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A major on-going debate in educational circles worldwide is ‘content vs skills’. For many 
years, getting an “education” meant cramming as much basic knowledge of the world 
into one’s brain, which you could then regurgitate at opportune moments.  This 
approach to education may have indeed served many people very well when the world 
was smaller and simpler, but it is questionable whether there is any justification for it in 
the highly complex world we all now live in. In today’s world of global markets and 
international travel, possessing a more limited knowledge of basic facts but a highly 
developed set of powerful and transferable problem-solving skills seems to be what the 
educated person should be striving for.  It’s the old, ‘give a man a fish vs teach a man to 
fish.’ Can one function in the world with a more traditional education that emphasizes 
content and knowledge over skills?  Yes, but with increasing limitations.

So, if this is true, why do so many educational systems around the world continue to 
roll out a system that lags far behind what the current trends and needs are?  

Simple. Teaching and learning content are much easier than teaching and learning skills.

We in education are all familiar with Bloom’s Taxonomy:
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Note that at the level of basic knowledge, that is the ability to acquire and recall facts 
and perhaps concepts, is at the very bottom of the pyramid, while terms that we 
associate more with skills such as “analyze”, “evaluate”, and especially “create” are 
towards the top.  What is often misunderstood regarding the application of Bloom’s 
system is that, unlike an ecological trophic pyramid, the upper levels are not necessarily 
dependent on those below. That is, it is a perfectly reasonable expectation for an 
educator to teach and assess a student’s ‘analytical’ abilities in the absence of a robust 
content knowledge base. In this model, the content is no more than a “vehicle” for 
delivering tangible examples that teach the necessary skills. 

Is some content teaching necessary?  Yes!  Without content the teacher and student 
are left in a purely abstract and symbolic world that very few of us can relate to and 
function successfully in. It is no coincidence that “content” sounds a lot like “context”.

The best thinking that I know of in terms of a systematic approach to identifying and 
teaching a basic set of skills that serve any and all students is that of the International 
Baccalaureate, or IB, in particular the Middle Years Program (MYP).  In the MYP, which 
runs for five years from Grades 6 through 10, five basic “ATL” categories are embedded 
in unit plans and lessons throughout the year; ATL stands for Approaches to Learning. 
Teachers for different subjects at each grade level coordinate so that all ATLs and ATL 
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“strands” are hit with appropriate lessons and assessments. While this may be an IB 
formalism, other than using the same terminology there is no reason why the same 
principles can’t be applied for any curriculum. 
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