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We have been witnesses to a dramatic change in curriculum thinking during the latest ten to fifteen years. It is 
a change where emphasis much stronger than before is put on the outcomes of teaching. The changes have 
reformed the basic school systems fundamentally, and they are sometimes referred to as the most 
comprehensive reforms since the 1960s. 
 
Curricula are state administrative instruments and in this sense belong to educational policy. Their function is 
to express the political system’s expectations to the schools and to what the students are expected to achieve 
from the schools.  In this way, curricula have both a social and a pedagogical function.  The social function 
consists predominantly in making clear the expectations society has for the way schools prepare students for 
their future life in society, at work, and at leisure.  The pedagogical function consists of making clear the 
expectations for teaching and learning at a particular time.  
 
The political perspective has largely been concerned with the rapid changes in the job market. Changes that 
have to do with globalization and internationalization of economy along with a rapid development of 
information and communication technologies that continuously transform the way we live, work, and learn. 
Such changes has led to an increased attention to identification and acquisition of the competences individuals 
need in order to actively and effectively participate in the knowledge society. Such competences are commonly 
referred to as 21st century competences or 21st century skills. 
 
The educational perspective has been occupied with a tendency to formulate in ever clearer ways expectations 
for what students are to achieve through teaching. This orientation towards outcomes is seen in the change 
from content oriented curricula to goal or standard oriented curricula. At times, this displacement from 
content orientation to result orientation has been designated as a paradigm shift.   
 
Many countries and regions like the EU have developed frameworks for 21st century competences such as the 
OECD framework called 21st century skills and competences for new millennium learners and the European 
Union framework called Key competences for lifelong learning. The OECD framework is developed with the goal 
of providing policy-makers, researchers and educators with orientations for design of educational policies and 
practices that address the requirements of learners in the knowledge society. The central part of this 
framework project is the Definition and Selection of Competences (DeSeCo) program. The DeSeCo program is 
specifically launched to develop a conceptual framework for identifying and defining key competences and also 
serve as a theoretical foundation for the PISA study (PISA is an international comparative survey and the letters 
stand for Program for International Student Assessment). The EU framework builds on the outcomes from the 
OECD DeSeCo program. It has two main goals: Firstly the identification and definition of key competences that 
are necessary in the knowledge society and secondly providing a European-level reference for supporting 
member states efforts towards ensuring the development of these competences. 
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PISA chock 
Except from factors like rapid changes in the job market and globalization and internationalization of the 
economy, the results of the first PISA survey from 2000 probably became the single most important factor 
leading to curriculum changes in many European countries. The PISA-study was created in 1997 to monitor the 
outcomes of education systems in terms of student achievement. Since then there has been four cycles.  
 
For many countries – among them the Scandinavian countries (Denmark, Norway and Sweden) but also 
European countries like not least Germany – the results of the first PISA survey came as a chock. At that time it 
was the general opinion (in the public and among politicians) that the quality of the school systems in these 
countries was very high. It is not an exaggeration to say, that the school systems of these countries, in these 
countries own view, were considered as being among the most effective and efficient school systems of the 
world.  
 
The PISA survey told a different story, and soon after the self-concept and the climate very fast changed from 
self-assurance to perplexity and then after a short while to action: Something had to be done – as fast as 
possible. These very self-satisfied or self-complacent Scandinavian countries faced what has been called a PISA-
chock. 
 
It was a chock that can be compared to the so called Sputnik chock in the end of the 1950s. The Sputnik chock 
followed after the Soviet Union in 1957 launched the first satellite (called Sputnik) into an orbit around the 
Earth. This launch came as a total surprise to the United States and other western countries; just like the PISA-
results came as a total surprise. Like the Sputnik-chock triggered major changes and developments of school 
systems and teaching not only in the US but also in many other western countries, with certain focus on natural 
science, the PISA-chock did the same.  
 
Comprehensive school reforms have been implemented after the wakeup call from the first and the following 
PISA surveys. These reforms are named differently, but they have one thing in common: They aim at improving 
students’ academic knowledge and skills. 

From content to outcomes  
The first and probably most important change consisted in a shift in school-curricula and in the focus of 
teaching from content orientation to outcome orientation. Expressed more precisely, this shift consisted in a 
change of focus from the content of the subjects to the student outcomes of the subjects. 
 
The previous content driven curricula express expectations to what the students are expected to being taught. 
The new outcome-driven curricula express expectations to what the students are expected to achieve as a 
result of the teaching, in terms of knowledge, skills and competences.  
 
Outcome driven curricula do not only pay attention to the content the students are expected to become 
acquainted with; they also pay attention to the students’ abilities to bring the teaching content in use. In this 
respect competence becomes a key concept. Goals or standards are expressed in competence terms because 
competences are something a student is expected to being able to perform. A competent student is a student 
that not only possesses knowledge but also understands and knows how to use it. In other words: 
Competences must be visible. It does not help to say that a student possess a competence if he or she cannot 
carry it out. 
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Competence has become a key concept in curriculum development. Competences have become the goal of 
teaching, and teaching content and teaching methods have become means to that end. A consequence of this 
conceptualisation is that everything teaching is expected to promote must be expressed in competence goals 
and goal descriptions. This is the case, for important topics like academic knowledge, critical thinking, 
democratic attitudes, creativity and innovative thinking. 

Inspiration from the USA 
Many of the countries that were shocked by the first cycle of PISA findings directed their attention to the 
reform movement of the USA.  The US has since the 1990s developed and implemented accountability reforms. 
In the US the accountability movement started in 1994 with the Clinton administration’s Improving America’s 
Schools Act and the Goals 2000 act.  These acts expressed expectations to the individual states of the US to 
develop standards for the teaching in schools, and to implement evaluation strategies that could measure 
student outcomes related to these standards. In 2002 these acts were followed by the Bush administration’s 
No Child Left Behind Act.   
 
The accountability efforts in the US directed all attention to the input and the output side of an input/output-
model, and further more evaluations on the output side were complimented with enticement and punishment 
structures of different kinds.  
 
To a wide degree the Scandinavian countries and many European countries more or less and with different 
adjustments adopted the US-developed accountability policy. When the PISA-chock occurred, the 
accountability approach was a developed alternative to the content driven curricula of these days, which it 
became obvious and easy to follow.  

Elements of curriculum reforms 
School and curriculum reforms include typically three main elements. These three elements can be illustrated 
by a simple input/output-model. The model illustrates these three elements in play in curriculum reforms. The 
first element is a curriculum or syllabus element at the input-side of the model, the second element is an 
evaluation or control element at the output-side of the model, and the third element is the processes going on 
between the input and the output of the model. 
 
The input and the output side of the model are normally decided at the national level. Standards or goals as 
well as the framework for the concrete realization of the curriculum reform at the different levels are 
determined at the input side of the model. Procedures for evaluation or control of student outcomes, typically 
as test-systems, are determined at the output side of the model. The in-between, the processes of the school, 
has more or less to be determined by the schools, the principals and the teachers themselves within the 
framework and the specific design given by local authorities and school boards. 
 
Contemporary school reforms are at the same time processes of centralization and decentralization. They are 
centralization at the input side and at the output side of the model, and decentralization when it comes to 
processes of organization of the schools and the teaching. 
  
All Scandinavian countries and many European countries have since the beginning of 2000 introduced curricula 
based on competence goals. But the kind of goals introduced is different from country to country. Normally 
goals are distinguished in three types:  Normal goals, minimum goals and maximum goals.  
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 Normal goals Minimum goals  Maximum goals 

 
Normal goals are goals that students usually or as a rule will reach. They determine an average level of 
expectations to student achievement. Normal goals indicate a level that at a certain grade is supposed to be 
realistic. You might also say that normal goals express an average level in relation to which, students can over 
and under perform. 
 
Minimum goals are goals that every student at a certain grade in a certain subject – in principle – must know 
and master. Minimum goals determine a basic level of expectations to student achievement, which in other 
words is to be seen as a level all students are supposed to reach and that the school makes it possible for all 
students to reach. 
 
Maximum goals are goals that determine a highest level of expectations to student achievement. They are 
goals that only the best performing students are able to reach. Maximum goals express an – in theory –highest 
obtainable level of achievement.  
 
Normal goals especially pay attention to the middle group of students (normally the majority of students), 
while minimum goals direct attention to the weakest group of students (the struggling learners); and maximum 
goals to the strongest group of students (advanced learners) as illustrated with green lines at the slide. 
 
Many European countries have introduced competence based curricula with competence goals. Some 
countries, for example Denmark, Norway and Germany, have decided to introduce normal goals. In Germany it 
happened in spite of an expert committee recommending an initial introduction of minimum goals in order to 
ensure that struggling learners do not fall behind. These goals could then, according to the recommendation, 
be followed by normal goals as a supplement to the minimum goals (Klieme et al., 2003, s. 27). 
 
Few countries have decided for minimum goals. Among them is Switzerland that introduced minimum or as 
they call them “basic standards” I 2012, (Schweizerische Konferenz der Kantonalen Erziehungsdirektoren, 
2010).  
 
 Even fewer countries have implemented maximum goals. Singapore is an exception from the most other 
countries in that they have implemented all three kinds of goals. The new Singapore syllabuses operate with all 
three kinds of goals. Such differentiated goals are meant to be of great support for the teachers in their efforts 
to manage differentiated instruction in mixed ability classrooms. (See for example (Ministry of Education, 
2008)) 
 
It is a recognized problem that only having normal goals will lead to a strong focus on the middle group of 
students. Syllabuses based on normal goals equip teachers with blinkers so that the weak and strong students 
become invisible. This problem is reflected in the PISA studies. PISA shows that the middle group of students in 
countries that overall perform mediocre perform nearly as good as the middle group of students in the best 
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performing countries. The main difference between countries with mediocre results and countries in the top is 
that weak and strong students underperform in comparison to these groups in the best performing countries. 
In the Scandinavian countries the group of low performing students is nearly double as big as the same group 
in a high performing country like Finland, and the group of high performing students about half as big as the 
same group in Finland. (Egelund, 2012) 
 
Because minimum goals especially pay attention to the weakest group of students this could be seen as a 
strong argument for minimum goals complemented with normal goals as suggested by the German expert 
committee. (Klieme et al., 2003, s. 27). 
 
In the following I want to go into details about two issues that have become visible during the period of first 
generation competence goals, i.e. the period from the beginning of 2000 till about now: The first one concerns 
content in education and the second one is about heterogeneity in comprehensive school systems like the 
Scandinavian systems.  

Content in a competence goal driven curricula 
The ideology of accountability reforms is – as already mentioned – that the political system, the state, at the 
national level determines the frame for the processes of teaching in terms of goals, evaluations and 
assessments while the teaching processes are left to the schools, the principals and the teachers to decide. 
 
The underlying argument is that it is only possible to hold somebody (principals, teachers) accountable for 
something they decide by themselves. The consequence of this rationale has been that all that gives fuel to the 
reforms – the beef so to speak – which is the selection of teaching content and of teaching methods is handed 
over to the schools, the principals and the teachers. Though this problem only in the latest years has been 
addressed in curriculum theory and development it was already 15 years ago anticipated by Black and Wiliams 
in their claim that it is “unfair, to leave the most difficult piece of the standards-raising puzzle entirely to 
teachers” and their appeal to policy makers to give “direct help and support to the everyday classroom”. (Black 
& William, 1998) 
 
Furthermore it has during the process of developing competence goals become clear that competence is an 
unclear and debated concept which is used in a variety of different meanings. It in practice appeared to be a 
major difficulty to adapt the competence goals to the European Union framework. The Framework 
distinguishes – as mentioned – between competences, knowledge and skills. This distinction has been criticized 
for not making a clear distinction between competences and skills. Skills are often used in the same meaning as 
competences. 
 
Knowledge, skills and competences are also frequently listed independent of each other in the first generation 
competence goal driven curricula. (The Danish Evaluation Institute (EVA), 2011) This simple listing – in a list of 
competence goals, a list of skill goals and sometimes also a list of content or knowledge goals – without a clear 
explanation of how to relate the different types of goals to each other appeared to be a major challenge to 
teachers in their planning and carrying through of teaching. 
 
Challenges like these have been addressed in the second generation goals countries like those Denmark for 
example now is implementing. It is done by organizing the goals for each subject in a number of competence 
areas as before, but for each competence area a specific superior competence goal is determined. This superior 
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competence goal is then supported by a number of skill goals and knowledge goals related to the skill goals.  
The basic idea is that competences are achieved by the acquisition of skills and knowledge.  
 

 
 
It is assumed that this clear relationship between skills and relevant knowledge formulated in goals to a higher 
degree than the previous just listed goals will be supportive for the teachers in their planning and carrying 
through of teaching.  

Differentiated goals for heterogeneous classes 
The issue concerning teaching in heterogeneous class rooms is related to the mentioned three different types 
of goals. Normal goals are used to determine the average level of expectations of what the students normally 
and generally are expected to achieve. Normal goals determine the level that is assumed to be realistic for 
most of the students at a certain grade level. Minimum goals are used to determine a basic level of 
expectations from the students’ achievements. It is a level which teaching and school must ensure that all 
students reach. Maximum goals are used to determine a higher level of expectations from the students’ 
performance. They express theoretically the highest attainable level (Criblez et al., 2009, p. 29-30). The three 
types of goals enable the teacher – as already said – to direct attention to three different groups of students.  
 
Minimum goals will typically direct the teacher’s attention to students who have not yet reached the goals all 
students are expected to achieve at a certain level. Many students at the beginning of a level will already be in 
line with the goals, often even without the school's effort. More students will follow on at different paces, but 
there probably also are a few students who do not meet the goals within the determined time. It is to this last 
group of students, the struggling learners, teachers' attention is drawn, because it is this group that must be 
offered special support to achieve the minimum goals, which as per definition all students are supposed to 
meet. 
 
Normal goals typically direct the teacher’s attention to the broad middle group of students because these goals 
are formulated from an implicit assumption that the students’ competences are normally distributed so that a 
majority of students will meet these goals. Normal goals intensify focus on the middle group. It is well 
documented that teachers will direct their teaching at the middle group of a class unless the teaching is 
organised as differentiated teaching (Helmke, 2010, p. 244-59). A frequent consequence of this natural 
orientation is that struggling learners as well as advanced learners escape the teacher’s attention. Normal goals 
contribute in principle to the tendency to teach to the average student.  
 

Knowledge 
and skill 

goals 

Competenc
e goal 

Competence 
area 

Subject 
 

Subject 

1 1 

k/s 

k/s 

k/s 

k/s 

k/s 

2 2 

3 3 

4 4 
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Maximum goals are specific goals for what advanced learners are expected to achieve. It goes without saying 
that they direct the teachers’ attention to those students who quickly reach the normal goals and need further 
challenges. 
 
Instead of selecting only one type of goals, it is possible to select two or all three types of goals and see them as 
complementary goals. This will of course raise the question about the relationship between the three types of 
goals and about the expectations each of them might aim at. It appears to be inappropriate if all three types of 
goals aim at the same, so that goal achievement at a higher level just means ‘more of the same’ and not 
something that is qualitatively different. 

Knowledge, skills, competences, creativity, innovation 
Here, the question about development of critical thinking, problem solving, creativity and innovation comes 
into play. Often creativity and innovation are regarded as specific characteristics which some people possess 
and others do not. Likewise, creativity and innovation are often viewed as something which can be developed 
in their own right independent of, for example, knowledge, skills and competences. In this context, creativity 
and innovation are conceptualised more broadly and differently to a merely mental preparedness: namely as 
the ability to solve problems, to take a novel approach and to be innovative on the basis of precise academic 
knowledge and competences.  
 
My colleague Lars Qvortrup has, with inspiration from Gregory Bateson’s four orders of knowledge, suggested 
a taxonomy of knowledge forms in which creativity and innovation depend on knowledge and competence 
(Qvortrup, 2006, p. 26-30). In a slightly paraphrased version the taxonomy distinguishes between three levels: 
(1) Basic knowledge and skills, (2) competences, and (3) creativity and innovation. The rationale is that a higher 
level depends on a lower level. To be competent you must possess knowledge and skills, and to be creative and 
innovative you must possess knowledge and skills as well as competences.  
 
Basic knowledge and skills comprise literacy, numeracy and factual academic knowledge as preconditions for 
acquisition of knowledge and for communication with others about a phenomenon or a case. Basic knowledge 
also comprises the ability to use digital media and tools. Basic knowledge and skills are necessary and 
important for the students’ own personal learning and development and for their possibility of taking part in 
life in school, society, business and commerce.  
 
Basic knowledge and skills are not to be understood as beginner knowledge and skills taught in the first years 
of school or in the initial period a subject is being taught. Basic knowledge and skills are not something which 
students only learn during the first grades of school. Basic knowledge and skills are to be seen as tools that are 
all in on-going development in all subjects at all grades. The most important precondition for constant 
challenging learning processes is well organised basic knowledge and solid basic skills. Such tools enable the 
student to acquire new academic knowledge and skills in teaching processes where brick is laid upon brick 
during the full school process. 
 
Competence is a ‘can-do’ category; it is something a student is able to perform. Students are competent when 
they have knowledge and skills at their disposal, know how to employ them, and are also able to reflect 
independently on their knowledge and skills. A student can be declared competent when he or she applies 
their acquired knowledge and skills to the management of a situation and is able to select appropriate 
solutions in a considered way.  
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Creativity and innovative skills – as well as critical thinking and problem solving skills – are essential qualities in 
modern societies. Here focus is not on certain exceptionally creative people who are just by ‘nature’ creative. 
Creativity is understood as the ability to create something new and surprising, while innovation is understood 
as activities that also lead to the development of new possibilities or new products. Creativity, problem-solving 
and innovation often go hand in hand, which means that knowledge and skills as well as competences are seen 
as important prerequisites for creativity and innovation – not as tight limitations.  
 
So, the question becomes: How can school contribute to the development, stimulation and encouragement of 
students’ creativity and motivation for innovation? The answer points to challenges to the curriculum as well as 
to the organisation of teaching.  
 
The advantage of a taxonomic understanding of different types of goals is that the application of different goals 
to all phases of teaching can be a real help to the teacher's orientation: All students must achieve minimum 
goals, which means that all students in all subjects throughout the school must achieve the respective goals of 
basic knowledge and skills. The vast majority of students will meet the normal targets, which means that they 
reach the level of competence. It is then possible to challenge as many of those students as possible who have 
reached the minimum and the normal goals by setting new goals that stimulate the development of problem 
solving, creativity and innovation. 

Student diversity 
It is fully acknowledged that students meet the school with different backgrounds. It is on the one hand 
explained with reference to the students’ social-economic status (SES) and their parents’ educational 
background, and on the other hand with reference to their individual potentials in terms of cognitive 
prerequisites, motivation and readiness for learning.  
 
Today the ideal of treating all students equally by teaching them in the same way is more or less substituted by 
an ideal of social justice in which all students must be stimulated and challenged as far as their potential allows. 
In order to give all students an equal chance it is acknowledged that every individual student must be treated 
differently: one size does not fit all. 
 
Social justice in education implies differentiated teaching. Struggling learners and advanced learners need 
differently organised teaching. Unless teaching is differentiated the students’ individual differences are at best 
maintained, but often they become larger. The reason for this is that advanced learners continually increase 
their competences so that students with strong learning conditions continue to strengthen their skills, and thus 
are able to use their acquired knowledge and skills as the basis for further learning – as an extension of their 
toolbox of knowledge and skills you might say. In teaching that is the same for everyone, students with weaker 
learning prerequisites often only acquire basic knowledge and skills to a lesser extent or not at all. The effect of 
this is that the gap between advanced and struggling learners is widened through school (Helmke, 2010, p. 40-
42). 
 
The point is that teaching rather than observing students' diverse background features should be orientated 
towards the knowledge, skills and competencies the student has acquired, and manage further teaching from 
there. Teaching that is orientated towards competences, cannot follow the same rules that apply to traditional 
teaching. In relation to the goals set for the teaching, the teacher must orientate on the basis of indicators 
showing whether the student has acquired the necessary competences to take the next step towards the goals.  
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Competence based curriculum in school 
Evaluation is crucial for implementing differentiated teaching. A close monitoring and on-going formative 
assessment of students is the key to meeting the students’ diversity. From this the teacher gets critical 
information about students' development, and about their further needs, thereby providing a foundation for 
decisions about planning and organising teaching. 
 
Already in the planning of a teaching process it is important for the teacher to have a clear picture of what 
students are expected to achieve at the end of the planned process. During the process the teacher can have 
this picture in mind when taking situation-based decisions. It is also important for the teacher to know where 
each student is in terms of learning process towards the goals. If this information is not going to be too 
complex and thus too confusing it is recommended to categorise students according to their readiness and 
learning profile: is the student novice, capable or proficient (Hattie, 2011, p. 98). 
 
Such stage taxonomies often lead to the conclusion that differentiation means more of the same. Instead, it 
has been proposed to categorise students according to whether they have achieved the objectives of basic 
knowledge and skills, the objectives of competence, and the objectives of creativity and innovation 
(Rasmussen, 2012). Within each of these goals it may be appropriate to use one of the two aforementioned 
categorisations for a briefing on the depth of the acquisition, as “a road map for the teachers thinking and 
planning” (Tomlinson, 2005, p. 19). This can be illustrated in a rubric. 
 

 
Basic knowledge and skills 

Minimum goals 
Competence 
Normal goals 

Creativity and innovation 
Maximum goals 

Novice    

Capable    

Proficient    

 
A proposal for a revised national curriculum in Denmark operates with three distinct kinds of goals:  

- Minimum goals are goals all students are supposed to reach at each class level. These goals deal with 
basic knowledge and skills that throughout the school is a prerequisite for further learning.  

- Normal goals are goals for what the students as a rule normally achieve in terms of competences. 
- Challenging goals are goals that challenge all students in terms of problem solving, creativity and 

innovation in processes where the students bring into play their acquired knowledge, skills and 
competences. 

 
But let me now turn to the second theme of this presentation: Teacher education 

Competence based curriculum in teacher education  
A reform of teacher education in Denmark has been politically decided and the new programme will have its 
first intake of students in August 2013. The reform is often referred to as a paradigm shift in Danish teacher 
education. Firstly, because the reform marks a change from a two hundred year long tradition of teacher 
training college (seminary) teacher education to a modern higher education university college education 
(Rasmussen, 2012); secondly, because it also marks a change from a content-driven to a competence-driven 
programme. This means that focus to a much higher degree than in the previous programme will now be on 
the teachers’ professional practice. The political and educational intentions with the reform are to bring real 
and realistic issues from the school into the teacher education programme and also to emphasize the 
importance of educational research as a foundation for education and evidence based practice.  
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During the process of developing new competence it was decided to summarise the competence-concept in 
the following way: competences are dispositions to address certain requirements. Such dispositions are seen in 
three dimensions as knowledge, skills and reflection. These dimensions shows what the student teacher is 
expected to being able to, in terms of knowledge, skills and readiness, to independently reflect on knowledge 
and skills. In other words, competences are understood as the students’ capacity to successfully manage 
complex demands and tasks that enable them to act in a concrete context by mobilising all required resources: 
knowledge, skills and reflection. Competences are in this sense strongly related to a demand for action in 
educational practice.  
 
Therefore it was decided to define competence goals as goals that inform about what a person can perform, in 
the three dimensions that are mutually related to each other: Knowledge, skills and reflections over knowledge 
and skills.  
 
The point is that the content of the teacher education programme cannot be described independently of and 
isolated from the skills and the superior and general competences the student is expected to achieve. The most 
recent and best evidence based knowledge should be part of any educated teacher’s knowledge base. That is 
scientific knowledge not only about what works but what works best in teaching in schools, as well as 
experienced professional knowledge about the best practice in the profession and applied methods as 
professional practice knowledge (Rasmussen & Bayer, 2011). Furthermore, the student teacher must also 
possess proficiency in the methods of the profession and finally be able to reflect on and understand teaching 
practice, applied theory and teaching methods. The student teacher must be able to evaluate issues related to 
practice and theory and to select and justify the chosen solutions.  
 
The intention is that the student teacher through these three dimensions will become able to handle complex 
and development-oriented situations as a general competence in the profession. To put it more specifically, 
the student teacher must independently be able to work together with colleagues in cross subject co-
operation, take responsibility within a framework of professional ethics, identify own learning needs and 
develop own knowledge and competences in relation to the development of the profession.  
 
Competence is seen as a general concept to which goals for knowledge and skills are related and connected. 
Goals for knowledge and skills indicate as precisely as possible the knowledge and skills the student teacher has 
to achieve in order to possess a certain competence. After having decided on a specific competence it is 
decided what kind of skills and knowledge will contribute to the development of this competence.  
 
This distinction is in accord with an understanding of the teacher as an academic and didactically competent, 
reflected practitioner who, in practice, is able to plan, carry out, evaluate and develop teaching based on 
knowledge (scientific knowledge, professional knowledge, and practice knowledge), and who continually is able 
to reflect on own practice in order to develop it. 

Organisation of goals 
Competence goals focus on core areas of the school subjects, not the subjects in their full extent. Competence 
goals formulate overall objectives for basic competences relevant to professional conduct and professional 
practice. This means that each subject must be broken down into well-defined areas of competences that the 
knowledge dimension and the proficiency dimension of each competence area must be described, and that 
requirement levels for goal setting must be described.  
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As a rule of thumb it was decided to break down most of the subjects on the teacher education programme in 
four competence areas. For each of these competence areas one competence goal was decided, and to each of 
these a number of no more than eight knowledge and skill goals were added. As a key principle all knowledge 
goals are closely related or coupled to the skill goals, so that relevant knowledge for acquiring the requested 
skills is clearly stated. Competence and skill goals all start with the formulation: The student can …, and 
knowledge goals starts with the formulation: The student has knowledge about ….  
 
Specific criteria are also added to the skill and knowledge goals. Those criteria state that the goals must be 
formulated clearly and understandably, and with a clear connection between knowledge and skills. They must 
also be formulated in such a way that they can be tested in an examination and mirror a high level of 
expectations, and finally for each subject there must be goals for the inclusion of students in a comprehensive 
school, teaching of dual language students, entrepreneurial competences and cross subject teaching.   

Teacher competence 
The reform of teacher education in Denmark is based on a basic assumption of what is understood as teacher 
competence. Teacher competence is seen as the professional competence teachers are expected to have. It 
comprises three elements: a) knowledge about school practice, b) skills and competences in school practice, c) 
reflections on school practice. The central competence areas for teacher competence are subject competence, 
teaching (didactic) competence, organisation competence and diagnostic competence. The teacher is expected 
to possess solid and coherent knowledge of the subjects he or she is teaching, to possess knowledge of and 
competence in performing a variety of teaching methods that enable differentiated instruction to be practiced, 
to perform classroom management in inclusive mixed ability classrooms, and to perform evaluation for 
learning.  
 
As a consequence of this understanding of teacher competence the new teacher education programme pays 
more attention to professional competences than before. A catch phrase has been more school in teacher 
education. The competence goals emphasise that students not only acquire knowledge about teaching in 
school subjects, but also – and in particular – acquire skills in relevant teaching methods of the subjects and the 
practices associated with the profession.  
 
Competency goals combine skills with knowledge, enabling future teachers to teach and act on the basis of the 
most recent and best knowledge about what works in schools, as well as on the basis of the experience-based 
knowledge that the profession continuously develops. It is essential that teacher education, on the basis of 
research, gives the students skills to succeed in the school of the future. 

Conclusion 
Some countries have now started a revision of their first generation goals. Among the Scandinavian countries 
Denmark revised its 2003 goals in 2009 and is under way with a third version that is expected to be introduced 
in 2014. Norway is also underway with a revision of its 2006 goals expected to be introduced in the coming 
school year. A few clear trends can be observed related to these revisions.  
 
The first one is a trend, inspired by the school development strategy in Ontario, Canada, towards formulation 
of few common goals for the school system as such. In Ontario the following three goals were decided:  

1) Improve a broad range of student outcomes 
2) Reduce the gaps in achievement, and  
3) Increase public confidence in public education. (Levin, 2010, p. 31)  
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Denmark has decided four common goals:  
1) At least 80% of the students must be good performers in reading and math in national tests, 
2) The share of high performing students in Danish language and math must be increased from year to 

year,  
3) The share of poor performing students in national tests in reading and math must be reduced from 

year to year, and  
4) The well-being of students must be increased.  

 
Secondly a trend towards simplification of the first generation of common goals for student achievement can 
be observed. This simplification aims at clarifying the schools expectations to student outcomes at each grade.   
 
Thirdly a trend towards greater emphasis on basic knowledge, skills and competences can be observed. We see 
this trend realized with a certain focus on literacy and numeracy or national language and mathematics. This 
trend is also mirrored in the naming of the reforms in different countries such as academic improvement in 
Denmark or knowledge promotion in Norway and Sweden.  
 
Finally I want to mention that the reform policy that has been introduced over the last 10-15 years has 
attached strong importance to documentation and control systems at the output side of the input/output-
model. This has mostly happened as an introduction of national test systems. National tests are an important 
element in accountability inspired curriculum and school reforms.  
 
Except from Finland all of the top-performing countries in PISA as well as the Scandinavian countries have 
implemented national tests. It has happened despite extensive resistance from especially the teachers unions. 
Their fear has been that test-results would be published without information about the certain conditions of 
the individual schools in terms of parents’ socio economic, educational and ethnic background; but also that 
tests would pave the road to introduction of economic incentives, threat and  punishment structures. 
 
Some countries have decided to retain their test-systems but not to publish test-results in a way so that schools 
and classes easily can be compared. That is the case in for example Denmark. And none of the Scandinavian 
countries have introduced economic incentives to the schools and the teachers’ performance in terms of 
student achievement.  
 
Ontario, Canada has over the last ten years successfully improved its school system from a good to a great 
performing system.  (Mourshed, Chijoke, & Barber, 2010) Ontario decided to retain the national tests, but at 
the same time quit the economic incentives they, like the US, had used for some years. (OECD, 2011, p. 75) The 
US policy was and is still: Get tough on those at the bottom and reward those at the top.  
 
In Ontario the main argument for abolishing incentives and economic punishments was that they over the last 
twenty years had experienced that the approach did not bring the desired results. They recognized that it does 
not help giving economic incentives if the problem has to do with lack of knowledge rather than lack of will. 
Economic incentives and punishments do not work if the problem is that the teachers do not know what to do. 
The teachers of Ontario did not lack will and motivation; they lacked knowledge about how to teach 
successfully. (OECD, 2011, p. 75) Ben Levin, one of the main architects behind the reform of the schools in 
Ontario, expresses it this way: “We are seeing more effort in more places to help the system get better instead 
of punishing it for its shortcomings”. (Levin, 2010, p. 7) 
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These considerations have been an inspiration for the Danish government. It has decided that the reforms of 
the school and of teacher education have to be followed by support.  Support has become the new buzz word 
in educational reform policy. It does not mean that the accountability policy is dropped, not at all. But it means 
that the accountability policy is being softened and practiced more reasonable by an emerging trend towards 
support of teachers and teaching processes instead of economic incentives, threat and  punishment structures. 
 
It seems to be a clear trend in contemporary curriculum and school reform policy – after having goals and 
national test systems in place – to direct attention to the processes of schooling and teaching. In Denmark the 
new school reform is followed up by such support initiatives. This is done by the introduction of a corps of 
supervisors in for example teaching of reading, differentiated instruction, class room management, evaluation 
and feedback and other urgent areas. The basic idea is to have such supervisors at the schools, so that they are 
close to those teachers that in their daily work need supervision and guidance. 
 
The government has also decided an ambitious strategy for competence development of teachers and 
principals. Capacity building has become another key word for this strategy as a purposive effort to meet the 
challenges that derive from the curriculum reform. So let me end my presentation by emphasizing – once again 
– that the success of school and curriculum reforms lye in support.   
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