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Aptitude:  is different from skills in that it is all about a natural ability to do something.  Aptitudes and skills are both 

parts of Competencies. 

Skills:  there are many definitions for the term “skill.”  Most agree that a skill is an ability that comes from one’s 

knowledge, practice, aptitude, etc., to do something well.  (Dictionary.reference.com/browse/skill) 

Skillset:  The combination of different skills that someone has and can use in a particular job (Cambridge Dictionary) 

Soft skills (I like to use the typology we developed because at the end of the day, we spent $3mil on the research and 

pretty much every soft skill someone lists falls into one of these buckets) 

• Understanding the culture of the organization – hidden rules and knowing how to navigate the culture and rules; 
• Being effective working with others:  this involves different forms of communication, such as listening, speaking, body 

language, being present, maintaining eye contact, knowing how to adapt to communication styles in different 
cultures; 

• Self management:  manage difficult emotions, time, resources 
 

Technical skills are those skills required to manage or operate tools, such as a particular piece of equipment, software, a 

robot, research protocol, etc. www.businessdictionary.com defines a technical skill as a skill that is required for the 

accomplishment of a specific task. 

Competency (ies):  I don’t think there is an agreed upon definition for the term, “competency,” in the WFD field.  The 

term is used in business and HR and to some extent education.  And in the general language we use when we say 

someone is “competent.”  One source seems to sum up most definitions:  “A competency is an underlying characteristic 

of an individual which enables him/her to deliver superior performance in a given situation.  Competencies consist of 

clusters of knowledge, attitude and skills. For example, think of a competent facilitator.  That means s/he can deal with 

pretty much any situation you throw at them when facilitating a group of people. It means s/he has integrated a 

complex set of skills such as speaking, listening, matching affect, leadership, emotional IQ, keeping track of multiple 

agendas while being able to focus on one person, dealing with difficult emotions, and so on.   

 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/skill
http://www.businessdictionary.com/


 
 

Competency mapping is the assessment of employee skill sets as an individual or as part of a team. CM is a process of 

identifying key competencies for a particular position in an organization, and then using it for job evaluation, 

recruitment, training and development, performance management, succession planning, etc.  Competency mapping 

generally involves examining areas such as emotional intelligence and other individual strengths like decision making, 

team work, performing under pressure.  There is lots more at http://youremployment.biz/competency/competency-

mapping/   

Intermediaries or Labor Market Intermediaries.   According to John Harrington at UW, labor market intermediaries 

(LMI’s) are “mechanisms or institutions that intercede between job seekers and employers.  These can range from a 

newspaper ad or online job listing at one end of the spectrum to the intensive activity of a state-sponsored entity that 

provides screening, training, and job placement for a targeted population.  In terms of labor markets, intermediaries 

respond to the needs of consumers, producers that hire workers, and organizations that search, hire train and supply 

workers (this should include educational institutions).  (www.faculty.washington.edu/jwh/LMI.pdf )  

Education Terms often used in Workforce Development 

Basic education generally refers to primary school.  Length depends on country. 

Secondary education follows primary education and its length depends on the country.  Secondary can be divided into 2 

buckets: 

1. Academic education usually oriented to further studies at university or college, and 
2. Vocational/technical education – in many countries this is often considered sub-standard, poor quality, and 

often dead end.  This type of education is often funded by under-resourced Ministries who have little or no idea 
about the needs of employers or the labor market, in general. The exception is northern Europe, where there is 
a very high regard for vocational education. There, vocational and technical education is the outcome of a 
formalized partnership between government, employers, and education institutions, ensuring that school 
graduates have the skills employers need to labor costs in line for export purposes. 

  

Tertiary or post-secondary education follows secondary education and is usually broken into at least 2 buckets: 

1. University (academic) 
2. Technical (for engineering, medical, architecture, usually the professions) 

 

Lifelong learning (LLL) (some call it Continuous Education or Learning) means what the term implies, the ability to go in 

and out of education as needed over the lifetime.  This turns out to be a daunting challenge for many countries because: 

LLL requires a seamless interface between a previous credential and the new one sought.  For example, if you have a 2-

year Mechatronics degree from a technical college and you want to become an engineer that means the engineering 

school has to recognize (give you credit for) your 2-year degree and courses you took. 

Informal learning, learning by doing, etc.  Various researchers have been working on trying to get a handle on this 

critical area where learning happens for at least the last 25 years.  Part of the problem is that people acquire both tacit 

and explicit knowledge at work and the culture resulting from how an organization is managed has a profound influence 

on what is learned at work and to what extent it can be shared safely with co-workers.  The climate, or culture of a 

workplace can have enormous impact on innovation as innovation is usually the result of tinkering, adapting, 

recombining, and often involves making and learning from mistakes which, if they are penalized, inhibits this type of 

learning. 

Training is often confused with education.  Educators generally do not like the term but will admit that drilling a class on 

the multiplication times table, for example, is a form of training.  The definition of training that makes the most sense to 

me is:  “the action of teaching a person or animal a particular skill or type of behavior.”  (Macmillan).  I also like this 

http://youremployment.biz/competency/competency-mapping/
http://youremployment.biz/competency/competency-mapping/
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one:  “the process of being conditioned or taught to do something.”  (www.yourdictionary.com) 

Situated Learning comes from a body of research done in the late 1900’s (Lave and Wenger; Aring and Brand) that 

found that we learn best in a situation that calls for the learning to happen.  You best learn driving by driving in a car 

with someone beside you, coaching you, etc. Situated Learning is learning that takes place in the context in which it is 

being used or applied. 

Work-based learning.  This term was coined during the Clinton administration, and has now moved into the 

mainstream.  It includes several types of learning experiences occurring outside of the classroom, as follows: 

Apprenticeship originally meant (and is still defined in the dictionary as) “a person who works for another to learn a 

trade.” (www.dictionary.reference.com) Apprenticeship in developed countries usually involves legal/policies that 

protect the apprentice, specify what s/he is to learn and usually involves getting a recognized certification at the end of 

the apprenticeship.  While the term has been largely used for the trades it has evolved over time once learning theory 

research found that people learn best by doing.  In the 90’s the term 

Youth apprenticeship began to be used to categorize young people placed in a workplace where there is a mentor or 

trainer whose job it is to help the young person learn how to do a particular task or set of tasks inside the 

workplace.  This type of situated learning is highly effective because the student learns the technical skills and the soft 

skills at one and the same time.   

In a 2013 Resolution, the leaders of the G20 countries called for all member countries to initiative Quality 

apprenticeships because of their effectiveness in drastically reducing youth unemployment and skill gaps.  This is a term 

coined by the International Labor Organization, (ILO) and refers to a type of youth apprenticeship that meets a number 

of quality standards.  These include a curriculum governing learning at work combined with relevant learning in school, 

trained workplace supervisors, treating apprentices like other employees in terms of their legal rights and 

responsibilities, and social partnerships between educators, employers and trade union, usually convened by a country’s 

government.   

Coop Education (or learning) began in the late 1800s in the Cincinnati area in an attempt to modify Germany’s dual 

system of learning at work and in school for the U.S.  In Coop education students in university learn in the classroom and 

by doing a coop job in workplaces.  The problem with coop education is that there is no quality standard – the content of 

learning in the classroom and workplace is often not coordinated, and it is up to the student to find a coop job where 

s/he thinks s/he can acquire skills they want. 

Internship. Internships are considered to provide a learner with practical experience in any workplace that may or may 

not be relevant to what they need or want to learn.  There are no quality standards for learning and it is usually up to 

the student to acquire an internship that will teach him/her what they want to learn.  Likewise, some employers train 

interns carefully while others just use them for low level tasks no one in the organization wants to do.  The exception is 

the medical term “intern,” which refers to a medical student’s practical training upon leaving medical school. 
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