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predisposition to believe that because some idiom exists, that is,
critical or creative thinking, there must also exist a corresponding
mental process to which the term attaches. Numerous assessment
practices attempting to measure student proficiency in creative
thinking in a context free manner, for example, indicate some
educators cling dogmatically to the belief that the concept actually
denotes an identifiable mental process (Bailin, 1994). Attempting
to alleviate the conceptual and ontological confusion generated by
such a view, Ryle stresses the non-referential aspect of mental
process concepts, arguing the actual meaning of these terms is
discovered by examining their use in ordinary language, a theme
Wittgenstein (1967)later pursues in Philosophical Investigations.

One type of category mistake committed by the employability
skills discourse occurs, then, when concepts describing mental
processes such as understanding, problem-solving, and critical
thinking are applied in the same logical fashion as those denoting
physical operations. After students complete the work experience
component of CAPP in grades 11 and 12, for example, teachers are
expected to assess whether the former have acquired effective
communication, problem-solving, and decision-making skills,
presumably in the same fashion they would assess basic academic
skills such asreading or writing. Evaluation of these competencies
in the prescribed fashion presents insurmountable difficulties for
CAPP teachers, however, since mental process concepts are
logically inseparable from the context in which they are employed.
In the absence of a particular subject matter and context, there is
no possible set of procedures to adequately assess the so-called
“skills” of communicating, problem-solving, and decision-making.

Barrow (1987) points out that the concept of a skill is
incorrectly applied in educational discourse to categorize a
disparate range of qualities, abilities, and dispositions that
include perceptual, social, critical, and interpersonal
characteristics. He argues that the concept of a skill normally
refers to physical or manual abilities whose development is
typically accomplished by practicing a prescribed set of physical
operations. The concept of a skill, then, appears most
appropriately suited to describe manual or physical proficiencies
such as dribbling basketballs, turning somersaults, or any other
number of psycho-motor activities strengthened by practice and
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exercise. If I practice dribbling a basketball for ten minutes every
day, and possess at least a modicum of athletic ability, my
dribbling skills are apt to improve regardless of the context in
which they are employed. Committing the logical error identified
by Ryle, the grammatical structure of the employability skills
discourse fallaciously implies that cognitive competencies can be
similarly practiced and perfected in a limited number of contexts
for subsequent widespread application.

The relevant pedagogical upshot of category mistakes is that
procedures and practices designed to enhance physical skills are
apt to be ill-suited to impart desired cognitive competencies in
students. The failure to appreciate important conceptual
distinctions between physical skills and cognitive competencies
adversely affects employability skills education by neglecting
necessary conditions for the latter’s achievement. Superior
understanding of a particular subject matter cannot be achieved
through repeated, contextually-isolated, acts of understanding.
Similarly, there is no pedagogical approach to enhance problem-
solving “skills” without including a context for, and adequate
background knowledge of, the particular problem to be solved.
Rather than teaching problem-solving as a generic transferable
skill, then, students would be better served if taught to appreciate
the importance of content knowledge and context when seeking
effective solutions to the difficulties they confront. Within the
employability skills programs, however, the importance of
background knowledge as a necessary condition for effective
problem-solving appears entirely absent. Instead, these programs
typically suggest that because knowledge is expanding at an
accelerated rate and workplace change is inevitable, teaching
generic transferable skills provides a superior pedagogy than
conveying content knowledge to students (Ross, 1994).

Notonly doemployability skills programs generally neglect the
importance of content knowledge in achieving certain cognitive
competencies, concepts such as critical thinking and
communicating are discussed as though their performance was
entirely independent of context. A prescribed learning outcome in
CAPP states: “It is expected that students will practice and
demonstrate effective communication skills” (p. 114). Similar to
understanding, communicating cannot be logically separated from
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Critical thinking is commonly portrayed in employability skills
programs as a “silver bullet” that mysteriously enhances student
success within market economy culture. As Lankshear (1997)
suggests, “developing critical thinking skills throughout the work
force is often touted as an answer to sluggish economic
performance,” and developing a “critical” approach tolearning now
fulfills the same rhetorical purpose in education as “democracy”
and “freedom” (pp. 40-41). In the absence of any provided context,
CAPP students are expected to think critically to evaluate
situations, solve problems, and make decisions. Barrow criticizes
such context free applications of critical thinking, arguing they
appear predicated on fallacious faculty psychology assumptions,
that is, the view that cognitive operations, in a manner similar to
physical ones, can be strengthened through practice and exercise:
Whatever they might say if pressed on the point, educators
talk as if, and they proceed as if, critical thinking were a
skill like dribbling a ball, albeit more complex, and could
be trained or developed in the same kind of way — namely,
by practice in the activity itself. Certainly, if something
other than the idea that the mind and emotions can be
exercised, and capacities developed, analogously to the
exercise and development of physical skills, is presupposed
by typical curriculum injunctions to develop emotional,
interpersonal and intellectual skills, it remains unclear
what that something is. (1987, p. 191)
A meta-cognitive approach designed to foster critical thinking
skills in students seemingly confirms Barrow’s concern that
faculty psychology tenets remain a contemporary pedagogical
force. In stage one of a method proposed by Wilen and Phillips
(1995), teachers are instructed to “introduce the skill, show
examples and non-examples, and use exercises to practice the
skill” (p. 136). Besides neglecting the fundamental importance of
background knowledge and context, such approaches fail to
develop in students the necessary epistemic attitudes crucial to
critical thinking. Students will not think critically about any
subject matter if they lack the disposition to do so, and neglecting
discussion of the intellectual virtues that encourage inquiry
undermines the crucial role of epistemic attitudes in promoting
critical reflection (Ross, 1994).
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Although an historian possessing adequate background
knowledge may critically reflect on the causes of the French
Revolution, there is no obvious reason to expect the same
individual to think critically about the theoretical existence of
neutrinos in the field of nuclear physics. It is a necessary
condition of critical thinking to possess adequate background
knowledge of the subject on which one is reflecting. Case and
Wright (1997) explain:

The most obvious and basic “tool” for critical thinking is

background knowledge. Students cannot think critically

about a topic if they know nothing about it. In fact,
expecting students to speculate on matters about which
they know very little may have the undesirable

consequence of encouraging ill-informed conclusions. (p.

15)

As Case and Wright suggest, students ignorant of facts relevant
to the matter being critiqued will be unable either to construct or
detect sound arguments on that particular subject. If students are
expected to think critically, they must be first provided with
relevant content knowledge, and be introduced to effective
analytical procedures specific to the various disciplines of inquiry.
In the final analysis, the ability to think critically in an effective,
meaningful sense simply cannot be developed in the context free,
transferable fashion suggested by ESP and CAPP.

The interplay between context and content knowledge, and
underscoring their respective importance, then, is crucial to
develop meaningful critical approachesin education. Truly critical
approaches to knowledge and learning, for example, require
exploring the entire socio-cultural context in which the subject
analysis occurs. One need only recall Freire’s famous dictum that
students must learn to read the word and the world. As Klafki
(1995) explains, critical thinking in and about education should
cast a very wide net:

Critical is best understood in the sense of social criticism,

which implies constant reflection on relations between

school and instruction on one hand (their goals, contents,
forms of organization and methods), and social conditions

and processes on the other. (p. 14)

Knoblauch and Brannon (1993) provide an illuminating example
on how an actual classroom lesson combining the elements of
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context and content knowledge, and critiquing global economic
practices might proceed. The lesson, entitled The Pervasiveness of
the Global Market, is designed to examine the moral
appropriateness of the market economy activities purportedly
threatening the human rights of workers in developing countries.
The lesson begins with students asked simple questions such as
where their shirts or shoes are made, who made them, and why
they were made there. In this particular lesson, asking where
constitutes the content knowledge requirement, while the why
situates that knowledge withing the context of economic
globalization and transnational corporate practices. Indeed,
asking students why their clothing is manufactured in
underdeveloped countries exposes them to the human benefits and
costs associated with global economic practices so they can judge
the morality of those practices accordingly. In a related lesson,
students might be asked to determine the impact that trade
agreements like NAFTA have on the international garment
industry, its workers, and the environment. They could also
propose ways in which conditions for garment workers at home
and abroad might be improved to more human levels, and submit
these suggestions to appropriate government and corporate
authorities. This form of direct political action following subject
critique engages students in praxis, and they become subjects in,
rather than objects of, the educative process.

Obviously, this type of critical teaching approach is closely
connected with Freire’s views on the importance of linking texts to
contexts. Whatever texts, discourse, and knowledge is presented
to students should be related to problems and concerns in their
respective social worlds. Employability skills programs serious
about critical thinking, for example, could provide a foundation for
classroom discussion on related issues such as labour history,
workers’rights, unemployment, poverty, and child labour. Indeed,
in an educational forum advocating critical thinking, teachers
share aresponsibility to help students contextualize knowledge by
discussing the historical, social, and economic conditions from
which it emerges.

The second type of category mistake committed by CAPP with
potentially serious educational fallout is including values and
attitudes under the rubric of generic employability skills.
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Considering the functionalist objectives and character of CAPP
and ESP, and their tendency to treat students as objects of human
capital rather than active epistemic agents, these programs, at
least as presently constituted, seemingly violate this fundamental
moral maxim. In the final analysis, then, values education in
schools can only legitimately convey the morality of intellectual
freedom and rational autonomy; that is, freedom of inquiry and
freedom of conviction.

In this paper I have provided a brief analysis of the category
mistakes that occurin the employability skills discourse promoted
by CAPP. Many of these conceptual errors follow from the
metaphysical distinction between mind and body, and the
resulting improper placing of concepts describing mental processes
in the same logical category as those denoting physical ones.
Further, I have highlighted the important moral reasons why
attitudes should not be classified as skills, and suggested the
limited kinds of attitudes ethically appropriate for public
education conveyance. I have demonstrated how employability
skills programs such as CAPP commit both types of conceptual
errors with potentially negative pedagogical and moral
consequences. Only by correctly identifying, and fully
understanding, the actual nature of the concepts included in the
employability skills discourse can educators properly evaluate the

pedagogical effectiveness and moral appropriateness of programs
such as CAPP.
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