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Abstract

With the creation of the European Higher Education Area, universities are undergoing a significant transformation that is leading towards a new teaching and learning paradigm. The competencies approach has a key role in this process. But we believe that the competence approach has a number of limitations and weaknesses
that can be overcome and supplemented from the capabilities approach (CA).
In this article our objective is twofold: first, make a critical analysis of the concept of
competence as it is being used in higher education, identifying its limitations
and weaknesses; and second, present the potential of the capabilities approach
for higher education and its complementarity to the competence approach.

We begin with a brief characterisation of the capabilities approach and its implications for education. Then, we examine some implications of the competencies approach in higher education and the reasons that led us to choose the DeSeCo proposal for comparison with the capability approach. We then go on to compare the two approaches, addressing 1) the aims of education and 2) the concept of competence and capability. Finally, we address the implications of incorporating the capabilities approach in learning and teaching in higher education.
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1. Introduction

The process of building the European Higher Education Area is bringing radical change to the form and content of courses at European universities. The organization of studies (duration, degree, etc.) and the content (what is taught and how) has been transformed, based on the following three premises: comparability between studies from all over Europe, mobility of students and teachers, and cooperation for quality. This process is also well known among European countries as the “Bologna Process” because the signature of the first agreement took place in the Italian city of Bologna in 1999. The EHEA is also part of the 2000 Lisbon strategy aimed at growth and employment (European Commission 2006: DO L 394, 30.12.2006, p. 10).

Throughout this process a key concept is that of “competence”. Although there is no specific EU definition of the concept of competence, the competencies approach is playing a fundamental role, and is being used to design new syllabuses to enable comparability throughout Europe by standardising the way student performance is assessed. We therefore consider it fundamental to provide a philosophical analysis of the meaning of competence and to explore the educational model that underpins this proposal. As Noddings aptly points out, “One of the tasks of philosophy of education is to analyze the language used in arguments and to offer alternative language that draws attention to other perspectives and possibilities” (Noddings 2007: p 3).
In order to gain an understanding of the meaning of competence for the purposes of our analysis here, we have chosen to avail of a report commissioned by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD): the DeSeCo project (Rychen and Salganik 2003).  Although it is not essentially a philosophical document, we follow this report for two main reasons: It is one of the more inclusive and detailed studies of key competencies in the domain of education; and second, it is widely recognised and availed of around the world  in evaluations of basic education (e.g. PISA studies) and higher education.
In this article we identify some of the limitations of the competency-based approach, the 
potential of the capability approach, and the necessary complementarities of both approaches. The capabilities approach has been much studied and used in the field of development studies (Sen 1999; United Nations Development Programme 1990-2008), and we believe it has much to offer from the standpoint of educational theory and practice, as shown by the explorations of Nussbaum (1997, 2006a), Walker (2006), Walker and Unterhalter (2007), and Hinchliffe (2001, 2002, 2009).
After a brief characterization of a capability and a competence approach we compare both approaches addressing two essential subjects: the aims of education, and the competence and capability concept. Finally, we comment on the possible implications for learning and teaching in higher education supplementing the competencies approach by the capability approach.

2. The capabilities approach and education

“The capability approach is a broad normative framework for the evaluation and assessment of individual well-being and social arrangements, the design of policies, and proposals about social changes” (Robeyns 2005: 94). This theory was first introduced in 1979 by Amartya Sen in his article "Equality of What?" (Sen 1979), which focuses on the freedom people really have to conduct their lives in ways that they have reason to value. The focus of the capability approach lies in the freedom that a person actually has; not merely in the evaluation of the situation by an external body. 
Sen’s starting point is the critique of conventional forms of welfare economics that are utilitarian in approach. According to this approach, welfare and quality of life are identified with people’s satisfaction, where greater satisfaction means greater happiness. But this utilitarian approach, which concentrates on individual happiness or pleasure, does not contemplate other aspects of development; nor does it address the inequalities and differences between human beings (Sen 1987: chapter 2). One of Sen’s major contributions is that he has helped us to direct our attention to other kinds of considerations when we talk about development, well-being and quality of life. As Hinchliffe puts it, “Sen has counselled against interpreting well-being in terms of mental state- happiness” (Hinchliffe 2009: 404).
An important category in the capabilities approach is “functionings”. ‘Functionings’ can be (1) activities like reading or writing; (2) physical states, such as being well-nourished and healthy; (3) mental situations, like being happy, or (4) social functionings, such as being integrated into society. When people have managed to perform a set of functionings, it seems logical to think that they have faced a number of possibilities and opted for those that they considered to be the most appropriate for their well-being.
Another important element of the capabilities approach is agency, characterized by one’s ability to pursue goals that one values and that are important for the life an individual wishes to lead. Agency means being an active participant in planning and conducting one’s life. Sen (1999) argues that agency is important for intrinsically individual freedom, but is also instrumental for collective action and democratic participation. These are two distinguishable but linked aspects of human life. Therefore, agency is a key dimension of human well-being. 
The concept of agency is particularly relevant for reflecting on education as it implies three levels of claims: the claim that it is possible to educate people to reason on personal decisions and preferences, the claim that it is possible to enhance people’s capacities to reflect critically on the world and to envisage desirable changes, and the claim that capacities to accomplish such changes in practice can also be cultivated. That is to say, for the capability approach the goal of education is to expand people’s agency (empowerment) to enable them to be the authors of their own lives.

In this review of the main elements of the capability approach, we refer regularly to the contributions of Martha Nussbaum (2000), who presents in her texts a list of ten “central human functional capabilities” (Nussbaum 2000: 78) for a truly human life:  (1) Life, (2) Bodily health, (3) Bodily integrity, (4) Sense, Imagination, and Thought, (5) Emotions, (6) Practical Reason, (7) Affiliation, (8) Other species, (9) Play, and (10) Control over one´s political and material Environment (Nussbaum 2000: 78). These are the core requirements for a decent life and they represent a minimal agreement on social justice
. Central to a capabilities approach is the conviction that a society that does not guarantee the active cultivation of these central capabilities, cannot be considered a just society, whatever its level of affluence.  
As for the contributions of the capabilities approach to education, according to Sen, one’s level of education affects the expansion of other capabilities, or human freedoms. Furthermore, Sen argues that: “the ability to exercise freedom may, to a considerable extent, be directly dependent on the education we have received, and thus the development of the educational sector may have foundational connections with the capability-based approach” (Sen 2003: 12). In terms of education, capabilities could be understood as the set of real opportunities students have to do and to be what they have reason to value. That means, more specifically, that: “(...) people should have the same extent of opportunities to achieve fundamental functionings, like being able to read and to write, or to concentrate and accomplish tasks, or to reflect critically on one´s own actions” (Terzi 2007a: 762). 

Terzi proposed seven basic capabilities for educational functioning: (1) Literacy, (2) Numeracy, (3) Sociality and participation, (4) Learning dispositions, (5) Physical activities, (6) Science and technology, (7) Practical reason (Terzi 2007b). This elaborates on Martha Nussbaum’s argument that “education is the key to all human capabilities” (Nussbaum 2006a: 322). Following the Aristotelian tradition
, she suggests an education that develops each individual’s capacity to be “fully human” (Nussbaum 2002: 290). In Cultivating Humanity, Nussbaum (1997) proposes three capacities, above all, which are essential to the cultivation of humanity in today´s world: The capacity for critical examination of oneself and one´s traditions; people’s ability to see themselves not simply as citizens of some local region or group but also, and above all, as human beings bound to all other human beings by ties of recognition and concern; and finally, the narrative imagination. This last point means the ability to think what it might be like to be in the shoes of a person different from oneself (Nussbaum 1997: 9-11).
Finally, Melanie Walker, an author who has been working intensively on capabilities and Higher education, proposes a list of eight basic capabilities for higher education: (1) Practical reason, (2) Educational Resilience, (3) Knowledge and imagination, (4) Learning disposition, (5) Social relations and social networks, (6) Respect, dignity and recognition, (7) Emotional integrity, and (8) Bodily integrity (Walker 2006). These capabilities should be central in any higher education process that seeks to enhance humanity, effective agency and well-being. 
3. Competencies: DeSeCo report

In parallel to the conceptual development of the capabilities approach and its relation to the field of education, the concept of competence has acquired remarkable importance in higher education worldwide and very clearly within the European Union and the United States (“Workplace competencies”). This is so to the extent that today the notion of competence and skills is guiding the development of undergraduate and postgraduate syllabuses throughout the process of building a common European Higher Education Area (Walker 2003; Boni and Lozano 2007). 

The creation of a European Higher Education Area has required the incorporation of a range of concepts and techniques to standardize academic curricula. Moreover, whereas previously undergraduate education was intended to provide students with the general foundations of a discipline, the emergence of lifelong learning and the theory of human capital (Becker 1993) have changed some basic assumptions. This has led to a conception of Higher Education as a process which advances in people a capacity to update their knowledge continuously to adapt to the needs of their jobs and the market. Consequently, conceptions of education today frequently place a heavier emphasis on the development of specific skills than on the development of the whole human being (Slaughter and Leslie 1997; Hinchliffe 2002; Walker 2003).

In addition we are witnessing a growing appreciation of knowledge as a core element for competitive advantage in globalized economies (Castells 1996). This is leading to a growing acceptance of human capital theories to explain countries’ potential for economic and social development and to a “customerisation” of teaching and learning (Bridges and Jonathan 2003; Slaughter and Leslie 1997). Since the start of the 21st century the European Union has repeatedly asserted its goal of becoming the world’s most competitive economy through explicit revaluation of knowledge, not least through the strategic role envisaged for universities (European Commission 2003).

In consequence, numerous studies and proposals on the subject of competencies have appeared, attempting in-depth explorations of the role that they should play in the shaping of university curricula. These new initiatives include the Dublin descriptors
, a proposal that is currently being used in various European countries, the DeSeCo Project
, sponsored by  the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, the Tuning Project
, undertaken by a consortium of universities, and the Cheers Survey
, a comprehensive European-wide survey concerning students’ adaptability to the labour market.

Out of these four studies we have chosen the DeSeCo project, sponsored by the OECD. This project, in collaboration with a wide range of scholars, experts and institutions, identified a small set of key competencies that help individuals and society as a whole to achieve their goals. The DeSeCO project involves a strong, conceptually based investigation with practical intent which goes deeply inside aspects related the definition of competence and its consequences. It provides a systematic basis for the selection of key competencies, while taking account of ethical perspectives, rights-based arguments, democratic values and sustainable development goals. 

4. Competencies vs. capabilities

The aims of education under the lens of both approaches

The question of what to teach and, above all, the purposes of education, have been debated since classical Greek times and have a major impact on our society and our quality of life. The question of aims remains central to all serious debate on education, and for two main reasons. The first of these is that discourse on aims seeks to articulate and justify particular purposes as being most worthy of educational efforts. The second reason is that clearly articulated aims serve as a valuable reference point for all educational policies.
Comparison of the goals of the two approaches being analysed here reveals some similarities and significant differences
. For the OECD, the objective of higher education is: “a successful life and well-functioning society” (Rychen and Salganik 2003: 3). For Nussbaum, the purpose of higher education from the capabilities approach is: “a cultivation of the whole human being for the functions of citizenship and life generally” (Nussbaum 1997: 9). Both statements are too vague to make any philosophically incisive point, but at the same time both suggest four important similarities. 
Firstly, although both approaches recognize that an economic-utilitarian dimension cannot be just cast aside, both acknowledge the need to go beyond what is useful, economic and functional. On this kind of calculation, more a pragmatic than a philosophical one, the instrumental values of education should be subsumed under the broadest objective of promoting a decent life and a society which is both efficient and fair. This is reflected in a question in the DeSeCo report: “Apart from reading, writing and arithmetic, what other skills are important for an individual to lead a responsible successful life and to enable society to face present and future challenges” (Rychen and Salganik 2003: 2). In the case of the capabilities approach, Nussbaum says: “Our campuses are producing Citizens, and this means that we must ask what a good citizen of the present day should be and should know” (Nussbaum 1997: 8).
Secondly, both approaches recognize the importance of addressing the individual’s rational, emotional and social dimensions. The person ‘in the full sense’, favoured by the capabilities approach, and the goal of a ‘successful life’ in the DeSeCo report mean addressing all dimensions of human beings in the educational process. There is also significant agreement on the type of society and political organization being proposed. The DeSeCo report states that basic competencies should be the basis for a ‘well-functioning’ society, where “well-functioning” can be understood as J. Rawls’ theory of Justice “well-ordered society” (Rychen and Salganik 2003: 128). The DeSeCo report proposes democratic processes
, social cohesion and peace as the results of a well-educated citizenry. From the capabilities approach the ideal model of society is a liberal democracy where people have real freedoms to lead the lives they have reasons to value. 
The third similarity concerns the definition and the goal of personal life. For DeSeCo the purpose of higher education is ‘a successful life’, where a successful life is a multidimensional concept incorporating objective and subjective elements that can be organized into eight dimensions: Economic position and resources, political rights and power, intellectual resources, housing and infrastructure, personal heath and security, social networks (social capital), leisure and cultural activities, and personal satisfaction and value orientation (Rychen and Salganik 2003: 121). For the capabilities approach a ‘decent life’ is a free life, where a wide range of real freedoms is available to choose from. According to Nussbaum’s perspective, education must train people to be capable of leading a reflective life; to be aware of the society in which they live, to develop a critical capacity to judge that society and, to lead a life that they have consciously and thoughtfully chosen. At the same time, education must foster people´s ability to see themselves as linked to all human beings by ties of recognition and concern. For Nussbaum, this means that a person should be: “self-aware, self-governing, and capable of recognizing and respecting the humanity of all our fellow human beings, no matter where they are born, no matter what social class they inhabit, no matter what their gender or ethnic origin” (Nussbaum 2002: 290). The fourth relevant coincidence between both approaches is the importance of critical reflection on the goal of human life far beyond productive knowledge. Whilst for the capability approach, life-transforming reflection and criticism of society is essential for a successful life, for the DeSeCo report critical thinking and reflectivity about life and society is also central (Rychen and Salganik 2003: 185). 
In contrast to these similarities, there are also two important differences that need highlighting. 
The first significant difference concerns the centrality of ethical values. For Amartya Sen education is important because it affects the expansion of human freedoms (Sen 1999). For the capability approach more generally, freedom is education’s core value, both as a goal (to increase people’s real freedom), and as the means used to achieve the goal. In capabilities approach, participation and dialogue are central teaching methodologies which cannot be reduced to a mere strategy for achieving an outcome. Approaches springing from a capabilities stance offer pedagogies characterised by intensive participation in, and ownership of, knowledge (Walker 2003). To quote Hinchliffe on this point, “Someone may have difficulty acting in and experiencing democratic culture if she has spent the bulk of her studies writing essays and not much else” (Hinchliffe 2002: 198). In the competencies approach proposed in the DeSeCo report there are no explicit central ethical values. While the report alludes, in general, to issues like “Human Rights”, “Sustainability” or “Democracy”, they are understood as the result of the education process, not as the essential justification for the specific core competencies. This means that the DeSeCo report does not consider human rights or democratic values as a basic reason for developing the competencies; the basic reasons are instrumental, utilitarian and adaptative. The important practical point to stress here however is that the development of core competences could lead, as a secondary effect, to a more sustainable and democratic society.
A second difference involves contrasting conceptions of the status of means and ends in education and the role it plays in the selection of competencies or capabilities. The competence perspective has an instrumental logic because competencies are the tools or instruments for a broad end defined as: a ‘successful life and well-functioning society’. In other words, the end is what really matters and the value of the competencies will depend on how far they are capable of helping us to reach that end. Nussbaum’s capabilities approach emphasizes intrinsic values, an essentialist logic and a normative ideal of a worthy life. Following the Aristotelian tradition
, Nussbaum proposes an ideal of human nature and the ten basic capabilities are derived from this ideal. She identifies certain intrinsic values or essential characteristics in human beings, and basic capabilities are the capabilities that help to realize these characteristics more fully. 
In conclusion, from a practical or pragmatic standpoint, approaches to education have points in common in the general discourse on the goals of education, but there are important differences in the definitions of the goals. 

Conceptual Differences

Although on a practical analysis capabilities approaches and competences approaches may be seen to share broadly similar goals for education, in this section we attempt a comparison at conceptual level to analyze the basic differences.  We approach this issue following the fourfold analysis suggested by DeSeCo. We begin by discussing the differences of meaning between the concepts “competence” and “capability”.  We then assess the contrasting structural features of both concepts. Next we review the different contexts for thought and action invoked by each concept. Finally we identify the different orientations for measurement and evaluation furnished by both concepts.
Differences of Meaning 

For the DeSeCo project: “a competence is defined as the ability to successfully meet complex demands in a particular context through the mobilization of psychosocial prerequisites (including both cognitive and non-cognitive processes)” (Rychen and Salganik 2003: 43). Accordingly, they are clearly directed at the results that an individual can achieve through an action, choice or behaviour. It is precisely this  functional facility to solve complex problems and achieve results which turns a series of elements, like abilities, knowledge and predispositions, into competencies. 
In the case of capabilities, by contrast, the approach is not functional, but ethical and normative. According to Sen (1999), the focus here is not on the results that a person achieves but on the fact of being able to opt for an action, choice or behaviour. The emphasis on capabilities involves understanding well-being as the freedom to choose some functionings rather than others. Because of this, the capabilities approach is much broader and more holistic than the competencies approach; while the competencies approach focuses on solving specific problems orientated to specific demands, the capabilities approach considers how the individual in his or her context can lead a life that she or he has reasons to value. 
And this brings us to another key difference. Competencies are externally demand-orientated as they are intended to provide the individual with the appropriate skills to solve problems that arise from outside, that is from other individuals or institutions in society. In contrast, capabilities are not primarily externally demand-orientated. They are guided by the exercise of individual freedom to choose and develop the desired lifestyle, and therefore the values individuals consider to be desirable and appropriate. Capability therefore responds to an individual’s internal demand to freely choose his or her own way of life.

The philosophical background of both concepts is different. In the capability approach the key concept is freedom. It is understood as autonomy to be and to do the things someone has reason to value. A modern contractualism
 and liberalism which find their roots in Kant and Rawls underlie the capability approach, whereas classical economic-utilitarianism (J. St. Mill, J. Bentham) underlies the competencies approach. A third difference between the two approaches concerns the role of human agency. Whereas the competencies approach focuses on enabling actions to solve problems which are set externally, in the capabilities approach the notion of agency is essential. According to Sen, agency is “what a person is free to do and achieve in pursuit of whatever goals or values he or she regards as important” (Sen 1985: 203). So “people who enjoy high levels of agency are engaged in actions that are congruent with their values” (Alkire 2008: 3). From the competencies perspective the will to act or the intention of the agent is not relevant. The important thing is to be able to act in a way that copes with external demands. For the capability approach however, the person’s motivation and reason for acting are essential. 
This leads to a final difference in meaning between both concepts. Although the framework of competencies considers aspects like participation in political decisions and interest groups, it does not include the political dimension of social transformation. That is, it assumes that society as such incorporates the necessary mechanisms for the formulation of demands, and their satisfaction through competencies is satisfactory enough not to require any questioning or in-depth discussion. In the field of higher education, this leads to the assumption that society operates in a certain functional way and that the role of education is to respond to the demands raised. Sen´s approach is radically different to such a taken-for-granted assumption and is based instead on a critical view of today´s society. In this respect, it includes the notion of agency – as the capacity to generate social change and transformation as an essential part of his proposal. Specifically Sen states that: “I am using the term of agent as someone who acts and brings about change” (Sen 1999: 19) and, complementing it,” the people have to be seen [...] as being actively involved  - given the opportunity – in shaping their own destiny, and not just a passive recipients o f the fruits of cunning development programmes” (Sen, 199: 53). The implications for higher education are significant, since the proper goal here is not to align education to ‘what society is’, but to orient it toward ‘what society should be’. In this regard, consideration of general principles such as equity, freedom and participation is central.

We believe that these conceptual differences demonstrate a deeper epistemological difference. That is the different significance given by competencies and capabilities approaches to the three domains of knowledge interest proposed by Habermas: technical interest, practical interest and emancipatory interest (Habermas 1968). The very concept of competence clearly refers to technical interest and does not consider properly nor practical neither emancipatory interest whereas, in the capabilities approach, the central priority interest is emancipatory or liberating interest. 
Contrasting Structural Features
The DeSeCo report conceptualises competencies as “internal mental structures in the sense of abilities, dispositions or resources embedded in the individual” (Rychen and Salganik 2003: 44). Cognitive skills, intellectual abilities and a knowledge base are combined with social and behavioural elements (motivations, emotions, values) to execute competence through effective action. In this respect, all the elements of competence are features of the individual. That is, the competence structure is located within the individual, who is able to incorporate its different elements after a learning process. 

In the case of capabilities, the structure is far more open and goes beyond the learning an individual can acquire. Capability is distinct in every individual, but goes beyond their personal characteristics and depends on contextual aspects based on a more complex structure that includes resources, capabilities, functionings and conversion factors (Robeyns 2005). Conversion factors are elements that determine the way people transform available resources into real capabilities. A distinction can be made between internal factors - or set of personal characteristics like sex, age, physical condition, education – and external factors –like culture, institutions, groups or policies. Therefore, it is not only a question of cognitive skills or intellectual and social abilities; there is also heavy emphasis on the social, political and economic determinants that enable capability to exist.

Having human capability and carrying out a functioning in Sen’s sense involves having the resources, being able to mobilize them in line with individual internal conversion factors and deciding to do so, because they are life enhancing and enabled by environmental factors.

Adopting a capabilities approach therefore means that we are faced with a vision that considers abilities and dispositions as individual internal conversion factors, but that also widens the scope to include social structures as an essential element that enables or limits the real exercise of capabilities. In that respect, the capabilities approach expands our horizons and directs our attention to additional elements. 

This has important implications for higher education. Given that individuals can learn competencies, higher education can offer suitable lessons to promote such learning. However, as long as the capabilities approach assumes that social structures strongly determine the degree to which individuals can mobilize their abilities, skills and knowledge to develop agency, the central concern becomes not only what lessons are offered, but how the university system can make developmental opportunities fairer and more equitable.  
Contrasting Contexts for Thought and Action
In relation to the context, the DeSeCo report states that the context defines the content of the competency. That is to say, individuals are competent when they have the potential to solve a specific problem defined by the characteristics of complexity in a given context. 

In contrast, under the capabilities approach, capabilities “are not just abilities residing inside a person but also the freedom or opportunities created by a combination of personal abilities and the political, social, and economic environment” (Nussbaum 2011:20).  From this perspective, it is precisely capability that has a potential for generating changes in the context through agency. In fact, and according to Crocker: “the more an agent´s action makes a difference in the world, the more fully does the agent exercise agency.” (Crocker 2008: 13).
This highlights the active, political vocation of a capabilities approach, in contrast to the more conformist, or acquiescent character of a competence approach. In that respect, the definition of capabilities in a given context provides an ethical framework, thus generating changes and transformations in the context itself. This perspective is absent from the competence approach. 

The capabilities approach moreover takes into consideration the role of institutions. As Sen remarks: “We individuals live and operate in a world of institutions, of which we are not always aware, many of which transcend national boundaries today. Our opportunities and prospects largely depend on existing institutions and how they operate. Institutions do not only contribute to our freedoms, but must be assessed according to their contribution to our freedoms.” (Sen 1999: 142). From this perspective, institutions would have the function to provide individuals with rights and opportunities, providing the political system with the ability to carry out effective public policies.  

The capabilities approach therefore, does not only focus on the individual’s internal characteristics (abilities, knowledge, predispositions), but is concerned with the entire process that leads the individual to acquire the set of capabilities, and how formal or informal institutions can determine them. On one side, institutions may provide individuals with rights and opportunities to transform endowments into capabilities; on the other, institutions influence individuals’ preferences and may limit their real range of choices by hampering certain options.

Contrasting Orientations for Measurement and Evaluation
Without doubt, one of the most valuable aspects of the competencies approach as a tool for curriculum design is its capacity to be tested and the transparency of the assessment criteria (Bridges 1996).  According to the DeSeCo report, competence is manifested in actions, behaviours and decisions in particular situations or contexts; but competence itself can only be inferred through repetitive observation of these actions, behaviours and decisions over time.

To a certain extent this is similar in the field of capabilities, although the complexity here is greater. As capabilities are potential functionings not necessarily achieved, they may not necessarily be put into practice and therefore observable. In this regard, while it is possible to observe competence through individual execution, capabilities do not necessarily have to be expressed as a functioning in order to exist. Therefore non-observation of capabilities does not imply their non-existence. It may be the case, for example, that the individual has freely chosen not to put them into effect. 

Another important feature of the capabilities approach with consequences for measurement is human diversity, as evident from personal heterogeneities, environmental diversities, variations in social climate, differences in relational perspectives and distribution within the family. This diversity is not so explicit in the case of competencies, which are defined by the type of tasks that the individual is able to undertake to respond to a complex but pre-specified demand. As already mentioned demand defines the content of competence; so it will be possible to observe whether individuals are competent or not, depending on their ability to carry out that task. 
5. Conclusion. Implications of the capabilities approach for learning and teaching in higher education   
In this final section we highlight some possible implications of the capabilities approach for learning and teaching at university. At least in Europe, through the European Higher Education Area (also known as the Bologna Process) we are witnessing a major transformation of our higher education system and the capabilities approach can make valuable contributions to a different understanding of the core missions of higher education systems: to educate, to train, to undertake research and to contribute to the sustainable development and improvement of society as a whole (UNESCO 1998). 
As we have discussed through this paper, we believe the capabilities approach offers a more integral, holistic and transformative approach to higher education curricula design because it is not constrained by pre-specified contextual demands like the competencies approach is. In the DeSeCo report competencies are considered in a wide sense but are characteristically restricted to the demands imposed by the market. In contrast, the main contribution of the capabilities approach is its emphasis on the development of students’ critical and reflective capabilities. From this point of view, the educational process must be conceived as a process that enable students to critically understand, interpret and give meaning to key issues in their lives and society. The development of autonomy – or freedom, according to Sen – thus becomes the centre of the educational process, understood not only as the capacity to function in economic and professional life, but also in social, political, cultural and symbolic life. Starting from this, a key contribution the capability approach can make to the Bologna process could be to reinforce and expand the teaching mission of higher education institutions. As stated in the Leuven Communiqué, adopted in April 2009 by the Conference of European Ministers Responsible for Higher Education, “Student-centred learning requires empowering individual learners, new approaches to teaching and learning, effective support and guidance structures and a curriculum focused more clearly on the learner in all three cycles” (Bologna Process 2009: 3). 
All this leads us to understand pedagogy as a Socratic process of discussion, debate and participatory dialogue in which knowledge - including values - is intersubjectively constructed. Participatory teaching methodologies acquire value not only because they have proved more efficient in their learning orientation than the traditional master class, but because they are a way of demonstrating how to approach the solving of collective problems, starting with basic principles such as equity, diversity, empathy, tolerance and solidarity. To quote Roth, “Moreover, undemocratic structures in the compulsory school and the exclusion of an influential voice on the part of children and young people are undermining confidence in democratic processes and work forms” (Roth 2003: 396).
In the same way the capability approach promotes an broad concept of “teaching” and “learning” as a way of life, and not only as a “job”. In this point the Capability approach shares the arguments of Hogan when he says that teaching and learning has to be understood as: “(…) a human practice, not just as a repertoire of competencies to be mastered transmitted or shared” (Hogan 2003: 209). The capability approach, without denying the relevance of the assessment of the performance, gives priority to the intrinsic value of education (expand the real freedom of people) and supposes a liberation from the new servility to the managerially-minded secular successors of ecclesiastical authorities (Hogan 2003). 
Additionally, the capabilities approach could make important contributions to the process of defining curricula content. In this respect, the capabilities approach suggests that it is important to develop an inclusive deliberative process in which all voices (students, teachers, university´s management and staff, politicians, and society at large) can be heard under the principles of equity and diversity (Roth 2003, Hinchliffe 2009, Unterhalter 2009). Furthermore, implementation of the curriculum should not be technocratic, with a list of closed predefined competencies for incorporation in all degree course syllabuses. So, general proposals should be reinterpreted according to the needs, concerns and characteristics of the particular context, in which the education takes place.  

Moreover, the capabilities approach requires us to go beyond employability (without underestimating it!) as the goal of higher education; it proposes to value graduates’ involvement in social and political initiatives, and their personal development. Consequently,  the capabilities approach would opt for qualitative self-referenced evaluation systems that deepen the valuations that graduates make of the extent to which university education has enabled them to develop life projects that they have reason to value. From this perspective, the capabilities approach could contribute to another need of the Bologna Process stated in the Leuven Communiqué: to provide higher education institutions with multidimensional transparency tools, particularly quality assurance and recognition (Bologna Process 2009). As stated by the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (2005: 14), one of the purposes of quality assurance is to encourage the development of higher education institutions which foster vibrant intellectual and educational achievement. We consider the capability approach a good framework to assess these intellectual and educational results. Consequently, we have to go beyond closed and predefined lists of competencies and standard mechanisms of evaluating those achievements and try to incorporate a contextual and multidimensional view of quality. 

We have tried to show some contributions that the capability approach can make to the Bologna Process, focusing in two main ambits: teaching and learning processes and quality mechanisms. Other authors have explored other aspects of the capability approach which can bring interesting suggestions to the European Higher Education Area as, for instance, the issue of widening participation and equitable access to higher education institutions (Walker 2006; Unterhater 2009; Watts and Bridges 2006).
We think that the capabilities approach provides a series of elements that can not only contribute to critically evaluate a competencies framework, but to develop proposals that will strengthen some of its critical aspects, crystallize into new practices, and open the door to the emergence of consistent alternatives.
Reference list

ALKIRE, SABINA (2008) Concepts and Measures of Agency (OPHI Working Papers from Queen Elizabeth House, University of Oxford)

BARBER, BENJAMIN R. (1984), Strong Democracy, (Berkeley, California University Press).

BECKER, GARY (1993) Human capital: A theoretical and Empirical Analysis, with Special Reference to Education, (Chicago. Chicago University Press)

BOLOGNA PROCESS (2009) The Bologna Process 2020 - The European Higher Education Area in the new decade, Communiqué of the Conference of European Ministers Responsible for Higher Education, Leuven and Louvain-la-Neuve, 28-29 April 2009 avalaible at http://www.ond.vlaanderen.be/hogeronderwijs/bologna/conference/documents/Leuven_Louvain-la-Neuve_Communiqu%C3%A9_April_2009.pdf [retrieved 24th February 2011].

BONI, ALEJANDRA and LOZANO, JOSÉ-FÉLIX (2007) The generic competences: an opportunity for ethical learning in the European convergence in higher education, Journal of Higher Education, 54 pp.819 -831
BRIDGES, DAVID (1996) “Competence-based Education and Training: Progress or Villainy?”, The Journal of the Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain, vol. 30 n.3, 361-376.

BRIDGES, DAVID AND JONATHAN, RUTH (2003) “Education and the market”, in: Blake, N; Smeyers, P.; Smith, R. and Standish, P. (eds.) The Blackwell Guide to the Philosophy of Education, (Oxford, Blackwell, Chapter 7 p. 126-145)

CASTELLS, MANUEL (1996) The Rise of the Network Society. The Information Age: Economy, Society and Culture (Cambridge, Blackwell)

CONILL, JESÚS (2004), Horizontes de economía ética (Madrid, Tecnos)
CROCKER, DAVID (2008) Ethics of Global Development: agency, capability, and deliberative democracy. (Cambridge and Oxford, Cambridge University Press)

EUROPEAN ASSOCIATION FOR QUALITY ASSURANCE IN HIGHER EDUCATION (2005), Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area, (Helsinki, European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education).
EUROPEAN COMMISSION (2003) The role of universities in the Europe of knowledge, in COM. 58 final (Bruselas)

EUROPEAN COMMISSION (2006), Recommendation of the European parliament and of the council of 18 december 2006 on key competences for lifelong learning, DO L 394 30.12.2006, p. 10 (Brussels)
HABERMAS, JÜRGEN (1968) Erkenntnis und Interesse, (Frankfurt a. Main, Shurkamp)

HABERMAS, JÜRGEN (1994) “Three normative models of Democracy”, Constellations, 1 (1) 1-10.

HINCHLIFFE, GEOFFREY (2001) Education or Pedagogy?, Journal of Philosophy of Education, 35.1, pp.31-45

HINCHLIFFE, GEOFFREY (2002) Situating Skills, Journal of Philosophy of Education, 36.2, pp.187-205

HINCHLIFFE, GEOFFREY (2009) Capability and Deliberation, Studies in philosophy and education, 28, pp.403-413

HOGAN, PÁDRAIG, (2003), “Teaching and Learning as a Way of Life”, Journal of Philosophy of Education, Vol. 37, 2, pp. 207-223.

NODDINGS, NEL (2007), Philosophy of education (Colorado, Westview Press)

NUSSBAUM, MARTHA (1997) Cultivating Humanity. A classical defense of reform in liberal education (Massachusetts, Havard University Press)

NUSSBAUM, MARTHA (2000) Women and Human Development. The Capabilities approach (New York, Cambridge University Press)

NUSSBAUM, MARTHA (2002) Education for citizenship in an era global connection, Studies in Philosophy and Education, 21, pp.289-303

NUSSBAUM, MARTHA (2006a) Education and Democratic Citizenship: Capabilities and Quality Education, Journal of Human Development, 7, pp.385-395

NUSSBAUM, MARTHA (2006b), Frontiers of justice. Disability, Nationality and Species Membership, (London, The Belknap Press)

NUSSBAUM, MARTHA (2011), Creating capabilities. The Human Development approach, (Cambridge, The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press)

RAWLS, JOHN (1971) Theory of Justice, (Massachusetts, Harvard University Press)

RAWLS, JOHN (1993) Political Liberalism (Nueva York: Columbia University Press, 1993)

ROBEYNS, INGRID (2005) The capability Approach: a theoretical survey, Journal of Human Development, 6.1, pp.93-114

ROTH, KLAS (2003) Freedom of Choice, Community and Deliberation, Journal of Philosophy of Education, 37.3, pp.393-413

RYCHEN, DOMINIQUE SIMONE and SALGANIK, LAURA HERSH (2003) Key competencies for a successful Life and a Well-Functioning Society (Gottingen, Hogrefe and Huber)

SCHUMPETER, JOSEPH (1943), Capitalism, socialism and democracy, (New York, Taylor and Francis, 2003)

SEN, AMARTYA (1979) Equality of What? (The Tanner Lecture on Human Values, Stanfort University)

SEN, AMARTYA (1985). Well-being, agency and freedom, Journal of Philosophy, LXXXII (4), pp.169-221
SEN, AMARTYA (1987) On ethics and Economics, (Oxford, Blackwell)

SEN, AMARTYA (1993) Capability and Well-being, in M. Nussbaum, M. and A. Sen (eds.) The quality of life (Oxford, Clarendon Press, pp: 30-54)
SEN, AMARTYA (1999) Development as Freedom (Oxford, Oxford University Press)

SEN, AMARTYA (2003) Development as capability expansion, in: S. Fukuda-Parr and A. K. Kumar (eds.) Readings in human development (New Delhi, Oxford and New York, Oxford University Press)

SLAUGHTER, SHEILA and LESLIE, LARRY L. (1997) Academic capitalism: Politics, policies, and the entrepreneurial university (Baltimore, The John Hopkins University Press)

TERZI, LORELLA (2007a), Capability and Educational Equality: The Just Distribution of Resources to Students with Disabilities and Special Educational Needs, Journal of Philosophy of Education, 41. 4, pp.757-773

TERZI, LORELLA (2007b) The capability to be educated, in Walker, M. And Unterhalter, E. (edits), Amartya Sen´s Capability Approach and Social Justice in Education (Basingstoke/UK, Palgrave MacMillian).

UNITED NATIONS DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME (1990-2008) Human development Report. Available at: http://hdr.undp.org/en/reports/ [retrieved 6th April 2010]
UNESCO (1998) World Declaration on Higher Education for The Twenty-First Century: Vision and Action, available at http://www.unesco.org/education/educprog/wche/declaration_eng.htm [retrieved 25th July (2009)]

UNTERHALTER, ELAINE (2009) What is equality in education? Reflections from the capability approach, Studies on Philosophy and education, 28, pp.415-424

WALKER, MELANIE (2003) Framing social justice in education: what does the capabilities approach offer?, British journal of Educational Studies, 51, pp.168-187

WALKER, MELANIE (2006) Higher education Pedagogies (Berkshire, The society for research into Higher Education and Open University Press)

WALKER, MELANIE and UNTERHALTER, ELAINE (2007) Amartya Sen’s Capability Approach and Social Justice in Education (London, Palgrave-Macmillan)

WATTS, MICHAEL and BRIDGES, DAVID (2006) Enhancing students capabilities? UK higher education and the widening participation agenda in S. Deneulin, M. Nebel and N. Sagovsky (eds.) Transforming Unjust Structures, Springer, Dordrecht. 

� There is an extremely interesting debate on the appropriateness of making a list of the core capabilities. Sen has always refused to do that as he considers that dialog and public debate are the only way to legitimate the capabilities that must be prioritized in each particular situation. Particularly, Sen considers that establishing a list of capabilities has several problems: firstly, the view of human nature may be tremendously over specified; secondly, it may close the door to other ways of human fulfillment and; thirdly, it sets limits to reasoned public debate about the valuable capabilities (Sen 1993: 47). Nussbaum on her side considers that there is a solid philosophical basis for elaborating a proposal of core capabilities and, moreover, she states that proposing a list entails political benefits as it provides a reference for the design and evaluation of public policies.





� Nussbaum references to Aristotle may be understood as an answer to relativism and subjectivism of the utilitarian well-being approach. Nussbaum finds in Aristotle a vision of human life with defining core traits that support her normative orientation when selecting functionings and provides a basis for social justice conception. This understanding of Aristotle has received deep criticism due to the difficulties for being compatible with the political liberalism of Rawls which Nussbaum defends in other places (Conill 2004). 





� �HYPERLINK "http://www.jointquality.nl"�http://www.jointquality.nl� [retrieved 24th February 2011].





� � HYPERLINK "http://www.deseco.admin.ch/bfs/deseco/en/index/02.html" �http://www.deseco.admin.ch/bfs/deseco/en/index/02.html� [retrieved 24th February 2011]. 





� �HYPERLINK "http://www.relint.deusto.es/TUNINGProject/spanish/doc2_fase1.asp"�http://www.relint.deusto.es/TUNINGProject/spanish/doc2_fase1.asp� [retrieved 24th February 2011].





� �HYPERLINK "http://www.uni-kassel.de/incher/cheers/index.ghk"�http://www.uni-kassel.de/incher/cheers/index.ghk� [retrieved 24th February 2011]





�Here we follow the proposals of the North-American philosopher, Martha Nussbaum, because she concentrates specifically on the goals for higher education from the capabilities approach (Nussbaum 1997, 2002, 2006a)





� Although there is no deep discussion about what kind of democracy is presented: participative (strong) democracy (Barber 1984), representative (elitist) democracy (Schumpeter 1943) or deliberative democracy (Habermas 1994; Crocker, 2008; Cortina 1993) all three proposals are in the social contract liberal tradition (Rawls 1971, 1993).





� It is important to stress that this is the vision proposed by Nussbaum which Sen, and other authors do not share. Nussbaum uses an interpretation of Aristotle that has been heavily criticized by some authors (Conill 2004).





� Nussbaum identifies three types of contractarianism. The first one is the “pure egoistic form” represented by Guathier´s political theory; the second one is the mixed contractarianism represented by Rawls in Theory of Justice which includes Kantian moral elements with classical social contract; and the third one is the modern contractarianism of a purer Kantian type “which work from the Kantian ideas of fairness and mutual acceptability alone, without the idea of mutual advantage”. (Nussbaum 2006b: 54)
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