn
discrete facts about the process before they can begin
to deal with the more complex problems surrounding it.
But human beings--even small children--are quintessentially sense-making, problem-solving animals. By
not involving the learners' sense-making inclinations
in early learning, we not only miss opportunities to
begin refining their problem-solving skills in the
domain that we are trying to teach, but we create
barriers to learning itself.

o

Although learners are often depicted as resembling
blank slates, learners bring their own conceptions to
the learning situation. For example, individuals have
their own conceptions of natural phenomena, such as
light, heat and temperature, or electricity. These
ideas are personal--constructed from their interpretations of naive experience, coherent in their own terms,
and resistant to change through traditional training.
Traditional curriculum design usually is based on an
analysis of the subject matter that ignores what is
already in learners' heads, with the result that
students can play back memorized knowledge and
conceptions but return to their own ideas when
confronted with unfamiliar questions or nonroutine
problems. College physics students can solve "book"
problems in Newtonian mechanics by rote application of
formulas. When faced with an unfamiliar problem to
which their formal instruction is in fact relevant,
however, they revert to naive pre-Newtonian
explanations of common physical situations.

o

Educators often depict learners as passive receptacles
into which knowledge may be "poured." But learning
actually occurs when the learner constructs, invents,
and solves problems.

o

Skills are often taught in isolation; learners get
little practice in applying and combining skills.
Studies reveal a surprising lack of transfer of
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theoretical principles, processes, or skills learned in
classes to practice. For example, research shows that
extensive training in electronics and trouble-shooting
theories provides very little knowledge and fewer
skills directly applicable to performing electronics
trouble-shooting.
o

Although "learning to know," "learning to do," and
their "application" are often separated, there is no
effective learning or understanding of one kind without
the other two. As Resnick (1987b) points out, most
school learning is symbol-based. When symbolic
activities become detached from meaningful context,
school learning becomes a matter of learning rules and
saying or writing things according to the rules.
Outside school, actions are intimately connected with
things and events. When people are engaged with things
and situations that make sense, they do not forget what
their calculations or what their reasonings are about.
Their mental activities make sense in terms of
immediate effects, and their actions are grounded in
the logic of immediate situations.

o

Knowledge and skills are often taught in ways that do
not replicate the settings in which the work must be
performed. This teaching out of context impedes the
transfer of training to new settings. For example,
both traditional classroom education and corporate
training activities usually require individual
performance, but increasingly work occurs within the
context of teams. What one person is able to do
depends fundamentally on what others do, and
"successful" functioning depends on the mesh of several
individuals' mental and physical performances.
Similarly, work is intimately involved with tools and
resources of all kinds--from production technologies to
computerized data bases. Competence requires the
expert use of tools and other resources. Too often
educational and training situations do not replicate
the team-like nature of work or include the resources
that workers are expected to be able to use in the
conduct of their work.

Implications for Schools
Cognitive science strongly implies that people learn best
when they are taught in the context of situations, activities,
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and problems (Sticht, 1984, 1986, 1987; Resnick, 1987b; Lave,
1988). Learning in context provides meaning and therefore
motivation to learn. It helps to break down the separation
between knowledge (knowing what) and practice (knowing how and
when) that has resulted from the formal approach to instruction
in schools and the resulting mismatch between school and work.
Appropriate contexts for learning should be designed to-o

require the integration of knowledge, procedures, and
their application;

o

engage the sense-making efforts of the student;

o

require active construction and invention;

o

engage multiple skills of different types and require
students to integrate these in a performance; and

o

include the social interactions and resources and tools
typical of non-school situations.

Few schools today routinely follow these precepts in the
education of all the students they teach.
III. GETTING SCHOOLS TO CHANGE:
THE COMMISSION'S OPPORTUNITY
The Commission has several opportunities to change American
schools:
1.

Educators generally do not understand the skill demands
of high-performance work, especially the skills needed
for what they think of as "less skilled" jobs. For
example, they may read that leading-edge companies want
production workers who can identify and solve problems,
but they have no context for understanding what these
abstract terms mean. This Commission can define skill
requirements in ways that put these terms into context
and give meaning to them.

2.

Employers send different messages about the skills that
they need (Commission on the Skills of the American
Workforce, 1990). Some of the variation is probably
related to company size, but much of it has to do with
whether companies have high- or low-performance ways of
organizing the work they perform. Different messages
(e.g. concerning the need for minimum standards verses
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high levels of performance or for broadly educated
students verses students prepared for a specific,
discrete job) are confusing to educators and to the
public officials who have power to make policy for
schools. Because these variations are reflected in
corporate hiring standards, they also muddy the message
to students. This Commission can identify skills that
reflect high performance work and obtain corporate
consensus that these are the critical skills for the
workplace.
3.

The skill assessments that states, schools, and the
nation use only rarely evaluate student performance in
meaningful contexts. Today's assessment usually
consists of paper and pencil, norm-referenced,
multiple-choice tests. These tests show how
individuals perform relative to the population against
which the test is benchmarked. However, we do not know
how they perform relative to some criterion or
performance standard that is socially valued and
understood. Multiple choice tests also do not model
the performance demands or resources of non-school
settings. They preclude display of problem-solving and
other high-level skills, implicitly presuming that
"competence" is the ability to retrieve the "right"
fact from a warehouse of facts. They thus encourage
routine drill in bits and pieces and militate against
the development of intelligent judgment. Finally,
because they are paper and pencil tests, they do not
show how well students can use other tools and
resources in the performance of tasks.
This Commission can identify skills and communicate
them in ways that imply major changes in assessment
strategies. Rethinking assessments is one lever for
restructuring the educational enterprise. As Resnick
and Resnick (in press) observe, public, comparative
assessment results that affect the reputations of
schools, teachers, principals, and school graduates
also powerfully affect curriculum and pedagogy. What
we measure and how we measure it gets taught and is
reflected in instructional practice; what we do not
measure does not get taught.

4.

Schools do not routinely teach skills in contexts that
have meaning for and motivate students. Yet cognitive
science teaches that people learn skills best when they
are taught in meaningful contexts and that people are
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more likely to use knowledge appropriately in applied
settings if they acquire it in such settings. This
Commission can define skill requirements in terms of
what people actually do at work and thus give schools
the information they need to use functional context
instructional techniques.
IV.

DEVELOPING A NEW LANGUAGE FOR SKILLS

The opportunities just described have implications for how
the Commission conceives of "necessary skills," what skills it
selects as "necessary," and how it communicates this
understanding to the corporate and educational communities. We
suggest the following language: functional skills, which reflect
what people in a wide range of jobs actually do at work; enabling
skills, which underlie the performance of functional skills; and
workplace scenarios, which describe skills in the context of real
work activities.
Functional Skills
Functional skills reflect what people in a wide range of
jobs actually do at work. These skills are exhibited at many
different levels and in different proportions, depending on the
job, but with enough common aspects of content and cognitive and
behavioral performance to constitute a "skill."
The commonality of functional skills among jobs and their
relationship to the acquisition of other skills make them key to
many career opportunities. For example, being the leader of a
work team in a company may call for supervisory skills similar to
those required of a plant manager, even though they may be a few
times removed.
The functional skills are different from a person's
"technical" or "domain-specific" knowledge and skills. For
example, the functional skills of accountants and manufacturing
technicians in a manufacturing facility may be much more similar
than their "technical skills" but equally important.
Functional skills that are selected must be-o

Keyed to effective performance in a broad range of
jobs;
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o

Limited in number to between 20 and 40, so they can be
widely understood;

o

Representative of the complexities of work;

o

Inclusive of a wide range of the enabling skills
typically taught in school;

o

Open-ended, that is, capable of being defined for
students ranging in ability from below average to the
graduates of four-year and professional schools;

o

Explicit enough to permit the development of
instruments to assess the level of performance; and

o

Capable of being taught.

Using these criteria, a group of experts in workplace
performance developed a working inventory of 27 functional skills
for the Commission's review (see Exhibit 1). (Section V
describes the procedures by which this set of functional skills
was identified.) The skills are grouped into five classes of
activity performed in most work settings: (1) resource
management; (2) information management; (3) social interaction;
(4) understanding of systems behavior and performance; and
(5) human and technology interaction. A sixth class of skills,
the affective domain that pertains to personal attitudes and
characteristics such as motivation and integrity, were identified
as needed, but the experts did not attempt to specify which
particular items should be included.
The specific skills identified were assumed to have generic
properties. They represent performances required in a variety of
jobs and at a variety of levels of skill and application. This
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working inventory is not presumed to be complete, but, it is
presented as a well-grounded starting point for the Commission to
develop a final statement of the functional skills necessary for
effective work performance. (Section VI discusses the next steps
required to complete the skills inventory).
Enabling Skills
Enabling skills are skills that underlie the performance of
functional skills. They include reading and writing, mathematics
and computer skills, listening and speaking, and other areas. A
major task for this Commission is to work out the enabling skills
implied in the functional skills of Exhibit 1. Enabling skills
relate to the basic knowledge a person must have to develop
functional skills, such as a core vocabulary required for
discourse in many contexts or the basic arithmetical procedures
required to compute at different levels.
Workplace Scenarios
The traditional solution to the mandate given this
Commission is to develop a list of skills. Lists have a long
history, although they vary in several ways, including whether
the list describes skills as properties of individuals or of
jobs.
Depending solely on a list, however, poses at least three
problems: First, skills on a list are abstracted from the work
contexts in which they have meaning. When skills are described
without context, their meaning is left unanchored, and they imply
instruction without context. However, we know that learning
occurs most effectively in contexts that are meaningful to the
individual.
Second, skills on a list, whether they are properties of
jobs or of the person, do not reflect the individual's
interaction with the environment. The distinction between a
static list of skills versus a dynamic performance is important
for how we think about "good" performance. A static approach
inclines schools and educators toward "one right way" and "one
right answer" performances. However, empirical observations of
how real people perform real tasks in real situations show that
there are many ways to skin a cat, and often more than one "good"
resolution to a problem.
Third, skills on a list do not capture the integration of
multiple skills that any real performance requires. Again, this
Commission can convey to educators the nature of real work, which
requires that students not only develop individual skills, but
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also learn to integrate them appropriately in the act of
performing work.
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EXHIBIT 1
Functional Skills Needed for Effective Work Performance
I.

Resource Management:
allocates resources
A.
B.
C.
D.

II.

Identifies, organizes, plans, and

Time: Understands, follows, and prepares a schedule
Money: Prepares and follows a budget
Material: Allocates material resources
People: Allocates personnel resources

Information Management:
information
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

Acquires and uses necessary

Identifies, finds, and selects necessary information
Assimilates and integrates information from multiple
sources
Represents, conveys, and communicates information to
others effectively
Converts information from one form to another
Prepares, interprets, and maintains quantitative and
nonquantitative records and information, including
visual displays

III. Social Interaction
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.
F.
G.
H.
IV.

Systems Behavior and Performance
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

V.

Understands how system components interact to achieve
goals
Identifies, anticipates, and manages consequences
Monitors and corrects performance, identifies trends
and anomalies
Links symbolic representations to real-world phenomena
Integrates multiple displays

Human and Technology Interaction
A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

VI.

Participates as an effective member of a team
Facilitates group learning
Teaches others new skills
Serves clients/customers
Influences (informs, explains, persuades, convinces) an
individual or group
Negotiates to arrive at a decision
Works well with all kinds of people
Understands how the social/organizational system works

Selects and uses appropriate technologies
Visualizes operations and programs machines to perform
work
Employs computers for input, presentation, and analysis
Troubleshoots and maintains technologies
Designs systems to perform complex tasks efficiently

Affective Skills:

Attitudes, motivation, and values
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Appendix A gives several examples of workplace scenarios,
which are important companion pieces to any list of skills. The
scenarios contain empirically based synopses (although at
different levels of detail) of real activities, in context,
conducted by individuals working at a task, and revealing the
functional and enabling skills required for the successful
performance of these activities. Each scenario has the five
components identified in Exhibit 2.
Well-grounded and designed scenarios enable the Commission
to realize the opportunities described earlier:
First, scenarios let the Commission discuss skill
requirements in ways that put them into context and give them
meaning for educators.
Second, if the functional skills selected and displayed in
these scenarios reflect high-performance work, these scenarios
become a way of communicating what high-performance work looks
like to the wider corporate community.
Third, scenarios become a model for thinking about
redesigning assessment, and ultimately, as assessment shifts,
curriculum. The scenarios carry messages about skills valued in
the workplace. They show the importance of testing situations
that indicate whether students can select and integrate multiple
functional and enabling skills. They indicate the importance of
a setting for assessment that reveals effort and the willingness
to exert sustained attention.

EXHIBIT 2
Components of a Workplace Scenario
1.

A context, that is, the "arena" or "setting" for
any activity (Lave, 1988). For this Commission,
relevant arenas or contexts are industries; the
Commission's industry sector task forces will have
an important role in developing and verifying
accurate and realistic workplace scenarios.

2.

Activities, such as preparing a proposal or
arriving at a group solution to a process change.

3.

A person or persons in action within the context.

4.

Performances that display a variety of functional
and enabling skills, and their integration.
16

5.

A long enough time period to reveal persistence
and effort.
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Fourth, by displaying work in its context, scenarios provide
an effective counterpoint to the tendency to instruct out of
context. Scenarios display many of the components of learning
situations that facilitate the acquisition and appropriate use of
knowledge and skill, such as the social interactions, resources,
and tools typical of non-school situations. Therefore, scenarios
can stimulate the use of functional contexts for learning.
V.

FORMULATING THE COMMISSION'S APPROACH

This approach to the
Commissioners' commentary
that emphasize high-level
research, and discussions
other experts.

Commission's inquiry emerged from
and suggestions, visits to corporations
employee skills, review of contemporary
with a wide range of researchers and

Commissioner Comments
At the initial meeting of this Commission in May 1990,
Commissioners Palko and Sticht described some of their activities
related to the subject of this investigation. Commissioner Palko
discussed Project C3 (corporations, classrooms, and community) in
Fort Worth, Texas, which is an attempt to better link educational
activities and business needs through a careful analysis of 1,000
local jobs. Commissioner Palko and his colleagues are
identifying the job tasks and basic skills associated with these
occupations. Commissioner Sticht discussed the findings of his
research for the U.S. Army which demonstrates the value and
importance of learning in context.
Since this meeting Dr. Packer and other Commission staff
have discussed the implications of this functional context
approach to instruction with Senator Brock and several other
Commissioners. In each case the Commissioners encouraged the
staff to identify and describe skills in functional terms. This
direction was confirmed during the first meeting of the
Commission's Steering Committee, when the group accepted the
initial Operational Plan that distinguished functional and
enabling skills.
Visits to Corporate Training Centers
Commissioners and staff also visited the training centers of
two major manufacturing and sales organizations whose executives
serve as Commissioners. On July 9 and 10, staff of the Motorola
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Corporation's Training and Education Center in Schaumburg,
Illinois, hosted a group of Commission staff and briefed them on
Motorola's training operation and strategic plan for education
and training. On July 16, the IBM Corporation provided a daylong briefing for Commissioners and staff at its Armonk, New
York, management development facility.
In both organizations, training and education programs were
built on real job requirements, and the curriculum reflected
actual workplace needs. Training took place close to the work
situation and was reinforced immediately by actual work
performance. Both organizations are implementing new job
structures that call for levels of skills much higher than those
previously demanded of workers.
Review of Research
The Commission staff held discussions with key researchers
in a variety of fields. The Commission's research team consisted
of researchers on education policy and labor force training from
Pelavin Associates; researchers on job analysis and assessment
from the American Institutes for Research (AIR); and researchers
on work and cognition from the Institute on Education and the
Economy (IEE) of Teachers College, Columbia University.
AIR helps organizations develop tests to screen for a
variety of competencies, including those required in the
workplace. AIR is currently a contractor to the U.S. Army for
its revision of the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery
(ASVAB) and the Department of Labor (DOL) for the refinement of
the General Aptitude Test Battery (GATB). AIR was asked to
develop a paper reviewing past attempts to determine workplace
skill requirements.
AIR's paper, "Identifying Necessary Job Skills: A Review of
Previous Approaches," which is available to Commissioners, showed
that most attempts to characterize the skills used at work have
emerged either from the research of industrial psychologists or
from other groups such as this Commission. The research of
industrial psychologists has focused primarily on general
characteristics of individuals (e.g., intelligence, reasoning
ability, reaction time) or on the characteristics of jobs (e.g.,
assemble items, load ammunition, route packages). The level of
specificity captured by past efforts has varied from the very
general (e.g., problem-solving ability) to the very discrete
(e.g., perform a tack weld in aluminum sheet metal).
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The research of groups like this Commission has frequently
resulted in lists of skills that integrate these dimensions
(i.e., of individuals and of jobs), but such lists, as well as
those generated by the industrial psychologists, tend to be
neither specific nor rooted in a context. Therefore, they do not
provide direct links to schools or a sense of the work enabled by
the skills identified.
IEE at Teachers College, Columbia University, serves the
Education Department as the National Center on Education and
Employment. IEE staff have conducted pioneering research on
changes in work requirements and learning on the job. Key
findings of their recent work were included in the earlier
section on implications from workplace studies and cognitive
science.
Comments from Experts
This Commission's mission has been reviewed with a wide
range of experts on workplace skill requirements, who offered a
variety of useful comments. Staff of the three contractor
organizations, experts in schooling and learning, emphasized that
simply communicating a list of workplace skill requirements to
schools was unlikely to result in change. Other researchers and
some Commissioners agreed. Put simply, lists alone have not
changed education in the past, and they are unlikely to do so in
the future. To change education at the level necessary to
improve workplace preparation, appropriate outcome measures
(i.e., assessments) must be available and used, and instruction
must build on an understanding of real-world work situations.
Both these requirements imply that the Commission must
communicate its findings in a rich, highly illustrative, and
actionable manner (i.e., as in the scenarios described earlier).
Criteria for Functional Skills and an Initial List
Building on this background work, Dr. John Wirt, the deputy
director of this Commission, prepared a brief concept paper for
wider review. This paper was used as the basis for the
deliberations of a panel of national experts on workplace issues
(described in the next subsection). The paper defined functional
and enabling skills and discussed communicating the Commission's
findings through scenarios.
The paper concluded with a set of criteria for functional
skills (presented in Section IV of this report). The paper
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proposed an initial list of functional skills to illustrate the
ideas.
The Meeting of Experts
On August 9 approximately 30 experts in analyzing workplace
skill requirements convened to discuss the concept paper just
described (the participants are listed in Appendix B). The group
included 18 researchers and human development specialists from
throughout the nation as well as Commissioner Tom Sticht, the
Commission staff, and contractor staff. These experts were asked
to test the approach: Could the draft set of skills be revised
and extended to describe adequately and understandably many or
most of the most important aspects of what people do to work
effectively?
Dr. Larry Leher of the Defense Systems Management College
helped the Commission staff plan the meeting and facilitate the
initial discussion. The whole group held a discussion prior to
meeting in two sub-groups for two separate three-hour sessions.
For part of those sessions each subgroup was divided further into
three small working teams. Drs. Kane and Goslin of the
contractor team facilitated the sub-group sessions.
Participants generally agreed that a set of generic
"functional" skills or performances that were needed across
multiple work settings could be identified. They also agreed
that refining the list and presenting the skills within a
scenario format could overcome limitations they perceived with
the draft list of skills.
On August 10 the subgroup meetings continued. One group
focused on refining the skills list, while the other group
focused on refining the concept of scenarios as a presentation
device.
Exhibit 1 displayed the outcome of the work on the skills
list, and Exhibit 2 identified the components of a workplace
scenario. In response to a suggestion that scenarios with a
common theme could be developed across multiple industry sectors,
four generic situations were identified: (1) making a proposal,
(2) managing a project, (3) developing a group solution for a
process change, and (4) providing customer service.
In the final session the group of experts agreed on the
following recommendations:
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o

This Commission should define "skills that high school
graduates need to ensure a productive career." The
Commission should not focus solely on entry-level
skills but should also include those skills required
for movement up a career ladder. Individual progress
and corporate success imply that the ability to learn
effectively and to take on new roles is a required
entry-level skill, regardless of the nature of the
initial job assignment.

o

The Commission should emphasize the importance of the
affective dimension in workplace performance.

o

The Commission should emphasize that students leaving
school must be able to do more than read, write, and
compute as measured by standard assessment instruments.
They must be able to apply those skills in real-life,
authentic performance situations.

o

The Commission should state that textbook-based
training alone is insufficient for effective workplace
performance. Skills developed through liberal studies
must be exercised in reality-based applications in
order to transfer effectively to workplace settings.

o

The Commission should recognize that scenarios can
cover a variety of situations, from those that are
work-based to those that are more personal (e.g., the
planning and budgeting to afford a car). For purposes
of the Commission's report, the scenarios should be
based on work situations. In this way students will
also learn about the world of work.
VI.

DEFINING WORKPLACE SKILLS:

NEXT STEPS

The set of functional skills required by high school
graduates to achieve work readiness depicted in Exhibit 1
provides a starting point for this Commission. The working
inventory of skills and the scenarios to communicate them require
refinement and further definition, a process in which key
industry leaders and organizations must be involved. It is also
important that both the functional skills and the scenarios be
assessed by people actually in the workplace, including workers,
first line supervisors, and senior executives. The Commission's
next steps are as follows:
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1.

Task force investigation and testimony by industry
experts;

2.

Development and verification of workplace scenarios;
and

3.

Review of the literature, industry studies, and other
data sets on skills requirements.

Each of these steps must be taken before the Commission reviews
its main report and the reports of each sector task force.
Elaborating and defining workplace skills completely will entail
determining the enabling skills necessary to support the
performance of functional skills.
Task Force Investigation and Testimony by Industry Experts
The meeting of the expert group in August began this
process. On January 18, the full Commission will meet at the
Motorola facility, so that all Commissioners will have the same
briefing that the Commission staff received.
Most investigation will occur at the sector task force
level, where staff will help task force members identify key
industry associations and leading businesses and business leaders
in the sector. These people and organizations will be invited to
suggest refinements and expansions of the initial skills
inventory consistent with the needs of their sector.
Development and Verification of Workplace Scenarios
The five sector task forces will identify a total of 50 jobs
that represent the range of opportunity for recent high school
graduates. The working set of functional skills must be verified
by establishing the need for their application within these jobs.
The enabling skills required for effective performance in each of
the jobs to which they apply also must be determined.
The last three scenarios contained in Appendix A are
examples of the results of workplace studies that have been
conducted over the past decade. As this report has indicated,
anthropologists, economists, and cognitive scientists are
providing some important new insights into the actual cognitive
skills involved in conducting work. The Commission's effort will
draw on the expertise of these researchers in several ways. The
researchers will be asked to share previously collected data and
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insights, to develop scenarios from their data, and to confirm
the contents of the scenarios with people at work.
Once the 50 jobs are identified, researchers who have
observed the industries in which these jobs occur will be asked
to use their extant data (supplemented perhaps by some telephone
interviewing) to construct scenarios such as the last three in
Appendix A. In this process the researchers will provide
feedback on the initial skills list and its relationship to the
skills required by the job being described. The researchers will
also provide any data they have on the enabling skills required
in their sectors.
The first scenario in Appendix A, describing the medical
transcriber, was developed by interviewing persons involved in
that work. It provides a model for the development of additional
scenarios when existing research is not available to capture the
particular requirements of a specified job. Working with
experienced researchers, staff of key industry associations
(e.g., the National Association of Manufacturers (NAM) and the
National Restaurant Association (NRA)) will be asked to develop
scenarios in this manner based on their experience in the sector.
Commission staff working with sector task forces will provide a
similar scenario writing resource when necessary.
The developers of each scenario will be required to subject
the proposed scenario to review by people working in the settings
described. Workers and supervisors will be asked questions such
as these:
o

Does this description accurately reflect what you do or
supervise?

o

What functional skills are displayed by each scenario?

o

What critical behaviors are not represented among the
skills identified and the scenario communicating them?

The responses of these people will be used to verify the
completeness of the functional skills inventory and to refine the
scenarios.
Review of the Literature, Industry Studies, and Other Data Sets
on Skills Requirements
The paper prepared by AIR provides a starting point for the
review of existing studies and data bases. The sector task
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forces will supplement the studies reviewed in this paper by
identifying and reviewing studies of skill requirements and
related data bases. Government-sponsored research, such as a
recent series of studies sponsored by the Department of Labor on
literacy requirements of maintenance, dietary, laboratory, and
manufacturing workers, provides one source of such data.
Other research and data are available through the industry
and occupational associations. The American Banking Association
and the National Restaurant Association have each performed
considerable analysis of the skill requirements for workers in
their respective industries. Studies and data bases such as
these will be used by sector task forces to refine the working
set of skills.
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