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In a sense, the aim of this chapter is to provide a foretaste of what is to come. One of the fundamental
problems of the Competence Based Education movement is that, even when discussions of the
competencies which are to be nurtured are grounded in empirical studies (itself a rare enough
accomplishment), those studies have been backward-looking. Most have been studies of the qualities
required to perform narrowly-defined aspects of current jobs effectively. They thereby ignore the qualities
required to perform those aspects of current jobs which will contribute to future development and those
required in future jobs.

Mdregver 1t is surely vitally important to set any discussion of competence or capability in the
context of an understanding of the competencies needed to establish, and function effectively in, learning
organisations and a learning society.

Yet this statement is likely to mislead. As used in that sentence, the term "learning society" does not
does not refer to anything having much in common with what is offered in most institutions of Higher
* Education as currently organised. The term is used to describe a society which would be capable of using
current information to initiate developments which are likely to contribute to the evolution of a desirable
future (i.e. experiments) and able to learn more about the goals to be achieved, and its own operation,
froin the effects of these actions.

. One aim of this chapter is, thérefore, to consider what is meant by the terms "learning society”,
"learning organisation”, and "learning” with a view to underlining the importance of high-level
competencies or capabilities in modern society. In this way it is hoped to highlight the need for new
thinking about the nature of such competencies, the means to be used to promote the development of
many varieties and components of competence, and the assessment of competence.

That, in itself, sounds innocuous. But the implications are profound. It means that the objective here
must be none other than to summarise what can be discerned about the problems of modem society, their
causes, the institutional arrangements which are required to run society more effectively, and the
competencies which are required to both introduce these developments and run the new society more
effectively. This is a huge agenda. Condensing into one chapter what we have learned about the topic over
the past 30 years has had the effect that the material comes across as cataclysmic on the one hand and
unattainable on the other. The cataclysmic part is now beyond dispute. The particular institutional




arrangements proposed as a way forward are debatable. But such a statement only underlines our main '
point — which is that we, as a society, need, through our educational system and elsewhere, to nurture the
competencies — capabilities — which will lead to the rapid evolution of radically improved societal

learning and management arrangements.
The Nature of a Learning Society

The attempt to clarify key features of a learning society (and hence the competencies required to
introduce and run such a society) may be begun by noting something to which Adam Smith and Fred
Hayek drew attention. This is that any society which claims to be a "learning society” must have a societal
information-handling and management system which is capable of learning and managing itself,
without more than a fraction of the necessary information having to be present in the minds of anyone.

The quintessence of the market mechanism as proposed by Smith was precisely this. No individual or




















































