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Abstract: How students learn becomes more and more important. By creating a self-directed 

curriculum, students learn what it means to act and react as a global citizen. It is a learning 

process that can only be achieved by (digital) dialogue and self-determination.  
To create the self-directed model, the expert group started from the tradition of student-centred 

learning. The question; How can we better integrate generic competences into the study 

programme? Was in addition to the question 'What' will we integrate into the curriculum. What 

does it mean for a bachelor student to have enough digital literacy skills? How can we 

formulate learning outcomes to achieve them in different curricula? 

 

 

Introduction 
 

Many institutions are shifting their teaching and learning towards equipping students with knowledge, skills and 

dispositions that prepare them for learning in a complex and uncertain world (Buckingham Shun & Deakin Crick, 

2016). Artevelde University College wants to offer all staff members and students opportunities to develop 

themselves on a personal level and to become global citizens. An expert group with professionals from a wide 

range of departments and diverse fields of expertise, has developed a new model to implement 21st century skills 

in the various curricula. This curriculum design model focuses on what students learn and how they do it.  

 

In this model, the first phase focuses on the curriculum design, the second gives staff members and students more 

responsibility, and the third phase looks at the organisational culture and structure that makes self-directed 

learning possible and measurable.  

 

According to Voogt & Roblin (2010) focus on 21st century skills is needed within education. This focus should 

not only be on the skills of the students, but also on those of the lecturer and the motivational learning environment. 

We live in a society full of information sources. What is essential for our professionals? How can we let them use 

their talents and learning outcomes? Do we guide our students enough for global citizenship?  

 

Method 
 

In order to describe the 21st century skills in their own context, a group of experts was assembled. The experts 

were selected on the basis of their experience with and expertise in 21st century skills on the one hand, and on 

experience in a certain field of study on the other hand. This team of experts was supplemented with educational 

developers and a staff member from the office for Quality Management. Group conversations and qualitative 
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content analysis (discourse analysis), based on case studies from the study programmes, were used to get to a 

deeper level of understanding. By gaining insight into each other’s study programmes, the diverse learning 

outcomes and the organisational culture it became possible to cooperate in an effective and efficient manner. 

 

The expert group has defined five learning outcomes that are based on the tradition of Artevelde University 

College approach to competence-based-learning  and on six 21st century models that were also discussed in the 

paper of Voogt & Roblin (2010): partnership for 21st century skills (P21), EnGauge, Assessment and Teaching 

of 21st Century Skills (ATCS), National Educational Technology Standards (NETS) en Technological Literacy 

Framework for the 2012 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).  

 

21st century skills 

(based on 6 different models) 

Defined learning outcomes 

(EQF level 6 – bachelor) 

• communication skills 

• co-creation  

• digital literacy 

• social & cultural awareness 

• creativity 

• critical thinking 

• problem solving 

• sustainability 

(1) WHAT are the learning outcomes? + (2) HOW do students achieve them?  

• Research learning outcome 

• Learning outcome for sustainable development 

• International and intercultural competence 

• Entrepreneurial spirit 

• Digital literacy 
 

• Self-directed learning  

• Co-creation 

 

Table 1. Link 21st Century Skills and defined Learning Outcomes. 

 

 

Definition 
 

The learning outcomes correspond to level 6 of the European Qualification Framework (the bachelor level). We 

want to ensure that our students as young professionals can use the 21st century skills. The self-directed learning 

model is used to introduce these skills in different curricula. 

 

To participate as a global citizen, students and staff need to be digitally literate – equipped with the skills to benefit 

from and participate in the Information Society (Europe’s Information Society Thematic Portal, 2007). 

 

Learning Outcome for Digital Literacy (Raes, F. & Demedts, L., 2016): The professional bachelor is able to 

use ICT for his/her work as a professional. He/she can adequately and efficiently use digital applications to inform 

others and to do his/her job in a more efficient manner. He/she is also able to use digital communication tools and 

understands generic and specialist applications. A self-sufficient attitude enables him/her to find solutions and to 

analyse, name and define problems. The bachelor is flexible and adapts to different software applications and 

digital tools or explores alternatives that better reflect what he/she is looking for. He/she adopts a creative and 

solution-oriented attitude to do so.  

The professional bachelor is digitally literate and handles digital media in a sensible and responsible manner. 

He/she is also able to preserve his/her personal digital identity and integrity.  

 

Research Learning Outcome (El Sghiar, H. & Demedts, L. 2016): The professional bachelor is a (self-)critical 

professional who acts from an inquisitive, self-guiding and analytical attitude. He/she understands how practice-

oriented research and a design cycle are completed and is able to execute practical research projects in a team 

with a large measure of initiative, and resulting in practical innovation. The bachelor is able to ethically explain 

and socially justify his/her research conduct. 

The professional bachelor can personally define and analyse simple as well as complex professional challenges 

and is able to gather, combine and interpret relevant (inter)national scientific and practical knowledge with 

practical application as target. He/she applies research methods and generic and specialist skills to come up with 

innovative, creative and meaningful problem-solving strategies for (un)familiar, simple/complex and 

unpredictable subject-specific challenges. He/she is able to justify and report on research findings.  

The professional bachelor is fully aware that these learning results concerning research-based knowledge, skills 

and attitudes are key elements of the professional practice and lifelong learning. It enables the bachelor to adapt 

his/her professional conduct to societal changes and trends.  

The professional bachelor possesses the learning skills that are required to stay informed on multidisciplinary 

developments in the field of study and to start an advanced programme where autonomy is required.  

 



Learning Outcome for Sustainable Development (Adriaens, R. & Demedts, L. 2016) 

The professional bachelor makes conscious choices for a liveable world, now and in the future, for him-/herself 

and others, here and elsewhere on the planet. He/she can reflect on: Is this ecologically sound? (planet); Is this 

socially equitable? (people); Does this contribute to economic prosperity in the long term? (prosperity). 

Additionally, he/she is able to reflect on: Is the decision-making process democratically based? (participation); 

Have the consequences for future generations been considered? (time); Have the consequences for all people on 

this earth been considered? (space).  

With these reflective questions the professional bachelor is able to estimate complex change processes in society 

in a critical and creative manner and from a sustainable perspective. From his/her specialisation, the professional 

bachelor actively and systematically helps to shape a positive sustainable development at ecological, social-

cultural and economic level. He/she knows what his/her personal values are and is able to empathize with the 

values and feelings of others. 

 

International and Intercultural Learning Outcome (Piryns, I. & Demedts, L., 2016): The professional bachelor 

possesses skills to deal with psychosocial, cultural, economic and ideological diversity, on local, national and 

international level and in consistence with the respective context. The professional bachelor demonstrates 

language skills and a global commitment. In his/her personal and professional track the bachelor creates (social) 

strategies to enhance the international and intercultural involvement and togetherness and acquires expertise with 

attention to the international context. He/she develops a flexible framework of values and starts from this to think 

and act with respect and understanding for him-/herself and others.  

  

Learning Outcome for Entrepreneurial Spirit (Wachtelaer, I. & Demedts, L.,2016): The professional bachelor 

demonstrates an entrepreneurial attitude that enables him/her to work on a personal project (related to the 

professional field) in an independent and self-confident manner. In this he/she sets objectives and achieves them. 

Within a group project the professional bachelor stimulates an attitude of entrepreneurship by taking shared 

responsibility on the set objectives.    

The professional bachelor has a sense of initiative, creativity and innovation. On a regular basis, he/she asks him-

/herself if a different approach is desired in order to achieve an improvement in his-/herself or in society. Through 

efficient organisation and informed decisions, the bachelor is able to respond to social trends in a creative and 

proactive manner. He/she adopts a critical attitude and can estimate the risks, impact and consequences of 

decisions and actions. In doing so, he/she respects the standards, values and talents of others. The bachelor is also 

critical in selecting the aid channels he/she uses to achieve objectives.  

Entrepreneurial spirit does not necessarily lead to the start of a personal business, but it does cause the professional 

bachelor to adopt a creative approach to practice the profession in an ever-changing world, and if necessary make 

adjustments to guarantee a continuously optimal service.  

 

 

Findings 
 

To create the self-directed learning model, the expert group started from the tradition of student-centred learning. 

The question How can we better integrate generic competences into the study programme? was an addition to the 

question ’What’ will we integrate into the curriculum (sustainability, entrepreneurial spirit, research learning 

outcomes, intercultural competences and digital literacy)? The shift towards ’how’ the students will realise this 

was used as a basic principle. A curriculum can provide the conditions in which students can learn, but to achieve 

a better understanding and deeper learning, it is the students who should learn in an active manner. There is a need 

to build elements of ‘digital literacy and skills’ into the foundation of the curricula. In the structure and in the way 

students and staff respond to it.  

 

The self-guidance curriculum model starts from a traditional curriculum design with learning outcomes. Next the 

learning opportunities are taken into account, so students have their skills validated and recognised. 

 

Curriculum Design WHAT LEARNING OUTCOMES 

HOW  LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES 

 

Self-Guidance STUDENT-CENTRED 

CO-CREATION  -  PORTFOLIO 

 

Organisational Culture & Structure PROFESSIONALISATION 

QUALITY ASSURANCE 

 



Figure 1. Self-Guidance Curriculum Model (Demedts & Van Puyenbroeck, 2016) 

 

When students are learning, they make use of principles for self-directed learning, such as effective learning 

strategies and changes in learning strategies, to reach their learning targets. The student learns in an active manner 

and he/she is given the space to set personal targets. A lot of these principles can also be found in a motivational 

learning environment. The principle of ’autonomy’ is clearly present in self-guidance (Vansteenkiste, M., Sierens, 

E., Soenens, B. & Lens, W., 2007).  

The challenge exists in combining learning outcomes with the students’ motivation for personal outcomes. A 

well-designed curriculum is needed to give an inspiring answer to the question: what is the purpose of good 

education?  

 

 

Realisation of a 21st Century Curriculum 
 

STEP 1: Curriculum Design 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEP 2a: Broaden Students' Sense of Responsibility 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

STEP 2b: Organisational Structure and Culture  

▪ Communication and co-creation in the different expert fields 

▪ Support of Educational Developers 

▪ Professionalization of teachers and staff 

▪ Quality assurance of the 21st century curriculum 

Figure 2. Implementation Model of 21st Century Curriculum 

 

Curriculum Design: One of the most important things to start with is screening. What does already exist? What 

works? (Hattie, 2009) How can existing learning paths be made more visible and how can we involve even more 

students? From this screening, the transfer can be made to study programme-specific content. It gives meaning to 

the different curricula and the existing learning outcomes. For example, what does digital literacy mean for an 

educational department or for a scientific department?  

 

When designing the curricula, it is important to make the 21st century skills more explicit. How students learn 

becomes more and more important. A traditional learning track is replaced by more modular or evidence-based 

curricula that are based on the principles of learning by developing. These principles can also be imported in a 

more regular curriculum when combined with the principles of self-directed learning.  

 

An important challenge is to ensure that the identification and understanding of digital literacy is theory driven 

and not solely defined from what is possible to measure in a qualitative way (Hatlevik, 2009). 

 

Broaden students’ sense of responsibility: Most students are not familiar with the concept of self-directed 

learning (Miller & Brickman, 2004) (Schunk & Zimmerman, 2008) (Winne, 1995). They have to learn what this 

▪ ’translation’ of learning outcomes to the specific 

context 

▪ Screening curricula (working methods, content, 

learning paths ...) 

▪ A visible learning offer 

▪ In (big) curriculum changes: creating space for WHAT 

and HOW 

▪ Learn to act as a global citizen  

▪ Learning opportunities for students 

▪ Dialogue: co-creation of the curriculum 

▪ Opportunities to have their skills validated and recognised 

▪ Digital portfolio (skills assessment) 

▪ Process guidance and coaching 

 

21st century skills translated 

in learning outcomes: 

research, sustainability, global 

citizenship, entrepreneurial 

spirit and digital literacy 

 

Self-Directed 

Lifelong Learning 

 



means, just like they have to learn what it means to act and react as a global citizen. It is a learning process that 

can only be achieved by dialogue and self-determination.  

 

It is important to take the students along in a self-directed curriculum immediately from the start of their studies 

and to coach and train them in developing the necessary skills. A clear and transparent structure is crucial to do 

so.  This way students have a clear view on the expected learning results and the opportunities to grow.  

Self-directed learning is seen mainly as a basic skill next to co-creation. ‘We are not alone in our learning process’. 

Students and staff stand together to assure that the skills are taken seriously. So that all the skills can be seen as a 

part of literacy in general.  

 

Students get the opportunity to have their skills validated and recognised, even through extracurricular activities, 

for example if they do voluntary work. 

As a tool to validate 21st century skills, the students get the assignment to create their own portfolio offering an 

overview of the learning options from the curriculum they made use of.  

The students gradually develop this portfolio during the three years of their study and they are coached by their 

lecturers.  

 

Organisational structure and culture: AUC has experts working in each department. These experts meet on a 

regular basis in order to combine their fields of expertise. Next to that, they also cooperate with students on a 

multidisciplinary basis. Making the learning opportunities visible in the curriculum design has had a positive 

impact on this cooperation as well as on communication in general and has resulted in a rich and diverse process 

of co-creation. 

 

In order to achieve this kind of co-creation and to succeed in the implementation of the 21st century curriculum, 

it is crucial that lecturers and other staff members are trained in the 21st century skills. New staff members should 

also be screened on these skills and must have the opportunity to professionalise where needed.  

 

Also important is the support of educational developers. In AUC the educational developers are operating on a 

central level of the Office of Educational Development and Internationalisation. Together with the 

curriculum/educational developers of the different departments they connect different departments in a monthly 

forum. They act as coach, expert or critical friend for each other and this way achieve co-creation. 

 

And a last important aspect is the realisation of quality assurance. The criteria for this are: (1) Student 

Participation, (2) European Credit Transfer System and Learning Outcomes, (3) Mobility and Exemptions, (4) 

Social Dimension and Social Valorisation, (5) Student Satisfaction & (6) Professional Development. 

Discussion 
 
What is the purpose of education? What kind of professional should students develop into and why? Higher 

Education can offer a lot of learning outcomes but it is how students achieve them that matters. A 21st century 

curriculum based on self-directed and student-centred learning can make the curriculum more transparent and less 

fragmented. In order to achieve a 21st century curriculum it is not sufficient to implement 21st century skills. 

Traditional structures and cultures must also be questioned: Is there enough space for learning?; Do we, as an 

educational institution, add value to the labour market?  
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