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Abstract

An ever changing and unpredictable knowledge-based society has emerged due to the accelerat-
ed development of science and information technology. In the new economy and society, human
capital to produce innovation and creativity is a vital foundation for economic and societal success.
To meet the need for enhanced human capital, defining, developing and assessing competencies are
a crucial terrain for designing educational reforms as national strategies for an economically com-
petitive world. This leads to worldwide trends toward competency-based-education reform move-
ments. The purpose of this study is to explore how the concept of competencies as well as the
movements of competency-based-education reform have evolved over time around the world and in
Japan to cope with the social and personal needs for a knowledge-based economy and society.

First, the emergence of a knowledge-based society and its relation to the concept of competen-
cies are discussed in terms of the growing need for human capital development. Second, the evolu-
tion from literacy to competencies is explored by looking at the historical progress of the theoretical
and conceptual understanding of competencies. Third, worldwide trends toward the movements of
competency-based-education reform are analyzed through comparative looks at nine countries.
Fourth, the historical evolution and an overview of the new courses of study in Japan are reviewed
by focusing on their continuity as well as changes in their approaches to cultivating competencies.
Lastly, the paper discusses the pros and cons of competency-based education reforms, and presents
their implications for creating authentic learning for global citizenship without succumbing to the

limited economic argument of human capital development.
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