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DREYFUS MODEL

of

SKILL ACQUISITION

Stage 1: Novice
Detached, Rule-Governed

Stage 2: Advanced Beginner
Seeking Certainty

Stage 3: Competent
Analytic, Planful

Stage 4: Proficient
Big Picture Thinking, Read Context

Stage 5: Expert
Intuitive, Huge Store of Personal Practical Knowledge
Based on the research of H. and S. Dreyfus, University of California, Berkeley, and the work of Patricia Benner
Novice

· No experience or limited experience.
· Has trouble deciding the relevant features of a situation – “What should I look out for, notice, take into account?” 

· Cannot yet assess the most relevant task to perform in a particular situation – “What should I do now, next?”

· Need to learn to recognise a limited number of features of a situation – that will be relevant to doing certain actions.

· Likely to ask for and need some relatively context-free/generalisable rules to guide their actions – so that they ‘know that’

· if these feature,

· then do this action.
· Often apply such rules regardless of what else is happening around them (that may make actions inappropriate). 

· Exercise of skill requires so much concentration that capacity to talk or listen to advice is severely limited (information-handling constraints).

· Judge how well they are doing by how well they follow rules.

· Need support, including mentoring, while they generate their own experience.
NOTE: Any person entering a field where they have no experience with the people, goals or tools becomes a novice.

Advanced Beginner
· Starting to learn from experiences that have been reflected on/thought about.  Not only learning from the rules that have been given.

· Beginning to notice similar, recurrent features of situations but not always aware of the relative importance of different aspects.

· Have coped with enough situations to recognise meaningful elements – aspects that should be attended to and responded to.

· Rules being extended, so can deal with different situations that experience has revealed.

· But still take in little of situations – they are too new, too strange. Mainly concentrates on surviving using the rules.

· If things go wrong, considers mustn’t have been given the right rules and feels limited personal responsibility.

· Tends to assume that a rule already exists for each and every situation. Expects that there will be a best or right way that someone knows about.

· Needs support in the workplace, particularly in setting priorities.
Competent
· Usually have been working in the same or similar situation for 2 to 3 years.

· Have become efficient and organised – design own plans to organise situations.

· Now have conscious goal in mind, see a situation as a set of information related to long-range goal.

· Develop a sense of what is important, can assess relative urgency and plan accordingly.

· Only pay attention to a few of the immense numbers of factors in situations.

· Can readily describe and explain what is involved in what they are doing, why they do what they do – based on analysed experiences.

· Feel emotionally involved and responsible for outcomes. Vivid memories of them. Don’t blame the rules or situation.

· Understand and decide in detached manner, but intensely involved in outcome.

NOTE: Suited to training using decision-making games and simulations. Need practice in planning and coordinating complex workplace situations. Competent people usually make the best teachers of novices.

Proficient
· Usually 3 to 5 years in a position.

· Have moved beyond analysis to synthesis. Perceive situations as wholes. These are not thought out, they just ‘emerge’.

· Certain features of situations stand out, others recede and are ignored.

Can focus on salient features. Consider fewer options and hone in quickly on the real problem area.

· No detached choice or deliberation, it just ‘happens’ – based on broad experience. “I just know what to do.”

· Rapid, fluid, involved kind of behaviour. Deeply involved in tasks.

· Have detailed sets of maxims, which they apply in concert with a deep understanding of the particular situation.

· Have learned what to typically expect and how to modify their plans in response to those events.

· Trust the great store of experience and personal practical knowledge that they now have – and intuition.

· Intuitively organise and understand tasks but still think analytically about what to do.

NOTE: Best taught by case studies, which require them to cite their experience and examples. These should be complex and relate to real workplace situations. Best taught inductively, you provide the situation, they provide the ways of understanding the situation. They get frustrated by context-free teaching and will give you all the exceptions.
Expert

· Their skills are part of them – based on their thoughtful use of them over and over again.

· When things are proceeding normally, they don’t solve problems and don’t make decisions. Just do ‘what normally works’.

· Use intuition and deep understanding. They cannot always provide convincing, rational explanations for their ‘know how’. Often have difficulty recognising what their own expertise constitutes and in articulating it to others.

· Recognise things holistically. Have great perceptual acuity. Zero in on the real problem very quickly and accurately.

· When time permits and outcomes are crucial they deliberate before acting. This is not analytical; rather it involves a critical reflection on their intuitions. Only analytical if absolutely necessary. Then they are adept at amending and extending the rules.

· Experts have a greater capacity for handling the unexpected.

· With expertise comes fluid performance. Things happen unconsciously, naturally, automatically.

NOTE: It is often difficult to recognise and reveal the character of expert know-how. Much expert knowledge is subconscious. It can be captured using skilled interviews by fellow experts, or techniques such as ‘thinking aloud’, or interviews based on videotapes of the expert performing their work. Even then, it is difficult to get quality data.

In Summary
Understanding skill acquisition

To generate collective competence with any new skill takes time and attention - not allowing time for this is a critical problem in many companies. Collective competence must be learned and practiced. Changes are often implemented without thought for how people in the organisation are to learn the new forms of collective competence within the new structures. The Dreyfus model of skill acquisition (Dreyfus and Dreyfus: 1986, Benner: 1984, 1995) postulates a series of levels in skill acquisition: 

· At the novice level behaviour is rule-governed. With no PPK, the novice needs structures and rules to guide their performance. When you transfer to a new area of work, in that context, you become a novice, and need job descriptions and guidelines to support you. 

· At the advanced beginner level, patterns are recognised, but it is hard to know what is salient in any situation. There is a hunger for predictability and certainty, the assumption that there is one best or right way to do things, and that someone will know this. There is typically a search for books and experienced people with ‘the answers’. 

· At the competent level, which commonly takes 2 to 3 years of relevant experience to reach, performance is efficient, organised, analytical and planful. There are conscious goals and plans, and personal emotional responsibility for the outcomes of work. Someone competent in an area makes an excellent coach for novices and beginners, because their analytical understanding provides clear steps, rules or guidelines for the learner.

· Proficiency involves learning to trust your great store of PPK and intuition. To make the transition from competent to proficient involves moving beyond analysis. This is extremely difficult for some people who have an unshakeable faith in analysis. Proficiency involves driving behaviour off the context, seeing things as wholes, and focusing on synthesis. When you are proficient at something, you see the ‘big picture’. Many leaders, who are proficient, forget to explain to their support staff how they arrive at their decisions. If you have done an analysis for your leader who then makes their decision based on the myriad factors involved in synthetic proficient performance, it is a great help if they can explain this ‘bigger picture’ to you.

· Expert performance is highly intuitive and characterised by doing the right thing at the right time. There is a great capacity for handling the unexpected. Expert knowledge is highly nuanced and context specific. This makes it difficult to fit with common staff appraisal procedures, and to write into quality systems and standards, and qualifications frameworks. The contextual rules of experts are not those needed by novices, indeed they will confuse novices. So, unless the expert can remember the generalised rules that help novices, they can make very poor teachers of novices. However, they often make excellent teachers for competent people as they challenge their faith in analysis through the complex realities they share.

The Dreyfus model is helpful for understanding the level of development of a person in each work/skill context, for identifying training needs, and for targeting training to the stage of development of the participant. The needs of novice workers entering business and industry are commonly ignored. Our latest book (Edwards et al: 1997), based on our research and experience with people entering the world of work, is aimed at meeting this need.

NB. It is crucial to understand that skills are contextual. None of us is an expert at everything or novice at everything. So, think in terms of NOVICE PERFORMANCE or EXPERT PERFORMANCE, rather than, THE NOVICE or THE EXPERT. You will be a novice ‘at something’, and competent at something else, and an expert at yet another thing.

You can use this model to do a skills audit on yourself. List the range of skills needed in each aspect of your job. For each component skill, write descriptors for each of the five levels of the Dreyfus Model. You can then assess yourself against these descriptors, then match these against ratings on you by respected colleagues.
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