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Institutes are described as retaining their high level of delegated authority while TAFE 

system coherence is sustained by state-wide policy frameworks and support services in 

such areas as personnel policies, industrial relations and equity. The NSW Board of VET 

was created by the NSW Board of VET Act 1994. Its charter is to provide advice to the 

Minister, to oversight policy and planning initiatives and foster collaborative partnerships 

between key stakeholders in the VET system. The NSW TAFE Commission remains as 

an independent advisory body within the same formal powers as previously, but with 

much reduced influence, as the TAFE system is run by government department 

responsible for both school education and VET. Program management is a strong feature 

of NSW TAFE, previously through state-wide schools and now through the seven 

divisions which have a separate line of reporting from the TAFE institutes.  

Queensland 2012 

TAFE governance arrangements for Queensland are the responsibility of the 

Minister for Education administered through the Queensland Department of Education 

and Training. There are 13 institutes throughout the state. The 2000 Training Act provides 

that the Minister may establish, disestablish or merge TAFE institutions, and that they 

must have councils. Neither institutes nor councils have an independent existence. 

Institute directors are individually responsible to the Director General of the Department 

through performance agreements. Purchasing and public funding is the responsibility of 

the Qld Department of Education and Training. A board (with no statutory basis) reports 

directly to the minister on the overall viability and sustainability of the TAFE Queensland, 

efficiencies and improvements across the system and advocacy on behalf of the system. 

It consists of four council chairs; two institute Directors and the Departments Director 

General. While there is no specific structure for program management, Queensland TAFE 

Executive is responsible collegially for rationalisation and for the designation of lead 

institutes. Queensland governance arrangements are notable for the emphasis on 

devolution to intermediately bodies. Although Directors are responsible to the Director 

General, the chair of the TAFE Executive, appointed for a two-year term by the Director 

General, is the public face of TAFE and the Executive is collectively responsible to the 

Director General for strategic and systematic issues.  
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South Australia 2012 

The Department of Further Education, Employment, Science and Technology 

(DFEEST) is the South Australian Government’s governing agency for VET though the 

public TAFE system. DFEEST is responsible to the South Australian Minister for 

Employment, Higher Education and Skills and Minister for Science and Information 

Economy. The Office of TAFE SA was established in 2010 to help TAFE SA manage the 

contestable VET sector funding from July 2012. Skills For All, announced in late 

December 2010, is the strategic direction for VET in South Australia. To support Skills 

For All, the South Australian government committed an additional $194 million and set 

a goal as part of its Jobs Strategy, with the Productivity Places Program (PPP), to create 

100 000 training places in key growth industries has been committed over six years. 

Victoria 2012 

As opposed to the other states in Australia there is no institution that governs all public 

TAFEs under its roof; no such thing as TAFE Victoria exists. Each institute governs 

independently although is controlled by the state regulator. In all there are 18 public provider 

institutions in Victoria.  

Western Australia 2012 

The public TAFE network in Western Australia is governed by the Department of 

Training and Workforce Development, which is the designated state training agency, and 

self-governing TAFE Institutions are created under the VET Act 1996 as statutory 

authorities governed by Councils, which are accountable authorities under the Financial 

Administration and Audit Act and employing authorities under the VET Act and Public 

Sector Management Act. Managing Directors of institutes are appointed as Chief 

Executive Officers by the Minister for the Public Sector Management. 

 

There are 10 TAFE institutes in Western Australia, the Curtin University and the 

WA Academy of Performing Arts Academy also run TAFE programs. The Department 

of Training and Workforce Development is purchaser for the VET system and state 

training agency. It also acts as the Ministers agent in overall VET strategic management. 

The Department is advised in its state training agency role by the State Training Board. 
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There is no board for TAFE, although the Department participates in two voluntary 

consultative bodies, the TAFE Managing Directors Consultative Forum and the TAFE 

Managing Directors and Governing Councils Consultative Forum. 

 

Summary of public VET RTO governance  

 

In summary, the TAFE public RTO sector across Australia has varying structures 

of governance and accountability. Individual TAFE institutions (usually with many 

campuses) are known as either colleges or institutes, depending on the state or territory. 

TAFE organisations are owned, operated and financed by the various state and territory 

governments, with some programs funded through the Commonwealth government. This 

is in contrast to the higher education sector, whose funding is predominantly the domain 

of the Commonwealth government and whose universities are predominantly owned by 

the state governments. It is also in contrast to the private VET providers’ governance 

structures.   

Private RTOs and governance in the VET sector 

As identified earlier in this chapter, there are many private RTOs in Australia. 

They range from one-person RTOs to large multi-jurisdictional organisations and 

enterprise RTOs. The Commonwealth Review of the Training Costs of Award 

Restructuring (Training Costs Review Committee, 1991) mooted the development of an 

open training market. However, it was not until the National Training Framework was 

endorsed in the mid-90s that a semi open training market emerged in practice. This 

framework placed significant emphasis on flexibility and the role of industry, and 

provided increased opportunity for private training providers. They have since become a 

very diverse and important component in the Australian VET landscape even though 

some writers have decried the unevenness of the VET playing field (Graham, 1999; Smith 

& Perry, 1995). 

 

It appears the private sector governance models are based on commercial business 

models and, without multiplicity of authorities or councils or committees, they are 

positioned to respond faster to localism, diversity, and choice in market demands, which 

enables them to be more competitive in the global market.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/States_and_territories_of_Australia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Higher_education
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Government_of_Australia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University
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Private providers are diverse and cover a wide variety of types. Generally, they 

are small organisations offering a wide range of programs, both accredited and non-

accredited. While there are some issues relating to data availability and quality in terms 

of numbers and outcomes, it is clear they make a substantial contribution to the overall 

Australian VET effort. It is estimated that, in 2010, private RTOs had about 2.2 million 

students, which compares with 1.8 million students in the publicly funded sector in that 

year (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011). However, comparisons with the public VET 

sector are problematic, because there are very limited data available of the training 

delivered by private RTOs. 

Conclusions  

Vocational education and training is a buyer's, rather than a seller's, market. With 

the emergence and use of new technologies and flexible governance models particularly 

in the private VET sector, there is no getting away from considering the broader 

governance at a strategic and operational level of public VET for the future. The 

arguments demonstrate an increasing expectation that the market paradigm will dominate 

the provision of VET in the future and suggest that localism, diversity and choice can 

improve equality, access and choice, inclusive of public and private providers of VET. 

 

 Governance of the VET sector across Australia is diverse, with the greatest 

differences apparent between public and private RTOs. To a large extent, governance and 

funding arrangements for TAFEs reflect the objectives and priorities of their government 

owners. Australia’s public TAFE sector appears to be bogged down by a multiplicity of 

authorities, some of which have passed their use-by dates. In contrast the private RTO 

governance appears to be pretty straightforward enabling them to act in response to 

market demand quickly while a public provider may have to get authority from a 

governing council and ministerial delegation or authorities. Given the range of 

prospective challenges facing the sector, there is a strong case for improving the 

efficiency and productivity of the workforce through adoption of more contemporary 

work practices and governance frameworks, particularly in the TAFE sector.  
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CHAPTER 4  

 

TEACHING, LEARNING AND COMPETENCY IN VET 

 

Introduction 
 

Donald Schon once famously identified professional practice as a high, hard 

ground overlooking a swamp. The high ground is the place of theory and, one might add, 

of policy. The swampy lowland is where vocational education and training (VET) trainers 

meet the learners. It is where the skills, knowledge, and attitudes called competence they 

wish to see instilled in learners are (or are not) acquired. The problem encountered is the 

swampy lowlands are messy and without definitive solutions. But, as Schon insists, these 

are the important problems. The solutions trainers contrive here make a difference to the 

learning, to the opportunities and to the lives of real people (Schon, 1967). This chapter 

explores teaching and learning in the context of VET. The chapter is organised into four 

themes: competency-based training, teaching and learning in VET, training packages and 

the Certificate IV in Training and Assessment within the VET context.  

 

Competency-based training 
 

Competency based training (CBT) was introduced to Australia in the late 1980s 

as part of wider economic policy measures to improve the skill levels of the Australian 

workforce. The aim was to enable Australian industry to be more competitive in the global 

markets and establish new career structures for the Australian workforce (Karmel, 2010).  

At the core of the VET reform agenda was the desire to move away from a time-served 

approach focused on trainer inputs to one based on the attainment of agreed competency 

standards and outcomes. It was also aimed at giving industry more say, and was the first 

major step on the path to today’s industry-led VET system (Misko & Robinson, 2000). 

While the early research literature suggests that the implementation of CBT in Australia 

was neither smooth nor rapid (Harris et al., 1995) commitment by VET participants, 

particularly industry and governments, has remained strong and substantial.  
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A generic definition for CBT that still holds relevance in 2012 was that put 

forward by the Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ACCI) in 1992:  

 

Competency based training is a way of approaching vocational training that places 

primary emphasis on what a person can do as a result of the training (the outcome), 

and as such represents a shift away from an emphasis on the process involved in the 

training (the inputs). It is concerned with training to industry specific standards rather 

than an individual’s achievement relative to others in the group. (ACCI, 1992, p.2).  

 
This definition does not include several other CBT elements as described in 

Australian literature. Many of the characteristics have been summarised by Smith and 

Keating (1997) as: based on competency standards;  focused on outcomes not inputs; 

involving industry; taking account of recognition of prior learning (RPL); assessment 

based on demonstration of skills rather than knowledge; criterion-referenced and 

ungraded. This list of characteristics includes features that can exist apart from CBT and, 

in some cases, are features of systems utilised by some education providers before the 

formal introduction of CBT.  

 

The Australian CBT model was strongly based on the functional competency 

approach used in the United Kingdom, and based around a system of national vocational 

qualifications. It was workplace focused and performance-oriented, like its United 

Kingdom counterpart. Australia, therefore, drew heavily on the United Kingdom 

experience and literature, and many of the issues raised about CBT and its implementation 

had parallels (Guthrie, 2009). Following the roll-out of CBT in Australia was the 

development and introduction of the key competencies and, later, employability skills. 

The introduction of training packages, the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) 

and the progressive development and implementation of national quality standards were 

further elements of CBT.  

 

A concern about CBT is that by being outcomes based and not input based, it is not 

concerned with how learners learn to perform the desired outcomes but only with the 

outcomes (Figgis, 2009). In simple terms the learner may be able to perform the tasks but 

not have the depth of knowledge to understand why.  CBT also provides for and 

encourages opportunities for learners to gain qualifications through a process known as 

Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL), which is an assessment-only pathway rather than a 

learning pathway to gain a nationally recognised qualification.   
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The concern is around the rigour of the implementation of the assessment in terms of 

validity reliability and sufficient evidence to reflect competence. This is further 

demonstrated by the recommendations in the Council of Australian Governments 

Communiqué (COAG, February 2006) which outlined the need for increased attention to 

RPL and commitment to further funding for RPL in the VET sector. 

 

According to Smith and Dalton (2005), a key concern with CBT is that there is a very 

strong focus on on-the-job training instead of off-the-job training. They state on-the-job 

is often carried out by workplace supervisors rather than competent VET trainers. This 

has led to shifting practice away from teaching and training to a focus on assessment with 

the assumption that the knowledge and skills will be acquired through on the job 

experiences. 

 

Some literature suggests that CBT tries to bridge the gap between education and job 

requirements, but descriptions of competence may fail to adequately reflect the 

complexity of competence in work performance (Harris, Guthrie, Hobart,  & Lundberg 

2005; Le Deist & Winterton, 2005). Much of the literature argues that competence is a 

broader concept than the ability to perform workplace tasks. Competency-based training 

often stresses work performance, and the outcomes of that which are observable, 

measurable and assessable. But performance is underpinned by the constituents of 

competence: personally held skills, knowledge and abilities which collectively underpin 

and enable performance (Schofield & McDonald, 2004). Conceptually, therefore, the 

‘whole’ is greater than the ‘sum of the parts’ (Harris et al., 2005).  

 

Another view of competency is that competence may be seen as a virtue of an 

organisation, which recognises the complex interaction of people, skills and technologies 

that drives company performance (Le Deist & Winterton, 2005). In other words, 

competence is context dependent, and the competencies that people display and value 

vary in these different contexts. Equally, we might apply the concept of competence to a 

business unit or work team, not just an individual. There are many conceptual definitions 

of competence and competency. However, an integrated approach to the competency 

concept opens the opportunities to learning approaches such as problem-based curricula, 

authentic learning and similar approaches (Gonczi, 1999; Torr, 2008) which have a long 

history in the higher education sector.   
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More recently Figgis (2009) also highlights the use of problem-based and authentic 

learning approaches in the VET sector as beneficial to the learner as well as the 

organsiation as a whole. Competence cannot readily be captured through generic 

descriptions and there is an over-reliance on standardisation of competences. 

Competencies are strongly dependent on context (Mulder, Weigel & Collins, 2007). As 

Lum (1999) argues, the assumption that human capabilities can be unequivocally 

described and accurately communicated by means of language is unfounded. Competency 

definitions and competency standards are useful guides but we should be wary of 

assuming the actual realities of what competencies are reflected in the words used to 

describe them. 

 

Teaching in VET  

 

Initially, teaching is seemingly at the centre of competency, but this view 

immediately gives way when we consider the context within which learning occurs, to 

projections about what beliefs and actions different learning opportunities will produce, 

and to past and present beliefs, practices, and arrangements of power that produce these 

opportunities or, at least, are being used to rationalise them. The traditional theories of 

learning dating back to the 1960s and before with educational theorists, such as Dewey 

(1859- 1952) Skinner (1904 -1990), Piaget (1896- 1980) and Vygotsky (1949 – 1968), 

introduced behaviourist, constructivist and scaffolded theories that appear to have 

influenced some aspects of VET teaching in the modern context.  According to Young 

(1998), the “power of some to define in terms of what is valued knowledge leads to the 

question of accounting for how knowledge is stratified and by what criteria” (p. 15). He 

identified two aspects to stratification: prestige, referring to “the different ways that 

different kinds of knowledge are valued” and property, referring to “how access to 

knowledge is controlled, in modern societies, largely by professionals and other experts” 

(p.17).  Penney’s (2007) proposition that teaching competency relates first and foremost 

to the transmission of established bodies of knowledge is arguably no longer tenable, as 

modern day competency has a focus on skills and performance in the workplace. 

According to Hargreaves (2010), VET trainers must think not only of how to teach for 

the knowledge society, but also of how to teach beyond it, to address other compelling 

human values and educational purposes relating to competency not just those that make 

a profit.  
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Certain approaches in industrialised and rapidly industralising countries indicate 

a shift from the old paradigm of VET and an active search for new responses. Some of 

these are given below (International Labor Office, United Nations, 2011). 

 

Old paradigm  New paradigm  

Supply-driven approach Search for demand-driven approaches 

Training for employment Learning for employability 

In-service training Concept of continuing life-long learning 

Training and focus on the teacher/trainer Self-learning and focus on the learner 

One-time learning Continuing recurrent life-long learning 

Education and training separated 

Education and training integrated (a sound 

general education and broad-based initial 

training are essential bases for life-long 

continuing learning) 

Specialization in one skill A search for multi-skilling 

Skill recognition based on training period 

and examination 

Recognition based on competency and prior 

learning 

Rigid and fixed entry and exit Flexible and multiple entry and exit 

Focus on formal sector 
Recognition of the need to focus both on 

formal and informal sectors 

Training for wage employment Training for wage and self-employment 

Centralized system 
Decentralized system requiring both strong 

national and decentralised institutions 

Policy and delivery dominated by state Policy and delivery separate, market-driven 

Governance dominated by the state 
Participatory governance, recognition of 

multiple actors, social dialogue 

 

Figure 4.1 Old to new learning paradigm (International Labor Office, 2011). 
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It could also be argued that VET training and learning in Australia is focused on 

employability, and that this rests at the core of the new paradigm. Learning in VET calls 

on the capacity of the individual to adapt to changes in work and different organisations, 

to combine different types of knowledge and skills but also continue to develop and build 

on them through a lifelong learning process.  Learning is a part of what contributes to the 

complexity of the VET sector and training packages are central to learning within VET.  

 

Training packages 

 

Teaching and learning in VET in Australia is strongly tied to nationally recognised 

training packages which specify outcomes statements on what skills and knowledge 

students must acquire to demonstrate competency (Karmel, 2010).  Training packages do 

not include curriculum, learning guides or assessment resources.  

 

A training package is a set of nationally endorsed standards and qualifications for 

recognising and assessing people's skills in a specific industry, industry sector or 

enterprise. They are developed by national Industry Skills Councils (ISCs). Training 

packages are a key feature of Australia's national vocational education and training (VET) 

system (NCVER, 2010). They are used as the basis for most of the programs delivered in 

the VET system, including Australian apprenticeships, training courses offered by TAFE 

and private training organisation, VET in schools programs, recognition of existing skills, 

and occupational licensing. Training packages are designed to enable diverse and relevant 

vocational learning outcomes, and to regulate training outcomes through nationally 

recognised qualifications (NCVER, 2010). 

 

Despite the name, training packages do not describe how people should be trained. 

Rather, they provide the nationally endorsed industry standards against which training 

can be developed and flexibly delivered to meet particular local, individual, industry and 

enterprise requirements (Service Skills Australia, 2012). Training packages are developed 

with industry and are not owned by an individual training provider. The skills and 

qualifications are nationally recognised, they are not unique to one state or an individual 

training organisation. They provide a consistent, national benchmark for skills, and ensure 

that skills gained in one state will be recognised across Australia (Service Skills Australia, 

2012).   



61 
 

Only registered training organisations (RTOs) are able to issue training package 

qualifications or statements of attainment. All training packages are developed by ISCs 

according to a set of rules set down by the Commonwealth Government, are endorsed by 

the National Skills Standards Council (NSSC), and signed off by the state and territory 

education ministers. A Training Package comprises two components; endorsed materials 

and non-endorsed support materials. The NSSC oversees the endorsed component. 

 

The model of evaluation is that training packages are expected to be reviewed 

every three years, and sometimes more frequently, and dependent of the industry context; 

for example, information technology is reviewed on an ongoing basis due to the nature of 

the industry. Perhaps this model provides some form of risk management to address 

slippage in the training package content needed to meet evolving industry practice.  The 

endorsed component of all training packages includes three major components: 

qualifications; units of competency and assessment guidelines (Service Skills Australia, 

2012). 

 

Qualifications and units of competency 

 

Training packages contain nationally recognised qualifications and units of 

competency. Units of competency define the particular skills and knowledge and the 

standard required to be competent in each unit. A qualification combines several units of 

competency that are required to work within a particular occupation or at a particular 

level within an industry. These components of a training package mean that an individual 

can have his or her skills recognised in two ways: 

Qualification: A qualification indicates that the individual is competent in all units 

of competency required to attain a qualification. 

Statements of Attainment: A statement of attainment indicates that the individual 

is competent in one or more units of competency, but not in the full range of units required 

for a qualification. Statements of attainment stand in their own right to show that the 

individual holds particular skills, and they can also be used as credit toward full 

qualifications if the individual wishes to finish a qualification in the future (Australian 

Skills Quality Council, 2012).  
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Assessment guidelines 

The training.gov.au (TGA) database provides information about training packages 

and their make-up.  Each training package includes assessment guidelines that define 

the rules for how assessment must occur under the training package (TGA, 2012). They 

include issues such as: how assessment can be conducted; what qualifications assessors 

need to hold and the conditions under which assessment should occur, for example, 

some training packages may require that assessment of certain units must take place in a 

real work environment. 

 

Non-endorsed component of Training Packages 

 

The non-endorsed component or support materials to be used in conjunction with a 

training package can be produced by RTOs, private and commercial developers, State 

Training Authorities, or other organisations (TGA, 2012). These materials may comprise 

of:  

 learning strategies that assist training providers to design specific training programs 

to help trainees attain the required competencies;  

 assessment materials that can be used by assessors to gather sufficient evidence of 

competency to make reliable judgments about whether a person has met the required 

competency standard; and 

 professional development materials that provide information, hints and resources for 

trainers and assessors to help them successfully implement the training package.  

 

There is literature that considers that competence can be conceptualised in two 

broad ways. One takes a view that competence is a personal construct, while the other 

grounds competence in the context of an occupation and even a particular workplace 

(Guthrie, 2005). It points to the idea that a balance needs to be struck between these two 

constructs. The support for CBT and training packages remains strong, but evidently 

attention needs to be given to the quality of teaching learning and assessment. The 

literature also indicates that training packages could be better understood and used, and 

that some refining of the underpinning concepts, processes and products is required 

(Guthrie, 2005).  
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 The professionalism of vocational education and training trainers needs to be 

reemphasised and enhanced, the benchmark certificate IV qualification in particular 

(Wheelahan, 2011). It may be timely to revisit the nature and level of training for VET’s 

trainers thus part of the impetus for this study.  

 

Conceptual framework  

The conceptual framework of this study is presented as a visual representation 

(Figure 4.2) of the concepts, the system of concepts, assumptions, expectations, beliefs, 

and theories that supports and informed the exploratory study.  Miles & Huberman, 

(1994); and Robson (2002) defined a conceptual framework as a visual or written product.  

Miles & Huberman, (1994) definition was that a conceptual framework “explains, either 

graphically or in narrative form, the main things to be studied, the key factors, concepts, 

or variables and the presumed relationships among them” (p. 18). Chapter one of this 

portfolio explored the diversity of VET in relation to: the history of VET; what is VET in 

Australia; VET policies and how VET is legislated for and regulated. This led to the 

discovery of VET regulatory authorities across Australia identifying a pattern of 

consistent non-compliance against staff competency standard 1.4 and delivery and 

assessment standards 1.3 and 1.5. This inspired the study with a focus on trainers of VET 

as the specific angle to explore possible reasons. Chapter two considered a bigger picture 

of VET and trainers of VET in the global context while chapter three looked at 

governance of the sector for strategic and operational relationships. Having trainers of 

VET as the potential study focus it was important to explore links within teaching, 

learning and competency covered in chapter four. The study problem and questions 

emerged and are detailed in chapter five. A mixed methods approach was taken for the 

exploratory study so as a survey and focus groups could be utilised. The survey was of a 

representative group of VET trainers.  It was considered, who better to represent a VET 

group than those who train the trainers of VET. The purpose of the exploratory study was 

to gain a profile of VET trainers and to examine a potential link between VET trainers’ 

competency and the non-compliance in the delivery and assessment aspects of the 

Australian Quality Training Framework (AQTF) standards. It was also to identify trainer 

competency requirements, practice and views related to their professional development 

in response to the changing face of VET. Chapter five, six and seven detail the rationale, 

process and results of this exploratory study.   
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Figure 4.2 Visual representations of concepts for exploratory study.  
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CHAPTER 5 
 

THE RESEARCH STUDY  
 

 

Introduction 

 
This small exploratory study used a mixed methods approach that included 

primary data collection and analysis, secondary data analysis and conceptual analyses of 

contemporary practices. The interpretative research project focused on the specific social 

setting of the Australian VET sector, RTOs and trainers that operate within them. As 

noted by Erickson (1986), Patton (1990) and Denzin and Lincoln (1994), within the 

interpretive approach there are many methods, but they all share the same philosophical 

assumption, which is that reality is constructed by individuals interacting with their social 

worlds (Merriam, 1998). As indicated in chapter one, this exploratory study was framed 

by the literature review and environmental scan. The study explored VET policy decisions 

pursued between 2000 and 2010 in Australia and how they impacted on the sector and 

educators within the system, namely trainers of VET.  

 

The first section of this chapter outlines the problem, purpose, and research 

approach taken for the study. Detailed justification is included for the chosen 

epistemology and methodology. The second section of this chapter outlines the data 

collection and analysis procedures.  

 

Problem 

As identified from the literature outlined in chapters one to four, unprecedented 

changes to government policy, expectations of industry and learners for providers of VET 

in Australia between 2000 and 2010 had placed considerable strain on the sector (Guthrie, 

Perkins, Chappell, Roy & Mitchell, 2005, Mitchell & Ward, 2010). It appears that very 

little is known about the competency of the VET trainers (Cornford, Athanasou, & 

Pithers, 1996, Gutherie et al, 2005, Mitchell & Ward, 2010). From consultations with 

VET regulatory body representatives in each jurisdiction in Australia, it became apparent 

that each jurisdictions regulatory body in Australia between 2001 and 2007 reported the 

most RTO non-compliance against the AQTF standards concerned with staff competency 
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and training and assessment. No explanation for the problem was available. The literature 

at the same time showed that there was minimal data available about the profile and 

performance of the VET workforce, with data collection patchy and inconsistent across 

states, territories, RTOs and national research centres.  

 

  This research study is important as the literature states we know less about VET 

trainers than teachers in other sectors of education in Australia. The demands on VET 

trainers are more complex than either schools or higher education, because of the 

variations of VET training contexts and the diversity of the VET client base with which 

they work. The vocational or industry specific qualifications  and experience trainers of 

VET are required to have vary depending on the industry competencies and the level at 

which they are training. As summed up in a recent NCVER report on the VET workforce  

the data on the VET workforce is very problematic and while an overall picture may be 

possible, this must be viewed cautiously (Mlotkowski & Guthrie, 2010). The report also 

stated that further study was required in this area.  

 

Purpose and research questions 

The purpose of the exploratory study was to gain a profile of VET trainers and to 

examine a potential link between VET trainers’ competency and the non-compliance in 

the delivery and assessment aspects of the Australian Quality Training Framework 

(AQTF) standards. It was also to identify trainers’ competency requirements, practice and 

views related to their professional development in response to the changing face of VET. 

Previous studies (Rumsey, 2002; Schofield & McDonald, 2004) showed that there was 

little evidence of correlation between the competencies of the trainers and the recognised 

VET benchmark called the Certificate IV in Training and Assessment required for trainers 

(Rumsey, 2002). This study investigated the profile of trainers and the value of a 

benchmark qualification to meet the AQTF performance outcomes within the VET sector 

in Australia. The study investigated the skills, knowledge and attributes held and required 

by trainers of the VET workforce in Australia at a given point in time.   
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This research adds new knowledge regarding trainers of VET and will perhaps 

guide future policy directions. The study addressed the following research questions: 

1.  What is the profile of VET trainers in Australia? 

2. Is there a link between VET trainer competency and the high level of non-

compliance in delivery and assessment aspects of the AQTF standards?  

3. What are the trainer’s views on the existing benchmark VET qualification and 

operating within the VET sector? 

 

A Research Approach 

 
Research using a mixed methods methodology involves combining both 

quantitative and qualitative collection and analysis of data, either through a single study 

or a series of studies (Collins, 2010; Creswell, 2010; Greene & Caracelli, 1997; Josselson, 

2007; Miller & Crabtree, 2004; Morse, 2010). The mixed method approach to research is 

commonly applied in the social and behavioral science disciplines, especially within 

education. Creswell (2009) explains that mixed methods research combines numerical 

and narrative data which enhances the depth and strength to a study.  Studies based on 

the complementary nature of the different types of data derived from such sources are 

usually rich in contextual information (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Interviews, a survey, focus 

groups and analysis of quantative and qualitative data were utilised for the study. Greene, 

Caracelli and Graham (1993) also highlight the value of mixed methods evaluation. The 

complementary nature of this research approach clarifies and illustrates results from one 

method with the use of another. The qualitative data are often employed to explain the 

quantitative findings (Creswell, 2010; Plano Clark & Creswell, 2007). 

 

Interview as a method for qualitative research 
 

  The qualitative research interview seeks to describe the meanings of central 

themes in the life world of the subjects. The main task in interviewing is to understand 

the meaning of what the interviewees say (Kvale, 1996). In this study, the interviews with 

the regulatory body informed the survey and the focus groups. A negative aspect is that 

interviewing as a technique is believed to be highly subjective with the possibility of bias 

always existing (Bell, 2005).   
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The interviews in this study were structured in their approach. The set of questions for 

the interviews were prepared in advance and pilot tested, to support consistency. Bell 

(2005) acknowledges that the preciseness of wording of questions may not be as 

important during interviews as in questionnaires. In this study rephrasing of questions 

occurred occasionally through the interview process, to provide clarification. The 

technique of repeating back an answer was used to ensure the intended meaning was 

recorded and to allow the subject to clarify or elaborate their response. Prior to 

participating in the study, participants were asked to read an information letter and sign 

the consent form.  

Survey as a method for quantative research 
 

A questionnaire or survey is an effective method of gathering data from a large 

and dispersed group of participants (Busha & Harter, 1980; Goldstein, 2005), as was the 

case in this study. The 400 RTOs on the national database registered to deliver the 

Certificate IV in Training and Assessment across Australia were chosen as the target 

study group.  The instrument was designed so the questions fell into a logical sequence. 

This was to support the respondent understand its purpose, and as a result the quality of 

answers may be improved (Arsham, 2002). 

 

Focus groups  

 

Kitzinger and Barbour (1999) defined focus groups, as group discussions 

exploring a specific set of issues that are focused because the process involves some kind 

of collective activity. However, while distinguishing other methods such as group 

interviews, nominal groups, brainstorming, delphi groups and other consensus groups that 

could be identified as focus groups, they conclude that the key feature of focus groups is 

the active encouragement of group interaction among participants and the gaining of a 

majority consensus (Kitzinger & Barbour, 1999). The dynamic nature of the questions 

asked by the moderator and the group process produces a level of insight that is rarely 

derived from unidirectional information collection methods such as observation, surveys 

and less interactional interview techniques (Morgan, 1993). According to Krueger (1994), 

methods of recording and analyzing information gathered from focus groups, including 

strategies for collecting unbiased information have helped focus group research to gain 

credibility as an accurate and useful source of information collection.   
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In summary the study used a mixed methods approach and combined interviews, 

surveys and focus groups. The interviews informed the design of the survey and focus 

groups helped interpret the survey data.   

 

Participants 

 

The main part of the research was conducted between February 2004 and 

November 2009 in the context of the VET sector in Australia. The initial part of the 

study process included engaging the regulatory authorities (seven in total) in discussions 

on possible trends and patterns in data. The regulatory authorities were chosen based on 

their key role within the VET sector in a governance and regulatory role. Theirs is a 

unique perspective, they collect and analyse a lot of data and are central to maintaining 

the VET system in Australia.  The sample of people for the survey of VET trainers were 

a targeted group of registered training organisations (RTOs).  The source of data on the 

RTOs was the VET national database, called the National Training Information Service 

(NTIS). The database was accessed to identify RTOs that had the Certificate IV in 

Training and Assessment on their scope of delivery. This group was identified as the 

population of RTOs that train the trainers and they also operate within the VET sector 

as RTOs.  This survey study group were unique as they included public, private, large 

and small organisations. There were a total of 400 RTOs registered, of which 141 

participated by returning surveys.  

 

Table 5.1 Number of RTO returning surveys by jurisdiction  

 

 NSW VIC QLD WA SA TAS NT ACT Total 

Responses 33 28 19 24 13 8 5 11 141 

 

 

For the validation part of the data gathering process, five focus group 

discussions were undertaken with identified pre-existing VET stakeholder network 

groups.    
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Table 5.2 Focus groups  

 

Focus groups – piggybacked on established network groups meetings 

Group  Number of participants 

Consortium Private Providers  Western Australian Based (12 

participants) 

WA Trainer and Assessor Network Western Australian Based (10 

participants) 

TAFE PD Strategy Network  National Group (4 participants) 

Department of Education and Training Learning 

and Assessment Strategy Advisory Group 

Western Australian Based (6 

participants) 

Fresh Thinking in VET Group  National Group (7 participants) 

 

The survey and follow-up focus group interviews were used to gather data 

directly from the trainers of the Australian trainer workforce.  

 

Phases of the study  

 

There were three key phases to the study. Phase one included preliminary contact 

with stakeholders, consultation, literature search and interviews. Phase two included 

planning, and development of the survey instrument, pilot testing, and administration of 

the survey and analysis of the data. Phase three involved validation and interpretation of 

findings from the survey. A PowerPoint was used to present the data to the focus groups 

for discussion of key findings. Recommendations were informed by the themes that 

emerged in the focus groups.  

 

 In phase one, the literature search and general environmental scan was conducted to 

access pertinent information and published data on issues and developments relevant to VET 

and trainers of VET. This included on-line searching, library research and networking. All 

necessary protocols were used to gather permission and approvals from relevant persons, 

committees, authorities prior to accessing data. This search was flexible enough to include 

emerging or new research as it developed and it pertained to the study. A series of 

consultations were undertaken with regulatory bodies across Australia to gather data on 

results of audits against the AQTF standards over the 2001 to 2007 period and it emerged 

that there was a common pattern across all states and territories in Australia.   
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Representatives from the seven Australian regulatory authorities for the VET 

including the Chief Executive Officers from Western Australia, Queensland, New South 

Wales, Victoria, South Australia, Northern Territory and Tasmania were interviewed. The 

purpose was to identify any trends or patterns in regulator findings particularly during the 

three year period leading into the study. The focus was on RTOs practice around Australia’s 

and the Australian Quality Training Framework.  The regulatory bodies undertake annual 

analysis of findings against standards. A pattern of consistent non-compliance against staff 

competency standard 1.4 and delivery and assessment standards 1.3 and 1.5 was identified 

from audit results by all of the regulators. The pattern was over the several years that preceded 

this study; however, there was no evidence to explain why there were persistently poor results 

in these three standards in particular. It should be noted that the same pattern was evident 

(National Industry Strategic Audit, 2010) after this work was completed. This was the basis 

for initiation of the exploratory study reported in this portfolio.  

 

For phase two, the survey study participants were chosen because of their critical 

role within the VET sector being those that trained the trainers for the sector. They 

delivered the benchmark qualification competency standard from the nationally 

recognised training package. The actual number of RTOs formally registered under the 

Australian National Training System to deliver and assess the Certificate IV in Training 

and Assessment at the time of the study in Australia was 400. The survey instrument was 

developed and a pilot run was initiated. It was tested for question ambiguity and for ease 

of collation of data using Excel software. The pilot involved a trial of the survey with 

ECU University colleagues and others. Adjustments were made before the final version 

was complete. The survey was distributed to the targeted population of RTOs by email 

using contact names and email addresses that are publically available on the national VET 

database National Training Information Service (NTIS).  

 

For phase three the focus groups, whom were VET stakeholder representative 

groups were chosen because they were existing recognised VET networks and established 

sector groups. The focus groups were piggybacked on to the regular meetings of these 

groups. Five focus group workshops were conducted over a six-day period with the 

stakeholder representative groups including; the Training and Assessment Consortium of 

Private Providers; Western Australian Assessment and Workplace Training Network; 

The TAFE Professional Development Strategy Network; The Department of Education 

and Training Teaching, Learning and Assessment Strategy Group; and,   
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the Fresh Thinking in VET Research Group. A total of 27 participants took part in the 

focus groups (see Table 5.2).  

 

Instruments 
Interviews 

 

The interview (see Appendix 1) was standardized, the same questions were asked 

to all interviewees. This approach facilitates faster interviews that can be more easily 

analyzed and compared (Kvale, 1996). The regulatory body interviews at the start of the 

study were one-one with the senior management in each of the eight jurisdictions in 

Australia. Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed. 

Survey  

 

In designing the survey instrument, a number of factors  identified by Arsham 

(2002), were considered including: questions to be simple and unambiguous, the best 

kinds of questions are those which allow a pre-printed answer to be ticked, the survey 

was made as short as possible; questions to be neither irrelevant nor too personal. Leading 

questions were not asked. The survey was designed so that the questions fell into a logical 

sequence. This enabled the respondent to understand its purpose, and as a result improve 

the quality of answers. The survey instrument was comprised of four sections (see 

Appendix 2). Section A included questions about trainer competence. Section B included 

multiple choice questions aimed at gathering data on background, occupational 

benchmarks, professional development. Section C utilised a 5-point Likert scale to gain 

quantitative measurable data on perceptions of good practice. Section D also utilised a 5-

point Likert scale to gain quantitative data measures on views of the VET trainer 

qualification and modes of support. The first issue of the survey had an 11% return rate 

which did not constitute a representative sample; however, follow up email and direct 

phone calls to the RTOs combined with a second distribution enabled a return rate of 141 

from 400 RTOs which is an overall return rate of 36%. Sometimes respondents were 

contacted a second or third time to further encourage them to respond.   
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Focus group protocol 

 

For each focus group meeting there was a comfortable setting, refreshments, and 

participants sat in a circle which helped to establish the right atmosphere. The group size 

was between 5 and 12 people. Sessions lasted one to two hours. Group discussion 

particularly was useful as the interviewer had a series of open ended questions (see. 

Appendix 3) and wished to encourage research participants to explore the issues of 

importance to them, in their own vocabulary, generating their own questions and pursuing 

their own priorities. People were encouraged to talk to one another, ask questions, 

exchange anecdotes and comment on each other’s experiences and points of view. The 

method was particularly useful for exploring people's knowledge and experiences and 

provided some insights into participants’ thinking and why they think that way. 

Participants were selected to reflect a range of the total study population (VET trainers 

and RTOs). The group discussions were recorded and transcribed with careful notes and 

highlighted corresponding responses. Planning and preparation for the focus groups was 

conducted using a presentation taken from the outcomes of the literature review and 

survey findings. This information was emailed to focus group participants at least two 

weeks prior to the meetings to allow familiarisation with the content and time for 

participants to consider positions. At the focus groups, participants were asked to identify 

strengths, weaknesses and interesting aspects of the outcomes and vote on preferences. 

The focus groups were run at the end of  a network meeting already scheduled and was 

arranged as an agenda item with the organising body responsible. This was to enable 

efficient use of time, minimize inconvenience to participants and maximize attendance at 

the focus groups.   

 

Research rigour 

 

To support the validity and reliability of the study, the planning allowed for three 

sources of data; interviews with regulatory bodies, survey of trainers at RTOs with the 

Certificate IV in Training and Assessment qualification on their scope of registration, and 

the five focus groups. The interviews informed the development of the survey. The survey 

was run as a pilot. Use of the focus groups was to validate data interpretation. The use of 

focus groups and interviews supplemented the data gathered through the use of the survey 

in order to triangulate one set of data with the other.   
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The process of triangulation of data supported a more valid and reliable set of data results 

(Denzin, 1978; Patton 1990; De Vos, 1998). To enhance the validity of the survey, the 

survey items were limited to reflect the key issues to have emerged from the literature 

review and consultations undertaken with the regulatory authorities. The study 

acknowledges that the richness of data from focus groups relies on the establishment of a 

relationship with the focus group participants. Time was taken to ensure rapport was 

established with each group before the commencement of the meetings. The wording of 

questions can be a possible source of bias and unreliability. Pilot testing helped improve 

the clarity of questions. Responses in interviews were repeated or paraphrased to elicit 

agreement on understanding the meaning of participants’ responses (Guba & Lincoln 

1989; Patton, 1990). Acknowledging the potential for misinterpreting responses and 

attitudes, the data were scrutinised for evidence of bias, personal or other (Brenner, 1985). 

Bias was minimised by maintaining a neutral stance, so as not to endanger the validity of 

the information. 

 

Data analysis 

For the surveys (141 returned), a coding schema was used to categories the 

choices made by participants. Coded responses were entered on excel software program 

for ease of analysis, and then some were summarised using a median, the most suitable 

measure of central tendency. The survey instrument was divided into four parts: 

 

Section A:  The AQTF and teacher/trainer/assessor competency (coded A.1, A.2 (2.1-2.6) 

to A.3),  

Section B:  Profile (q coded B.1-B10), 

Section C: Developing good practice (coded C.1 (1.1-1.7)-C .2 (2.1-2.10), 

Section D: Modes of support (D.1 (1.1-1.4)-D.3).  

 

The responses in each section were collated with a numerical value for example, 

how many A.1 out of 141 responses was yes and how many no responses.  For question 

A.2, how many choose A2.1, A2.2, A2.3 …to A2.6 to get highest numerical similar 

respondents. A color code was assigned to each section red, green…then answers 

corresponded with colours; green for same responses, red for number responses with 

value so they could be collocated with highest values informing results reported.   
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Strauss and Corbin’s (2009) inventory of analytic techniques was used as a guide for 

conceptualizing and classifying the data. Their key idea is that the processes of data 

collection and data analysis are intimately connected, each informing and guiding the 

other. From the surveys and focus groups the patterns and common themes were 

highlighted in colour codes. Open coding and layered coding was applied for data 

analysis.   

Similarly the analysis of the focus group records were matched to the four 

categories identified in the survey instrument. Then that data was colour coded to draw 

out the common themes and patterns in responses across each respondent and all five 

groups.  

 

Limitations of the study 

 
The limitations of the study are acknowledged, including limited generalizing 

from the sample of 141 RTOs to a population of 400 and the possibility of selection bias 

among respondents, particularly as they are all providers of the Certificate IV in Training 

and Assessment qualification. The survey data was not analysed in terms of particular 

sub-groups which reflected the proportionate representation of trainers across the VET 

sector (e.g. non- English speaking respondents, Aboriginal, low income, other industry 

RTOs). However, there was a good distribution of respondents from the RTOs who 

participated across states and territories in Australia, representative of RTOs. The 

regulatory body interviews conducted at the start of the study were one-one with the 

senior management in each of the eight jurisdictions in Australia but were limited to 

explore the results of the AQTF audit findings and accuracy of their reporting and 

recording within that defined period. The study focus groups may have had a bias toward 

their group focus (see table 5.2), for example one group represented private RTO 

providers only and Western Australia was over represented in the sample.   
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Summary 

 
The use of a mixed methods approach enabled gathering of quantitative and 

qualitative data from different vantage points including trainers, program managers, 

senior management and the VET community that enabled different interpretations of the 

social reality by different groups. The methodology included the use of interviews, a 

survey, focus groups and discussions. The interviews informed the development of the 

quantitative data gathered through the use of the surveys and focus groups informed the 

interpretation of the survey data. The process of triangulation of data supported a more 

valid and reliable set of findings. Chapter six provides an overview of the findings drawn 

from the data collected.  
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CHAPTER 6  

STUDY FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 
The findings from the exploratory study draw on: the interview responses from 

the Australian VET regulatory authority’s Chief Executive Officers; responses from a 

survey administered to a select group of RTO trainers who deliver the Certificate IV in 

Training and Assessment to VET trainers across Australia and focus group responses 

related to the findings from the survey. The data identifies perceptions of competencies 

required to operate within the VET sector and provides some insights into the impact of 

the changing nature of the VET National Training Framework on trainers in Australia. 

There are two main sections to this chapter: the first draws on the survey data to present 

a profile of the respondents, and the second draws on the survey and focus group findings 

to identify pedagogical and broader VET environmental implications on the educational 

approach and competency of the VET trainer and identifies VET relevant capability 

priorities. 

 

Profile of VET Trainers 

 
Demographic data is reported for VET trainer survey participants in relation to 

gender, location, age, employment status, qualifications and priorities for operating 

within the VET environment in Australia. This chapter also reports on priorities in terms 

of competencies to operate within the VET sector, pedagogical perspectives, the VET 

workplace and views on skills and knowledge. At the time of the study there were 400 

RTOs delivering this qualification (known at the time of the study as TAA40104 

Certificate IV in Training and Assessment). This group was chosen for the study as they 

represent a group of people that train the trainers within the VET sector. A total of 141 

RTO trainers participated in the survey component of the study, with a response rate of 

35% of RTOs. The following profile of the participating VET trainers is drawn from 

analysis of the survey data and has been combined with qualitative data from the survey 

and the focus groups. 
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Gender and location 

 

As expected, the majority of those responding to the survey were from the largest 

states. Respondents from NSW and Victoria accounted for 43% of the sample and the 

ACT, Tasmania and the Northern Territory provided 17%. The number of females was 

larger than the number of males in all jurisdictions except the ACT. Overall, there was 

67% female respondents in the sample of 141 participants. The gender and location 

distribution of the sample VET trainers is presented in Table 6.1 

 

Table 6.1 Distribution of trainer respondents by gender and location 
 

 NSW VIC QLD WA SA TAS NT ACT Total 
Number 

Trainer 33 28 19 24 13 8 5 11 141 

Male  7 11 8 5 4 3 2 7 47 

Female 26 17 11 19 9 5 3 4 94 

Total  33 28 19 24 13 8 5 11  

 

 

Age and employment status 

 

The data from the survey in Table 6.2 shows that in every state and territory across 

Australia the majority (about 70%) of VET trainers was over 35 years of age. The data 

shows a mature aged population within this employment group, with 28% of participants 

in the 45- 60 years age bracket and 6% in the 60+ age group.  
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Table 6.2 Percentage of VET trainer by State/Territory and age  

 

Age  NSW 

(n=33) 

VIC 

(n=28) 

QLD 

(n=19) 

WA 

(n=24) 

SA 

(n=13) 

TAS 

(n=8) 

NT 

(n=5) 

ACT 

(n=11) 

< 25 5 5 2 4 1 1 2 4 

25-35 

years  

21 19 14 17 12 16 17 16 

35-45 

years  

39 36 34 36 35 35 33 33 

45-60 

years  

28 34 41 37 48 42 44 39 

60+ years  7 6 9 6 4 6 4 8 

 

 

Employment status  

 

More than half of the respondents were working in trainer positions on a full-time 

basis, approximately one-quarter work part-time (26%) and one-quarter on a contract, 

casual or temporary basis.  

 

Table 6.3 Trainer employment status across Australia 

 

 NSW VIC QLD WA SA TAS NT  ACT Total 
F/T 15 14 10 13 5 6 3 5 71 
P/T 6 4 6 7 7 6 0 1 37 
Contract 4 2 3 2 0 0 0 0 11 
Casual 5 4 1 4 0 0 0 1 15 
Temp 2 4 0 1 0 0 0 0 7 
Seasonal 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Other 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Total         141 

 

The survey data (Table 6.3) shows most respondents are employed on a full-time 

or part-time basis with a minority employed on contract, casual or temporary basis.   
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There was no seasonal employment which may indicate this part of the VET industry 

does not have seasonal peaks of demand.  

The study identified across the sample that 45% of trainers were female and 

working full-time (Table 6.4) of which 80% were aged over 35 years old, compared to 

23% male population employed full time, with 19% over 35 years old.  There was a total 

of 25% from both gender employed part-time. The majority of respondents were working 

full-time (Table 6.4) which contrasted with a concern identified by the same respondents 

of the increasing use of casual and contract type arrangements for trainers. This concern 

was identified by 25% of total respondents. This could be attributed to the traditional 

workforce changes due for retirement and variations in values related to work life. It was 

noted that many respondents also identified concerns about the rate of pay not reflecting 

of the heavy workload, and not having enough time to do the job to enable a high quality 

outcome. 

Table 6.4 Number of respondents by employment status, gender and age 

 

                                       Full-Time                        Part-Time                         Other 

Male 33 (23%) 12 (8%) 2 (1%) 

Female 64 (45%) 25 (17%) 5 (3.5%) 

<35 years 80 (56%) 28 (19%) 5 (3.5%) 

>35 years 17 (12%) 9 (6%) 2 (1%) 

 

 

The VET workplace 

 

The results of this study identified a range of workplaces and institutions that VET 

trainers operate within, having the distinctions of TAFE and Non-TAFE institutions, 

Registered Training Organisations including enterprise based and private providers. 

TAFE institutions, the government funded institutions, located around Australia were the 

major providers of VET programs. Non-TAFE public providers are government funded 

institutions such as secondary schools (VET in School programs), community and 

agricultural colleges, and universities registered to provide VET programs and services. 

Registered Training Organisations are training providers around Australia registered by 

state and territory authorities under the Australian Quality Training Framework (AQTF),  
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 or nationally under the VET Act 2011 and NVR standards, to deliver training products 

and services according to a specific scope of registration (nominated qualifications, 

accredited courses, and units of competency).  Registration enables RTO to award 

outcomes within that scope of registration; for example, an RTO might have industry 

expertise in building and construction and might offer a Certificate II, III, IV, and 

Diploma in carpentry or in the electrical trade. An individual or a group of individuals 

who can satisfy AQTF or NVR standards can become a Registered Training Organisation. 

RTOs include secondary schools, international colleges, adult community colleges 

(ACE), private training colleges, enterprises, adult and community providers, 

universities, group training companies and agricultural colleges. Private providers are 

usually commercial (business colleges, training consultants), community (adult education 

and community centers), industry (skill centers, group training companies) and enterprise 

(in-house training). 

 

Qualifications 

 

It was interesting to identify the qualifications trainers currently held (see Table 

6.5).  The results indicated that majority (58%) held a Certificate IV in Training and 

Assessment, 12% Diploma qualifications, 13.5% held an undergraduate degree and 6% 

held a teaching related higher degree. Some respondents held multiple qualifications. It 

must be noted that the Certificate IV in Training and Assessment is a regulatory 

requirement within the AQTF standards that must be met under the National Training 

Framework. Therefore, it was a little concerning that a small proportion did not hold the 

Certificate IV qualification considering they were in a position to be teaching others 

competencies within that qualification.   Although the majority of respondents were in 

the over 35 year age range, the less than 35 year age group held a slightly higher 

proportion of AQF level qualifications at degree level and above. All trainers aged less 

than 35 years held at least a Certificate IV in Training and Assessment.   
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Table 6.5 Qualifications held by age group 

 

Category  Number trainers 

< 35 yrs. 

Number trainers   

>35 yrs. 

Total % 

rounded 

PhD 0                              2            1 

Master 4  3  5 

Degree  9 10 13 

Dip 4 30 12 

Cert IV  8 68 58 

Cert III or other 0 14 10 

 

 

In terms of qualifications in the additional comments sections from the study, 

some respondents (22%) identified a particular need for a Certificate level III 

qualification to be part of the VET sector and that the level of knowledge packaged in the 

Certificate IV qualification was never used for some VET roles. This was a surprising 

piece of information and not something that had been raised in the literature reviewed.  

Participants identified some trainers operating in VET they felt did not need a full 

Certificate IV in Training and Assessment. The examples included people whose role was 

only to collect evidence of on-the-job of competency, people teaching base literacy and 

numeracy type programs, people undertaking volunteer training. The following quote 

illustrates the point: 

 

“We have guys on the job that are workplace assessors whose role is to 

collect evidence on the candidate’s performance using the assessment 

instrument and criteria we have designed that don’t need a full Certificate IV 

qualification but do need the assessment competencies and industry knowledge 

and experience”. (R1, Focus Group T&A Network, 2, 2008).   
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Profile summary 

 

In summary the profile of participants identified a mostly female workforce (67%), 

with three times as many females delivering the Certificate IV in Training and Assessment 

in NSW and WA than males. The majority of male and female respondents were working in 

full-time positions. Across Australia 70% of the respondents were over 35 years old 

indicating and aging workforce. The most common VET qualification held by the respondent 

trainers in VET was identified as the Certificate IV in Training and Assessment.  
 

 

Broad impacts of VET sector change on trainers  

 
The broad impacts of change on the VET trainer (data taken from open questions on 

survey and focus group themes) identified by respondents included a range of themes. The 

changes fell into the broad themes of: changes to training packages; skill shortages and 

workplace change. The study data demonstrated what the respondents identified as external 

changes were areas that they felt they had no control over and were struggling with.  

Changes to Training Packages 

 

The findings indicated that a common impact on the VET trainer within their 

workplaces was the ongoing review and changed implementation of training packages. 

For example:  

 

“I just have my resources and instruments bedded down and they changed the 
units of competency in the Training Package” (R6.FG3, 2008). 

 
 

Similar comments were identified by respondents in the open questions section of 

the survey.  The National Skills Standards Council (NSSC) is the governing body for 

VET responsible for overseeing development and implementation of Training Packages.  

The NSSC guidelines for training packages is that review of each training package takes 

place every three years.  
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“We (VET trainer) have to unpack them and make them into learning 
programs, produce learning and assessment strategies and develop assessment 
tools, and record and track the individual student each step of the way” ” 
(R1.FG4, 2008).  
 
 
They also spoke about increased demand by their employers for them to attend 

industry consultation meetings and moderation meetings and general staff meetings 

because of changes to training packages.  

 

Skill shortages 

 

Skill shortages emerged as a common theme identified by respondents as 

impacting on trainers’ workplace for a range of industries and industry sectors. It was 

stated that skill shortages and industry drivers put pressure of VET trainers to get people 

into the workforce with an emphasis on speed of completion of training programs. 

“If we don’t get the apprentices signed off we don’t get the money from the 
government” (R2.FG1, 2008). 

 
“The demand from the International training market is high and is based on the 

migration skills list so they have a chance at permanent residency in Australia” 
(R3.FG.2, 2008). 

 

 

VET workplace change 

 

A finding from the study discussions was that many external changes have 

transformed the orientation of RTOs away from training and education and more towards 

business and services.  In particular, a common trend that came up at all focus groups was 

that the work levels of trainers in VET have intensified. Examples of some of the changes to 

the role now included:  

 
“validate assessment outcomes with industry; a lot more paperwork for 

quality assurance systems within the RTOs; use of email, mobile phone and SMS 

follow-up communications with students outside of teaching time; and more travel 

to meet demand for on-site-training and assessment. ” (R3.FG1, 2008). 

 

The major area of agreement across the focus groups was increased workload as a 

direct result of changes within the sector over the past several years (2005-2008 being the  
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 time frame indicated at the time of the study). The word that was most frequently 

used (90%) used to describe the impact of changes based on trainer experiences was 

‘stressful’. The following direct quotes are examples that sum up the overall group responses: 

 
“I got into training because I think know the trade well and when I hurt my back I 

felt I could pass my skills to another generation because we need more skilled 

tradespeople. I had no idea about all the rules in VET and all the paperwork, it was 

a shock and to tell the truth I still don’t fully understand why we have to fill out so 

many forms” (R2.FG1, 2008). 

 
“All the changes coming are putting more stress on us than ever before, 

when do we get time to teach, the college is only interested in assessment results” 
(R2.FG3, 2008). 

 

In summary the data indicates that training packages changes, skill shortages and 

workplace changes have led VET trainers to express feelings of increased stress levels.  
 

 

Educational approach and competency of the VET trainer 
 

In section B.8 of the survey participants were asked how well the VET Certificate IV 

in Training and Assessment program had prepared them for further education or training. 

The scale was 1-5 in being very poorly prepared to very well prepared. Almost half (45%) 

indicated the Certificate IV in Training and Assessment only somewhat prepared them for 

further education or training (see Table 6.6). A low mean rating (see Table 6.6), indicates 

that trainers felt the Certificate IV in Training and Assessment only somewhat prepared 

them for further education or training.   
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Table 6.6 Adequacy of the Certificate IV in Training and Assessment 

qualification for VET trainers 

 

 Number of trainers giving various ratings of adequacy 
of preparation  

Mean  
rating 

N/A 
(1) 

Very 
Poorly (2) 

Somewhat 
(3) 

Well  
(4) 

Very 
well (5) 

/5 

Certificate IV in 
Training and 
Assessment 

2 
(1.4%) 

31 (21%) 64 (45%) 42 
(30%) 

2(1.4%) 2.4 

 

This finding was concerning, as the Certificate IV in Training and Assessment is 

the benchmark qualification for the VET sector across Australia. The low level of 

satisfaction is further illustrated in the rating for trainer capabilities not covered by the 

Certificate IV qualification and identification of their competency priorities.  

 

Throughout the consultations and focus group meetings, it was identified by 

participants that trainers need to become highly-skilled professionals. This assertion was 

based on discussions about of the study responses, major changes emerging such as the 

flow-on effect of globalisation on VET, the knowledge-based society, advancements of 

technology in industry, and different needs and types of learners. Some of the specific 

skills the focus groups commonly identified included a high level of knowledge and skill 

in their industry currency, using more client focused and centred approach. They also 

affirmed a need for better understanding of technology, VET system expertise, pedagogy 

and andragogy, rather than traditional transmission pedagogies. They identified the 

capacity to work with the diversity of the VET learners, multiple clients in multiple 

contexts and across multiple learning platforms such as e-learning, on the job and site-

based learning. The study group respondents identified and rated importance of additional 

capabilities (Table 6.8) required by trainers that were not covered within their experience 

of the Certificate IV in Training and Assessment qualification. 
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Additional trainer capabilities 
 

The trainer capabilities identified for training others in order of importance 

(Table 6.7).  The findings shows client focus being rated as most important closely 

followed by industry currency. VET system expertise, pedagogy and use of technology 

all rated similarly high 

 

Table 6.7 Capabilities required for training others 

 

Capability Number of trainers giving various ratings of 

importance 

Mean 

rating 

No 
focus 
(1) 

Minimum 
focus (2) 

Useful but 
not critical 
(3) 

Strong 
focus 
(4) 

Critical 
(5) 

/5 

Client focus 0 0 5 34 105 4.7 
Industry currency 0 3  10   30  98  4.5 
VET system 
expertise 

0 11 30 80 20 3.7 

Use of 
technology 

0 6 88 12 35 3.5 

Pedagogical 
expertise 

2 11 78 43 7 3.2 

 

 

Priorities and focus on VET trainer competencies 

  

  Participants were asked to prioritise what they felt as most important on a scale of 

1 to nine from a set of nine competencies identified through the literature as being those 

required to operate in VET in the next decade (Cornford, Athanasou, & Pithers, 1996, 

Gutherie et al, 2005, Mitchell & Ward 2010).  As illustrated in table 6.8 below, the most 

important thing they identified was to continuously upgrade their skill and knowledge 

followed closely by teamwork and networking across organisations.  

 

Table 6.8 illustrates that 79% of the study group felt it was important to 

continuously upgrade their skills and knowledge which may relate to their experiences of 

a changing and evolving VET environment. Over 50% of all of the respondents identified 

career development, leadership and knowledge work capabilities as being high on their 

priority list (see Table 6.8) The lowest on the priorities list was preparation for fragmented 
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or specialist roles such as assessment, this was surprising considering the regulatory 

bodies had found a majority of non-compliances with the AQTF standards in the area of 

assessment. There may be a case for the old saying: you don’t know what you don’t know.  

  

Table 6.8 Priorities and focus on VET trainer competencies   

 

Element Priority Strong or 

critical focus 

(%) 

Continuously upgrade their skills and knowledge (C 2.5) 1 79% 

Learn to work in teams, across organisations and within 

networks  (C 2. 9) 

2 68% 

Self-manage their own careers and development as they move 

across RTOs and within industry (C2. 7) 

3 65% 

Management and leadership capabilities (C 2.2) 4 63% 

Knowledge work capabilities, i.e.  the ability to access, create 

and use knowledge to add value to the business they are in. (C 

2.4) 

5 54% 

Coaching, mentoring and networking skills (C 2.3) 6 41% 

Embedding ICT in learning and teaching activities (C2.6) 7 39% 

Accommodate identity shifts as they move across roles and 

organisations (C 2. 8) 

8 39% 

Be prepared for more fragmented and specialised roles, such 

as in assessment (C 2.10)  

9 27% 

 

Table 6.9 illustrates how respondents identified and rated their preferred modes of 

training support for VET trainers. A national or state-wide mentoring program for trainers 

was top of the list of importance with a central online support centre a close second in the 

ratings. 
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Table 6.9 Preferred modes of training support for trainers 

 

Modes Number of trainers giving various ratings of 
importance 

Mean 
rating 

 No 
focus 
(1) 

Minimum 
focus (2) 

Useful but 
not critical 
(3) 

Strong 
focus (4) 

Critica
l (5) 

/5 

A National or State-
wide mentoring 
program for trainers 

0 0 23 79 39 4.11 

A central online 
support centre 

1 1 19 43 77 4.3 

Video exemplars of 
good practice 

5 2 12 87 35 4 

Samples of good 
practice resources 
mapped to one 
training package 
qualification 

0 2 14 98 27 4 

communities of 
practice 

1 3 21 80 36 4 

 

 

High ratings were also scored for support through the use of video exemplars of good 

practice, samples of good practice resources mapped to one training package qualification 

and communities of practice.  The participants identified some other capabilities have 

pedagogical implications for training. These included: use of technology; learner focus; client 

focus and diversity and generational changes of learners in VET.  

 

Use of technology 

   

Participants were also asked about the knowledge and expertise in using new and 

emerging technologies, in particular to stay in touch with and advise students, as well as 

for flexible delivery. According to the literature these skills are also important to enable 

practitioners to stay in touch with each other, including through communities of practice 

and other networks, and can help to combat the isolation many teachers and trainers 

experience (Mitchell, Chappell, Bateman & Roy, 2006). When asked what level of focus 

on use of technology was needed in VET, 21% indicated it needed a strong focus and 

35% felt it was critical for VET trainers.   
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Learner focus  

 

Some of the literature identified learner focus as a specific capability. This includes 

the ability to promote and support self-directed learning, as well as to cater for individual 

learning differences, and enable lifelong learning (Corben & Thomson, 2001). Many 

respondents identified learner focused and centered as the same thing however, the literature 

also stated a learner-focused approach is not the same as learner-centre learning in which the 

VET practitioner is one of a range of resources available to the student (Dryen, 2003). When 

asked what level of focus on learners for self-directed learning was needed in VET, learner 

focus ranked very high, with 75% identifying it as critical and 24% felt it should get a strong 

focus.   

 

Client focus and diversity 

 

Respondents identified current clients coming from a diverse society, through 

international migration and humanitarian programs together with increasing numbers of 

overseas students coming to study in Australia. A common theme was identified as being an 

increasing number of students with English as a second language and students with one or 

more disabilities or special needs participating in VET. The impacts identified by respondents 

included having to develop brokering and relationship-building skills, to enable trainers to 

provide advice to clients (including students and enterprises), establish and maintain 

relationships, network with industry, customize training and delivery to meet client needs, 

and evaluate and monitor outcomes.  When asked what level of focus on clients was needed 

in VET, client focus got almost the same results as learner focus. The focus group discussions 

indicated the diversity and client focus changes had added to their workload and was 

impacting by putting additional pressures on VET trainers. 

 

 Generational changes of learners in VET 

 

The other major area of impact on VET trainer that was not raised in the survey 

but was identified through the focus group meeting results was the trainer’s identification 

and discussions on a different generation of learners. The focus groups discussions was 

expanded based on voicing information about research on XY and Z/Alpha generations 

of learners.  The responses captured were also likely to have been influenced by the 

respondent’s discussions about their understanding of the generations X, Y and Z.   
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It was stated by participants in all focus groups interviewed that there was an increase in 

learners from the Y and Z generations participating in the VET sector.  In focus groups 

one, two, three and four, respondents stated that members of this generation have 

something they described as a chip on their shoulders. A quote on generational changes 

from focus group participants illustrates: 

 
“I had a group of year 10s this year for one day a week from … high 

school.  About 1/3 of them would not come back after break time, they were 

disrespectful to our staff. I reported it to the … high school as the students were 

all less than 18 years but the school did nothing. We had to contact the parents 

directly; it is a lot more work for us to manage these kids” (R2.FG3, 2008). 

 

After broad discussion the consensus from the focus groups involved in the study 

discussions was that generational differences should be embraced, accepted and respected 

even though they bring new challenges to the trainers within the VET sector. The distinct 

generational difference was summed up:  

 

“My mature aged students are great with the workbooks but battle with 

the online information however the school based learners are great online when 

the information is interactive, fast paced and has visual aids” (R4.FG2, 2008). 

 

 In summary the main priority for trainers of VET was to continuously upgrade 

their skills and knowledge and working in teams across organisations and networks. 

Additionally, generational changes appeared to be one area where VET trainers identified 

a gap in the required skills and knowledge to help them to accommodate teaching and 

learning changes within the sector.   

 

The implications of the findings 

A positive result from the study was the identification a basic VET trainer profile 

(see Tables 6.1 to 6.5), as there was minimal data available, and in 2012 there was still 

minimal data available about VET trainers. This study demonstrated an aging 

workforce, mostly employed on a permanent full-time basis within their respective 

RTOs. The majority (over 53%) of participants (see Table 6.5) had a highest teaching 

qualification of the Certificate IV in Training and Assessment.   
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This is not a teaching qualification but a VET industry identified minimum 

benchmark (determined by the NSSC) with broad variations in experiences and 

timeframes for delivery and assessment. This could have implications and opportunities 

for the VET sector that are outlined further within chapter seven. The study identified a 

broad range of changes, including changes to training packages; skill shortages and 

workplace change that had a direct impact on the trainers involved in the study. This 

finding alone has many potential implications.  The findings shows industry currency 

being rated as most important to trainers of VET followed by client focus. VET system 

expertise, pedagogy and use of technology all rated similarly high. An important finding 

to come out of the study was the priorities and capabilities not covered in respondents 

experience of the Certificate IV in Training and Assessment. These were mostly related 

teaching, learning and assessment. The study findings for the most part correlated with 

what the literature reviewed had purported.  The implications of the study findings is 

that in determining individual skills needs, personal career plans and strategic 

organisational needs there are a broad range of factors within the VET sector that must 

be taken into account.   

 

Chapter seven outlines outcomes and recommendations made as a result of the 

findings of the study.   
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CHAPTER 7 

 

OUTCOMES AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Introduction 
 

Introduction  

 

The study found that the Australian VET sector has a key role to play in meeting 

the demands of the rapidly changing global environment. The focus of this study was on 

one aspect of that sector being the trainers of VET. The first part of this chapter provides 

a profile of VET trainers and identifies a link between the benchmark qualification for 

the sector and concerns about performance in the delivery and assessment aspects of the 

Australian Quality Training Framework (AQTF) standards. The second part of this 

chapter identifies competencies in the form of skills, knowledge and attributes required 

by trainers of the VET sector and the priority order of potentially addressing the gaps in 

competencies inclusive. The chapter concludes with recommendations for action. This 

research adds new knowledge regarding trainers of VET and may serve to guide future 

policy directions. 

 

Outcomes and conclusions 

 
The profile of VET trainers in Australia 

 

  Based on the study findings, VET trainers are made up of a predominately 

female (70%) workforce (see Table 6.4). Over half are employed in trainer and assessor 

positions on a full-time basis, some on a part-time and some on a contract, casual or 

temporary basis.  There was no seasonal employment indicating no seasonal peaks of 

demand.  

  

Across Australia 70% of the respondents were over 35 years old showing an 

existing mature age trainer workforce, with 28% of participants in the 45- 60 years age 

bracket and 6% in the 60+ age group (see Table 6.4).  
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There is a large range of workplaces and institutions that VET trainers operate 

within, having the distinctions of TAFE and non-TAFE institutions, Registered Training 

Organisations including enterprise based and private providers. 

 

As expected, due to a regulatory requirement, the majority of trainers held the 

qualification Certificate IV in Training and Assessment (see Table 6.5).  A total of 12% 

held a Diploma in Training and Assessment, 13.5% of respondents held an undergraduate 

degree and 6% held a higher related teaching degree. It should be noted that most VET 

trainers also hold competencies or qualifications reflective of the industry area they train 

within e.g. trade certificate in hospitality, or building and construction etc. Although the 

majority of respondents were in the over 35-year age range, the less than 35-year age 

group in proportion held  slightly higher  AQF level qualifications at degree level and 

above, perhaps indicating the younger generations desire for a higher level qualification 

to better position them to meet the demands of the VET environment.    

 

 

A link between VET trainer competency and a high level of non-compliance in 

delivery and assessment aspects of the AQTF standards  

 

The findings show, the most common VET qualification held by the respondent 

trainers in VET was identified as the Certificate IV in Training and Assessment (Table 

6.5).  In response to how well trainers felt the Certificate IV in Training and Assessment 

program had prepared them for training, the outcome was that it somewhat prepared them 

(see Table 6.7) for further education or training.  In fact 21% felt it prepared them very 

poorly, while only 31.45 felt it prepared them well or very well (Table 6.7). This clearly 

indicated a lack of satisfaction with the use of the Certificate IV in Training and 

Assessment as a qualification to position trainers to operate effectively in the VET sector. 

In terms of the related trainer capabilities the challenges identified were mostly about 

teaching, learning and assessment. The conclusion drawn is that there is a link between 

trainer competency based on the VET trainer benchmark qualification and a high level of 

non-compliance in teaching learning and assessment aspects of the AQTF standards.  It 

is concluded there is a need to further investigate this link in more depth than was able to 

be achieved within the constraints of this study.   
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What are the trainer’s views on the existing benchmark VET qualification and 

operating within the VET sector? 

 
The findings show a lack of satisfaction with the Certificate IV in Training and 

Assessment as the benchmark qualification to position trainers to operate effectively in 

the VET sector. The data also revealed a number of challenges faced by VET trainers. 

 
VET trainer challenges 

 

Respondents identified the capacity to work with the diversity of the VET 

learners, multiple clients in multiple contexts and across multiple learning platforms such 

as e-learning, on the job and site learning as major challenges for their sector.  

Data from open questions on the survey and focus group themes identified the 

broad impacts of change on trainers which included: changes to training packages, skill 

shortages and workplace change. The study data demonstrated what the respondents 

identified as external changes being areas that they had no control over and were 

struggling with. In summary the changes had led VET trainers to express feelings of 

increased stress levels. 

 

Another major area of impact on VET trainers that was not raised in the survey 

but identified through the focus group meeting results was the trainer’s identification of 

the challenges of teaching different generations of learners. After broad discussion the 

consensus from the focus groups involved in the study discussions was that generational 

differences in the generation should be embraced, accepted and respected even though 

they bring new challenges to the trainers within the VET sector.  

 

VET trainer capabilities  

 

  The study asked respondents to identify capabilities (Table 6.8) required by 

trainers to operate within the VET sector not covered in their experience of the Certificate 

IV in Training experience.  The findings from the study showed industry currency being 

rated as most important closely followed by client focus and VET system expertise, 

pedagogy and use of technology all rated similarly with an overall mean rating of 3.5 out   



96 
 

of a possible 5.  The specific capabilities the focus groups commonly identified included; 

knowledge and skill in their industry currency and using a client focused and centred 

approach. They also affirmed a need for better understanding of technology, VET system 

expertise, pedagogy and andragogy, rather than traditional transmission pedagogies. This 

assertion was based on their discussion about of the study responses, major changes 

emerging such as flow on to VET of globalisation, the knowledge-based society, and the 

advancements of technology in industry, and different needs and types of learners within 

the VET sector. 

 

Priorities and focus on VET trainer competencies 

 

Participants were asked to prioritise what they felt as most important on a scale of 

1 to nine from a set of nine competencies identified through the literature as being those 

required to operate in VET in the next decade (Cornford, Athanasou, & Pithers, 1996, 

Gutherie et al, 2005, Mitchell & Ward 2010). The findings illustrates that 79% of the 

study group felt it was important to continuously upgrade their skills and knowledge 

which may relate to the changing and evolving VET environment. Over 50% of all of the 

respondents identified career development, leadership and knowledge work capabilities 

as being high on their priority list. The lowest on the priorities list was preparation for 

fragmented or specialist roles such as assessment, this was surprising considering the 

regulatory bodies had found that assessment one area with a majority of non-compliances 

with the AQTF standards (standard 1.5 in particular). 

As preferred mode of trainer support a National or State wide mentoring program 

for trainers was top of the list of importance with a central online support centre a close 

second in the rankings.  

 

Implications 
 

It could be argued that by determining the benchmark qualification of trainers, the 

pedagogical understanding and quality of training required will follow, and Information 

Communications Technology (ICT) will do the rest. The study shows that this is not the 

case. It is evident from the findings the VET benchmark qualification Certificate IV in 

Training and Assessment is not the be all and end all.    
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The key implication is that the qualification alone is not sufficient to support 

trainers to operate effectively within the ever evolving VET sector in Australia. There 

were several VET capabilities and competencies not addressed within the qualification 

that respondents felt important.   

 

The study identified VET trainers need highly developed personal learning 

strategies, and the knowledge and skills to help their students develop these as well.  

Although there will always be a need for professional development focused on basic 

skills, there is also a need to move beyond these to assist trainers to develop more 

advanced pedagogical expertise, with a focus on the skills associated with reflective 

practice, ICT and strategic inquiry. 

 

Despite ongoing challenges and changes within the VET system, trainers are 

passionate and have a desire to improve practice. Respondents identified capabilities and 

priorities for addressing their needs to operate more effectively within the VET sector 

that correlate and add to assertions identified within the available literature.   

 

The views expressed by respondents in this study suggest the need to share real 

practice in the teaching, learning and measurement of knowledge and skills, including 

what has been learnt from trying to implement the training packages. There would be 

value in finding ways to recognize and support attainment of these competencies. This is 

done to some degree in the benchmark qualification Certificate IV in Training and 

Assessment but this study clearly demonstrates a shortfall in the qualification. The lack 

of confidence in this qualification may be a contributor to the feeling among participants 

that VET trainers are perceived as the poor relation to other sectors of education and the 

wider community and not identified as professionals. In most other sectors in Australia a 

minimum of an undergraduate degree is the benchmark for professionals. The question 

then is does the qualification needs to be reviewed and compared to higher level 

qualifications that are recognised in Australia as those that give the person a professional 

status.  

 

The implication of the study findings is that in determining individual skills needs, 

personal career plans and strategic organisational needs there are a broad range of factors 

within the VET sector that must be taken into account. The following is a summary of 

recommendations that go some way to addressing those factors.   
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Summary of recommendations 

 

Based on the findings that emerged from the study some recommendations as a 

way to move forward for government and policy development in Australia include: 

1. Review the benchmark qualification Certificate IV in Training and Assessment 

as a regulatory requirement for trainers in the VET sector. 

2. Further study on the link between VET performance requirements and 

competency and qualification of trainers 

3. Place greater emphasis on advanced pedagogical skills for trainers focusing 

attention on the importance of reflective practice and strategic enquiry for VET 

trainers. 

4. Develop formal programs to educate trainers how to engage and manage different 

VET learning cohorts, such as those from different cultural background, 

generational differences and those with specialised learning challenges. 

5. Support quality teaching learning and assessment outcomes by focusing on a way 

of giving recognition for trainer’s ongoing personal and professional 

development. 

 

Final conclusions 

 

The VET workforce is in some respects unique. It is highly diverse and rapidly 

changing, particularly in the nature of work, not only job responsibilities but also where 

and how people work. It is not only a workforce that develops and delivers products and 

services to customers; it is also a workforce that is charged with training and developing 

the workforces of many of Australia's vital service and production industries.  As such, 

VET can't settle for being adequate; it needs a workforce that can lead, create new 

knowledge that in turn creates value across economic and social sectors. 

The constant state of turbulence in the VET sector and the world of work in 

general, mean that education systems such as VET cannot educate and train people in the 

expectation that their work activities will remain stable or that trainers will remain in the 

one job throughout their working life. As this study illustrates with a mature age and aging 

workforce the sustainability of VET trainers needs some serious consideration.   
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 A primary challenge for government in Australia is to find ways to improve 

access to VET, particularly for those who are already in the workforce, are unemployed 

or seeking a first job for example. A closely related challenge for policy makers and 

providers is to improve the quality of training to engage different learners and meet 

changing and rising demands for skilled and technical workers.  What has not been given 

the attention it deserves is how the trainers, educators and systems are placed to cope with 

the onslaught.   
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Appendix 1: Interview protocol 

 

Background data 
 
 iType of organisation: 
Private RTO? 
TAFE? 
Enterprise-based RTO? 
Community-based RTO? 
Group Training Company? 
Other? 
 
ii. Title of position you currently hold? 
Title of position you held five years ago? 
Title of position you held ten years ago: 
 
iii. Your length of service in the VET sector (years) 
 
iv. What modes of delivery do you predominantly work with? 
Predominantly on-line? 
Predominantly classroom based? 
Predominantly workplace-based? 
A combination of the above (please specify)? 
 
 
 
v. Your employment status: 
Permanent full-time? 
Permanent part-time? 
Contract full-time? 
Contract part-time? 
Sessional/HPI? 
 
 
Interviewer to complete: Locality of interviewee? 
Gender of interviewee? 
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Appendix 2:  Survey instrument 

 
SECTION A:  THE AQTF AND TEACHER/TRAINER/ASSESSOR 
COMPETENCE 
 
A 1. In Australia between 2001 and 2006 state and regulatory bodies consistently reported 

the most non-compliance against the Australian Quality Training Framework (AQTF) 
for Registered Training Organisations against standards 7, 8 and 9 and the competency 
of Vocational Education and Training Educators. In your opinion is there a relationship 
between the high level of non-compliance and the competency of VET 
trainers/assessors? 
  Yes (go to next question) 
 No (skip to Section B) 

 
A 2. Why do you think there was a high rate of non-compliance against AQTF standards 7, 8 

and 9 and the competency of VET trainers/assessors? 
 

 VET relevant qualification  ‘the TAA40104 Certificate IV in Training and 
Assessment  or demonstrated equivalence’ does not address the AQTF standards 7, 
8 and 9  (A2.1) 

 Not enough rigor in the implementation of ‘the TAA40104 Certificate IV in 
Training and Assessment  or demonstrated equivalence’ by some RTOs in 
Australia(A2.2) 

 Not enough rigor in the implementation of ‘the TAA40104 Certificate IV in 
Training and Assessment  or demonstrated equivalence’ by most RTOs in 
Australia(A2.3) 

 AQTF standards 7, 8 and 9 do not reflect appropriate VET  

teaching learning and assessment practice (A2.4) 
 Not enough professional development opportunities to support VET trainers in 

ongoing implementation of AQTF standards 7, 8 and 9 in their own environments 
(A2.5) 

 Other (A2.6)  
Please explain:          
  

 

A.3. Your Comments:  
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SECTION B:  PROFILE OF VET TEACHER/TRAINER/ASSESSOR 

 
The following questions concern your current VET job.  If you have more than one job, respond 
with respect to the job in which you spend the most time.  We will refer to this as your ‘main’ 
job. 
 
B 1. What is your occupation (job title)?        
 a. Are you employed full-time or part-time?  

  Full-time (B1.1) 
  Part-time  By choice?   Yes   No (B1.2) 
  Permanent paid employment (B1.3) 
 Contract (B1.4) 
  Casual  By choice?   Yes   No (B1.5) 
  Temporary  By choice?   Yes   No (B1.6) 
  Seasonal  (B1.7) 
  Other   (B1.8) 

 Are you: 
  Male (B1.9) 
  Female (B1.10) 
 
Age Range (please circle) 

 1           2    3     4 5  
 Under 25 yrs.  25-35 35-45    45-60    60+ 

 

 
B 2. Of the most common qualifications what teaching training /assessment 

competencies/qualifications do you think trainers working in the VET sector hold 
generally at this point in time? 
  Undergraduate degree (e.g. BSc, BA, etc.)(Specify field)    (B2.1) 
  Master’s degree (specify field)       (B2.2) 
 Doctoral degree (specify field)       (B2.3) 
 Diploma program (specify field)       (B2.4) 
 BSZ40198 Certificate IV in Assessment and Workplace Training (B2.5) 
 TAA04 Certificate IV in Training and Assessment (B2.6) 
 Certificate III, one or more cluster of units of competency or  Train the Trainer or 

such course accredited prior to BSZ402198 (B2.7) 
 Combination of two or more of the above (please tick most relevant two)(B2.8) 
 None of the above (B2.9) 
 Comment (B2.10) 

 
B 2.      What minimum teaching training /assessment competencies/qualifications you think 

trainers working in the VET sector need to hold? 
  Undergraduate degree (e.g. BSc, BA, etc.)(Specify field)    (B3.1) 
  Master’s degree (specify field)       (B3.2) 
 Doctoral degree (specify field)       (B3.3) 
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 Diploma program (specify field)       (B3.4) 
 BSZ40198 Certificate IV in Assessment and Workplace Training (B3.5) 
 TAA04 Certificate IV in Training and Assessment (B3.6) 
 Certificate III, one or more cluster of units of competency or  Train the Trainer or 

such course accredited prior to BSZ402198 (B3.7) 
 Combination of two or more of the above (please tick most relevant two)(B3.8) 
 None of the above (B3.9) 
 Other (Specify) (B3.10) 

 
 
B 4.What you know as recognised benchmarks and or qualifications common across the VET 
sector? 

 
  Undergraduate degree (e.g. BSc, BA, etc.)(Specify field)    (B4.1) 
  Master’s degree (specify field)       (B4.2) 
 Doctoral degree (specify field)       (B4.3) 
 Diploma program (specify field)       (B4.4) 
 BSZ40198 Certificate IV in Assessment and Workplace Training (B4.5) 
 TAA04 Certificate IV in Training and Assessment (B4.6) 
 Certificate III, one or more cluster of units of competency or  Train the Trainer or 

such course accredited prior to BSZ402198 (B4.7) 
 Combination of two or more of the above (please tick most relevant two)(B4.8) 
 None of the above (B4.9) 
 Other (Specify)  (B4.10)       

 
 

B 5. Of the most common qualifications what teaching training /assessment 
competencies/qualifications do you hold? 

  Undergraduate degree (e.g. BSc, BA, etc.)(Specify field)    (B5.1) 
  Master’s degree (specify field)       (B5.2) 
 Doctoral degree (specify field)       (B5.3) 
 Diploma program (specify field)       (B5.4) 
 BSZ40198 Certificate IV in Assessment and Workplace Training (B5.5) 
 TAA04 Certificate IV in Training and Assessment (B5.6) 
 Certificate III, one or more cluster of units of competency or  Train the Trainer or 

such course accredited prior to BSZ402198 (B5.7) 
 Combination of two or more of the above (please tick most relevant two)(B5.8) 
 None of the above (B5.9) 
 Other (Specify)  (B5.10)       

B. 7  How closely related is your main job to the program from which you graduated? (circle a 
number) 

 1 2 3 4 5 
 not at all related                 very closely related 
 
B.8  If applicable, how well would you say your VET Certificate level IV program prepared you 

for your further education or training?  (circle a number) 
 1 2 3 4 5  
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   not applicable very poorly prepared very well prepared 
 

 
B .9  Have you completed any other professional development programs in the last five years 

(e.g. undergraduate program, another graduate program, professional continuing 
education)? 
  No 
  Yes  Name of Program/s:         
 Year Completed:         
How helpful was the professional development to your teaching and assessment 
practice 

  1 2  3  4 5  
   not applicable              moderately helpful  very helpful             
  

 
B. 10 Are you currently pursuing further education or training? 

  No
  Yes  Primarily full time or part time?    Full time   Part time 

 
 
B.11 [OPTIONAL] What was your main reason for a VET education or training program ? 

(choose one) 
  to satisfy job/career requirements or goals (B8.1) 
  to change fields or learn a new occupation (B8.2) 
  to study at a more advanced level (B8.3) 
  to increase earning power (B8.4) 
  to obtain/maintain AQTF registration (B8.5) 
  lack of suitable employment opportunities (B8.6) 
  Other (specify (B8.7))        
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SECTION C DEVELOPING GOOD PRACTICE  
 
C.1. Of the sample elements identified below, what do you think needs to be included in the 
development of trainers for the VET sector should include and level of focus?  
  
 Elements to support your role training 

others in the VET sector should include   
No  

Focus  
1 

Minim
um 

focus 
2 

Useful 
but not 
critical 

3 

Strong 
focus 

4 

Critical 
5 

C.1.
1 Pedagogical expertise.  This includes the 

capacity to adapt learning and teaching 
strategies to suit individual students, 
pedagogical understanding and access to a 
range of learning theories and techniques.  
Increasingly it will also involve understanding 
and applying new pedagogical approaches, 
such as those identified in the TAFE NSW 
pedagogy project – including coaching, 
mentoring, and facilitating learner-centred, 
self-directed learning, and learning at work 
(CURVE and University of Ballarat 2003: 
Dryen 2003) In VET what level of focus is 
needed? 

     

C 
1.2 Learner focus.  Some studies identify learner 

focus as a specific capability.  This includes 
the ability to promote and support self-
directed learning, as well as to cater for 
individual learning differences, and enable 
lifelong learning (Corben and Thomson 2001).  
However, a learner-focused approach is not 
the same as learner-centred learning in which 
the VET practitioner is one of a range of 
resources available to the student (Dryen 
2003). In VET what level of focus is needed? 

     

C 
1.3 Industry currency.  Vocational expertise in 

the practitioner’s subject area is as critical as 
pedagogical expertise.  This is particularly 
important as it is highly valued by employers 
and students alike.  However, demand for 
generic skills among employer’s means that 
practitioners need to be able to balance 
delivery of technical and industry specific 
skills with generic employability skills In VET 
what level of focus is needed? 

     

C 
1.4 Use of technology.  This covers knowledge 

and expertise in using new and emerging 
technologies, in particular to stay in touch with 
and advise students, as well as for flexible 
delivery.  These skills are also important to 
enable practitioners to stay in touch with each 
other, including via communities of practice 
and other networks, and can help to combat 
the isolation many teachers and trainers 
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experience In VET what level of focus is 
needed? 
 

C 
1.5 

Client focus.  This involves brokering and 
relationship-building skills, to enable teachers 
and trainers to provide advice to clients 
(including students and enterprises), establish 
and maintain relationships, network with 
industry, develop partnerships, customise 
training and delivery to meet client needs, and 
evaluate and monitor outcomes. In VET what 
level of focus is needed? 

     

C 
1.6 VET system expertise.  This includes 

working with Training Packages and the 
AQTF, applying competency-based 
assessment, RPL, and emerging requirements 
such as employability skills and client focus. 
In VET what level of focus is needed? 
 

     

C 
1.7 Personal qualities and attributes.  Personal 

attributes are identified as being absolutely 
critical for all VET practitioners.  However, 
there is some variation in the way these are 
defined by different authors.  For example, 
Corben and Thomson (2001) identify a 
passion for learning and teaching as a key 
aptitude, together with communication skills, 
and a commitment to self-development.  
Rumsey (2002) suggests that these attributes 
include capacity to deal with change, self-
directed learning, managing time and 
managing knowledge. In VET what level of 
focus is needed? 
 

     

 
C.2. Of the sample elements identified below, what do you think needs to be included in the 
development of trainers for the VET sector should include and level of focus?  
 

C 
2.1 

Elements to support your role 
training others in the VET sector 
should include   

No 
focus 

1 

Minimum 
focus 

2 

Useful 
but not 
critical 

3 

Strong 
focus 

4 

Critical 
5 

C 
2.2 management and leadership 

capabilities 

     

C 
2.3 coaching, mentoring and 

networking skills 

     

C 
2.4 knowledge work capabilities, i.e.  

the ability to access, create and use 
knowledge to add value to the 
business they are in. 

     

C 
2.5 continuously upgrade their skills 

and knowledge 
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C 
2.6 embedding ICT in learning and 

teaching activities 

     

C 
2.7 self-manage their own careers and 

development as they move across 
RTOs and within industry 

     

C 
2.8 accommodate identity shifts as 

they move across roles and 
organisations 

     

C 
2.9 learn to work in teams, across 

organisations and within networks 

     

C 
2.10 

be prepared for more fragmented 
and specialised roles, such as in 
assessment 

     

 
 

MODES OF SUPPORT  
 

Finally, if there were opportunities to support the development of trainers in the VET sector in 
Australia, what format do you think would be most effective?   

 
 Modes/models to support your 

role training others and the role 
of teacher/trainer/assessors in the 
VET sector in Australia should 
include 

No 
focus 

1 

Minimum 
focus 

2 

Useful 
but not 
critical 

3 

Strong 
focus 4 

Critical 
5 

D.1.1 
DVD/Video reflecting samples of 
real life good practice in teaching, 
learning and assessment focused 
around VET in Australia 

     

D1.2 Set of sample good practice 
teaching and learning Resources 
mapped around one Training 
Package Qualification 

     

D 
1.3 Central online support centre for 

VET practitioners perhaps linked to 
an established/recognised site such 
as the National Training 
Information Service (NTIS) 

     

D1.4 
Mentoring programs set up National 
and or state level that directly assists 
(On-the-Job) VET staff Professional 
development  

     

D 
1.5 emLocal area networks/communities of 

practice 
     

D 
1.6 self-manage their own careers and 

development as they move across 
RTOs and within industry 

     

D1.7 National Training Packages 
development changed to included 
standard teaching and learning 
resources  
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D 
1.8 All of the above       

D 
1.9 

None of the above       

D 
1.10  

Other …Please specify  
 

     

D.2 If you could make one change to improve the educational experience of VET trainer/assessors 
what would you suggest? 
 
D.3 Any additional comments? 

 
THIS COMPLETES THE SURVEY.  THANK YOU VERY MUCH FOR YOUR TIME. 

Appendix: Consent form 
 

CONSENT FORM 

FOR QUESTIONS ABOUT THE STUDY, CONCERNS OR COMPLAINTS CONTACT: 
Mairead Dempsey maireaddempsey@iinet.net.au  (08) 9275 1302 Mob 0431 266 275 

DESCRIPTION: You are invited to participate in a research study on ‘trainer capacity 
of the VET sector with a focus on Australia’. You are invited to complete the attached 
survey. The individual participants will not be identified in the collation or reporting of 
their responses.  
CONFIDENTIALITY: Only the researcher has access to the survey records. To protect 
the confidentiality of   records (primary data) the researcher undertakes to store all hard 
and printed electronic/emailed copies of surveys returned in the locked filing cabinet at 
the one/same facility for the duration of the study. However once the data from the 
primary records has been entered on to SPSS all copies will be destroyed using the 
facility paper shredded and disposed of into a compost heap. As a risk management 
procedure if within the required five year period to keep SPSS records, the have to be 
moved from the facility (e.g. researcher moves, illness, wins lottery!) records from the 
SPSS platform will be copied onto thumb drive disk and archived at the Western 
Australian Batty library. 

RISKS AND BENEFITS: There are no known or foreseeable risks   associated with this 
study are. The benefits which may reasonably be expected to result from this study are 
a body of knowledge that may contribute to policy decisions and inform future study into 
supporting the capacity of trainers operating in Vocational Education and Training.  

TIME INVOLVEMENT: Your completion and return of the survey should take approx. 
20-30 minutes. It will need to be faxed (08) 9276 8063 or scanned & emailed to 
maireaddempsey@iinet.net.au or post to 35 Lynmouth Rd, Dianella Perth WA 6059 

RIGHTS: If you have read this form and have decided to participate in this project, please 
understand your participation is voluntary and you have the right to withdraw your 
consent or discontinue participation at any time without penalty or loss. If you agree, your 
individual privacy will be maintained in all published and written data resulting from the 
study. 

  Name & Signature of Participant…………………………………..Date……...  

mailto:maireaddempsey@iinet.net.au
mailto:maireaddempsey@iinet.net.au
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Appendix 3: Protocol for the focus groups 
 
[Welcome, introductions, overview of the process, timing, audiotape] 
 
PowerPoint, Comfortable seating, temp and snacks and drinks available.  
 
Appendix  
 
Interview schedule 
 
During the past few months, we have been conducting a survey study with people from a 
range of RTOs on the factors that are generating changes to the work of people in the 
VET sector. The information obtained from these focus groups was of a general nature 
and we are now conducting a number of focused interviews with staff in a range of 
RTOs to examine the extent and impact of these changes on your work 
in the VET sector. 
 
1. From your perspective, how much change have you experienced in the following 
areas over the past 
five years? 
Please rate the extent of change using the following scale, then explain how this change 
has affected your work. 
 
Provide ‘evidence’ of what your work was like FIVE YEARS AGO and what it is like 
NOW. 
A lot To some extent Slightly Not at all   4 3 2 1 
 
Changes to your work responsibilities 4 3 2 1 
FIVE YEARS AGO: 
NOW: 
Changes to relationships with students/trainees 4 3 2 1 
FIVE YEARS AGO: 
NOW: 
Changes to relationships with other trainers within your program area/organisation 
4 3 2 1 
FIVE YEARS AGO: 
NOW: 
Changes to relationships with industry 4 3 2 1 
FIVE YEARS AGO: 
NOW: 
Changes to relationships with other RTOs 4 3 2 1 
FIVE YEARS AGO: 
NOW: 
2. On a scale of 0 to 10 (where 0 = very negative and 10 = very positive), how do you 
feel about the changes to your work over the past five years? 
3. On a scale of 0 to 10 (where 0 = no control at all and 10 = entire control), how much 
control do you think you have had in managing the changes to your work over the past 
five years? 
4. What three changes have had the greatest impact on your work over the past five 
years? Please rank these in order of importance: 
5. What do you think have been the main drivers of the changes you have experienced 
over the past five years? 
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6. In a recent study, we asked a group of key stakeholders in VET to identify the most 
critical challenges that VET practitioners generally will face over the next seven years.  
 
We’d like you to rank these challenges in priority order where 1 = the most critical 
challenge you believe VET practitioners must face, 2 = the next most critical challenge 
etc. 
 
Changing to the role of facilitator 
Understanding dilemmas in educator’s work (e.g. industry needs versus education) 
Using technology 
Understanding the changing nature of work 
Operating in a competitive environment 
Keeping up with/understanding the changes in VET 
Understanding/working with Training Packages 
Flexible delivery 
 
 
7. What three changes will have the greatest impact on your work over the next five 
years? Please rank these in order of importance: 
 
 
8. What single professional development activity you have undertaken over the past five 
years has been the most helpful in assisting you to respond to the changes to your 
work? 
 
 
9. What single professional development activity do you think would be most beneficial 
at this point in time to assist you further with the changes to your work? 
 
10. Apart from professional development, what has management done to help facilitate 
change in your organisation? 
 
11. What advice would you give to policy makers and VET managers in relation to the 
changes that have been implemented in the VET sector over the last five years, 
particularly in relation to the impact of these changes on the work of VET practitioners 
Interviews  
 
[Welcome, introductions, overview of the process, timing, audiotape] 
 
Teachers’/trainers’ work 

 How does your work today differ from this list? In what ways (scope, location, 
complexity etc.) 

 What factors have influenced the changes you have observed over the past five 
years? 

Workplaces 
How have your relationships with: 

 students/employees (trainees/apprentices) 
 your colleagues (other trainers you work with) 
 senior management changed over the past five years? 
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 What factors have influenced the changes you have observed over the past five 
years? 

Wider networks/broad issues 
 How have your relationships with the industries you work with changed over the 

past five years? 
What has been the impact of these changes on your role? 
How has the relationship between registered training organisations changed over the 
past five years? What has been the impact of these changes on your role? 
How have the role and status of vocational education and training changed over the past 
five years? What factors have influenced these changes? What has been the impact of 
these changes on your role? 
Are there any other influences that have impacted on the role of the vocational 
education and training professionals in the past five years? 
What are the most important factors that have influenced the changes you have 
experienced as vocational education and training professionals in the past five years? 
Understanding of the concept of ‘vocational education and training professional’ 
 

 What does the term ‘vocational education training professional’ mean to you? 
(Prompts: The term VET professional has only been recently used in the vocational 
education and training sector. To whom does this term apply (assessors, workplace 
trainers, others)? What distinguishes the work of a vocational education and training 
professional from other people who teach/train/work in the sector? What factors do you 
think have contributed to the development and use of this term?).  
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Appendix 4: Study development ideas 
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