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Abstract

The article discusses the secondary school students’ universal skills formation in the context of improving
the quality and updating the content of school education. The concept of "universal skills" is used to
denote a number of competences, the formation of which goes beyond a separate academic subject and
ensures the success of a person in various activities. The paper shows that the methodical potential of
school subjects and the implementation of the requirements of federal state educational standards create
basic conditions for the formation of students’ universal skills. The authors present the results of a study
of the students’ attitude towards the formation of universal skills in school. They conclude that there is a
contradiction between the perceived need of students in the acquisition of universal skills and the low
level of their assessment of the school ability to form them. Students do not consider school subjects to be
the leading means of mastering universal skills. Comparing the results of students’ survey and data
obtained in the course of the teacher survey, the authors reveal shortcomings in the professional activities
of teachers. The authors propose approaches to remove the contradiction in improving the
methodological teachers’ skills and in updating the structure of education by the usage of special
educational interdisciplinary modules aimed directly at developing universal skills in students.
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1. Introduction

Modern conditions of functioning and modernization of national systems of education have
actualized the problem of goal-setting in education and led to the design of results that are directed to the
future and are strongly related to the goals of sustainable development (Lazebnikova, 2000;
Recommendation of the European Parliament and of the Council of 18 December 2006 on key
competences for lifelong learning, 2006; Council conclusions of 12 May 2009 on a strategic framework
for European cooperation in education and training (ET 2020), 2009; Joint Report of the Council and the
Commission on the implementation of the Strategic Framework for European cooperation in education
and training (ET 2020) - ‘Education and Training in a smart, sustainable and inclusive Europe’, 2012;
Miller, Shapiro, & Hilding-Hamman, 2008; UNESCO Education Strategy 2014-2021, 2014; Klarin,
2015; Burns, 2018).

A broad framework of ideas about the mission of the school as the most important institution for
the socialization of the younger generation demanded elaboration in many ways (Serikov, 2012;
Marinosyan, 2016; National Research Council, 2000). In domestic pedagogy, the researches related to the
problems of updating the content of education and developing state educational standards reflect this
challenge. The introduction of the Federal State Educational Standard of Secondary General Education in
the early 2020s was planned to complete the transition of school to a new model of education. Direct
orientation of standards to the achieved learning outcomes has become one of the most important vectors
for the renewal of Russian general education. Learning outcomes include some goals that are stated in
sources and literature in various terms: “universal skills”, “core competencies”, “21st century skills”,
“metadisciplinary skills”, and, as it shown in a number of studies, these terms can be used as synonyms.
(Frumin, Dobryakova, Barannikov, & Remorenko, 2018, p. 70).

The concept of "universal skills" is used in this study to denote a number of competences, the
formation of which goes beyond the scope of a separate academic subject. Along with communicative
competences, the competences of thinking stand out. The latter are expressed in a number of qualities and
abilities, such as for analytical thinking, creative thinking, and possession of cognitive techniques:
systematization, synthesis, highlighting the main thing, building classifications, decision making, etc.
(New Vision for Education, 2015). The complex of these unspecialized skills and personal qualities is not
related to a specific school subject educational area. It is responsible for flexibility of thinking, high
efficiency and productivity of activities. Mastering and developing of this complex ensures the success of
a person both in cognitive activity and in various social practices and can provide a full-fledged existence

in a permanently and rapidly changing world (Fadel, 2008; Jacobson-Lundeberg, 2016; Bastian, 2017).

2. Problem Statement

In domestic pedagogy there are various approaches to the definition of the content of education
and to the classification of different types of models of education (Modeli i struktury soderzhaniya
obshchego srednego obrazovaniya: otechestvennyj i zarubezhnyj opyt: monografiya, 2012, p. 9-13). A
new model of education is being proposed nowadays, which still exists as a combination of an

unstructured goal and an ideal image. The situation is uncertain: calls for a change in the content of
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education do not yet have support in specific operational characteristics that allow real transformations to

be made.

3. Research Questions

It can be assumed that future changes in the content of education will depend on many factors,
among which economic ones play a significant role. However, the effectiveness of the implementation of
innovations is always related to the human factor and the capabilities of the current model to perceive
innovations. Is there a possibility of changing the content of education without full rebuilding its
structure? In other words, can the “traditional” school subjects of the modern Russian education take on a

new content load?

4. Purpose of the Study

In this regard, the particular relevance for the formation of so-called universal skills acquires the
use of the potential of "traditional" subjects. So far, there are no studies a) that reveal the specificity of the
curriculum and content of a proposed model of education in comparison with nowadays practices, which
are under critics but actually still working, b) that determine the possibilities and risks of its
implementation in the educational process, ¢) that discuss the new structure of education taking into
account the existence of a set of "traditional" school subjects. The objectives of this study include

1. to identify the degree of students’ demand for universal skills,

2. to give a preliminary assessment of the methodological capabilities of the subject “Social

studies” to form students' universal skills.

5. Research Methods

5.1. Student questionnaire. The questionnaire asks students about personal qualities and skills that
most researchers include in the group of universal skills, namely:

1. Teamwork in achieving a common goal.

2. Analytical thinking.

3. Critical thinking.

4. Self-presentation.

5. Independent time scheduling.

6. Independent planning of activities.

7. Independent decision making.

To identify the level of demand for universal skills, the personal experience of the final-year
students (the 11th grade, completion of school education) was examined. 474 respondents participated in
the survey (of which 15.1% were residents of Moscow; 68.1% were residents of the cities of Zhukovsky,
Mytishchi, Podolsk, Elektrostal; 16.8% were residents of the village named after Lenin)/ They filled out
the following questionnaire:

1) Which of the listed skills (universal skills, skills of the XXI century, life skills) need to be

formed during school years?
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Select an answer option:

1 - not needed at all

2 - probably not needed

3 - rather need

4 - need

5 - necessary

2) Who (or which organization) is responsible for their formation (that is, for you to master them)?

Choose an answer option or give your own answer:

- teachers (school)

- parents (family)

- system of additional education (courses, etc.)

- You personally (explain the answer)

- nobody (explain the answer)

3) What do you think is hindering the formation of skills listed in the questionnaire among
schoolchildren?

5.2. Comparative analysis of the data obtained during the survey of students, with the results of the
survey of teachers, conducted in 2018 in the Center for Social and Humanitarian Education of the
Institute for Strategy of Education Development of the Russian Academy of Education. The 2018 study
examined the problem of the social disciplines teachers’ attitude to the development of universal skills in
students. Teachers were asked to rank the skills indicated in the questionnaire in order of importance for
the formation in the process of teaching social studies (National Research Council, 2000). The skills
proposed for teachers to rank were similar to the skills listed in the student questionnaires.

5.3. Analysis of the methodological potential of the school subject “social studies” on the basis of
methodical component of "Social studies" textbooks under the requirements of the current Federal State
Educational Standard (Federal'nyj gosudarstvennyj obrazovatel'nyj standart srednego obshchego
obrazovaniya (10-11 kl.), 2012; Lazebnikova & Francuzova, 2018).

6. Findings

The data obtained in the course of the survey of students, were systematized in table 1 and table 2.

Table 01. Which of the listed skills (universal skills, skills of the 21st century, life skills) need to be
formed during school years?

Skills (universal skills, | Necessity to be formed during school years (number of answers)

skills of the 21st 1 2 3 4 5

century, life skills) not needed probably not | rather need | need necessary
atall needed

Teamwork in achieving | 2 7 66 199 202

a common goal

Analytical thinking - 11 46 153 264

Critical thinking 4 17 45 153 257

Self-presentation 4 30 86 164 190

Independent time 8 9 35 181 241
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scheduling

Independent planning 6 9 25 190 244
of activities

Independent decision 3 7 26 106 233
making

The analysis of student responses indicates that high school students are aware of the importance
of universal skills. Possession of the skills of analytical and critical thinking is most valued. This can
serve as an indicator of high motivation of students to intensify educational activities aimed at mastering
cognitive literacy. The least appreciated is the ability for self-presentation. Probably, this quality is
associated by some respondents with manifestations of too high ambitions, excessive self-esteem and a
kind of selfishness, and it is not approved as a desire to present oneself in the most favorable light without
a sufficient number of reasons. The obtained data are comparable with the results of the teacher survey.
The teachers’ ranking of the skills shows that they assess the ability to interact; make decisions
independently; critical thinking and analytical thinking as the most significant in social relations and
practices and, accordingly, for the formation in school. The least importance, in the opinion of the teacher
respondents has the skill of self-presentation. So according two surveys the teachers and students have

close opinion on the importance of mastering of universal skills.

Table 02. Who (or which organization) is responsible for their formation?

Skills (universal skills, | Responsibility for their formation lies on

skills of the 21st Teachers | Parents System of additional | You Nobody

century, life skills) (school) (family) education (courses, | personally
etc.)

Teamwork in achieving | 171 84 39 225 -

a common goal

Analytical thinking 198 96 45 246 -

Critical thinking 144 132 52 237 -

Self-presentation 60 98 15 306 10

Independent time 75 98 - 254 -

scheduling

Independent planning of | 72 131 7 339 -

activities

Independent decision 36 143 10 320 -

making

However, recognizing the importance of universal skills, students place the responsibility for
mastering them, first and foremost, on themselves. On the one hand, this fact can be regarded as a
manifestation of a certain personal maturity. In this regard, the pupils' explanations are of interest (the
quotes that preserve the vocabulary and style of the answers are given below and further): “Why did 1
write everywhere “I am responsible”- | answer: without a preliminary positive attitude everything which
is going after is absolutely useless. We are also responsible for the formation of negative attitudes, even
under the impetus of society.” On the other hand, a low assessment of the school role indicates that the
system of education has not yet developed enough in the direction of a full-fledged formation of the

universal skills.
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Answering the questions of the questionnaire NeNe 2 and 3, the students wrote:

“Analytical thinking and the ability to look at a problem from different points of view are not
available to all teachers”,

“The school does not do well with all the qualities. Most qualities do not develop at all
purposefully, they are not taught as a separate subject”,

“The school stops preparing children for the future life due to the transformation of educational
institutions from an important stage in the life of any person to a service center that does not affect the
future life of the student”,

"In most cases, the school does not cope, because they (school management, the Ministry of
Education) put the study of the school program in the first place",

"In most cases, the school does not provide the necessary vital knowledge and skills, the reason for
the teachers, indifference on their part, unwillingness to hear and understand the students."

Schoolchildren do not see a focused, systematic approach to the formation of universal skills in the
activities of teachers and extrapolate their observations to the educational system as a whole. The critical
comments made by the respondents indirectly confirm the conclusion that the potential of school subjects
in general and the subject “Social Studies”, in particular, in the formation of universal skills can be used
more effectively. An analysis of the methodical component of social science textbooks indicates the
possibilities that currently exist to eliminate the identified shortcomings.

In recent years, much has been done to equip the educational process with new materials and tools,
which, in particular, make it possible to develop students' analytical and critical thinking more effectively.
Teachers in the mass practice of teaching social sciences can use various methods, based on the potential
of their school textbooks. Analysis of the methodical component of the updated social science textbooks
shows a significant increase in the proportion of tasks aimed at applying acquired knowledge and skills in
new non-standard situations and supporting participation of students in project making. For example, the
set of tasks under the heading “Use your knowledge” is presented after each lesson in social science
textbooks for the basic school level (Leksin & Chernogor, 2019); the set of assignments for 8th grade
students on the topic “Education” guides the project “Our proposals for changing the education system in
basic school (grades 5-9)” (Bogolyubov et al., 2016, p. 86): students asked to conduct a survey of
classmates, find out their proposals for changing the curriculum and content of school subjects, the
practice of performing assignments, the assessment system, and prepare a presentation on the topic.

An important direction of teacher’s professional development is an interdisciplinary practice, in
which special teaching aids for students can be used, focused on interdisciplinary (metadisciplinary)
tasks. Among them there are tasks that contain comprehensive information to perform the necessary
actions. Failure to perform the task is not related to the acquisition of knowledge; it means that a student
has not mastered a certain universal skill. For example, an assignment for a basic school students: “We
know two forms of government — monarchies and republics. In the republics, presidents and parliaments
are elected by the population for a limited time. In monarchies, the head of state usually inherits power
and rules the state for lifelong term. In the modern world, of the 194 states recognized by the UN as

independent, about 30 are monarchies. Identify all the lines by which you can compare the two forms of
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government, conduct a comparative analysis based on these conditions”. This task can be used both for
the formation of the analytical thinking and to diagnose the level of its formation.

Several students who participated in the survey note that a special subject will allow them to
concentrate on the formation of universal skills. Thus the introduction of special educational modules into
practice is a promising direction of curriculum modernization (Vorovshchikov, 2018; Koval,
Kryuchkova, Lazebnikova, & Dyukova, 2017). The module “Practice of Cognition” is another way to
develop universal skills based on analytical and critical thinking. It is aimed at improving the cognitive
experience of high school students, developing reflection in cognitive activity, meaningful and purposeful
application of logical thinking operations and acquired knowledge. For example, at one of the lessons,
students are invited to discuss what is in common and which differences are in the preparation for and
participation in a discussion, dispute or in debates; when writing a mini-essay, annotation or abstract.
Using a special training unit to develop universal skills helps students to overcome their shortcomings

and to learn more productively for their future.

7. Conclusion

The study showed a contradiction between the perceived need of students for the acquisition of
universal skills and their attitude to the ability of the school to solve this problem. At the same time, the
methodological potential of certain school subjects, in particular, the modern courses of social studies, as
well as the implementation of the requirements of federal state educational standards, create basic
conditions for the development of these skills among students. Students do not consider school subjects to
be the leading means of mastering universal skills. In this regard, the situation can be improved and
school opportunities can be strengthened both by changing in the attitude of teachers to the potential of
school subjects, and by incorporating into curricula special training modules aimed directly at developing

universal skills.
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