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A labels paradox for education and employment 

We currently find that New Zealand and other countries are producing greater numbers of 
graduates than ever before and yet business and industry complain of increasing skill 
shortages and their inability at finding the people they need.  
This is not unlike the situation nearly 50 years ago now when the computing industry was in 
its infancy and needed many new people. Then as now there were not people around with 
specific labels like computer scientist, software developer or systems analyst. So where did 
these people come from? In fact they came from all walks of life, both from the scientific, 
business and arts disciplines. The fusion of such a range of talent I believe contributed to the 
more rapid development of the field. So how did these people adapt from one field to another? 
Well what was recognised was that they all possessed common sets of underpinning skills or 
meta capabilities, which had been learnt in their original context but were transferable to new 
contexts. These meta capabilities included learning to learn, problem solving, interpersonal 
skills, project management and a number of others.  
It appears then that the problem we have is one of labeling and and that whatever labels are 
used that they can be recognised by both education providers, employers and individuals 
alike.  
At early levels of education, the focus and measurement is predicated on the 3 r's . However 
in the secondary and tertiary system this is replaced by subject specificity and knowledge 
fields, which have a more limited range of validity and are timebound. Within these fields 
however, students practice the capabilities mentioned above but they are never individually 
identified or measured; mainly because it takes time and doesn't sit easily within conventional 
assessment processes.  
So the matter I should like to discuss is that if we can start identifying and measuring these 
adult meta capabilities, then an individual becomes much more aware of their future 
adaptability and employers much more aware of a wider range of potential than at present. 
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