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Abstract

:

Higher education students need both generic skills and field-specific knowledge in order to cope with the diverse demands of working life. The aim of this study was to gain a better understanding of the development of university students’ working life skills and of how these skills can be developed in learning environments utilizing the flipped classroom approach. The focus was on the experiences and thoughts of higher education teachers concerning which learning environment features support the development of working life skills. Altogether, 22 higher education teachers from a Finnish university were interviewed with semistructured interviews, and the data was subjected to content analysis. The results indicated that teachers identified several generic and field-specific working life skills, the most important of which were collaboration, communication, information literacy, and skills related to career and responsibilities. The flipped classroom appeared to support students’ active role and facilitate versatile ways of learning. Especially, cooperative and active learning were identified to be the key means to support the development of students’ working life skills in flipped classroom environments. Facilitating students’ opportunities to develop their working life skills can be seen as an integral part of flipped classroom environments in many ways. However, it is important that the opportunities are actively promoted, and conceptual and practical tools are provided for the student through university studies.






Keywords:


flipped classroom; working life skills; learning environment features; university teacher; higher education












1. Introduction


University students learn specific knowledge of their own study field during their studies. However, they also need different generic skills in order to cope with the demands set by their future work. In accordance, one aim for university studies should be to provide opportunities to develop generic skills that can be transferred to other contexts [1,2,3,4]. These generic skills are sometimes learnt alongside learning the content knowledge [5], but they should also be identified and actively taught [3]. Further, it has been proposed that students should acquire skills for life-long learning through their studies, as well as the ability to self-regulate and adapt to the changing environments in which they will be required to act [6]. The concept of working life skills can be approached, for example, through 21st century skills [7,8].



It has been suggested that even if some skills, such as problem solving and communication, are seen as a part of disciplinary know-how and are valued by higher education teachers, they are not always the objects of explicit and conscious teaching [9]. Furthermore, although supporting students’ learning of working life skills, traditional teaching methods and pedagogy are not enough, but should be augmented by the use of varied teaching methods and pedagogical practices [10]. Barrie [11] also points out that these working life skills should not be seen as discrete outcomes but as part of all learning. It has been shown that, for example, integrating theoretical (conceptual, general knowledge) and practical (context specific) elements can enhance the transfer of learned skills to novel contexts [12]. Furthermore, it appears that in active learning environments students can practice the skills that are needed in their future work [13]. For example, the flipped classroom has, in general, been shown to support active learning [14,15,16] and to place a student in the center of his/her own learning process [14].



However, there is rather little systematic research on how the development of students’ generic skills can be supported during university studies in general [17]. The flipped classroom approach has recently gained very much interest in higher education, however, there is a lack of knowledge of how exactly a flipped classroom can support students in their learning of working life skills. Thus, this study aims to bring new knowledge to this area by exploring what kinds of working life skills higher education teachers identify and how they perceive the flipped classroom learning environment as supporting the development of students’ generic skills alongside the learning of content.



1.1. Developing Generic Working Life Skills


Abilities for lifelong learning include the ability to regulate one’s own learning, which is needed in working life [18]. Furthermore, communication and collaboration skills have been seen as key generic skills [13,18], as well as problem-solving skills [1,2,13] and critical thinking skills [1,19]. These skills are often referred to as the 21st century skills [8]. More specifically, Binkley et al. [7] divide the 21st century skills into four categories, namely ways of thinking, ways of working, tools for working, and living in the world (see Figure 1).These categories are further divided into a total of ten skills. On the one hand, working life skills can be divided according to Nykänen and Tynjälä [20] into skills that are related to (1) academic formation of knowledge and scientific thinking, (2) integration of the knowledge, (3) social and communication skills, (4) self-regulation skills, and (5) skills of management and networking. According to Singh et al. [19], teachers in higher education emphasize oral communication skills, problem-solving skills, critical thinking, and various skills to work in groups as important generic skills, which need to be developed during university studies. Furthermore, social skills are seen as central to many fields in working life and, in accordance, developing social competence is considered as one of the key generic skills [5]. It has also been suggested that professional behavior, such as in a future doctor’s work, requires understanding of ethics, communication skills, and team working as well as skills to reflect learning from practice and experience [21].



There are some features of the teaching and learning environment that appear to support students’ working life skill development in higher education. According to Kember and Leung [22] and Kember, Leung, and Ma [23], these features include an aspiration to understand central concepts (i.e., teaching for understanding), active learning, relationships with other students and cooperative learning, teacher-student interaction, feedback and assistance as well as the use of varying assessment methods. Furthermore, the theory and practice nexus as well as dealing with authentic problems can be included in such learning environments [10,20].



Central elements for supporting the development of generic skills in higher education appear to be, for example, discussions, sharing experiences, and collaboration [10,17], as well as collaborative planning [24]. The use of versatile methods for assessment is also significant. Decision-making skills more specifically appear to be supported by working together and by peer evaluation [10]. Self-evaluation, in turn, supports the development of lifelong learning, according to Virtanen and Tynjälä [10]. Furthermore, the development of generic skills may be supported by enabling the participation of university students in authentic learning environments, tackling authentic working life problems, as well as by actively integrating theory and practice [17,24]. Hence, pedagogical practices that support the development of generic skills appear to include, for example, critical and active examination of knowledge, and utilizing students’ own previous experiences and feedback [10]. In addition, working at the interface of theory and practice appears to support problem-solving skills [10].



It has been proposed that, for example, large class size may work against the teaching of generic skills, because the development of these skills requires working on open-ended problems, which may be hard to integrate into a pedagogical design in settings where there are a lot of students present at the same time [9]. Furthermore, from the pedagogical viewpoint, higher education teachers may lack understanding about the nature of generic skills, or lack experience of teaching them [9], which may have an effect on their pedagogical choices. Therefore, it is important to consider how university teachers perceive supporting working life skills in a flipped classroom approach.




1.2. Flipped Classroom Learning Environment in Developing Working Life Skills


Learning via the flipped classroom (FC) approach appears to be student-centered [25,26,27]. FC usually utilizes pre-materials such as videos and pre-readings, e.g., scientific articles [28,29]. Students have, for example, been shown to appreciate the opportunity to pause and repeat a video while studying [30,31], if they do not understand what was taught or they need more time to reflect on the new knowledge [30]. There also appears to be some evidence that students feel that watching videos to adopt knowledge increases the effectiveness of their learning [31].



Meaningful practice-oriented classroom activities also appear to support students’ experience that learning in a flipped classroom environment is effective [31]. Furthermore, watching videos before actual face-to-face learning sessions appears to help students achieve pre-set learning goals, because it supports participation in learning activities [26], which may utilize discussions (peer and expert) and student presentations [29]. Furthermore, pre-materials appear to allow time for more engaging and useful learning activities during face-to-face lessons, such as more time to interact and learn from others [32]. Further, students appear to perceive that working in groups, which support their learning, is a general advantage of FC learning [27,33]. According to Lee et al. [30], students appear to perceive positively such learning situations in which they have plenty of opportunities to discuss with other students and in which they can experience active engagement and participation in the learning process. Furthermore, it has been suggested that a cooperative group work may be a significant learning tool for students, provided that they work on the same exercise and that they get feedback while working [34].



Compared to a traditional lecture, the flipped classroom may provide more space for collaborative learning [34]. Studies have shown that flipped classroom pedagogy appears to improve students’ collaborative learning strategies [35]. According to O’Flaherty and Phillips [29], the flipped classroom approach creates opportunities to develop, e.g., communication skills and working in groups, and for this reason it is seen to improve students’ interaction and problem-solving skills as well as enabling support for the development of students’ critical thinking and life-long learning skills. For example, it has been suggested that critical thinking, which also appears to be supported by the flipped classroom, is an important ingredient for acquiring deep knowledge [35]. These perspectives prepare students for working life [29]. Further, it may be suggested that the flipped classroom can have a significant role in promoting students’ creativity, such as novelty and flexibility, for example, by supporting more preparation, thinking, and problem-solving [36]. It may also enhance students’ ability to regulate their own learning [37]. There is some evidence that graduated students appear to experience that their generic skills, such as communication and analytical thinking skills, have been developed better in a flipped classroom learning environment compared to traditional teaching contexts [38]. Students also appear to perceive that they should take more responsibility for their own learning [31]. Thus, there is some research on how students have experienced their learning in terms of working life skills or 21st century skills, but there is not much knowledge on how university teachers, who are planning their courses to include certain more generic learning outcomes, see the possibilities of flipped classroom environments in supporting their students’ learning in this respect.




1.3. Aim of the Study


The aim of the study is to gain a better understanding of higher education teachers’ perceptions of the development of students’ generic skills and of how working life skills can be developed in a learning environment that utilizes the flipped classroom approach. University teachers were considered to be interesting informants, as they had experiences of planning and teaching courses through flipped classroom. Generic skills that can be transferred are needed when university students proceed to working life, and these skills may be learned alongside a substance content.



Accordingly, the following research questions were addressed:




	1.

	
What is understood by working life skills in general and in various fields in the university context?




	2.

	
What kind of elements in courses based on the flipped classroom approach support the development of skills needed in working life?











2. Materials and Methods


The context of the study was an educational development project (see Figure 2), in which university teachers were supported in transforming their university level courses according to the principles of the flipped classroom or flipped learning approach. University teachers volunteered to participate in the development project and to work on their courses during the project, and the teachers were provided training through collaborative seminars, see [39]. In the educational development project, there were two cohorts of altogether about one hundred participants from various disciplinary fields.



2.1. Participants


The study used a data collected from university teachers (N = 22) teaching in a Finnish university. Seven of them were male and 15 were female. An email request to participate in the interview was sent to those teachers who had participated in the educational development project and had transformed their own teaching according to flipped classroom principles. The participants represented a variation in their amount of teaching in higher education. They also had differing fields as their branch of science. The participants were sufficiently representative of the fields in the university.



Teachers were sent a briefing in which the nature of the research was described and consent to participate was requested. The teachers’ participation in the study was on a voluntary basis and they had the opportunity to withdraw from the study if they wanted to. Information about the participants is given in the reports without compromising their anonymity, for example in the descriptive citations from the interviews.




2.2. Data Collection


The interviews were conducted during the spring of 2019. The interview frame for the wider research project was created collaboratively by several researchers, and various themes were included in the interview. Before the data was collected, the interview protocol was validated in three pilot interviews. These pilot interviews are not subjected to analysis. Interview data were collected by trained researchers. Participants were interviewed mainly face-to-face, one at the time. Four of the interviews were conducted online.



In this study, themes related to working life skills and learning environments that support students’ learning were included in the analyses. In this context, the semistructured interview (see Table 1) included questions about how teachers see working life skills in different fields and how a flipped classroom approach can support the development of students’ working life skills and expertise that are needed in their future work. There were also questions about teaching experience and reasons to start with the flipped classroom approach. Most of the teachers did not have earlier experience of teaching through the flipped classroom approach, but they were trained to design their courses in alignment with it. Altogether, seven questions were asked concerning working life skills and their development. The interview questions about working life skills were part of a wider interview regarding the flipped classroom approach in higher education. The duration of the interviews ranged from 65 to 142 min. The interviews were audio-recorded digitally and transcribed into text files by members of the research group.




2.3. Analysis


The research utilized a qualitative approach to explore university teachers’ perspectives on the development of generic skills in flipped classroom learning environments. The qualitative content analysis was performed and ATLAS.ti software (version 8.0) was utilized. The analysis was started by reading through all the interview transcripts (N = 22) in order to gain an overall understanding of the data as well as to register initial ideas that came up from the interviews [40].



In the second phase, the focus was on exploring themes including both general and field-specific working life skills as well as elements of the learning environment that support the development of such skills. A theory-driven analysis strategy was utilized [41]. More specifically, Binkley et al.’s [7] model as well as Kemper et al.’s [23] model with the supplement of Virtanen and Tynjälä [10] and Nykänen and Tynjälä’s [20] were applied. Firstly, the data was coded into four main categories both in general working life skills and in field-specific skills; teachers referred to ways of thinking, ways of working, tools for working, or living in the world [7]. In addition, the elements of the flipped classroom learning elements that supported the development of the working life skills were coded into seven main categories based on the Kemper et al. [23] model complemented with three main categories from Nykänen and Tynjälä [20] (see also [10]). In the third phase of analysis, the main categories of working life skills were coded into ten identified subcategories. Some working life skill categories were divided across more than one subcategory.



Validation of the criteria for each category was critically discussed and evaluated by the authors [42]. Parallel categorization was utilized. The intercoder reliability rate was 89% for categorizations of working life skills. In cases of uncertainty or disagreement, consensus was achieved by discussion. Furthermore, consensus was achieved by clarifying criteria. Analysis of teaching and learning environment features was performed separately by the researchers at first and then it was discussed together. As was conceived theoretically, the empirical categories of the descriptions of learning environment were considered to be overlapping. Thus, one kind of description could be included in the category of active learning as well as in the authentic case category.





3. Results


3.1. Working Life Skills Developed in Higher Education


The higher education teachers were asked to consider what they understood to be general working life skills and what are the central working life skills in their own field when students transfer to their future profession. The results showed that higher education teachers identified both general and specific working life skills needed in students’ future professions (see Table 2). However, they mentioned by name more field-specific skills than general working life skills.



Further analysis showed that the general working life skills mentioned by the teachers were divided especially into ways of working (n = 9), tools for working (n = 8), and living in the world (n = 7). Ways of thinking (n = 2) were more rarely reported. In terms of general working life skills, the numbers of mentions (in contrast to the number of teachers, who mentioned) were considered (see Table 3). This was due to the fact that some teachers mentioned more and various kinds of working life skills; therefore, the number of mentions will give a better understanding of the features of the data. In the category of ways of thinking, teachers identified learning to learn and metacognitive skills as being a part of working life skills. On the one hand, one teacher responded that “it means, for example—the ability to study new things all the time, or when needed. Ability to see, like to recognize one’s own skills and an ability to kind of modify them”. On the other hand, teachers did not report for example creativity, critical thinking or problem-solving as general working life skills.



In terms of ways of working, teachers identified especially the ability to work effectively as a part of a team or to manage projects, i.e., collaboration. They also emphasized the ability to get along with other people in the working community. For example, “Firstly, what comes to my mind is perhaps teamwork and social skills. Well, social skills are related to the ability to get along with everyone, even if they are not your best friends, or even if someone has certain personality traits which annoy you a lot. Despite that, you must be able to work with anyone. So the ability to collaborate with all sorts of different stakeholders comes to my mind”. Furthermore, ways of working included the ability to communicate. Teachers identified the need for people, for example “—to find ways to communicate constructively and effectively and pleasantly with changing assemblies”.



In terms of tools for working, teachers also mentioned an ability to seek and process information and have a content knowledge, i.e., information literacy, as general working life skills. This means, for example: “knowledge handling skills” and “how to apply knowledge”. Technological skills were also mentioned, although to a lesser degree. For example, “digitality is strongly linked to working life skills in modern times”. Living in the world included skills related to career as well as personal and social responsibility. Especially skills related to career were identified by teachers, such as skills to adapt to change, time or task management and ability to organize and lead.




“Well, working life skills are those skills that people need in working life for coping there well, because working life has changed so much. That the kind of traditional thinking, that someone graduates as something and goes to a working place, and then they are there with those same skills like into retirement age and like ‘that’s it’. It is not that way at all anymore. People have to be flexible to change and—if we go back to the students and their skills—I would say that these are the skills that they need to survive in working life as it is nowadays.”





In addition, teachers identified the need to be able to follow the rules of societies and workplaces, i.e., to know the codes and manners that are generally accepted. This also included working morality:




“I would like to think that it is a working life skill that you consider it important to prepare for things, and that you do so and bring to the situation what it is your duty to bring into it. In a way, it’s that morality, but it’s also about how you perceive things, what needs to be done, what needs to be done next, and how this situation should proceed. So it’s pretty close to this flipped classroom.”





Field-specific working life skills that higher education teachers frequently perceived as central to students in their future work, were ways of working (n = 18) and tools for working (n = 15). Skills related to living in the world (n = 12) and ways of thinking (n = 5) were also reported (Table 2).



In further analyses, the frequencies of mentions were considered. In terms of more specific descriptions of field-specific skills, teachers highlighted especially skills of collaboration and communication (see Table 3). Teachers recognized the importance of the ability to work in diverse groups and teams within the working community and with different kinds of customers. As an example:




“To get along with everyone in the working community, to be kind and business-like. And then also to get along with patients. And then a good ability to work in different working environments and situations; even in unexpected situations you need to be able to act. And appreciate the skills of others as well. That is, working in a team as a member who kind of leads that whole team, if you think about a doctor’s job.”





Being able to communicate, for example, with a customer or as a specialist was seen as significant for future work. “You have to manage many kinds of communication, not only spoken but also this kind of digital communication. —So, well, communication skills are maybe the most important”.



Teachers also identified the ability to use tools for working, i.e., to deal with both information and ICT literacy, meaning to search and handle information. However, ICT literacy was rarely reported. Management of the content knowledge of their own field as well as an ability to search for knowledge needed in their own field was highlighted. Furthermore, students were considered to need skills to process knowledge and to identify appropriate knowledge in their future profession.




“As we are not preparing [students] for any specific professions, but for various expert tasks, then they are more related to the content knowledge, that one must be able to interpret the scientific publications of one’s field, or scientific text, and be able to utilize it in practice, and to produce their own text and research information in their field. Probably also that they know how to apply theory to practice.”





Responsibility for working in a socially acceptable way was also mentioned as a significant skill. This meant that there are some generally accepted particular rules and manners in workplaces that should be followed. For example, teachers mentioned the importance of being at work on time, because not all students are nowadays. Further, teachers saw the importance of ethical behavior and the ability to be an example to others. “It comes to mind that when they come late so much nowadays and that kind of thing, they should probably learn the ethics of working. Also, this kind of just old-fashioned normal politeness, manners and being on time and following the rules of working life”. In addition, with regard to responsibilities, students also need to learn to handle managing and leading projects and to manage stress. They should also be able to adapt to changes in their career:




“Probably in working life, this ability to transform is emphasized quite a bit. You pretty much hear it constantly that we are educating, or in elementary school there are currently people who will be graduating for jobs that don’t even exist yet. So, with this idea in the background, it’s probably important to be able to change and transform.”





Teachers identified problem-solving skills and critical thinking as a part of the skills students in their own field will need when they begin in their future work. Moreover, skills of metacognition and learning to learn were mentioned, such as “Well, he/she needs to be able to be self-directed. Because, for example for a teacher, no one comes to say what you should do. You are responsible for that by yourself”.




3.2. Features of the Teaching and Learning Environment Supporting the Development of Working Life Skills


Another analysis point was teachers’ perspectives into specific teaching and learning environment that they thought would support the development of working life skills. Teachers identified the kind of pedagogical practices in flipped classroom courses that they perceived to support the learning of generic skills. In the analysis, variation of mentions was classified and the number of mentions was counted. This was done in order to understand variety of pedagogical practices teachers utilized. In general, some of the teachers saw that compared to traditional teaching, the flipped classroom approach better supports the development of working life skills. Especially active learning (f = 39), which is characteristic of the flipped classroom approach, relationships with other students and cooperative learning (f = 19), as well as working life connection (f = 15), were seen as teaching and learning environment features that supported the development of working life skills.



Teachers identified opportunities for active learning as a central feature of learning environments enabled by a flipped classroom approach. There were multiple methods that teachers used during their courses, and active learning was included in all face-to-face lessons and also in the pre-material phase. Particularly searching knowledge and taking responsibility for one’s own learning was supported by studying via the flipped classroom. Using pre-materials, students had to search knowledge, clarify things for themselves and take responsibility for learning. For example, they had to manage their time to prepare for a face-to-face lesson and they had to perform tasks independently. This, in turn, supported self-regulation, managing time, and solving problems. Furthermore, students did not get the right answers to questions, but they had to try to work them out by themselves. After pre-materials the students were better able to apply and deepen their knowledge during a face-to-face lesson, and they were able to be active and take part in the teaching-learning process. Learning by doing and active participation during face-to-face lessons were seen as activating the students.




“Well I would probably think that such a flipped classroom course allows students to acquire that knowledge themselves. They have links out there where they can get more information, and in a way in working life, no one knows everything all the time, and all the time the recommendations change and new research findings and treatment practices change, i.e., you have to keep up to date and look for that information yourself too. That, in a way, that kind of independent searching of knowledge and diverse learning started for students in this course as well.”



(Active learning, working life connection)





According to teachers, learning of working life skills was supported in flipped classroom environments by cooperative and collaborative learning, i.e., working together with peer students. Working together as a group during face-to-face lessons was common in the interviewed teachers’ flipped classroom courses. There were, for example, different kinds of projects, cases, and group work. Throughout these, teachers observed that students were able to develop their interaction and communication skills, leading a project, time management as well as responsibility for their own and peer students’ learning and the progress of the group. Furthermore, because of the principles of the flipped classroom, teachers saw that learning begins with students themselves and that there is a need for a student to be self-regulated and to take responsibility for their own learning. Although students worked as part of a group during a group work, they had to be responsible to do certain things on time so that they were able to do the group work during a face-to-face session. According to teachers, in the flipped classroom environment students cannot go to a lesson or to work with a group, and tell others that “yeah, sorry, I have not been doing anything”.




“At least that flipped classroom of mine, as it’s also such socio-constructive learning, or we deal with those cases in groups. Often the pre-material, the flipped material, which is theoretical material which the students often study before contact teaching, is still done in my teaching independently. But then the tasks based on it are already done together. Of course [the pre-material] can also be studied together, if the students want to do it that way themselves. Thus, certain kinds of semi-metacognitive skills and self-management are present in a flipped classroom course more often than in traditional teaching.”



(Relationship with other students and cooperative learning, active learning)





Teachers identified teaching for understanding (f = 7) as an element to support students’ development of working life skills during their flipped classroom course. Teaching for understanding was involved in cases in which students were able to find answers to exercises by themselves, search for information that they needed to apply and deepen their own understanding to solve the problem at hand. According to teachers, students had to take over theoretical knowledge in advance in order to be able to deepen that knowledge and to understand more difficult concepts or ideas. Teachers referred to the fact that students had to search for knowledge, learn to understand that knowledge and apply it, and that by doing so they gained a more representative picture.




“It promoted the idea that one has to find out for oneself, like trying to understand some of the basics—It is kind of highlighted in flipped classroom because of the emphasis on pre-material, because they are not getting ready-made answers from the teacher, but in a way the fact that they themselves are trying to understand and find out things from the material given about it. So students themselves attempt to get a holistic conception of something.”



(Teaching for understanding, active learning)





Teachers identified features that supported the learning of working life skills as working life connection (f = 15) and authentic problems (f = 5). Teachers reported diverse working life connections during their flipped classroom course, such as concrete examples and doing things in contact with working life. There were also producing projects in collaboration with companies and activities that were based on competence demonstration. According to teachers, students were also able to make connection between theory and practice (f = 4) in flipped classroom environments. Projects realized in groups supported the connection between theory and practice because the students had to understand how, for example, the theory of customer behavior is related to the practical decisions made. Furthermore, the students had studied theoretical aspects from pre-materials via texts or videos, and they were able to apply them during face-to-face lessons and to add their own experiences. During face-to-face lessons, there was sufficient time to deepen knowledge through varying authentic cases. These authentic cases, for example, included solving problems by doing exercises such as solving real patient cases:




“I believe that it was the workplace investigation section which gave an insight into how to assess the potential health risks of a job. Perhaps it would not have been so in-depth if it hadn’t been flipped, like in the case of the occupational disease suspicion. That when students had to think in advance that about what an occupational disease is—that when they have to go through the material beforehand, and find things from there, I thought it had some effect that it would be better remembered.”



(Authentic problems, active learning)





To a much lesser extent, there were mentions of feedback and assistance from a teacher (f = 1) or assessment (f = 2). For example, students had an opportunity to ask a teacher for help after they had tried to understand pre-materials by themselves. Teachers also utilized students’ peer reviews during flipped classroom courses. According to the teachers, this further supported the students’ ability to present constructive feedback or criticism, and further supported their ability to value the views of others, which is linked not only to emotional intelligence but also to giving feedback.




“[One] is then able to do this in a way, when there are peer assessments and other things, and in a way can also give such a constructive critique. So, in which ways one is able to bring those own views, but on the other hand one is also able to appreciate that other person’s view, that in a way it is-perhaps partly related to that emotional intelligence, but also to … the assessment of the matter itself, but also that how the issue is raised in a way.”



(Assessment, active learning, relationship & cooperative learning)





Additionally, teachers reported curriculum coherence (f = 2) in their course, which was seen when the learning of specific knowledge or skills was constructed during the study path, knowledge was constructed based on previous knowledge and when students were able to associate learned skills with previous learning. Teachers did not explicitly disclose teacher-student interaction as a teaching and learning environment element that supports the learning of working life skills. This may be due to the fact that descriptions of solely teacher-student interactions may belong to many categories at the same time. As collaboration and active learning were among the most mentioned, these features may be related to teacher-student interaction, which may occur in such situations. However, as the flipped classroom places more emphasis on peer interaction and collaboration between peers in face-to-face sessions, it may diminish the amount of pure dyadic interaction between teacher and student.





4. Discussion


There are various definitions of generic or working life skills. However, there are some similarities between the definitions. These skills may also be examined as 21st century skills [7,8]. Teaching these skills may not always be conscious. It is significant to explore what kind of skills university teachers emphasize, because this is a basis for what and how teachers teach. Hence, this study aimed to explore higher education teachers’ perceptions of students’ working life skills and how these skills could be developed in higher education learning environments. The context of this study, in which the skills were developed alongside the content, was the courses utilizing the flipped classroom approach. The findings of the study both bring some novel knowledge and expand previous understanding of the significance of the flipped classroom in developing working life skills.



The findings demonstrated that teachers identified both general working life skills and field-specific skills, although field-specific skills were mentioned more often. This may imply that teachers are more familiar with skills specifically needed in their own field than with working life skills in general. However, it has been argued that generic skills should be identified and actively taught [3]. Teachers appeared to recognize ways of working and tools for working especially as being skills needed both in general and in their specific field. Our findings indicated especially the significance of the ability to work together as a member of a team as well as the ability to search for knowledge. Furthermore, being able to work as an effective part of a working community in terms of responsibility, ethicality, and stress management were emphasized. Conversely, skills included in ways of thinking were less reported than other skills, although innovation, critical thinking, and problem solving are generally considered to be significant working life skills (e.g., see [1]). The ability to use metacognition and abilities of learning to learn, i.e., skills needed in lifelong learning, was identified; these skills are meaningful in the constantly changing world.



Our findings suggested that teachers saw that a learning environment utilizing the flipped classroom approach supports the development of university students’ generic skills during their studies. Furthermore, teachers appeared to utilize several features of the teaching and learning environment and pedagogical solutions to support the development of their students’ working life skills. It has been shown that in active learning environments, students can practice the skills that are needed in their future work [13]. Our findings indicated that teachers identify that active learning is supported by the flipped classroom, which was also detected in previous research [14,15,16]. The flipped classroom approach utilizes active and diverse ways of learning and provides students with an opportunity to participate, i.e., it aims at activating students’ learning. Furthermore, the findings of our study indicated that teachers clearly identified the significance of active learning in supporting the development of students’ working life skills, and that they used various methods of teaching and learning to enable students’ activity during their course. Especially taking responsibility for one’s own learning and active self-regulation as well as searching for knowledge were supported in active learning enabled by the flipped classroom approach. Pre-materials allowed students to participate more actively in face-to-face lessons and to apply and deepen their knowledge, which clearly activated the students. This has also been detected in previous research [26,32].



Our results suggest further that teachers identified especially ways of working, i.e., collaboration and communication (see also [5]), as necessary working life skills, and because of that they also had face-to-face lesson exercises that supported the development of these skills. The teachers utilized collaborative learning in their face-to-face lessons that was supported and facilitated by the flipped classroom approach. Exercises that teachers used to support the development included, for example, different kinds of projects, authentic cases, and group works throughout, which the students were able to work together around the same problem and to develop their interaction and communication skills. Previous research has shown that compared to traditional lectures, the flipped classroom approach may have more space for collaborative learning [34], and further, the flipped classroom appears to improve students’ collaborative learning strategies [35].



Teachers did not disclose significantly different assessment methods or feedback or assistance while supporting students’ learning and development of generic and specific working life skills. There is a need for these to be identified as a part of a supportive teaching and learning environment [23]. Various assessment methods were discussed during the educational project and university teachers’ training, but perhaps the general flipped classroom approach in terms of using videos and activating face-to-face sessions was already a big change for many of the teachers and they did not have time to think about their assessment methods in greater detail. This might be something that should be emphasized more in educational development projects in which teachers are actively transforming their courses. If we can change their ways of collaborating with students in the face-to-face setting and general teaching methods, what would it require in order to transform more thoroughly university teachers’ thoughts and practices about assessment, and to move from summative assessment towards more formative assessment or assessments that support learning?



The results are significant in terms of higher education teachers’ perceptions of actions supporting students’ working life skills, particularly for the light they shed on the possibilities of the flipped classroom approach to support the development of these skills. The results indicated that higher education teachers identified both generic and field-specific working life skills in a versatile manner. In terms of supporting students’ developing working life skills during university studies, there is a need for identifying working life skills on a large scale. Furthermore, the development of these skills requires versatile teaching methods and learning environments (see [10]). Our findings support and draw together research evidence that the flipped classroom approach supports the development of working life skills (see [29,34,36]). Therefore, facilitating students’ opportunities to develop their working life skills via a flipped classroom should be actively and consciously promoted in university studies. This would require that higher education teachers identify different kinds of working life skills even more precisely, and that they have the means to promote the development of those skills by appropriate and diverse teaching and learning methods, theoretical tools and various assessment methods. This calls for teachers to utilize active, learner-centered teaching methods.



There are some limitations to the findings that should be considered. For example, one potential limitation of the transferability of the results should be noted. Qualitative data was collected from one Finnish university. Details of the findings may not be relevant to other contexts or to higher education in other countries. Hence, there should be both more qualitative research conducted in other higher education contexts and quantitative research to validate the results. There were altogether 22 interviews, which may be seen as a limitation of this study, however, through the analysis process the viewpoints seemed to get saturated, and no more viewpoints came up into the analyses of the last interviews. Thus, it could be concluded that it was a sufficient sample size in this context. Furthermore, there were both male and female participants and the teachers represented diverse fields in the university. Further studies are, nevertheless, needed to validate the findings on a broader scale and in other contexts. For example, the results should be explored more in terms of quantitative research methods.



Further research, especially in terms of how the flipped classroom approach can support a connection between theory and practice as well as broadening research in students’ own reflection and self-regulation of their learning is necessary. Hence, the flipped classroom approach and integrative pedagogy in supporting students’ expertise should be studied further. Regarding integrative pedagogy as an aspiration to incorporate important components of a learning environment in terms of developing students’ expertise [17], it would be interesting to examine this model in terms of the flipped classroom approach in order to better support the development of students’ working life skills.




5. Conclusions


Teachers identified both general working life skills and field-specific skills. Furthermore, field-specific skills, i.e., skills that students in their field need when they graduate and transfer to working life, were mentioned most often. Teachers recognized, especially, ways of working (such as collaboration) and tools for working (information literacy) as being skills that students need. Skills included in ways of thinking, such as critical thinking or learning to learn, were rarely reported.



Results also showed that teachers saw that a teaching and learning environment utilizing the flipped classroom approach supported the development of students’ generic skills. Teachers identified, for example, that the flipped classroom approach supported active learning and that students had an opportunity to participate in learning activities during face-to-face lessons. Furthermore, teachers utilized collaborative learning that enabled the development of collaboration and communication skills. Teachers identified that working life connection, for example competence demonstration or collaboration with companies, supported the development of students’ working life skills. Furthermore, the flipped classroom approach appeared to release time for teaching and learning methods that supported students learning of generic skills, such as applying knowledge in authentic cases and projects.
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Figure 1. Binkley et al.’s [7] 21st century skills. 
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Figure 2. The Flipped Learning-educational development project design, see also [39]. 
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Table 1. Interview themes.
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	1. What do you understand by working life skills? (i.e., generic skills )



	2. What do students need to know in your field as they graduate and enter working life? What are the key working life skills in your field?



	3. How did your flipped classroom course support the development of skills needed in working life? What are the elements that flipped classroom provides to support the development of working life skills?
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Table 2. Number of teachers (n) who identified general and field-specific skills.
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	Ways of Thinking
	Ways of Working
	Tools for Working
	Living in the World





	General
	2
	9
	8
	7



	Field-specific
	5
	18
	15
	12
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Table 3. Frequencies (f) of the mentioned general and field-specific 21st century skills.
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21st Century Skill

	
Skill

	
General (f)

	
Field-Specific (f)






	
WAYS OF THINKING

	
Creativity and innovation

	
0

	
0




	
Critical thinking, problem solving, and decision making

	
0

	
4




	
Learning to learn and metacognition

	
2

	
4




	
WAYS OF WORKING

	
Communication

	
2

	
10




	
Collaboration

	
7

	
13




	
TOOLS FOR WORKING

	
Information literacy

	
7

	
17




	
ICT literacy

	
2

	
1




	
LIVING IN THE WORLD

	
Citizenship

	
0

	
0




	
Life and career

	
6

	
8




	
Personal and social responsibility

	
3

	
8
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