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Abstract
Purpose – The twenty-first century education system seeks to meet the societal demands of economic
effectiveness and the unique professional development needs of individuals. This paper aims to discuss the
qualities of competence-oriented educational processes and the recent movement towards competence-based
curricula in higher education.
Design/methodology/approach – This study follows a systematic literature review (SLR) methodology to
explore the concept of competence within the context of educational science. The subsequent thematic
synthesis analyses the findings of reviewed publications regarding graduate attributes in competence-oriented
higher education and their perspectives and working-life expectations on exit profiles.
Findings – Interest in competence-oriented education, training and learning has grown in recent years,
resulting in numerous theoretical and technical pedagogical applications in higher education. Nonetheless,
ambiguous terminology presents a significant challenge, which is demonstrated by the inconsistent language
of the study’s results. Moreover, there is an obvious need for teachers’ in-service training. The qualitative
synthesis of this article will be useful for both educational and working life sectors to inform and promote
different perspectives on competence-oriented educational processes. A clear articulation of competences is
crucial for reforming higher education to meet students’ interests and recognise their work-life needs.
Originality/value – The concept of competence has been under-investigated in higher education research and
practices. This study offers novel insights and practical implications for competence-oriented learning
concerning the paradigmatic change across higher education.
Keywords Competence-oriented education, Curricular development, Exit profile, Higher education,
Working life
Paper type Research paper

Introduction
The latest industrial revolution, Industry 4.0, and the related drive for global economic
growth have challenged curriculum planning. Higher education (HE) is expected to
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provide more accurate evidence of qualitative learning outcomes, particularly because
institutional funding has been linked to student achievement, graduation rates and
rapid employment (Rhodes, 2012). To meet societal demands, educational institutions
have had to reconsider, which attributes are most important to graduates, and the
extent to which various programmes develop these desired qualities (Little and
McMillan, 2014). These exemplar statements of graduate attributes and preferred exit
profiles support a common understanding of recognised professional competences
expected by graduates (International Engineering Alliance, 2013). These attributes
should reflect graduates’ individual potential to acquire competences to practise at the
relevant professional level and should assist students’ overall societal integration upon
graduating.
Educational institutions are encouraged to modernise approaches to learning and
teaching in HE (European Union, EU, 2017). The European Union promotes the provision of
competence-oriented education, training and learning, establishing related good practices
and better support of educational staff (EU, 2018). The concept of “competence” is
connected to different standards and frameworks that enhance the assessment of learning
outcomes (M€akinen and Annala, 2010). According to the European Qualifications
Framework (EQF), competence is described as the “proven ability to use knowledge,
skills and personal, social and/or methodological abilities in work or study situations and
professional and personal development” (EU, 2008, p. 4) and emphasises personal
responsibility and autonomy.
There are several ways of conceptualising “competence” and various implementations of
“competence-based” education and training. Institutional policies for official examination and
assessment of competences differ in theory and practice (Sadler, 2005). A variety of
supporting constructions, such as the EQF, the ECVET (European Credit System for
Vocational Education and Training) and the ECTS (European Credit Transfer System in
Higher Education) have been introduced to facilitate evaluation processes (Karseth, 2006; Lee
et al., 2017). This article focuses on “competences” as outlined in The European Reference
Framework of Key Competences for Lifelong Learning (EU, 2018) and on the competencebased approach, a recent movement in HE from knowledge-based towards competence-based
curricula (UNESCO, 2019).
The concept of competence can also be considered an “organising principle of
curriculum” (UNESCO, 2019) that connects authentic work-life experiences with
educational institutional learning (Jonnaert et al., 2007). A standardised curriculum is a
set curricular ideal with specific content and skills (Karseth, 2006) created to enhance
learning outcomes and to provide equal and egalitarian opportunities for personal
development. Curricular discourses are sectoral and vocational in nature (Karseth, 2006;
M€akinen and Annala, 2012) and require disciplinary efforts to determine achievement
levels and update assessments (Barman and Konwar, 2011).
Moreover, efficient and systematic competence development requires a consensus
regarding assessment criteria to create policies that can be appropriately applied (Sadler,
2005). Schneckenberg et al. (2011) argue that “despite the demand of firms for versatile
graduates and the obvious potential of learning technologies to foster competence
development of students, universities need to establish institutional strategies to make
this pedagogical change happen” (p. 747). The recent shifts toward competence-based
curricula, degree and higher level apprenticeships (Mulkeen et al., 2019) and novel
practices like micro-credentialing (OECD, 2020) reflect this desire for pedagogical changes
to integrate professional competences across HE. Although new curricula appear
frequently, the processes of updating required competences must be flexible enough to
respond to changes in society and to meet new job opportunities in exceptional situations
like COVID-19.
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Theoretical framework
This discussion introduces and describes key competence-oriented educational concepts
from the last decades. Practices are discipline-specific and vary significantly between
countries. There are also differences between academic research universities and universities
of applied sciences (UAS). For example, in Finland UAS degree programmes are based on the
competence-based curricula and engage so-called “work and study” models created for workintegrated learning (M€akel€a and Moiso, 2017), whereas the shift towards competence-based
approaches within universities has just begun (Lavonen, 2020; Levy et al., 2019). Studies of
these models offer encouraging views on competence-oriented education, training and
learning as a sustainable way to increase students’ capabilities in HE (e.g. Brauer, 2019;
M€akel€a and Moiso, 2017). This study draws attention to the potential of the competencebased approach to define the required competences and visualise the gap between existing
and desired competences (Brauer, 2019; Hodge and Lear, 2011).
The concept of competence
The debate about the concept of competence has been ongoing within the educational sector
for decades, varying by extent and focus (Mulder and Winterton, 2017). The concept also
holds different meanings in science and practise (Costley, 2001; Schaffar, 2019). There is a
paradigmatic difference between the concepts of “competency” and “competence” that have
been provided with a variety of explanations. For example, M€akinen and Annala (2010) define
competency as a concept that refers to an individual’s potential as a whole. They call attention
to the potential of an individual’s human capital to implement and demonstrate a particular
competence. Schaffar (2019) recently discussed this ambiguous notion of competence as
“a key concept in today’s educational discussion, where it combines both a psychological
meaning of an inner disposition and a sociological meaning as a category that organizes tasks
and power-relations in public and private institutions” (p. 111). By this regard, a clear
definition depends on a concrete context and can be interpreted in different ways (Hodge and
Lear, 2011).
Generally, competence-based approaches aim to enhance the work-life relevance of
education to the meet needs of the labour market and societal development. Moreover, the
concept of Degree and Higher Level Apprenticeships (D&HLAs) “offers employers the
opportunity to develop their business through filling higher level skills and knowledge gaps
and improving employee motivation” (Mulkeen et al., 2019, p. 234). Hence, the transfer of
knowledge from educational to workplace settings is complex by nature (Eraut, 2004; Billett,
2001; Mulkeen et al., 2019), and the employability of a student is always context-dependent
and situation-specific (Yorke, 2006). Connections to competence development, to performance
motivation theories and to entrepreneurship form a multifaceted theoretical construction that
allows for a variety of interpretations (Mulder and Winterton, 2017). Mulder and Winterton
(2017) also point out both the unifying efforts and competing definitions of competence, as
applied in international educational policy-making and international or national
qualification, certification or credit frameworks.
However, the concept also relates to the actual implementation of competence-based
curricula, instruction and assessment in practice, a combination of attributes describing the
correspondence between learning outcomes and competences but also the relationship
between learning outcomes and generic descriptions (Kennedy and McCarthy, 2016).
According to Malone and Supri (2012), the movement towards competence-based curricula
aims to “increase the rigour and relevance of the curriculum, move students beyond a focus
on the memorisation and regurgitation of scientific facts, and better enable them to
understand scientific principles and apply them to the practice” (p. 241). Particularly, workbased programmes challenge higher education institutions (HEIs) and partnering

organisations to plan and implement quality training to meet the unique needs of working life
(Costley, 2001). Competence-based education is also an effective way to train students to
achieve superior performance levels (Mulder and Winterton, 2017).
The etymological foundation for assessing competences shares its roots with the concept
of competition (Schaffar, 2019). Competence-based assessment is important for making
educational goals explicitly known through criteria-based discourses. The approach is
considered an effective way to form educational grading policies (Sadler, 2005); but despite
years of shifting towards competence-based curricula, few researchers or practitioners have
designed assessment systems in HE that specifically evaluate competence-based
approaches (Dannefer and Henson, 2007). For example, Klein-Collins (2013) characterises
the competence-based approach as a student-centred way of learning the “doing” that
ensures quality graduates, with assessments that validate learning. Klein-Collins’ findings
align with recent research (e.g. Brauer, 2019) emphasising the motivational factors of this
pragmatic approach and providing suggestions to better demonstrate the required
competences in working life. While the concepts of competence-oriented education,
training and learning have been the subjects of ongoing debate among various
disciplines, critical analysis of practical applications remains vague and inconclusive
(Lans et al., 2008; Malone and Supri, 2012).
Aim and research questions
The overall research problem of this study stems from the discrepancy between increased
interest in competence-oriented educational practises in HE and the quality of research that
must inform and promote the competence-based approach in the curricular development of
HEIs. The current recommendations and policies (EU, 2018; UNESCO, 2019) were
emphasised outlining the research questions. The competence-based curricula and course
descriptions offer the opportunity to illuminate the gap between existing and desired
competences. The objective of this study is to review existing literature in the field of
educational science and to clarify the different perspectives on the concept of competence
concerning successful exit profiles in HE.
The following research questions guide this study:
RQ1. What kinds of competences do HE graduates desire to achieve during their studies?
RQ2. What kinds of expectations does working life have for students’ competences?
Based on HE research from the last decade, this article addresses the recent challenges and
opportunities arising from the shift towards competence-oriented education, training and
learning (EU, 2017; EU, 2018) and competence-based curricula (UNESCO, 2019).
Methodology
The research in this study relies on a systematic literature review (SLR) methodology to
collate and extensively analyse relevant sources (Boelens et al., 2017; Borrego et al., 2014; Sun
et al., 2018), to provide evidence on developing assessment practices and to address the
tensions among the perspectives of various actors. This methodology allows for systematic
knowledge aggregation, clarification and the interpretation (Gessler and Siemer, 2020) of
varying notions on the concept of competence. A comprehensive search was conducted over
multiple databases excluding grey literature. Because a documented and structured process
enhances the reliability and validity of the literature review (Sawyer, 2017), the following
results are presented in the form of a qualitative synthesis based on two research questions,
to enable the critical “evaluation of those concepts, arguments and different interpretations”
(Hart, 2018, pp. 3-4).
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Search stages
Two search stages were used to collate research relevant to this study. In both searches,
articles were selected according to their titles, abstracts and keywords. The search began by
reviewing exploratory and empirical research that examined graduate and exit profiles
involving competences and HE and resulted in 75 articles. The search terms included
“competence” and “higher education” and “exit profile” and/or “graduate attribute”.
According to selected criteria, articles had to include “higher education” as a keyword.
The second search focused on competence and HE (these had to be included as keywords)
using the following search terms: competence and higher education and criteria-based
assessment and/or competence-based criterion and/or competence-based assessment. This
search resulted in 114 articles (79 full articles available online).
The FINNA search service was employed to retrieve information from scientific databases
including Eric (ProQuest), Scopus (Elsevier), Social Sciences Citation Index (Web Of Science),
Taylor & Francis Online- Journals, OneFile (GALE) and Informa- Taylor & Francis
(CrossRef). These databases were selected because of the accessible multidisciplinary
collections and their relevance to the topic.
This study focuses on recent research, including peer-reviewed journal articles published
between 2009 and 2019. These include international studies, but omit articles not published in
English. Short conference articles without clear descriptions, books and book chapters and
scholarly reviews were also excluded. These exclusion criteria assisted in focussing the
research and selecting appropriate references (Boelens et al., 2017).
Analysis
The data-driven content analysis was conducted because of its suitability for both qualitative
and quantitative research (Borrego et al., 2014; Seuring and Gold, 2012). Two levels of content
analysis (Seuring and Gold, 2012) were applied by first statistically analysing the content of
articles based on their titles, abstracts and keywords. During this first stage, FINNA search
service tools were employed to categorise and quantify the information. This approach
allowed the researchers to focus on the selected aspects of the material, to “translate” the
documents into preliminary coding categories and to classify the materials therein
(Schreier, 2012).
The first five categories included 61% (115) of the 189 total articles (Table 1). Other
categories that emerged included competence-building technologies and student selection
(sorting) into education. Each of these categories consisted of one to four articles, with eight
articles classified under “generic skills related to work-life competences”. This category was
excluded from the body of pooled research because it does not respond to the research
questions.
It is also notable that one search (All fields: competence and higher education and exit
profile and/or graduate attribute must include keyword higher education) provided
significantly fewer relevant results (n 5 28) than using the following search terms:

Category

Table 1.
Five most relevant
categories

Competence-based assessment
Development of competence-based assessment practices and curricula
Exit profile/Graduate attributes
Professional competences
Students’ expectations
Total articles

Result
45
21
18
17
14
115

competence and higher education and criteria-based assessment and/or competence-based
criterion and/or competence-based assessment (n 5 94).
In a systematic literature review, the researcher should establish clear principles to steer
content analysis and inform methodological decisions (Borrego et al., 2014; Mayring, 2000;
Seuring and Gold, 2012). The second stage of analysis focused on the five most relevant
categories. After becoming familiar with the selected sources available online (n 5 76), a total
of 20 articles were retrieved (three to five for each category) for content analysis based on the
research questions, keywords and preliminary categorisation (Table 1).
A separate document was established based on these preconditions. The information
extracted was then organised based on the deductive categorisation originally structured in
the FINNA service involving the articles’ details (authors, year published ans title). The
subsequent stage of analysis ascertained the actual content of the research based on the
parameters, with regard to the categories from the first stage of analysis. The content was
analysed from a semantic perspective, and recurrent themes were identified concerning both
research questions.
Results
This section provides a qualitative analysis of previous work and summarises the content of
the selected sources as they relate to both of this study’s research questions. The authors
provide detailed information about the reviewed articles’ focus, context, data, methods and
conceptual approaches (Table 2). The subsequent thematic synthesis involved the analysis of
the reviewed publications regarding their content.
All resulting articles were published in different journals and represent a variety of
sectoral publications. The qualitative synthesis draws upon examples of different cases
within the surveyed research to address the tensions embedded in the different perspectives
on competence-based HE. Results do not list individual competences based on educational
structures with an emphasis on the subject area level. That is the content of studies like the
Tuning Project, where the data are collected from both HE graduates and employees
(Beneitone and Bartolome, 2014). As Hart (2018) puts it, “synthesis is not simply a matter of
reassembling the parts back into the original order, but looking for a new order” (p. 197). In
the following subsections, the articles are presented and analysed to answer both research
questions.
HE graduates’ perspectives on competence-based higher education
The articles pertaining to research question one (RQ1) brought up different perspectives.
First, it was found that students emphasise the importance of general studies. Second, they
stress the importance of receiving feedback for building professional identities that pertain to
their own professional competence levels. Third, the students consider assessments
necessary for building their professional identities. Fourth, students need ways to assess
and communicate their individual professional competences. HE graduates expect to have a
certain discipline-focused, general perspective to understand dependencies among different
phenomena; they seek to achieve a sound knowledge of the content in their areas of
specialisation (Isopahkala-Bouret et al., 2011). For example, Isopahkala-Bouret et al. (2011)
emphasise the fact that university graduates appreciate learning traditional academic skills.
They also consider the ability to use scientific terms, expert vocabulary and theoretical
concepts as an asset and consider academic skills more important for their future careers than
practical know-how on work-related issues. As Isopahkala-Bouret et al. (2011) note, “One can
learn such knowledge on the job, and it is not necessary to integrate it into academic studies”
(p. 31). These sentiments beg the question, does a competence-based approach benefit HE
students at all?
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Table 2.
Results of the coding of
the twenty selected
articles
EU affiliation

Collected data

Methodological approach

Concept

Category

Resulting perspective

Baartman and Ruijs (2011)
3
1
4
3
1
5
2
Bravenboer and Lester (2016)
4
1
1,2,5,6
4
1
4
2,3
Davies (2017)
4
1
1
5
1
2
3
de los Rıos-Carmenado et al. (2016)
5
1
7
2
1
1
1,3
Ion et al. (2016)
5
1
4
1
2
1
1
Ipperciel and ElAtia (2014)
3
2
1
4,5
2
3
None
Isopahkala-Bouret et al. (2011)
3,4
1
4,8
1
1
4
1,2,3
Jerez et al. (2016)
1,2
2
1,2
1
2
1
3
Jiang and Alexakis (2017)
3
2
4
3
2
4
2
Moghaddam (2011)
6
2
4
3
1
5
2
Mulder et al. (2009)
4
1
8
2,4
1
2
1,3
Pretorius et al. (2013)
5
2
4
1
2
3
None
Rhodes (2012)
4
2
1
5
1
1
1,2,3
Salas Velasco (2014)
4,7
1
4
3
1
4
1,2
Sanchez Carracedo et al. (2018)
4
1
1,4,9
1
2
2
1,2,3
Schulze et al. (2013)
4
1
3
2
2
2
3
Ushatikova et al. (2016)
4,7
2
1
2
1,2
2
3
Varga et al. (2016)
3
1
1,4,8
1
1,2
5
3
Walker and McLean (2010)
4,5,7
2
1,3,8
2,4
3,1
3
None
Note(s): Coding Scheme: Educational Focus (1) Syllabus design; (2) Learning environments; (3) Perceived competence; (4) Curriculum development; (5) Assessment;
(6) Student internships (7) Pedagogical practices. EU affiliation (1) EU; (2) non-EU countries. Collected data (1) Literature; (2) Syllabi; (3) Curriculum; (4) Questionnaire
response; (5) Verbal annotations; (6) Qualifications and Credit Frameworks; (7) Written annotations; (8) Interviews (9) Observations. Methodological Approach (1) Mixed
methods; (2) Qualitative methodology; (3) Quantitative methodology; (4) Case study; (5) Policy paper. Concept (1) Competence; (2) Competency; (3) Capabilities. Category
(1) Competence-based assessment; (2) Development of assessment practices and curricula; (3) Exit profile/Graduate attributes; (4) Professional competences; (5) Students’
expectations. Resulting Perspective (to meet the research questions) (1) HE graduates’ perspectives on competence-based higher education; (2) Working life expectations
and competence-based higher education; (3) Other perspectives on the development of competence-based education, training and learning
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From the perspective of building professional identity, students form several expectations
of and about themselves during their studies. They tend to overestimate their skills and
knowledge at the beginning of their studies while underestimating their competences upon
graduating (Baartman and Ruijs, 2011; Moghaddam, 2011). Student organisations stress the
importance of giving and receiving professional feedback in mastering certain competences
(Mulder et al., 2009). The issues regarding assessment are prevalent in the findings of de los
Rıos-Carmenado et al. (2016), which indicate that 25% of students believe assessment
systems help them to develop competences like organisation and planning. Students’ points
of view must be considered when developing assessments and teaching practices (de los RıosCarmenado et al., 2016). Furthermore, optimal feedback must cover one or more aspects of the
learning exercise, focussing on a product, the process or the progress recorded in the
student’s learning (Ion et al., 2016). Ordonez (2014) argues that students should be assessed on
what they know rather than the amount of time they spend in a classroom. In this way,
working life appears to be a suitable learning environment for competence development as
well (Salas Velasco, 2014).
New digital tools offer the ability to capture students’ learning and learning experiences
throughout their educational careers. Mulder et al. (2009) indicate that “representatives of
student organisations value the notion of competence development and preparation for the
labour market” (p. 767). In practice, this observation means that students seek to connect
goals of academic proficiency with actual competence development. The preferred tool could
be personal portfolios or development plans that integrate competences (and ensuring
competence) into academic programmes; these skills include communication, critical
reflection, information literacy, teamwork and project management (Mulder et al., 2009).
Moreover, Rhodes (2012) argues that rich and robust e-portfolios or other forms of
professional media can deepen students’ learning and their understandings of their strengths
and weaknesses. Technology should be embraced when it allows for efficient and costeffective identification and recognition of competences by external entities as evidence of
student learning at the levels associated with quality performance. Indeed, technological
integration is crucial for graduates and employers, as well as educational institutions, when it
comes to pedagogical improvement (Rhodes, 2012).
In many cases, learning objectives for students are implicit, not explicit (Rhodes, 2012).
However, assuming that students will comprehend these objectives on their own diminishes
the efficiency of HE (Rhodes, 2012, p. 40). Several studies (e.g. de los Rıos-Carmenado et al.,
2016; Ordonez, 2014) note that students who follow competence-based education manage
their learning better than other students. Because progress is not predetermined by course
offerings and academic calendars, these students are given more autonomy to further their
studies. In this context, de los Rıos-Carmenado et al. (2016) suggest that students should
embrace taking an active role in their education instead of focussing on the given content.
Their research confirms improvement among both students’ grades and appreciation levels
for professional competences based on the competence-based approach in HE (de los RıosCarmenado et al., 2016). Ultimately, competence-based education intends to enhance the
motivation of students, along with their engagement in the learning process.
Working life expectations and competence-based higher education
The second research question (RQ2) concerns what kinds of expectations working life has for
students’ competences based on the reviewed research. According to the thematic synthesis,
although HE places the most emphasis on technical knowledge, this trait appears to be the
least valued by employers (Sanchez Carracedo et al., 2018). Various industries prioritise
transversal, generic competences like teamwork skills and a willingness to learn (Jiang and
Alexis, 2017; Salas Velasco, 2014), while HE continues to emphasise technical competences
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and a results-orientated approach, along with the ability to work in multicultural and
multidisciplinary environments (Sanchez Carracedo et al., 2018). Based on their findings
concerning employers’ views on mapped competence, Sanchez Carracedo et al. (2018) call for
procedures that systematically assign the required professional expertise across the
curriculum subjects to assure achievement of the competences. The relationship between
desired competences and graduates’ professional activities should be clear. Sanchez
Carracedo et al. (2018) highlight social skills as especially desired competences in working life.
Contrastingly, Isopahkala-Bouret et al. (2011) study how employers see the needs of working
life based on EQF. Their results illustrate how employers emphasise the need for critical and
independent thinking skills along with graduates’ cognitive competence. Employers expect
academic graduates to have profound specialised knowledge in their field and to possess the
ability to integrate knowledge from different fields. Still, they do not necessarily consider this
knowledge to be a very high-level competence (Isopahkala-Bouret et al., 2011, p. 35). These
studies present two very different approaches. Furthermore, Ipperciel and ElAtia (2014) note
that these graduate attributes are not homogeneous. Rather, attributes always relate to the
context and the philosophy and values of the particular organisation.
Proficiency in key competences forms an integral part of the professional expertise
required in the world of work. Sanchez Carracedo et al. (2018) note several studies that
“emphasise the need to include professional competences in curricula, but much fewer studies
on how to integrate them in a systematic way” (p. 450). Moreover, they point out that the
competence-based approach requires the integration of professional competences into
different courses, necessitating deliberate stages of planning and experience. Ushatikova
et al. (2016) describe the purpose of introducing the competence-based approach in HE as one
that “shall comply with the interests of students, teachers, employers and society as a whole,
to give clear guidance to teachers and students” (p. 284). Nevertheless, Jerez et al. (2016) point
out a significant tendency to develop learning processes in terms of quality and relevance.
Ushatikova et al. (2016) conclude that HE should be based on carefully planned pedagogical
processes that focus on the development of future professional expertise such as competence,
responsibility, mobility, flexibility, adaptability and competitiveness.
Conclusions and practical implications
The purpose of this study was to discuss the qualities of competence-oriented education,
training and learning to explore different views towards successful exit profiles in HE.
Several studies included in the qualitative synthesis argue that the competence-based
approach could be suitable for HE (e.g. de los Rıos-Carmenado et al., 2016; Mulder et al.,
2009). References to the Bologna Process should be noted as well, including citizenship,
lifelong employability, international mobility (Davies, 2017) and harmonisation of key
competences on an international scale (Schulze et al., 2013). Economical education
alternatives are in demand (Bravenboer and Lester, 2016; Ordonez, 2014), particularly
given the fact that the number of jobs that require prerequisite HE remains stable. It
should be also noted that high level competence development offers employers the
opportunity to develop their business (Mulkeen et al., 2019). Both students and HE
professionals prioritise the value of students to learn a wide range of skills and knowledge
during their studies to adequately meet the challenges of contemporary global society
(Sanchez Carracedo et al., 2018; Rhodes, 2012). Future employees should be trained to
become responsible, resilient and competent professionals (Ushatikova et al., 2016) to
overcome challenging situations of change, such as the COVID-19 global emergency.
Achieving these goals requires carefully planned pedagogical processes. Based on
relevant HE research from the last decade, this article sought to address the recent
challenges and opportunities resulting from the shift towards competence-based curricula

(UNESCO, 2019). As a result, the study uncovered differing views on exit profiles and
graduate attributes in competence-oriented HE.
The concept of desired competences remains indeterminable based on the accessible
exploratory and empirical studies, but the results yielded from this study’s investigation
have provided various perspectives for exploring the gap between existing and desired
competences. The challenges of competence-oriented education, training and learning
reflect a fragmented approach to academic qualification and professional recognition
systems. Still, interest in the competence-based approach has grown in recent years
(Davies, 2017), even in terms of theoretical and technical pedagogical application
development. Calls for clearly-articulated learning outcomes (Costley 2001; Rhodes, 2012)
have already begun to reform HE. The actual practices, use of learning outcomes and
competences in learning models do not always align with the original ideas of the syllabus
design or criteria established in the curricula (Jerez et al., 2016; Struyven and De Meyst,
2010). Notably, there is no single competence-based model that suits every educational
organisation (Davies, 2017; Ipperciel and ElAtia, 2014; Ushatikova et al., 2016). Indeed, Jerez
et al. (2016) point out that standardisation is not appropriate for every student, and that
there are significant differences between disciplines. The concerns of teaching staff
regarding their own pedagogical competence must also be noted (de los Rıos-Carmenado
et al., 2016; Jerez et al., 2016), which requires the provision of various pedagogical in-service
training sessions.
Mulder and Winterton (2017) describe developmental efforts in terms of “continued
confusion and diversity in approaches to competence” (p. 7) that complicate efforts to design
and implement coordinated policies. The Bologna Process and EU legislation are neither fully
integrated into educational planning nor are they geo-politically congruent (Davies, 2017).
For instance, D&HLAs offering a substantial view regarding working life expectations, were
not included on the results as the studies related to higher education apprenticeships (e.g.
Mulkeen et al., 2019) do not reference the concept of competence. However, this indicates only
the quality of language not an actual research gap. Further frameworks must be developed to
monitor, organise and assess the broad range of models for competence-oriented education,
training and learning. The discourse surrounding EU legislation has recently adopted
terminology that recognises professional qualifications (Davies, 2017). The results of this
study confirm Davies’ (2017) description of competences as value judgements which refer to
sectoral professions and can vary widely (see also Billett, 2001).
The notion of competence features a variety of attributes that can be gathered under one
umbrella, such as the key competences (EU, 2018) or the overarching framework of the EQF
(EU, 2008). The EU’s strong focus on the labour market requires a standard format to
accurately express a learning outcome that covers all qualifications. Davies (2017) further
emphasises the action taken to enhance the clarity of terminology. For example,
“responsibility and autonomy” in the EQF’s tabulation of levels, has been interpreted in
many cases simply as “competence”. A competence-based orientation could resolve the often
unclear differentiation between “theory” and “practice”, and between “knowledge” and
“competence” (Bravenboer and Lester, 2016, p. 409) in HE. This indicates that the approach
provides the economy and efficiency required to develop education that meets the needs of
working life. Moreover, graduates and employers should have a mutual understanding of
desired competences based on public evidence (Rhodes, 2012).
There is a clear need for competence-based pedagogical alternatives in research-based HE,
and new tools are required to develop coherent curricula (Sanchez Carracedo et al., 2018). The
insights gained through this study expanded researchers’ capacity to understand how
different perspectives on the concept of competence could promote the shift towards
competence-based curricula and support novel practical implications like micro-credentialing
(OECD, 2020).
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Limitations
This study faced three primary limitations. First, the exclusion of articles written in
languages other than English limited the study’s potential scope. Second, the study excluded
contextual background information, and the review was not specifically focused on European
competence-based education. Third, because the study was a systematic review of articles
that focused on effective elements of graduate attributes and exit profiles, it was limited to a
narrow focus on competence-oriented education, training and learning. The existing review
corpus is resultantly small. Two articles, Pretorius et al. (2013) and Walker and McLean
(2010), were initially included based on the search results but were eventually excluded from
the qualitative synthesis because they failed to directly answer either research question. This
limitation reflects the argument that language referring to the competence-based approach is
inconsistent, which hinders precise results. Originally, these articles were included in the
“Exit Profiles/Graduate Attributes” category, which consisted of only three studies. None of
these articles sufficiently addressed the research questions. These limitations must be noted
before commencing future research on the impact of competence-based HE.
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