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inform evidence-based policies. Equally importantis the connection between theory
and practice, which helps to bridge the persistent gap between universities and
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Abstract

In light of the current debate on the development of critical-creative transversal skills in younger
generation and the nebulousness it brings, this work will focus on reconstructing and problematizing
the main models within which critical-creative skills are currently systematized. These models —
referable to the main three life skills, character skills and soft skills - have been interpreted starting
from epistemological frameworks that support them and their training practices, highlighting,
together with potentialities, also the main area of criticalities.

Keywords: critical-creative skills; transversal skills; epistemological paradigms; models; critical
review.
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1. Critical-creative skills: the current debate

The development of transversal skills, including critical-creative ones, is at the centre of a lively and
heated debate that asserts their importance and relevance at an international level, particularly in
the education field (Chiosso, 2024, 2021; Heckman & Kautz, 2017; Schleicher, 2020). Practicing such
skills is urgent and central for the development of intellectual components (strictly "cognitive"), and,
especially, of socio-emotional and relational ones (Rimm-Kaufman & Hulleman, 2015). These "non-
cognitive" components enable the individual to consciously and generatively face both complex
personal challenges and those global challenges characterized by an unprecedented impact on the
near future of humanity and the planet. In particular, among the main challenges, the social,
ecological, and technological ones stand out (Pileggi, 2024). In light of their scope, they require from
human beings a critical, conscious, and responsible management and orientation, which is possible
through the promotion and exercise of those transversal or "non-cognitive" skills. It especially refers
to young people, who will be called upon to personally manage the changes arising from challenging
scenarios with critical and creative tools, along with their risks and potentials. These transversal skills
require intentional and early training (Kautz et al., 2014), as they are not innately and instinctively
exercised by humans, but, instead, they must be awakened and developed through significant and
motivating educational practices, to be planned and carried out in a systematic and coordinated way
(Maccarini, 2021).

Studies on current global challenges (Ceruti & Bellusci, 2023) emphasize the importance of such
skills, including problem solving (WHO, 1994), resilience (Luthans, Youssef & Avolio, 2007),
entrepreneurship (EU, 2018), conscientiousness (OECD, 2014), and collaboration (P21, 2015), to better
manage the associated problems and opportunities. They present a crucial critical-creative
component, which in such studies is referred to as the ability to distinguish the problematic aspects
and potential opportunities of challenges (critical component), and to act in an enterprising and
innovative way, finding new paths (creative component).

Despite the current theoretical-conceptual reference models frequently refer to the critical-creative
component of skills, they present a varied and nebulous scenario, characterized by multiple and
differing perspectives.

In order to clarify the current spectrum of the main models of critical-creative transversal skills in the
educational debate, this work aims to present a reconstruction based on a critical analysis structured
into three main categories: the epistemological paradigm that establishes and supports each model,
the types of critical-creative skills associated with them, and the training practices for promoting
and practicing such skills in schools. Within this framework, it is possible to categorize transversal
skills into three main theoretical-conceptual models: life skills, character skills, and soft skills.

2. The Life skills model

The "life skills" model can be reconstructed from the setting provided by the World Health Organization
(WHO) and the studies on the theory of salutogenesis of Antonovsky (1979). Since the 1990s, such studies
have recognized the importance for the individual's health of the personal skills and resources that an
individual uses to manage challenging situations and experiences in the most effective way.

The internationally widespread approaches aimed at promoting and practicing life skills in new
generations are predominantly of a psychological-sociological nature, referring in their main
purposes to "Positive Psychology" (Seligman, 2002) and "Positive Youth Development” (Arnold &
Gagnon, 2020). Within this framework, developing life skills in the process of training new generations
becomes crucial in enabling them to build and determine their own well-being independently through
the promotion of correct lifestyles (Moffitt et al., 2011) and practices. These practices have an impact
on self-awareness, which concerns one's own paths, first educational and later professional
(Sanchez-Hernando et al., 2022), with the aim to fully and positively integrate the individual into
society (Hoffman, 2006).
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Although the effectiveness of training practices aimed at the exercise of life skills emerges, as
demonstrated by the literature and empirical studies in this field (Taylor et al., 2017), there are still
areas of problematic issues that are mainly related to the epistemological paradigm, which frames
this skills model and its training methods.

It is a paradigm originally produced within the psycho-social and health sciences, and it
predominantly values the biological-physiological aspects of the human being and their functional
adaptation to the needs of society. Since it promotes the personal psycho-social care concerning the
biological sphere of the individual's life in terms of "development” in a deterministic and naturalistic
sense (Ndetei et al., 2019), it serves as a background for educational experiences concerning risk and
protective factors that, although fundamental for educating individuals in their entirety, remain
partial.

3. The Character skills model

Given the broad framework of international and national studies mainly related to the psycho-
economic and sociological areas (Maccarini, 2021; Folloni & Vittadini, 2016), "character skills" derive
from studies on the human capital theory of Gary Becker (1964), John Whitefield Kendrick (1976) and
Theodore William Schultz (1971), and to the studies of the economist and statistician James
Heckman (2014, 2017). He defines "character” as the set of global and interconnected aspects that
characterize the indivisible and unrepeatable profile of each human being. Character skills are
promoted in light of the idea that the school system does not develop only the individual's “cognitive”
sphere related to learning, but particularly focuses on the “character”, that is to say, the set of flexible
traits and states developed through training practices intentionally planned.

The multiple potential benefits of an early and universal promotion of such skills in new generations
show positive effects mainly within the educational-professional sphere of the individuals’ life,
impacting their motivational factor (Fedeli & Munaro, 2022) and their social life. The increase in
productivity following the development of such skills in students also has long-term positive effects
on the overall coexistence of the country's individuals (Poggi, 2021), highlighting how investing in the
human capital of each member of society can effectively improve economic well-being in its entirety.
Despite this, it is possible to identify two main areas of problematic issues of the theoretical-
conceptual paradigm that represents the basis of this model.

The first problematic area mainly concerns the human capital theory, which, by emphasizing the link
between personal choice and the overall amount of the worker’s innate and developed skills, focuses
on the individual's ability to produce and generate income. There are few but reliable studies (Lanzi,
2007; Walker, 2012) that highlight a possible relation between the concept of human capital and that
of internal capabilities of the philosopher Martha Nussbaum (2011), emphasizing the potential role of
skills in the citizen’s life to improve critical, empathetic and deliberative abilities. However, as this
theoretical relation is not explicitly shown in current models and practices of character skills, we only
have a theory offering a limited picture of the human being. On one hand, the human being seems to
have a set of powerful means at his disposal to successfully emerge in the realms of personal life; on
the other hand, the typically human ability to give meaning to reality, carving out that space of full
freedom to interpret and judge one's own life experience, is not sufficiently valued.

The second area of concern emphasizes the importance of an ethical-value orientation for character
skills so that they can preserve and enhance a fully human meaning in the subject itself and in
relation with others (Maccarini, 2021). Such a model needs specific attention to the dimensions of
ethical-value-based actions that need to be awakened and promoted especially in new generations
to develop a conscious and responsible approach towards reality (Yang, Chan & Ma, 2020).
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4. The Soft skills model

The "soft skills” model, from a first analysis of the underlying theoretical-conceptual frameworks, is
characterized by a set of multiple nebulous and problematic epistemological perspectives. In fact, itis
not possible to systematize and link all these perspectives to a paradigm with an easily identifiable
matrix and definition (lannotta & Scarano, 2023). The term "soft skills" is indeed a very broad concept,
generally encompassing all the knowledge, abilities, skills, approaches, and professional and personal
traits that are "transferable” to different activities. Both in the epistemological and semantic case, it
concerns a breadth of perspectives that results from the corporate and industrial professional training
field within which the definition of soft skills was born and developed. This field is characterized by
dynamism, challenges, and changes that contribute to shaping the complex work behaviour of
individuals in current societies (Biasi, Caggiano & Ciraci, 2019). Therefore, the development of "soft
skills", alongside "hard skills" (i.e., the specific technical-scientific competencies), has long been
required, as they are equally necessary and relevant in order to understand and successfully adapt to
the demands of the work environment.

However, bearing in mind this problematic background, it is still possible to propose the reconstruction
of three theoretical-conceptual paradigms that are the basis of the soft skills model: the behaviourist
paradigm, the cognitive-constructivist paradigm and the “virtue” paradigm.

In its main studies, the first paradigm refers to (Cimatti, 2016; Giancol & Viteritti, 2019) a behaviourist
epistemological matrix, mainly attributable to the thoughts of Edward Tolman (1948); Clark Hull (1952);
Burrhus Frederic Skinner (1953); Robert White (1959) and Edward Jones (1989). Within this paradigm,
soft skills are interpreted as those skills necessary to face the high level of competition in the
workplace, which requires individuals to constantly improve their "employability” (Albanese, 2021).
Among these skills, in particular, there are two main dimensions: career management skills (ELGPN,
2015), which contribute to the construction and update of the individual's professionalism, and one’s
own social competences and social skills that promote teamwork, communication, listening,
negotiation, and networking (Cimatti, 2016).

The second paradigm is represented by studies with a cognitivist-constructivist nature (Altinay Aksal,
Altinay Gazi & Isman, 2008; Savickas, 2014) that draw particular attention to Lev Seménovic¢ Vygotskij
(1974) and Jerome Bruner (1990), recontextualizing them. The main focus of this field of study is that
mental process that is not immediately observable and measurable, which underlies the individuals’
performance, enabling them to act in various circumstances with a strong conceptual and operational
mastery of the knowledge acquired over time (Mangano, 2014). It is the component of thought that
helps the process of defining and constructing the individuals’ professional identity (Benadusi & Molina,
2018). This construction of the self has a first development in personal reflection and, subsequently, in
the elaboration and co-construction of knowledge with others, developing in the individual an
exploratory and critical thought about one’s own experience and the shared culture.

The third epistemological paradigm belongs to the framework of the Aristotelian virtue ethics theory
(Etica Nicomachea, I-VI), intersecting with the current perspective of the development in the human
being of the value-based decision making (Grzadziel, 2014; Pike & Lickona, 2021) that results from the
studies of Jean Piaget (1972) and Lawrence Kohlberg (1969). In this paradigm, the exercise of
intellectual and moral virtues is the core purpose of training soft skills in new generations (La Marca,
2019; Pellerey, 2017), as they give the individual the chance to question the meaning of reality,
providing a personal perspective and making life choices in a responsible and authentic way. Through
the developed skills, the individual is able to read and anticipate positive or negative signals coming
from the outside and then act intentionally towards their personal growth.
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5. Problematic areas transversal to the three critical-creative skills models

Based on the deconstruction of the main models for critical-creative skills, in the current scenario it
is possible to highlight five areas of problematic issues that frequently appear in them in a transversal
way.

- Thefirst area concerns the concept of the individual that emerges from current perspectives,
which place more focus on the productivity element at the expense of the more human
dimensions (Baldacci, 2019).

- The second area refers to the concept of skills that is revealed, with adaptability being given
more value than the socio-economic demands (Apergis & Apergis, 2020).

- The third area concerns the concept of the critical-creative part of skills, which shows a
tendency towards short-term objectives, defined and pursued in a predominantly
individualistic way (P21, 2015). The dimension of the critic is actually promoted as productive
thinking compared to "theoretical" elaboration, and the creative aspect is understood as the
resolution of specific problems and self-organization, flexibility, and adaptability to changing
circumstances and new constraints (Cocco, 2018).

- The fourth one refers to the nebulousness of the concept of the paradigm underlying the idea
of the individual to be formed and the skills themselves, reporting internal contradictions
within the same models at both the interpretative level of current studies and the basis of the
underlying perspectives (Tammaro & lannotta, 2023).

- The fifth area concerns the practices and training processes aimed at the exercise of skills,
which still shows problematic issues related to the intervention methods, the planning and
structural elements of the activities, and the evaluation system adopted (Jacobs & Wright,
2021).

Current paradigms predominantly focus on the logical-cognitive and rational dimension of the
human being at the expense of its sensitive dimension; but, for a comprehensive development of the
subject, itis necessary to work on both dimensions. Therefore, the encounter with culture can be the
privileged space where the sentimental part of the individual can be performed, promoting a critical-
creative understanding of reality that is not purely "cognitive”. It indeed allows individuals to discern
and deeply research into the intimate core of their experience and reality, forming the human person
to be in touch with their own feelings and enabling them to bring their uniqueness to transform it in
a "new" way (Arendt, 1958).
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