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Abstract 
The present study aimed to know the perception of university students about the teaching of life skills 
in five different syllabi. Under the premise that the essential meaning of education is not only for 
school, but also for life. 

Therefore, nowadays, universities should be constituted as spaces for training with a higher level, 
seeking to promote the personal and intellectual growth of students in accordance with the challenges 
of globalization in our society. Life skills are intended to promote the individual’s health and well-being 
through the training of psychosocial skills. In formal education contexts, teaching life skills has been 
carried out since 1993. Melero (2010) points out that the life skills approach has proved useful in the 
following cases: a) Development of personal autonomy and social inclusion; b) Promotion of prosocial 
behavior; c) Promotion of equality between men and women; d) Affective-sexual education; e) 
Negotiated settlement of coexistence conflicts; f) Drug abuse; and g) Coping violence situations. 

According to previous statements, the university -research scenario- incorporated in its Institutional 
Development Plan 2010-2020 the University Social Responsibility (USR) as its integrating program 
containing 15 priority actions, being one of them the Updating of the Educational and Academic 
Model, which resulted in the implementation of the new Educational Model for Integral Formation. 
Within this educational model there are subjects such as USR that promote life skills (UADY, 2010). 

Under this perspective, a qualitative research was conducted with an ethnographic design (Patton, 
2015). Five group interviews were conducted with a total of 25 undergraduate students in the areas of 
biological, exact, health, social and architectural sciences. The interviews took approximately 40 to 60 
minutes. An interview script was elaborated which inquired about the knowledge of life skills and how 
they were taught in the various subjects that they had studied, with emphasis in the USR subject. The 
outcomes indicate there is a difference among undergraduate’s areas in how life skills are taught, 
standing out the exact sciences students who point out that there is a consistency in what they learn 
and what they apply in relation to university social responsibility. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
The 21st century student’s competences approach has led to rethink the role of schools as a space 
that not only encourages cognitive skills, but also those which allow a more tolerant and diversity 
respectful coexistence. At present, school should not only provide academic knowledge, but also 
knowledge to learn how to coexist (Delors, 1996). One way to contribute to these new roles of school 
is to develop initiatives that help youngsters to obtain education for life, such as the case of Colombia , 
which began to implement a Life Skills Program (HpV) pushed by the Faith and Joy Association, 
making this country a referent in Latin America to implement this program (Mantilla, 2003). 

Skills for life have been studied for a long time, however, it was in 1993, when the World Health 
Organization classified them in 10 basic skills which allow the proper individual development in his/her 
different contexts; from that year, a series of actions were taken to standardize a common language 
around them and various promotion and research experiences in this topic have been derived. This 
organization defines life skills as the necessary abilities to attain an adequate and positive behavior 
which allows to effectively dealing with the everyday life challenges (OMS, 2003). According to this 
organization, the ten life skills are: 1) Self-Knowledge, 2) Empathy, 3) Assertive  communication, 4) 
Interpersonal relationships, 5) Decision making, 6) Problem and conflict solving, 7) Creative thinking, 
8) Critical thinking, 9) Emotions and feelings management and 10) Stress management. It is 
considered that education for life skills contributes to the health protection and care, gender equity, 
continuous learning, quality of life, peace promotion, democracy and good citizen formation (OMS, 
2003).  
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On another note, our university has designed a development plan towards 2022 which intends to 
make changes that impact in students’ formation through policies, strategies and the University Social 
Responsibility integrated by 12 Priority Institutional Programs. From these institutional programs, 
number three (Educational Model for the Integral Formation Implementation, Monitoring and 
Evaluation) and four (Student Integral Attention) are congruent to implementing life skills programs. 

In the case of the Educational Model for the Integral Formation Implementation, Monitoring and 
Evaluation, the university initiated in 2010 the development of a new educational model to replace the 
previous one implemented several years ago, and in 2012, the new Educational Model for Integral 
formation (MEFI) was approved. Some faculties began to adapt their syllabi and curricula to this new 
model and in the first generations of students aligned to MEFI started in august 2013. Some of the 
most important features of this new model are the competence based approach, with learning 
centered methodologies and inclusion of University Social Responsibility (RSU). Regarding RSU it is 
considered a central axis in the new model and therefore, it was included as a mandatory subject for 
all undergraduate students. The curriculum mentions three life skills: critical thinking, decision making 
and empathy, hence the importance of this subject in the official documents as it seeks contributing in 
the citizen formation of students at least in three life skills.  

Regarding the Integrated Student Attention Program, it is worth analyzing the actions taken so far to 
operate it. Along with the MEFI approval in 2012, the Integrated Student Attention System (SAIE) was 
created which integrates and articulates the services and programs to assist the university student’s 
community, to ensure the appropriate planning, monitoring and evaluation to meet its objectives. The 
SAIE must coordinate and consolidate all the attention programs already present in the university and 
additionally incorporate entrepreneurship and life skills development (Williams, 2015). The temporality 
of these programs’ incorporation is dependent to the in turn rector’s term which goes from 2015 al 
2018. As a result, there is a scenario which poses several questions: What has been the students’ 
experience that took the subject RSU? Has it contributed to the formation of like skills, at least the 
three aforementioned? What do students know about life skills? Are the professors fostering life skills 
in their corresponding subjects and how? These questions were the starting point of the present 
research. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
The research was divided in two parts. The first one consisted in a documentary research to obtain an 
overview of the syllabi and curricula that was aligned to the MEFI, The data was investigated to gain a 
context of how these new programs were operating, for example, the number of enrolled students and 
what professors imparted subjects such as RSU. 

The second part consisted in selecting the syllabi that met the established criteria to interview students 
from those syllabi and knowing their opinion about the teaching of life skills.  

2.1 Objectives 
What is the meaning for the university’s undergraduate students the construct life skills? 

What are the life learning experiences that senior undergraduate students consider aid in their integral 
formation and were fostered by their professors through formal spaces? 

2.2 Development of the research 
The research was of qualitative type since it allowed to know the meaning and symbols that people 
have about a given study object; besides, it considered the inter-subjectivity as an important 
component and allowed to record the socially shared representations (Salgado Levano, 2007). The 
investigation design was ethnographic, in view of ethnography seeks to describe and analyze ideas, 
beliefs, meanings, knowledge and practices by groups, cultures and communities (Patton, 2015).  It 
was a particular and “cross cut” ethnography, in other words, it comprises a holistic comprehension of 
a particular group and not the evolution of a group through time (Creswell 2014). In the present work, 
both authors are full time professors from the scenario university and are involved in the transition that 
the new educational models imply. 

Five group interviews with a total of 25 students from majors in biological, exact, health and 
architectural sciences. The interviews had duration of between 40 and 60 minutes. To seek the 
informers’ adequacy, the following criteria were followed: 
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1 Being enrolled to a syllabus aligned with the new educational model. 

2 Being a senior student from the latest semester. 

3 Having taken the subject RSU with a professor that had a discipline profile similar to the 
program. 

4 Being a student with the highest enrollment number when there was more than a syllabus.   

For the group interview, a guideline was designed to ascertain pertinent aspects to obtain information 
which responded to the research questions from the current study. The aspects to explore were: a) 
The meaning of the life skills construct, b) Experiences in life skills formation and c) Implementation of 
life skills outside the classroom. 

The research procedure is summarized as follows: 

1 Analyzing the official documents to put the phenomenon in context. 

2 Establishing the adequacy inclusion criteria of participating students. 

3 Inviting students to voluntarily participate, ensuring all the recorded information were managed 
with confidentiality and protecting students’ anonymousness, using pseudonyms or not 
providing additional information that may reveal the source. 

4 Transcribing the students’ interviews. 

5 Transforming the results to an understandable way, in other words, organizing the results into 
categories to group the different views and perceptions. 

6 Interpreting and contextualizing the results. 

7 Writing a final report taking care to respect the different participants’ visions.  

3 RESULTS 
The results are divided in the two aforementioned phases. 

3.1 Contextual data analysis 
The official document analyses are presented according to the four inclusion criteria previously 
described. Regarding the first criteria to determine how many and which syllabi are aligned to the 
MEFI; the respective information search was done looking at the various schools’ official webpages 
from the scenario university. It was found that a total of 45 syllabi are aligned to the new educational 
model. 

The chosen syllabi are presented by campus in Table 1 according to the MEFI adoption year (Criterion 
2), enrollment number (Criterion 4) and professor’s profile similar to the subject (Criterion 3). 

Table 1.  Adequacy delimitation of participants 

Campus Major MEFI 
alignment 

Enrollment 
2015-2016 

Professor’s profile 
RSU 

Biological Sciences and 
Husbandry Veterinary Medicine 2013 331 Veterinary Doctor 

Health Sciences Pharmaceutical 
Biological Chemistry 2013 300 Pharmaceutical 

Biological Chemist 

Social Sciences, Economy, 
Management and Humanities 

Marketing and 
International Business 2014 166 Doctor in 

Administration 

Exact Sciences and 
Engineering Civil Engineering 2014 196 Civil Engineer 

Architecture, Art and Design Architecture 2014 195 Architect 

The syllabi selection was subject to meeting the four criteria; however, in some cases, the selection 
was based on the compliance of three or two of these. 
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The Biological Sciences and Husbandry Campus has three syllabi aligned to the MEFI, Veterinary 
Medicine was chosen for complying with the four criteria. The same situation happened in the 
Architecture, Art and Design Campus complied with all the requirements. In the Exact Sciences and 
Engineering Campus, Civil Engineering was chosen out of 10 syllabi for complying three of the criteria; 
similar to the Health Sciences Campus, where the Pharmaceutical Biological Chemistry syllabus 
complied with three criteria. Finally, in the Social Sciences, Economy, Management and Humanities 
Campus, Marketing was chosen out of three syllabi complying with two requirements. 

3.2 Interview analysis 
The interview results are grouped by Campus and revolve around the three aspects that respond the 
research objectives: a) Knowledge about the life skills construct, b) life skills learning experiences in 
the RSU subject and c) life skills learning experiences in other subjects from their syllabus. 

3.2.1 Biological Sciences and Husbandry students 
Veterinary students did not have a clear idea about the meaning; two students commented what they 
believed it was, although they were doubtful: 

I think it refers about how you will face the challenges of life (ER, veterinarian) 

It is like what they teach you at school for the profession you will dedicate to (GP, veterinarian). 

In the case of the RSU subject, they could not identify a specific skill which was put to practice, but 
rather pointed that until they did a final applied project at the end of the subject, they could learn to 
work better in teams and be more tolerant. They did not provide specific examples of how they did it. 

By contrast, when they related life skills with their other subjects in the syllabus, they pointed various 
examples where they perceived the skills could be engaged: 

Decision making, critical thinking and creative thinking, these skills must be engaged when we have to 
heal a patient because its life is in our hands and we have the best treatment (VA, veterinarian). 

I think when curing a patient we also engage in problem and conflict solution; you have to think how to 
save a patient’s life with what I have, with the resources available (GP, veterinarian). 

Critical thinking and decision making are fundamental when taking care of dogs and cats, you have to 
think how the treatment will affect them and if the treatment is the best for the patients. I have learned 
it by practice when we take care of patients in visit (ER, veterinarian). 

3.2.2 Health Sciences students 
The Chemistry undergraduate students, when questioned about the meaning of life skills, none of 
them made a comment about the term, indicating they did not know it. They were explained each one 
of the life skills and they described they related to their formation, which will be further described. 

Students mentioned the RSU classes were not meaningful, hence they did not perceive how to put 
them into practice: 

It was a poorly thought subject for our formation; I felt classes were very monotonous. When I finished 
the course, I could not understand the subject’s main objective (MO, chemist). 

RSU, was a vague subject, we only did team presentations and we reached a point in which 
everything was repeated, there was no dialogue and topic discussions, juts presentations. We came to 
a point where classes became very boring (AL, chemist). 

In contrast, they consider that other subjects from their syllabus do put in practice life skills, the 
following are some examples: 

Critical and creative thinking is engaged in the school, it is a formative matter because you always 
need to find a solution for something; professors have fostered these skills, although I acknowledge 
not all the skill are fomented (CL, chemist) 

Assertive communication, professors give us the opportunities to approach them to solve any doubts 
we may have (JS, chemist) 

Critical, creative thinking and decision making have formed us to handle situations which allow us to 
cope with our studies, I have noticed that in various subjects (AL, chemist). 
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3.2.3 Social Sciences, Economy, Management and Humanities students 
Regarding the meaning of life skills, marketing students mentioned they did not know about the term. 
When they were presented the ten skills, they pointed that in the RSU subject they were able to put 
many of them in practice and mentioned some examples: 

I believe I put all the skills in practice at the moment of undertaking projects, especially assertive 
communication in order to solve the conflicts when faced at the moment of implementing them (SA, 
Marketing).  

As I see it, there are life skills that go together, such as emotion and stress management; we could not 
apply one without the other being present. I could not tell whether I applied all of them, but at least I 
remember many I put in practice, especially the ones I just mentioned (WI, Marketing). 

I believe when the conflicts within the groups started, somebody had to take the leadership, this was 
my case; you have to put in practice problem and conflict solution to make everyone agree to 
collaborate in a project. It happened to us that some wanted one thing and other wanted another; we 
had to agree upon. Also, in our final RSU project, we had to solve problems using our critical and 
creative thinking as unexpected mishaps came up, so we had to adjust timing, subject requirements, 
costs and benefits for the institution (ED, Marketing). 

In relation with life skills with other subjects, students perceived they were actually formed in these 
skills; the following examples are presented: 

In fundamentals of marketing, it is encouraged that we engage critical thinking, decision making and 
problem solving. The professor asks us to justify why we want to sell a certain product, what are the 
market needs, what are the best ways to sell the product; and each one of us must have it clear and 
make well-grounded decisions (AL, marketing). 

I think we also need to engage creative thinking in graphic design, we must think in an innovative way 
to combine colors, geometrical shapes, type of audience and the way to lure their attention (AR, 
marketing). 

There are subjects we take in common with the accounting students, but the marketing specialty 
subjects form us to attain critical thinking. There are several subjects where we are asked to think 
creatively (WI, marketing). 

3.2.4 Exact Sciences and Engineering students 
Unlike what happened in other campuses, in this occasion one of the interviewees pointed he knew 
something about life skills, but the information was very basic. 

I only know it is a subject in the Psychology School, that is what I have been told by some friends who 
study there, but I don’t know what it is about (HJ, Civil Engineering). 

The rest of the students did not know the construct as such; when they were explained the life skills 
and asked to relate it with the RSU subject, they pointed various examples of how the subject allowed 
them to put in practice certain skills: 

Well, in my personal view, I would highlight self-knowledge, for example, in the topic of ecological 
footprint, it was very positive to realize that it is a part of ourselves, that we all generate pollution and 
this leads us to reflect on how to change our habits (AS, Civil Engineering). 

In my case, in RSU, I had to put in practice the problem and conflict solution skills, because at the time 
of working in teams there are many different opinions and you have to solve disagreements; it is not 
easy working with others, you must starts from choosing the topic and afterwards, the actions to take 
from what we chose (AB, Civil Engineering). 

I put critical and creative thinking in practice because you already have a project and you must think 
how to set it up, that is where critical and creative thinking come into play, then we engage tension 
and stress management because we have only one month to carry it out and on the top of that we had 
to write a report; then we had very little time and we had to be very well organized and handle all the 
stress. Emotion and feelings management, since we have to work in team and there were days when 
you hate your partners and you want to tell them “please, go away!”, but you have to control what you 
feel. I also consider empathy, well I don’t know if this applies, because we had things to do in the 
afternoon and coordinate our time, so we had to think in everyone’s needs and reached an agreement 
(AE, Civil Engineering). 
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In relation to putting to practice life skills in other subjects, students commented specific skills in some 
cases where they perceived professors are fostering them: 

Many times professors don’t teach you everything you need to know, they rather give you the basics, 
but at the moment of leaving a task, it is something completely different to what was seen in class, so I 
believe that’s when you must apply creative and also critical thinking; to find a way to solve the 
problem, research, and see other peers or professors who can support you (AB, Civil Engineering). 

However, the trend was to report general responses, without specifying a skill in concrete: 

I can say I’m engaging the ten skills in calculus, now is one of the most difficult subjects for me so I 
have to put in practice all the skills (AM, Civil Engineering).  

3.2.5 Architecture, Art and Design students 
In the case of students from this campus, they claimed none of them had heard about the term life 
skills, they also did not know exactly what it referred to; however, two students mentioned some 
aspects a bit related to the definition:   

It reminds me of the survey we once did at the preparatory school to see what you wanted to study, 
but that’s it; although I believe it has nothing to do with it (BA, Architecture) 

I relate it, not quite with vocational matters, but rather with professional affairs, I mean, what are the 
skills within my profession? I also think they are related to personality and how all this fits together, I 
think it must be something like that (AN, Architecture). 

In relation to RSU, they did not see a relation of the subject with life skills; they related the contents 
with ethics and ecology. They commented that at the end of the subject they only presented a project 
draft which they did not carry out: 

I believe we only had one task that was something like designing of briefly proposing a housing 
project, I think the challenge was to consider that it was located in a flooding area an on how to use 
the natural resources (ADR, Architecture). 

When questioned about the skills they believe they are being formed in their major, they could identify 
some:  

We part from problem solution; we must solve an issue to do a project (AD, Architecture) 

Critical thinking, because when we start a design or project, we must take into account everything 
before making a proposal. You must think and justify it; you can’t just arrive with your professor and 
propose something and not having an answer if you are asked why you propose it (BA, Architecture) 

The rubrics evaluate critical and creative thinking; I think it goes in the functionality part. If you want 
your space to be functional, is like “well I’m going to put the living room here, in this way but, if the sun 
hits on this side and the wind enters another one then it won’t work, so I’ll arrange it this other way”, 
(SA, Architecture). 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The students’ interviews revealed they do not have a clear idea of what life skills are, when they are 
explained what they consist of, they can relate them with the subjects from their syllabus and with 
RSU. It is noteworthy their sincerity when they state their lack of knowledge about the topic; from the 
authors’ perspective, this is a sign of trust and openness in the interviews, since they were not looking 
for socially acceptable responses. 

In the SRU subject, there is a diversity of opinions as the results show, from the students who refer 
few significant experiences to those who mention significant learning in the subject. Didactics plays a 
very important role in teaching life skills. In agreement with this idea, Mangrulkar, Whitman and 
Posner (2001), point there are three key elements in life skills programs and are: (1) the intention in 
developing specific skills, (2) information with socially relevant contents according to the local context 
and the development tasks of students, and (3) the interactive teaching-learning methods. In the case 
of students who could relate life skills with what was learnt in RSU, they are those who undertook 
projects that were applied in real scenarios which, regardless of their complexity, included the three 
aforementioned elements. By contrast, those who only presented a project without carrying it out did 
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not perceive significant learning in the subject. It is worth to continue researching and revising the 
challenges professors can perceive about teaching life skills. 

Regarding what students perceive relating life skills in other subjects, there is a consistency to point 
out the critical thinking, creative thinking and decision making skills. The results seem to indicate that 
in the university context, many professors seek to encourage curiosity, constant questioning and 
clearly grounding opinions and beliefs. Albeit thinking skills are a general competence that every 
university student must attain, there is still a pending task, the systematic and explicit fostering of the 
other skills that can make a university student reach full development. 
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