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Abstract

This study of education policy making opens a fascinating window into the
contested terrain of education at the end of the 20th century, one that sheds
light on the challenges that society faces in determining the purposes and
responsibilities presumed of education for the future. The thesis analyses the
policy trajectory of generic skills within Australian VET, and considers a range of
policy contexts at the micro, meso and macro levels in order to consider the
implications for our understanding of policy making. It involves a critical
assessment of the development, trailing and implementation of the Key
Competencies and an analysis of the emerging Employability Skills framework.

The research shows that the Key Competencies emerged as a result of various
key policy drivers at the end of the 1980’s, forces that continued to exert
influence to varying degrees across the policy trajectory of generic skills and
Australian VET from 1986-2005. Whilst industrial indifference, educational
federalism and conceptual uncertainties came close to scuttling the initiative,
key policy actors and supplementary funding ensured that the Key
Competencies featured in one of the country’s largest ever educational trials.
Despite this platform, the Key Competencies were a policy initiative that came
to be overlooked and bypassed, relegated to a second order priority by more
pressing policy concerns and the inherent conceptual and operational difficulties
they posed as a reform initiative. Whilst the emergence of Employability Skills
has reinvigorated interest in generic skills, their progress to date illustrates that
generic skills no longer hold the promise of being a vehicle for cross-sectoral
articulation, nor the passport for entrée into high performance workplaces.

This study has illustrated how educational federalism, policy actors and policy
institutions play a major role in shaping the policy process, and has suggested a
new force-field model of policy making in vocational education that warrants

further examination.



Introduction

The story of the Key Competencies is a complex tale, one that does more than

trace the fortunes of a few individuals or tell a story of policy reform.

The Key Competencies open a fascinating window into the contested terrain of
education at the end of the 20th century, one that sheds light on the challenges
that society faces in determining the purposes and responsibilities presumed of

education for the future.

My association with Key Competencies arose from the time when | was
employed by the New South Wales State training agency as a project manager
responsible for the industry training component of its Key Competencies
program. From that point, | became interested in how generic skills policies and
practices evolved in Australia’s vocational education and training system, and it
was that interest that led me to undertake this research.

This thesis therefore, is a case study of the introduction of generic skills to
Australian VET, one that provides an opportunity to analyse the Key
Competencies policy process and consider the place of generic skills in

contemporary education systems.

In doing so, the research not only weaves a fascinating tale of Australian VET
policy, but goes so far as to propose a new model of VET policy in federal

systems.

The Economic Foundations of Generic Skills Policy

Consistent with similar policy initiatives in other Western nations, generic skills

arose in Australia at a time when changing labour markets and new industrial

conditions emerged at the end of the 1970s.



‘In the mid-1970s, after 30 years of rapid growth and unprecedented
prosperity for the major Western economies, the prospects for continued
economic growth became much less favourable. The main cause was
the remarkable increase in the price of oil in 1973 and again in 1979, a
fuel on which Western economies had become heavily dependent. This
produced a strong burst of inflation and gave rise to an unprecedented

balance of payments problem and world recession’ (Cook 2004, F5).

These conditions generated new industrial imperatives as the world adapted to
new industrial conditions. These new imperatives included ‘increasing
globalisation of national economies, rapidly changing markets, increased global
competition for goods and labour, new technological innovations and the
movement from mass production to flexible specialisation in the productive
process’ (Castells 1993: 15-18).

These significant industrial shifts led to a fundamental reappraisal of national
education systems and their role in society.! The emergence of higher levels of
structural unemployment among young people gave added urgency to the
reconsideration of training and education in the post-compulsory years of
schooling, and existing systems of general education were reviewed to see
whether they made an adequate contribution to national goals in a rapidly

changing work environment (Rowland and Young 1996).
This reappraisal occurred in many Western countries including Australia.

‘Australian moves to examine the workplace relevance of school learning
took place against the backdrop of a worldwide movement in the same
direction, at least in most OECD countries. During the 1980s, profound

changes in the economic circumstances of most industrialised societies,

' The international Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) for
example, generated a number of influential reports during this period including Education and
Working Life in Modem Society (OECD 1975), Becoming Adult in a Changing Society (OECD
1985), Education and Economy in a Changing Society (OECD 1989) and Linkages in
Voocational-Technical Education and Training (OECD 1991). These reports emphasised the
changing role of education in the emerging social and economic systems of the time.



including accelerated technological change and an accompanying shift in
policy sentiment, led to a universal focus on the potential contribution of
education to national well-being and in particular, economic well-being.’
(Rowland and Young 1996: 11).

The development of the Key Competencies in Australia was one outcome of the
wide-ranging reforms that Australia’s economy and systems of government
experienced from the late 1980s. Amongst other goals, the reforms sought to
include education within a broad micro-economic framework that reoriented
education policy towards its role and significance in national economic
development. This approach significantly challenged the traditional role of
education, and established clearer distinctions between vocational and general
education. These distinctions ensured that much of education’s role was
realigned from a liberal democratic value oriented purpose, to one that saw
education viewed by government and industry as a policy solution to a wide
range of social and economic challenges.

This new vocationalist discourse came to dominate the way in which education
was viewed, and demonstrated how the discourse of training came to
increasingly colonise education at the post compulsory level (Dudely and
Vidovich 1995).

Under the title ‘Putting General Education to Work’, the report of the Mayer
Committee identified the impetus for its recommendations as being the pressure
on Australian workplaces to ‘improve productivity and compete with world’s best
practice in international markets’ (Mayer 1992: viii). These pressures were seen
to create the need for new skills amongst workers, skills that required improved
creativity, initiative and problem solving ability. The demand for these new skills
evolved from dissatisfaction amongst employers over the ability of new
employees to adapt to the workplace and make better use of new technical

skills.

The Key Competencies then, were a clear demonstration of education’s

emergent economic dimension, as they were conceived as a device to deliver



the skills and attributes required by industry and employers in the new industrial

world order.

The Key Competencies

A specific focus on employment related generic skills within contemporary
Australian vocational education and training (VET) can be traced in the first
instance to the committee work of Karmel in the late 1980’s and later Finn,
Carmichael and Mayer committees in the early 1990’s. These influential
committees had a major role in shaping the development of Australia’s VET
system from that time, and led to the introduction of Australia’s Key
Competencies. They also signalled new approaches to the development of
policy that involved unprecedented alliances between government, industry and

unions.

Over a decade from 1990-2000, the Key Competencies were a controversial
element of the training reform agenda, reaching their peak during a program of
field trials or pilots during the period 1994 — 1997. These trials saw $20M of pilot
projects across Australia, involving work that sought to determine the most
appropriate way for Key Competencies to be integrated within general and

vocational education and training.

The Key Competencies Pilot Phase was one of the largest educational trialing
exercises ever undertaken in Australia (Rowland and Young et al 1996).

Many project staff working within VET at the time envisaged that at the end of
the pilot phase, Commonwealth, State and Territory governments would make
substantive policy decisions as to how generic skills should be delivered,
assessed and reported within schools, TAFEs and workplaces. Supporters
within State and Commonwealth bureaucracies hoped that the Key
Competencies would provide much needed structural unity between the three
sectors of education, schools, TAFE and universities. Others saw in them a

wide range of outcomes: as a means to introduce a system of national reporting



of school performance; to broadly improve the quality of teaching and learning;
to develop enterprise and entrepreneurialism amongst students; to make school
reports more meaningful and to facilitate entry into mainstream VET for those

youth at risk in our community.

Whilst the Key Competencies created wide-ranging expectations, the Key
Competencies agenda was not without detractors. Critics argued that the
initiative represented the worst aspects of education policy, that it was based on
ill-founded conceptual assumptions, and that it represented the beginning of the
end for of a traditional broad-based liberal education.

Whilst the Key Competencies themselves came to mean different things to
different people during their time in the policy limelight, the path of the Key
Competencies policy initiative provides insights into the nature of policy making
and the way that policy is constructed by the institutions, policy actors and
policy system that is involved. The research also shows that the Key
Competencies policy process provides new perspectives on policy making
within a federal system.

Since their inception, the Key Competencies have been interpreted and
reinterpreted through the various communities of practice within Australian VET.

Despite this, during the years since the trial projects were completed, there has
been only limited evidence of change at a systemic level, with many of the
original plans for the Key Competencies failing to be realised. There is however,
evidence of some change amongst the States, with Tasmania and Queensland
in particular adopting some aspects of the original concept. Overall however,

there is a fragmented and diverse picture of implementation.
This research outlines this fragmented response and considers it in the light of

ongoing calls for the development of Employability Skills, the new version of

generic skills that replaced the Key Competencies in 2001.
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Aims of the Research

Working on the Key Competency trials led me, like others, to see value within
the Key Competencies proposal that was piloted during 1994 - 1997. School
and VET sector professionals across the country were involved in varying ways
through 75 pilot projects, and the research shows that they created a small
cadre of committed activists who built on these experiences and continued to

champion the Key Competencies in varying ways.

My own experience led to disillusionment about why the Key Competencies
were abandoned once the trials were over. In effect, as suggested by a senior
project manager for the Commonwealth government, ‘there was a lot of good
work and everyone got really excited, but then it ended and everyone went
home’ (APMA42). From 1997 onwards | became interested in why there
appeared to be limited impact from the initiative, how $20M of public money
came to be spent without more explicit outcomes in both policy and practice.
Having completed the research however, it is clear that there were substantive
outcomes in policy and practice and that these outcomes might also provide
new insights into how education policy operates within a federal system.

The initial aim of the research then was to answer the following broad

questions:

» What were the outcomes of the Key Competencies initiative?
» What was the policy process that produced these outcomes? and
= What does the process and outcomes of the Key Competencies initiative tell

us about current models of education policy?

Whilst these questions were refined as my thesis developed, they laid the
foundation for a critical assessment of the development, trailing and
implementation of the Key Competencies and an assessment of whether that
policy process supports a new model for VET policy making in Australia.

11



Whilst characterised by Ministerial support at the outset, the trialing and
implementation of the Key Competencies was also subject to the politics and
challenges of Australia’'s federal system, where education remains the
responsibility of the States despite the significant financial input of the

Commonwealth.

Perhaps in recognition of their inherent value however, the Key Competencies
have affected the teaching, learning and reporting of student achievement in
both Australia’s general and vocational education classrooms. Despite not
being implemented to the extent of original intentions, the Key Competencies
have also provided a solid base for the implementation of VET in schools more
broadly, influenced the national goals for schooling, and provided some basis
for the development of an Employability Skills agenda that continues to shape
policy and practice today. In this way, the Key Competencies can be considered
a necessary and important initiative that played a key role in broadening the
goals of schooling and improving the pathways of students from school to the

world of work.

The Research Approach

The research project was undertaken on a part time basis during 1999-2005
whilst I was employed in different roles in Australia’s VET system.

The research involves a case study approach to VET policy making by using

the Key Competencies as the ‘case’.

It involved personal reflections on my experience of the Key Competencies
project, and required the collection of information and data from a number of
sources, including semi-structured interviews with policy actors, and the textual
analysis of research reports, minutes, journal articles, discussion papers,

submissions and policy papers.

12



Interviews of varying length were conducted with 60 different policy actors, with
supplementary discussions and exchanges also conducted with various other
individuals in the course of the research. These policy actors were, in one way
or another, directly involved in the development, piloting and implementation of
the Key Competencies, or the subsequent development of a broader
Employability Skills agenda within Australia’s VET system.

The policy actors involved included:

» school teachers, policy and program staff (independent, public, catholic);

» Technical and Further Education (TAFE) college teachers;

» TAFE policy and program staff;

» national and State representatives of industry organisations;

» policy and program staff within State and Commonwealth departments of
education and training;

= policy and program staff within government agencies such as the Australian
National Training Authority (ANTA);

» academics and university researchers;

» project contractors and consultants; and

= various other stakeholders.

By telling their story, these policy actors have provided a picture of why the Key

Competencies have taken the policy trajectory they have.?

The teachers, bureaucrats, industry activists, consultants, academics and
politicians interviewed during this research all had some involvement with the
Key Competencies policy process. Some have passionately championed them
in their work, becoming activists for their more explicit treatment and integration
within mainstream programs. Others have dealt with them simply as another

project within a large and increasingly complex VET system.

2 The study of education policy development and implementation involves tensions between
analytic frameworks that emphasise State control of policy (eg: Dale 1989) and those that
emphasise micro-political agency (eg: Ball 1994). The term ‘policy trajectory’ (Maguire and Ball
1994) was developed to bridge the gap between these positions. It refers to the study of policy
and practice at the macro, meso and micro levels.

13



However, the reliance on policy actors can be methodologically problematic.

The direct involvement of policy actors can lead to a lack of perspective and

reinterpretation in order to justify decisions made. These potential problems

have been addressed however, by using transcripts of interviews and cross

checking accounts with those from other actors. When combined with the other

data sources referred to earlier, it provides for triangulation of evidence.

Clearly, the Key Competencies agenda encapsulates a number of significant

themes that relate to quite distinct bodies of literature. The research thus draws

on three identifiable literature streams, being:

Generic Skills:

As they relate to learning, transfer and the development of expertise; how
they relate to the skill needs of high performance workplaces, and literature
on international developments in generic skills eg: SCANS, Key
Qualifications, Core Skills etc;

Policy and Policy Making

Incorporating literature on competing perspectives of policy and the policy
process; literature on policy making and policy analysis; and literature on the
relationship between research and policy; and

Australian Educational Policy:

Incorporating literature on the local effects of federalism, economic
rationalism and corporate managerialism; literature on the transition from
school to work, new vocationalism and competency based training; and
literature on the development of the Key Competencies in Australia.

These three literatures provide the basis from which the Key Competencies

initiative was analysed and assessed from a policy perspective. This led me to

examine the case of the Key Competencies with an emphasis on policy texts,

contexts and consequences, drawing particularly on Ball (1990, 1993, 1994),

Yeatman (1990, 1998) and Taylor et al (1997), who have all applied post-

14



structuralist perspectives to the policy process at the level of systems,

organisations and individuals.

It is worth noting here that contemporary social research has entered a period
of uncertainty as a result of the qualified claims surrounding the usefulness of
traditional research perspectives. Consequently, three major research

perspectives have shaped my research.

One is the critical tradition, drawing on the work of the social theorists known
collectively as the Frankfurt School and more recently including the work of
Habermas. The second is the interpretive method, which draws on a number of
research traditions including social phenomenology and Weberian social theory.
Thirdly, post-modernism and discourse analysis of contemporary education and
training texts has been applied in this thesis. This, and other aspects of method
are more fully addressed in Chapter 3.

Why Do This Study?

This study has been conducted because the research questions and their

outcomes are considered significant.

| believe the research is significant because it analysed a major educational
initiative in detail, provided new insights into contemporary Australian VET
policy making and generated different perspectives to current understandings of
the policy process. As a result, it has developed a detailed record of the
complex processes involved in contemporary education policy making, a record
which is often missing from the VET sector, and in doing so, suggests a new

model for education policy making in a federal system.

The development, trialing and patchwork implementation of the Key
Competencies has taken place amidst ongoing change to policy and practice
within Australian VET. The rise of VET in schools, shifting political priorities and

other aspects of reform are concurrent developments that are also analysed as

15



part of the Key Competencies policy process. This analysis provides additional
insights into important policy outcomes and their links to wider international

developments.

These outcomes are also considered significant because of the continuing
focus by policy makers and other stakeholders on the transition from school to
work and the associated challenge of developing skills that best prepare
students for the world of work. As the research analyses generic skills policy, it
also provides further insights into the potential and future of educational
approaches that seek to support the new workplace and its demands on the

future.

Important Definitions

A shared understanding of two key terms is central to this thesis. They are
‘vocational education and training’, often noted as the acronym VET, and
‘generic skills’. Both are contested terms and can suggest a range of different
practices and constructs. In order to provide some coherence to their use in this
thesis, a working definition of each term follows.

VET

Chapter 1 provides an overview of the history of VET in Australia. In doing so, it
illustrates the different roles of vocational education through the use of varying
terms including technical education, technical and further education, TAFE,
vocational training and vocational education and training. Whilst these terms are
to some extent related to different periods of history, the notion that there was a
discrete vocational education sector is a fairly recent development, one that
seems likely to be further revised as a result of the ongoing growth of VET in
schools and continued adjustments to the nature and scope of vocational

education and training itself.

16



Contemporary VET incorporates schools, TAFE colleges, private providers,
workplaces and universities as sites of delivery. Maglen (1996) defines

contemporary VET as:

‘all educational and instructional experiences, be they formal or informal,
pre-employment or employment related, off-the-job or on-the-job that are
designed to directly enhance the skills, knowledge, competencies and
capabilities of individuals, required in undertaking gainful employment,
and irrespective of whether these experiences are designed and
provided by schools, TAFE or higher education institutions, by private

training providers or by employers in industry and commerce’ (1996: 3).

This definition defines well the purpose and scope of VET activity. It is also
important to note because of the tensions that surround the delivery of VET in
schools and universities, and because of the historical and socio cultural
demarcations that have been created around these sectors in terms of policy

and practice.

Generic Skills

The term generic skills is used in this research in order to overcome the
ambiguous and disparate array of terms applied to employment related skills

that are general in nature.

Chapter 1 of this thesis considers the practical and conceptual dimensions of
generic skills within VET.? It shows that the notion of generic skills itself is
situated at the confluence of debates surrounding VET, skill formation and the
labour market, being consistent with discourses surrounding neo liberal human
capitalism. Generic skills have been conceptualised differently by different

national and international organisations, variously known for example as:

= Key Competencies — Australia;

® The development of a generic skills agenda in universities and other tertiary education
providers is not included in this analysis.

17



= Essential Skills — New Zealand,

* Necessary Skills (ie: SCANS) — USA,;

= Core Skills / Key Skills — United Kingdom;

* Transferable Competencies — France;

» Key Qualifications — Germany;

= Core Competencies — Netherlands;

» Transversal Competencies — ltaly; and

» Key Competencies — OECD DeSeCo Project.

The definition of generic skills used in this thesis draws on a range of sources
including Mayer (1992) and Kamarainen and Cheallaigh (2000). The definition
is that:

generic skills apply to work generally rather than work in specific
occupations or industries. They are the skills required to participate
effectively in emerging forms of work and work organisation as they give
people the capacity to manage themselves and undertake complex

actions in personal and workplace contexts.

This definition includes both a public and private dimension, connecting both
with the workplace and outside it. By omitting reference to the contentious issue
of transferability, it also seeks to retain the potential for generic skills to improve
teaching and learning when integrated in education and training programs.

18



Chapter 1: Australian Vocational Education and Training

Introduction

This chapter examines the development of Australia’s system for vocational
education and training (VET). It provides an overview of key events leading to
the establishment of colleges of technical and further education (TAFE), traces
the major drivers of reform that fundamentally changed the VET landscape in
the 1990’s, and considers the emergence of generic skills as a policy initiative.

In doing so, the chapter examines a range of VET literature, including
substantive policy texts, reports, minutes of meetings by ANTA MINCO* and
MCEETYA?® and a growing body of critical literature on Australian and
international VET. Against this backdrop, the chapter also considers in more
detail the emergence of generic skills as a policy initiative in the early 1990’s,
and concludes by identifying initial research questions that emerge from the

literature.
Background to VET

Whilst there is relatively limited research dealing with the history of technical
education (Anderson 1998), it is clear that the underpinnings of contemporary
VET in Australia were established during the nineteenth century, as the policies
and structures relating to adult education, technical education and

apprenticeships were first developed.

In its brief overview of the antecedents of VET, the Australian Senate
Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References

Committee noted that:

‘mechanics institutes, primarily concerned with adult education, were first

established in the early nineteenth century and the schools of mines,

* Australian National Training Authority Ministerial Council (ANTA MINCO).
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agricultural institutes, working men’s colleges and technical colleges,
providing various forms of technical education were established in the
later part of that century’ (2000: 21).

Goozee (1993), in her comprehensive history of TAFE, notes that after the
creation of a federation of Australian states in 1901, ‘State technical education
systems developed their own individual structures as a result of their distinct
social, economic, demographic, geographic and political characteristics’ (1993:
3). The work of Batrouney (1985) supports this analysis by tracing the various
traditions that shaped TAFE to varying degrees in each State and territory.®

The history of vocational education in Australia can thus be broadly read as a
history of TAFE until the reforms of the 1990’s when the development of training
markets and an increasing role for industry diluted TAFE’s previously dominant
position in VET.

Chappell (1999) notes that for the most part, technical education was
‘discursively framed as an institution responsible for industrial training’, quite
distinct and inferior to ‘the broad educational goals articulated within the
discourses of school and university education’ (1999: 69). However, a key driver
of Australia’s VET system in the nineteenth century was the English educational
ideal of the liberally educated person. This ideal, as noted by Foley and Morris
(1995), sought not to provide a vocational focus but to develop the ‘cultured
adult’ (1995: 108). Marginson suggests that this was reinforced by Australia’s
‘utilitarian approach to education’ (1993: 146), one that offered a ‘fair go for all’.
However, by the early twentieth century, a ‘liberal meritocratic settlement’
(Taylor et al 1997: 102) came to resolve these different drivers and shape
VET’s future path.”

® Ministerial Council for Employment, Education Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA).

® The term technical education was originally used to describe public vocational education in
Australia up to 1974, when the acronym TAFE appeared after the publication of the Kangan
Report (Murray-Smith 1966).

’ For a more detailed critical analysis of the concept of ‘settlement’, see Seddon (1992).
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Whilst Seddon (1992) argues that this settlement was ‘imbued with liberal
democratic commitments to public service and the public good’ (1992: 3), Taylor
et al (1997) also suggest that it ‘filtered and stratified students ostensibly on the
basis of merit’ (1997: 102). As a result of this stratification, a dual approach
which distinguished academic education from vocational training evolved both

in the structure of education systems and in the curriculum’ (1997: 102).2

Marginson (1993), in differentiating between academic and vocational
curriculum, argues that whilst a fundamentally mechanistic approach to
vocational learning developed in Australia from foundations laid by the
American armed forces in 1949,° a binary system emerged with academic
schooling and universities on one side and vocational schooling and industry
training on another. In his history of TAFE in NSW, Scott (1990) notes that
because technical education initially concerned itself with the transmission of
techniques, moves by TAFE in that State to deliver para-professional training
were stymied by universities because they were responsible for the broader

educational goals required by the professions.

Whilst a range of social traditions and historical precedents influenced the
evolution of vocational education and training in Australia, the Commonwealth
government’s involvement in VET was minimal in the first fifty years of

federation.

Fooks (1994) notes that ‘the Commonwealth first provided financial assistance
of any substance to the States for technical education in 1964’ (1994: 35). This
assistance arose from the Martin Report (1964), which had major
consequences for the ongoing demarcation of Australian post compulsory
education. As Anderson (1998) notes, whilst ‘the Martin Report recommended
that trade, certificate-level technician, and recreational courses should remain
the preserve of technical colleges, it also recommended that ‘they should

nevertheless receive additional support to assist them to raise their educational

8 Taylor et al (1997) note that more critical accounts of education ‘challenge the meritocratic
ideal, arguing in effect that a schooling system divided along practical and academic lines
served to lock individuals into class strata rather than to promote social mobility’ (1997: 102).
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status and standards’ (1998: 8-9). Whilst the Martin report recommended the
development of the sector, Jakupec and Roantree (1993) note that as a result
of its findings, the technical education sector further ‘relinquished a major
component of its technology courses to the universities, colleges of advanced

education and institutes of technology’ (1993: 155)

The first major Commonwealth commitment to technical education came in
1972 when the Labour government established the Australian Committee on
Technical and Further Education, chaired by Myer Kangan (Ramsey 1994).
Goozee (1993) believes that prior to Kangan, ‘technical education did not
appear to be part of the education sector’, being ‘consistently undervalued and
under resourced’ (1993:4). Indeed, the Senate (2000) suggests that Kangan
should be credited with being the first to ‘define a role and purpose for technical
and further education and training’ (2000: 22). Anderson (1998) goes further to
suggest that the Kangan Report ‘provided the philosophical and policy basis for
the development of a distinctive sector of technical and further education in
Australia’ (1998: 10).

The recommendations of the Kangan Report (1974) resulted in the
appropriation of significant funds in the 1974 budget, which contributed to the
development of the TAFE network. Many writers have stressed that Kangan
was a watershed in Australian vocational education and training. In particular,
they highlight the role that Kangan played in foregrounding individual learners
and their needs within the broader social role of a publicly funded TAFE system.
Chappell (1995) argues that Kangan ‘articulated a view that the Australian
vocational education sector should be mindful of the needs of individuals and be
committed to access and equity for all learners’ (1995: 182). This challenge to
some traditional perceptions of vocational education and training was noted by
Schofield (1994), who suggested that ‘the positioning of technical education as
a narrow training institution responsible for providing industry with a suitably
qualified workforce was challenged by the release of the Kangan report’ (1994:
57-60).

° See Kinsman (1992: 6).
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As the TAFE system developed post-Kangan, Kinsman (1992) suggests that
the mechanistic tradition of vocational training, referenced to Marginson (1993)
earlier, had been modified by what she calls the ‘adult learner / negotiated
curriculum approach’ (1992: x), as teachers implemented new programs and
developed local colleges. Indeed, the Senate (2000) observed that ‘Kangan’s
approach gave professional educators a leading role in how, when, where and
what VET was provided’ (2000:22).

However, despite the clearer demarcation of TAFE as a discrete sector,
Chappell (1999) suggests that ‘universities continued to be constructed as the
sites of knowledge creation, with other institutions of education as the sites of
knowledge use’ (1999: 72). This period of TAFE’s evolution occurred across
‘contested terrain’ (Edwards 1979), which Hattam and Smyth (1998) argue
involved ongoing negotiation and contest over whether ‘the nature of the
desired outcome of vocational education and training was a competent worker,
competent learner or competent citizen’ (1998: 139).

In recognising the constant change of direction and charter that vocational
education has experienced over its history, Stevenson (1998) identified a wide

range of purposes for VET including:

» providing alternate advanced courses to university;

= providing full time prevocational courses to address labour market cycles;

= providing an alternative to schooling;

= developing the whole person through vocational education;

= redressing social inequities;

= providing skills required by workplaces; and

= providing personal development and leisure courses’ (Stevenson 1998: 135)

Taylor et al (1997) note these tensions became particularly acute during the
mid-1980s, when the dual system of separate vocational and general education
was ‘significantly eroded by a changing economic and labour market context’
(1997: 104). Indeed, the Senate (1995) suggested that ‘by the early 1990’s the

VET system had become moribund, receiving few additional resources and
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students at time when the schools and higher education were experiencing
significant increases in both’ (1995: 1).

Seddon (1992) refers to this as the context for ‘economic reductionist
modernisation’ (1992: 3), where there was a ‘major shift in education policy
making in Australia’ (Dudley and Vidovitch 1995: 35), as ‘new strategies and
methods of government were developed in education’ (Marginson 1997: 151).
Whilst these policy shifts reflect many of the issues apparent from the earlier
history of VET, the reform agenda that commenced in the late 1980’s was more
fundamental and significant than at any other time in the history of that sector,
where the needs of the learner come to be subsumed by industrial and

economic priorities.

Key Drivers of VET Reform

A complex mix of policy antecedents and shifting policy drivers influenced the
incidence and nature of VET policy during the 1980s. The key elements of this
shift in Australian VET were the rise of what has been called economic
rationalism within Australian public policy, the development of a market in
education, changes to youth labour markets, the rise of new vocationalism and
the operation of federalism within Australia’s education system.

Economic Rationalism and Australian Public Policy

The term ‘economic rationalism’ (Pusey 1991) came to define a driving force
within Australian public policy during the 1990s. Marginson (1992) defined
economic rationalism as a ‘form of political rationality in which the market
economy is substituted for democratic politics and public planning as the

system of production and coordination’ (1992: 1).

However, prior to the emergence of this new driver of policy activity, education

policy in Australia was the product of a very different policy system.
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The delivery of national reports from committees of enquiry such as Martin
(1964) and Kangan (1974) featured significantly in education policy making prior
to the early 1990’s. Dudley and Vidovitch (1995) note that ‘between 1945 and
1987, there were approximately fifty national committees of enquiry into various
aspects of education’ (1995: 34). They go on to suggest that the committee of
enquiry and advisory committee models of policy making were ‘based on
education as a professional rather than a political concern’, and that ‘education
was a relatively autonomous policy domain in which the criteria for policy
decisions were principally educational rather than economic’ (1995: 35).
Consequently, Dudley and Vidovitch (1995) also note that during the period of
1972 to 1985, ‘the conventional wisdom was that Commonwealth education
policy and funding was best managed by independent statutory commissions
staffed by experts in the field’ (1995: 179).

However, from the May Economic statement of 1987 until late in the 1990’s,
what Australians know as economic rationalism came to dominate the macro
policy agenda of the federal government, fundamentally changing the way
education policy was perceived and created in Australia. Dudley and Vidovitch
(1985) suggest that the new economic rationalist view prevalent within the
bureaucracy ‘supported a corporate model of direct control, administered by
experts in management who were guided by economic priorities rather than

substantive education issues’ (1995: 179).

Pusey (1991) captured the essence of what was happening at this time when
he characterised the newly appointed departmental managers as ‘economic
rationalists’. Whilst government rhetoric of the day argued that the reforms were
an attempt to improve the provision of social services, Pusey (1991) argues that
the changes represented a paradigm shift in public policy in Australia from one
that focussed on nation building, to one that focussed more on managing the
scarce resources of the state. Other views suggest that the restructuring was
more a response to the forces of globalisation and the subsequent de-powering

of the nation state (see for example Walters 1997, Brown 1999).
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Regardless, economic rationalism first came to impact on education through a
program of restructuring the Commonwealth bureaucracy, which aimed to
reduce the plethora of government departments to sixteen mega departments.
Only days after the election in 1987, then Prime Minister Hawke announced the
creation of the Department of Employment, Education and Training (DEET) and
a review of departmental advisory arrangements which resulted in the creation
of the National Board for Employment, Education and Training (NBEET), which
was established to replace the previously constituted independent statutory

commissions.

In discussing the bureaucratic restructuring in Canberra at that time, Vickers
(1995) noted that ‘when these men moved out from the central departments to
take over the service departments, they were intent on rolling back social
democratic or welfarist currents in public administration in favour of corporatism,
minimal government and market forces’ (1995: 58). Yeatman (1990) noted that
‘scientific management became the ruling paradigm in Australian bureaucracies’
(1987: 351), with Luke (1997) suggesting that these developments represented
a ‘shift from a focus on issues of value and ideology to issues of institutional,

systemic and economic performativity’ (1997: 3).

In concert with this economically rational agenda, changes also occurred to the
way management operated and was constituted within the bureaucracy.
Yeatman (1990) identified this as ‘corporate managerialism’, and argued that it
involved ‘the replacement of public policy objectives couched in terms of social
goods, by public policy objectives couched in terms of economic goods’ (1990:
xii). Taylor et al (1997) suggest that corporate managerialism was unlike older
bureaucratic arrangements because it stressed outputs and outcomes rather

than correct processes and rule orientation, as was the case previously.

The effects of corporate managerialism within the Australian state were varied.
In their analysis of Yeatman’s work, Mcintyre and Wickert (2000) identified

numerous features of corporate managerialism, noting that it:

» ‘flattens authority structures but exercises management prerogatives;
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» opens decision making to value led debate but subordinates values to
technical / administrative concerns;

» professionalises bureaucratic work but subjects it management control; and

= in the absence of firm value commitments, produces technocratic managers
indifferent to the social ends of their work’ (2000: 166).

Taylor et al (1997) suggest that as economic rationalism changed the nature of
the public service, the political leadership also took a greater role in policy
making than had occurred in the past, creating a ‘reconstituted relationship
between ministers and their public service bureaucracies’ (1997: 81).

Lingard et al (1995) argue that the increasing ministerialisation of policy
formation within the Australian Education Council (AEC) led to a ‘change from
teacher-professional Directors General, to managerial Chief Executive Officers
within State bureaucracies’ a change that reinforced the ‘predominance of
generic managers and economists in the new mega federal department of
DEET’ (1995: 43).

During this period, the agencies and service models of the state itself were also
influenced by the micro economic reform agenda. Taylor et al (1997) note that
as a result of economic rationalism, ‘central administrations were devolved to
ensure greater efficiency and effectiveness of policy delivery’ (1997: 80).
Consequently, bureaucracies became more focussed on performance
measures and program outcomes and targets as the means to move the policy
agenda forward. These changes to the educational bureaucracy were not
confined to the federal sphere, with Yeatman (1987) noting that these trends
were also a feature of State bureaucracies. Indeed, Seddon (1995) argued that
‘changes in public administration emptied State government education

authorities of their educational capacity leaving a managerial husk’ (1995: 4).

Whilst this dire analysis may be arguable, it is clear that the restructuring of the
Australian state during the 1980’s impacted substantially upon the character of
educational policy and the structures of policy production and practice (Taylor et
al 1997), making it a key driver of VET policy reform during this period.
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Education and the Market

Another key shift influencing VET policy during this period was the relationship
between education and the market. Marginson (1997) suggests that the ‘new
policies in education were above all economic policies shaped by the market
liberal reading of neoclassical economics’ (1997: 151), with Seddon (1992)
observing that since the late 1980s, ‘education has been positioned more
centrally within a market rather than a public sector setting’ (1992: 8).

In his study of quasi markets in Australian VET, Anderson (2000) notes that the
development of a market for publicly financed and recognised training has its
‘origins in the 1986 balance of payments crisis and the rise of economic
rationalism in government during the 1980’s’ (2000: 109). Whilst Chappell
(1999) notes that there is considerable debate over the meaning of the term
economic rationalism and its impact on policy development, he cites Neville
(1993) in suggesting that it can be interpreted to mean that ‘the market is the
best way of deciding what is to be produced and how it is to be produced’
(1998: 3). Consequently, the language in which educational policy is expressed
is premised on market considerations and borrowed from the commercial world.
Kenway et al (1993) observed that ‘the market metaphor heads up a new policy
and administration lexicon in education’ in which ‘educational purposes,
languages and practices are being subsumed by marketing purposes,

languages and practices’ (1993: 4).

Accordingly, Anderson (2000) notes that during the 1980’s ‘the pursuit of
efficiency in a context of government budgetary restraint, led to a search for
new modes of resource allocation and income generation in TAFE’ (2000: 109).
In 1990, the Deveson Committee produced its report on training costs and
identified a new role for the private sector and industry to play in improving the
quality and relevance of education and training. The committee concluded that
market forces should be encouraged in certain areas of training and that ‘private
sector training institutions had an important role to play in training alongside
TAFE institutions’ (1990: 24). Anderson (2000) suggests that the Deveson
Report in effect ‘proposed the de-regulation of fee-charging in TAFE, increased
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commercialisation of TAFE provision, and diversification of training supply
through the creation of a national recognition system for private and industry

providers and their courses’ (2000: 1109).

As a result, Seddon (2000) suggests that ‘public education which was State
funded, orchestrated through a centralised educational bureaucracy and
operationalised through a largely State employed, trained and regulated
teaching force was subject to diversification on an enterprise basis’ (2000: 247).
Whilst the effects of this enterprise and market orientation have been more
greatly felt in the 1990’s, as Anderson (2000) notes, the developments in the
1980’s represented ‘unprecedented experiments in market oriented resource
allocation and foreshadowed the future direction of VET policy’ (2000: 109).

Educational Federalism

Taylor et al (1997) observed that the relationship between the Commonwealth
and the States was also restructured as part of the process of creating a
national economic infrastructure and single economic market. Lingard (1991)
argues that since 1986, a ‘corporate federalism’ has evolved, where educational
leadership and policy formulation moved from State bureaucracies to Federal

forums, reshaping the nature of educational federalism in Australia.

The nature and operation of federalism in Australia has a major impact on
educational policy and practice, with the political complexions of State, Territory
and Commonwealth governments at any one time acting as a significant
determinant of the level of cooperation between the different educational
jurisdictions. Whilst the Commonwealth in the main has the financial resources
that fund education as a result of its revenue rasing capacity, the States retain

administrative control pursuant to Australia’s constitution.

Since the 1970s however, Lingard et al (1995) have identified the working of
different forms of federalism as they apply to school, VET and universities.
Taylor et al (1997) note that the differing Commonwealth / State funding

arrangements in each of these sectors have been important determinants of the
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way in which federalism has worked in each case, suggesting that whilst there
has been ‘some agreement on the need for a national approach for VET and
universities, the ‘schools domain is most jealously protected by the States as
their responsibility’ (1997: 94).

Lingard et al (1995) argue that as the Commonwealth’s wide ranging reforms
were pursued, ‘the politics of the AEC and MOVEET, the very structure of
federalism itself and attempts to reconstitute it, together with the changing
political complexion of governments at the State level, have in varying degrees
mediated the achievement this agenda’ (1995: 44).

The creation of ANTA for example, can be viewed as the result of the failure of
the then Keating government to achieve a Commonwealth takeover of TAFE in
the same way that his predecessor Whitlam had achieved with universities in
1974. Lingard et al (1995) argue that a factor influencing this outcome was the
State’s concern over ‘the appropriate boundary between TAFE and schools if
TAFE funding was to be taken over by the Commonwealth’ (1995: 54). The
Commonwealth’s bid failed in the VET sector because in part the States were
highly resistant to ‘the clammy hands of Canberra’ (The Australian 1991), and
as noted by the Senate (1995), ‘the compromise eventually reached on VET
meant that the Commonwealth would provide growth funds ... providing the
States and Territories maintained their own effort’. Consequently, the States
and Territories could continue to manage VET but that ‘the national context
within which they were now to operate would be determined by advice given by
ANTA’ (1995: 2).

The operation of federalism in Australia’s education system is a major influence
on education policy and practice. Indeed, Lingard et al (1995) have argued that
there is not a unified and coherent agenda for the long term integration of
schooling, VET and universities across the nation, because of the ‘different
federalisms operating in each sector and the internal complexities of the state’
(1995: 46).
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The operation of the different forms of federalism across education can thus be
seen as part of the complex policy context from which the reform agenda of the
late 1980s evolved. However, whilst there were calls for vocational education
and training to change, the demands came ‘without an overarching philosophy

of the nature and role of vocational education in society’ (Stevenson 1998: 161).

Changing Labour Markets

Another major policy driver of VET reform during this period was the changing
youth labour market. Welch (1996) observed that government policies of the
1970s and 1980s did not accept that unemployment and the labour market itself
were the major determinant of employment outcomes from VET programs.
Marginson (1993) suggests that recent ‘relations between education and work
have been shaped by the long-term decline in the full time labour market for
teenagers’ (1993: 148). Marginson (1997) also suggests that after 1975 there
were three important changes in the labour markets that shaped the
development of education in Australia. These were: ‘the end of full employment;
the blurring of boundaries between labour market programs and education
programs, and the development of the services sector that demanded new and
more generic skills’ (1997: 169-170).

Labour market shifts that signalled the collapse of the youth labour market in
Australia and abroad came to a head in the late seventies. Whilst efforts were
subsequently made to increase participation in years eleven and twelve (Ruby
1992), Taylor et al (1997) suggest that ‘the phenomena was originally
interpreted as a failure of education to prepare young people for work’ (1997:
108). Welch (1996) supports this analysis, suggesting that a common response
of Australian industry and government to rising levels of youth unemployment
has been to ‘blame the schools’, a response little different to equally critical
responses in environments such as the UK (Ball 1990), New Zealand (Codd et
al 1990) and the USA during the 1980s (Apple 1993). Welch (1996) also
suggests that this anti-educational sentiment had three main elements, ‘that

teachers have an anti-industry and anti-business stance; that the curriculum
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concentrated on irrelevant subjects; and that attitudes in schools were
undermining the work ethic’ (Welch 1996: 60-61).

However, Taylor et al (1997) note that as youth unemployment rose, politicians
and policy makers were challenged by ‘what to do with reluctant school stayers,
whose job prospects were increasingly likely to depend on educational
qualifications’ (1997: 108). Borthwick (1993) suggests that the ‘problem’ of post
compulsory education and training at that time involved ‘grappling with the
dramatic growth in student numbers in Year 11 and 12 and the changes of
expectation of purposes of this phase of schooling’ (1993: 21). The
Commonwealth government itself observed that there was a ‘growing
realisation on the part of teenage youth and their parents that because the
teenage labour market offered increasingly limited job opportunities, it was an
unattractive proposition compared with participating in post-compulsory
secondary schooling’ (DETYA 2000a: 24).

The influential Williams report on the relationship between employment,
education and training called for more relevant vocational education in schools
(Williams 1979), a call that saw ‘post compulsory schooling and training policy
move to centre stage of the Commonwealth’s employment agenda in the early
1990’s’"? (Dudley and Vidovitch 1995).

The then Minister for Education Dawkins declared in his first statement on
higher education that ‘the government has made clear its determination that our
education and training system should play a central role in responding to the
major economic challenges still confronting us’ (Dawkins 1987: 1).
Consequently, with the formation of the mega Department of Employment,
Education and Training (DEET) in 1987, labour market and education policies
became more closely integrated, a trend that Vickers (1995) notes was similar
to developments throughout the OECD world which recast the function of

education as principally related to the needs of the labour market.

'° Dudley and Vidovitch (1995) suggest that the term post compulsory schooling is loosely
aligned with the OECD statistical category for education of 15-19 year olds, and that in Australia
it refers to Years 11 and 12 of school, TAFE and private providers offering non degree courses.

32



Schofield (1994) observed that that the emergence of this new policy agenda in
the 1980’s ‘diminished the role of individual needs and asserted the primacy of
labour market orientation relative to an educational and social one’ (1994: 61).
Indeed, in a 1985 Commonwealth report into labour market programs, the Kirby
committee argued that education programs and labour market programs should
both be directed towards ensuring that all Australians could participate in the
labour markets (Kirby 1985).

Shifts in the labour market created conditions in which education came to serve
the labour market through value added human capital and improved
employment options, especially for young people excluded from the traditional
academic pathways between school and university. Labour market reform
however was not restricted to school to work pathways, with Karmel (1994)
suggesting that the basis for the introduction of competency based standards,
training and assessment for specific skilled vocations was linked to the reform
of Australian industrial arrangements (Karmel 1994).

The restructuring of awards included provisions for skill related career paths
(Curtain and Mathews 1990) and ensured that competency standards were a
‘central mechanism to the industrial relations agendas of both businesses and
trade unions’ (Garrick 1996: 72). Whilst concerns were expressed that industrial
relations matters should determine what people learn for work (Mayer 1992b),
there is evidence to suggest that these changes facilitated considerable
innovation in training practices in many Australian enterprises (CEDA 1994). As
a result of these developments, there was much effort put into involving
employers in decision-making and in measures to ensure that VET met the
needs of employers and the new labour market (Senate 2000).

Human Capital and New Vocationalism:

Marginson (1997) observed that by the early 1980’s, there had been a loss of
faith within key economic departments of the Commonwealth government over
the capacity for education to effectively be both an investment in human capital
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and a means to achieve equality of opportunity.!’ The preference that emerged
for its role in developing human capital was also apparent in broader
international policy texts, most notably those of the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD), which strongly argued that the skills
and qualifications of workers were ‘critical determinants of effective
performance of enterprises and economies’ (1989: 18). In its publication on the
proceedings of the 1988"|ntergovernmental Conference, the OECD noted the
convergence of education and the economy, and suggested three dimensions to

education's essential role:

1. ‘contributing to a flexible labour force;

2. providing the stable general and vocational foundation of skills and
competencies; and

3. providing the trained, adaptable and flexible labour forces in regions hit by
structural change and unemployment’ (1989: 3).

Whilst Karmel (1995) noted that ‘the reforms relating to higher education and
vocational education were based on the premise that more education and
training will lead to improved economic performance’ (1995: 44), he also
highlighted the view that ‘economic performance is affected by other than
cognitive and industrial skills, and that an undue reliance on education as an
instrument for economic success may not only distort the purposes of education
but lead to an erroneous diagnosis of the barriers to economic growth’ (1994:
1). Despite views such as these however, the discourse of human capital was
reinvigorated by ‘new vocationalist’ calls for VET reform.

Seddon (1994) defines vocationalism as a tendency to see the task of
education as being to ‘increase individuals’ skills in order to increase their
capacity for action, that is, for work, and so enhance national levels of workforce
skills’ (1994: 70).

11 Human capital is a way of defining and categorizing skills and abilities used in employment
and that otherwise contribute to the economy. In this view, human capital is similar to the
physical means of production (see in particular (Becker 1976).
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Taylor et al (1997) noted that whilst interest in human capital was not new, what
was different about new vocationalism ‘was its location in economic rather than
education policy and the greater direct involvement of business, industry and
unions in vocational education and training’ (1997: 104). As Lingard et al (1995)

noted so clearly:

‘Whereas the focus of the earlier Labour government under Gough
Whitlam (1972-1975) in education was on equality and increasing
resources for schooling, the focus under Hawke / Keating was upon
outcomes from all levels of education. Education was now
reconceptualized as part of the broader micro economic reform agenda,
with a central intent being to produce a multiskilled and flexible workforce
as part of the non-tariff protected integration of the Australian economy
with the global one’ (1995: 44).

The Senate (2000) suggests that Commonwealth policy initiatives in this arena
can be linked to the adverse trade balance figures during the middle 1980’s
when it became ‘clear that any restructuring of the economy would require a
more highly skilled, flexible and adaptable workforce’ (2000: 23). As Marginson
(1997) notes, the objectives of the new policies were ‘not so much the broad
development of the skills and talents of the nation as in the late Keynesian
period, but the development of those specific aspects of education and research

that assisted national economic competitiveness’ (1997: 151).

This new vocationalist discourse came to dominate the way in which education
was viewed, and as noted by Dudely and Vidovich (1995), demonstrated how
the discourse of training came to increasingly colonise education at the post
compulsory level. Taylor et al (1997) suggest that one of the key reasons why
the new vocationalists called for changes to existing educational arrangements
and curricula was their belief that the nature of work and work organisation had
changed (1997: 105). The Finn Committee provide a local example of this

approach:

35



‘international economic competitiveness, as well as domestic social well-
being, is increasingly dependent on a nation's ability to produce both a
well trained, flexible work force and to develop enterprises which enable

employees at all levels to contribute to their full potential’ (Finn 1991:13).

Beven (1994) notes that the rise of generic skills in policy and education
practice was a reflection of the power of employers in the labour market and
their growing role in education policy. Various authors (Wolf 1991, Marginson
1994, Hyland and Johnson 1998) have claimed that the notion of generic
transferable skills is consistent with human capital theory as a form of ‘liberal
individualism, where the characteristics of the individual are abstracted from
social context and become essentialised as private property’ (Marginson 1994:
11).

Not surprisingly, the proposal for incorporating generic skills into general and
vocational education that arose at this time generally received support from
employers (Rumsey 1995; Moy 1999). However, given that all generic skills
policy initiatives are borne out of similar concerns about economic productivity and
competitiveness, Hyland (1993) claims that the generic skills movement has
provided a new ideology with irresistible appeal to those seeking accountability

and input-output efficiency within a new economic realism.

The influence of new vocationalism and other key forces in Australian VET reform
during this period represent a unique confluence of policy drivers. This policy
context, with its altered labour market and emergent economic and new
vocationalist voices, provided the right environment for the emergence of generic

skills agenda in Australian VET.

The Emergence of Generic Skills

Briggs and Kittay (2000) note that the flexible specialisation, or post Fordist
thesis ‘about the necessity for Western economies to restructure towards high

skill, value added activity if they were to survive was highly influential in
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Australia during the late 1980s and early 1990s’ (2000: 5).'? The basic rationale
for generic skills typically includes the following elements, that the:

= world of work is changing, with new forms of production and work
organisation being affected by rapidly changing technology that is applied
within a global market economy; that

= these new times require workers to deploy new more generic skills in order
to maintain the viability of industry and national economies; and that

= the education system should therefore focus on developing these skills as

part of its role in society.

The rise of generic skills is thus linked to debate on the future of work and the
nature of change in the workplace. Many projections about the future of work
and jobs are made, and in many of the stories foretelling the future of work,
technology is assumed to be the irresistible driver of change (Marginson 2000).
However, in citing the curiously named Committee for Techniques to Enhance
Human Performance (CTEHP 1999), Kerka (2000) notes that ‘both ends of a
spectrum are foreseen’, with technology either creating new jobs and
transforming existing workers to higher skill levels, or destroying jobs and
degrading them into less skilled, more routine work’ (2000: 2). Whilst, evidence
for both sides can be found in the literature, Australian data shows that between
1976 and 1995 the mean cognitive and interactive skills of workers associated
with new technologies increased and use of motor skills decreased (Marginson
2000). However Marginson also suggested that ‘the long-term net employment
effects of the current wave of technological change remain an open question’
(2000: 8).

In addition to technological change, another major assumption underpinning a
call for generic skills has been that the post — Fordist workplaces of the 21
century are organised in different ways and require employees with different

skills.

"2 Fordism involved the rational ordering of the production process in a rigidly bureaucratic and
hierarchical system of relationships. Post-Fordism, on the other hand, involves the application of
a variety of different production systems including co-operative working and just-in-time
manufacturing (Sociology Central 2005).
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Post Fordist theorists, including advocates of ‘flexible specialisation’ (Piore and
Sabel 1984), argue that it is necessary for Western economies to restructure
towards high skill, value added activity if they are to remain high-wage

economies.

As industrial restructuring proceeded amongst Western economies in the
1980s, changes to industrial practice did appear. Contemporary high
performance workplaces were noted as requiring a new behaviour and
orientation towards work that went beyond step-by-step task performance (Field
1995). Employees at all levels were expected to solve problems, create ways to
improve the methods they use, and engage effectively with their co-workers
(Bailey 1997; Packer 1998). The emergence of ‘high performance workplaces’
and ‘learning organisations’ pointed to the need for skill formation practices that
addressed other than technical skill needs. When practices such as job rotation,
team based work, devolved responsibility and flattened management structures
were set in motion, Green found that the use of different workplace
competencies increased (Green et al 2000). Applebaum and Batt (1994), Field
(1995) and Winchester and Sheridan (1997) all argue that employees require
additional skills and training to support high performance work systems.

In such an environment, job-specific technical skills in a given field were no
longer deemed adequate as employers sought to fill an increasing number of
interdependent jobs (Askov and Gordon 1999; Murnane and Levy 1996).
Consequently, skilled work became increasingly seen as ‘strategic’, requiring an
ability to perform in different work situations and deal with uncertainty and
change (Smith and Marsiske 1997). In such workplaces, employers came to
recognise that employees who demonstrate this highly skilled, adaptive blend of
technical and human relations ability were their primary competitive edge
(Capelli et al 1997).

Studies undertaken for the British National Skills Task Force showed that the
increased demand for generic skills and for higher skill levels ‘was associated
with changes in the organisation of work and jobs, the impact of new

technologies, and competitive pressures resulting from globalisation’ (NSTF
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2000b: 36-46). Similarly, Moy (1999) found that international catalysts for a

focus on generic skills included:

= an increasingly competitive global market;

= rapid technological change;

= new forms of work and work organisation; and

= the evolution of knowledge intensive economies, characterised by an
increased focus on the service sector and the customisation of products and
services (1999: 5).

In tune with these developments, Green (1999) noted that work sociologists and
economists were also reporting that identifiable generic skills acquired special
importance in the context of current technical changes and rising global
competitiveness. Many U.S. and international authors point out the importance
of continuously developing skills beyond those required for a specific job, and
have identified sets of employability skills, key skills, core skills that enable
individuals to prove their value to an organization and ensure their survival in

changing labour markets.

Whilst there clearly exists a wealth of literature spanning a number of years that
identifies the need and advantages of developing creative, critical and self-
monitoring learners (Stevenson 1995; Down 1997), Capelli et al (1997) suggest
that as a result of the changing work environment and raised skill requirements,
all individuals came under pressure to acquire the competencies and qualities
previously associated with ‘more highly educated individuals’ (1997: 165).
Analysing data from 56,000 production jobs in the USA between 1978 and
1986, Cappelli and Rogovsky (1994) demonstrated that over time, there was
increased demand for considerably higher skills ‘especially behavioural ones
involving communication, negotiation and group dynamics’ (1994: 212). A study
by the Allen Consulting Group of 350 Australian companies also showed
demand for higher skill levels in the workforce (AlG 2000).

Claims about growth in high skilled employment however are not conclusive.

Crouch et al (1999) argue that as ‘very highly skilled sectors continue to
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represent small shares of total trade that employ relatively few people, it
remains important to separate the mass of developments in employment from
potentials for export growth’ (1999: 108). Finegold’s (1999) work on high skill
ecosystems reflects these arguments as does Williams’ et al (1987) critique of
flexible specialisation, that highlights counter trends such as the growth of low
skill casualised employment. Cutler (1992), in critiquing a major British study in
this area, also suggests that management, and influences beyond the point of
production, are often excluded from the scope of studies that focus on skill
levels and other factors of production in the workplace. In building on this
theme, Briggs and Kittay (2000) argue that in a profit oriented environment, ‘the
provision of large numbers of state supplied skilled workers is unlikely to have
any impact on the competitive strategies of local enterprises’ (2000: 11).

Despite the inconclusive evidence regarding the link between skill formation
policies and workplace productivity, many contemporary analyses of skill needs
continue to be referenced to notions of 'the knowledge economy’ or the ‘new
economy’. Kearns (2000) suggests that whilst the new economy has been
defined in various ways (see for example Carnevale 1991, OECD 2000a), there
is broad agreement that knowledge processes and products are central to
success in the competitive environment of the new economy, and thus as the
OECD (2000b) notes, ‘the ability to produce and use information effectively is
thus a vital source of skills for many individuals’ (2000b: ). Reich’s (1991)
definition of ‘knowledge workers’ foregrounds abilities related to defining and
solving problems along with strategic brokering capabilities, skills that have

featured in many generic skills frameworks.

Regardless, Livingston (1999) argues that ‘it is not so much increasing the
supply of knowledge workers but finding ways of getting employers to utilise the
existing knowledge and skills of the labour force’ (1999: 165). Indeed, Briggs
and Kittay (2000) go so far as to suggest that flexible specialisation / post
Fordist theorists, like policy makers and practitioners, mistakenly proceed on
the basis that better VET performance will produce skilled workers and higher

productivity and quality.
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Clearly, there is a link between generic skills policy initiatives and the reality of
the workplace. Briggs and Kittay (2000) assert that calls for a knowledge
economy have influenced debates on skill needs and have become a driver of
economic policy. They also suggest that ‘the way the international economy and
the conditions for economic success are viewed underpinned the focus on skills

by policy makers (2000: 4).

In addition to these industrial imperatives, some commentators also suggest
that the emergence of generic skills can be linked to the transformation of the
general studies movement. Reflecting on the British experience, Lawson (1992)
argues that the contemporary emphasis on core skills can be interpreted as a
logical development of national curriculum, which ‘vindicates the idea that there
ought to be a core educational experience’ (1992: 85). Hyland (1998) suggests
that in Britain, conceptions of common learning and core experience were
gradually transformed into the notion of core skills in Britain through a range of

vocational initiatives.

The development of generic skills agendas can also be considered a
consequence of the recent return of the lifelong education movement, which
itself sits well with fashionable economic agendas (Hager 1995).

In first calling for a focus on generic skills within Australian VET, the Finn
committee explicitly linked its recommendations to the 'areas related to a young
person's initial and lifelong employability' (Finn 1991: 54). This strong industrial
imperative draws parallels to a precursor of lifelong education known as
recurrent education (OECD 1973). Recurrent education was described as
including a desire to secure closer integration or linkage between the education
and economic systems (Duke 1982). However, whilst recurrent education was
considered an alternative strategy for educational provision which spread
educational opportunities through a person's lifetime instead of increasing the
period of initial full-time education prior to work (Duke 1982), the guiding
principles of the generic skills agenda did not fully reflect these aspects.
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However, the theme of developing individual and communal agency was
reflected in the work of Australia's Mayer Committee who suggested that any
initiative should equip individuals to participate effectively in a wide range of
social settings, including workplaces and adult life more generally (Mayer 1992).
This view clearly resonates with assumptions identified in Knowles’ (1991)
lifelong learning resource system, ‘that learning in a world of accelerating
change must be a lifelong process’ with the purpose of education being ‘to
facilitate the development of the competencies required for performance in life
situations’ (1991: 72). However, as noted by Duke (1982), it is not clear
conceptually whether lifelong education was merely a means of reinterpreting
what was already occurring, or of creating a new paradigm. In that sense, he
mirrors Cropley (1979), who suggested that the intense interest in lifelong
education has been an after-the-fact realisation of existing educational trends.

Regardless, whilst the notion of generic skills is consistent with lifelong learning
and resonates with a developmental approach to the acquisition of life skills,
they are predominantly driven by industrial imperatives anchored by the real
world needs of employers and the demands of contemporary workplaces.

A Decade of VET Reform

Whilst the emergence of generic skills during this period was linked to a number
of policy drivers, the policy reforms of the period can be traced to the release of
the watershed report Australia Reconstructed (ACTU / TDC 1987), which laid
out the rationale and key principles of a revised national training strategy
(Welch 1996). That strategy became known as the National Training Reform
Agenda (NTRA) and went on to lay the foundation for the current VET system in
Australia. Taylor et al (1997) note that the NTRA embraced a number of
developments, including ‘the establishment of a National Training Board to
develop a national framework for competency based training across all
industries; the restructuring of the TAFE sector and the creation of an open
training market’ (1997: 109).
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In 1990 the Ministerial Council of Vocational Education, Employment and
Training (MOVEET) was created, and from October 1991 met jointly with the
previously constituted Australian Education Council. Lingard et al (1995)
suggest that ‘this structural rearrangement was intended to integrate policy
across all sectors of education with a greater emphasis on training and the
needs of industry’ (1995: 44). This realignment of the structures of government
in the two years preceding the establishment of ANTA in 1992 saw the
production of four significant reports to the government addressing the role of
VET and the skilling of Australia’s workforce.™

The 1990 Deveson Report into training costs was followed by the report of the
Finn committee (Finn 1991) which examined educational preparation for work.
Marginson (1997) suggests that Finn ‘examined the whole of post compulsory
education and training from a perspective of employability’ (1997: 175). The
Senate References Committee (2000) suggest that the Finn Report ‘pointed out
that general and vocational education, and work and learning, were too sharply
divided in traditional Australian attitudes and practice’ and that ‘a convergence
of general and vocational education was needed, with both schools and TAFE
institutes becoming more concerned about issues of employability’ (2000: 24).

The Finn committee recommended a series of national targets for student
participation and outlined scenarios that suggested continued growth in the
higher education system, with TAFE growing at an even faster rate. lIts
recommendations also emphasised the need for pathways for students through
the education system with improved articulation between schools, TAFE and
higher education. These recommendations were accepted by the government
and included in the Commonwealth’s Higher Education Policy Statement in
1991 (Baldwin 1991).

In Baldwin’s policy statement, consideration was given to the ‘appropriate
sectoral balance in participation in post-school education and training which

was emerging out of the changing pattern of participation in higher education in

'® Deveson (1990), Finn (1991), Carmichael (1992), Mayer (1992).
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the 1990s, and in particular, the need for lifelong learning' (1991: 1).
Consequently, in order to foster mobility between the TAFE and higher
education sectors and cater for changing participation rates, the Federal

Government proposed that the status of TAFE needed to be enhanced.

Arising from the work of the Finn Committee, the Mayer Committee was
established to further define and develop competency standards in six areas of
general competence that had been proposed by Finn (Mayer 1992)", and
finally, in 1992 the Carmichael report was released, proposing a new integrated
entry level training system, subsequently known as the Australian Vocational
Training System (AVTS) (Carmichael 1992). As noted by Taylor et al (1997),
‘these documents laid the basis for a good deal of subsequent policy
development and associated restructuring of education and training
arrangements’ (1997: 108).

The AVTS itself sought to merge apprenticeships and traineeships,’® and was
intended to offer a broad range of education and training pathways leading
either to a qualification, another training pathway, or a career step.

The AVTS was to be supported by a range of reforms under the NTRA including
the adoption of competency based training throughout the VET system, the
establishment of the Australian Standards Framework (ASF), the development
of industry competency standards, the development of the National Framework
for the Recognition of Training (NFROT), the development of national core
curriculum for both on and off the job training, and the development of a training
market (Senate 2000). In June 1992 State and Commonwealth Ministers
agreed to the introduction of AVTS pilot program, which by the beginning of
1995 had funded over 200 separate projects (CEDA 1995).

' The work of the Finn and Mayer committees as it relates to the development of generic skills
within Australian VET will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 4.

'* The Australian Traineeship System was introduced in 1985 following recommendations of the
1984 Committee of Enquiry into Labour Market Programs (Kirby 1985). They were developed at
the time as a key strategy to deal with youth unemployment.
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These policy developments contributed to significant debate, and as suggested
by Taylor et al (1997), ‘aroused considerable controversy, especially among the
educational establishment which had largely been excluded from the
committees writing the reports and who saw in the new proposals a dangerous
potential for narrow instrumentalism being applied to education’ (1997: 104).
Debate also occurred in relation to the nature of competence, competencies
and competency based training, with ‘the views of both camps being strongly
defended in the education literature’ (Dudley and Vidovitch 1995: 166). The
debate was complex and varied, given that different interpretations of those
terms could be applied to the policies, with issues around equity, the value of
liberal education, assessment and vocational streaming featuring in the
debate.’® Indeed Jackson (1991) argues that important underlying questions
about ‘why we have to have competency standards and whether they are
necessary at all’ were neglected at the time (1991: 19). David Pennington, a
leading academic at the time, claimed that the competencies movement sought
to ‘control all education and training in terms of work related competencies and
to bring all within a seamless web of control through a network of tripartite
committees of union, industry and government representatives’ (The Australian
1992).

The Senate References Committee (2000) observed that ‘from 1987 the
Commonwealth became more active in bringing TAFE within the ambit of
Commonwealth influence’ (2000: 23). Indeed, as the reform process gathered
momentum, the Commonwealth attempted to assume full financial responsibility
for VET through an offer to the States in October 1991 that sought to remove all
but administrative control to the Commonwealth. The ‘cautious response by
States and Territories’ (Senate 1995) in effect led to ‘considerable wrangling’
(Taylor et al (1997), and efforts to reach a compromise in 1992 led to the
establishment of ANTA and agreement by the States and Territories to work

toward a national VET system.

'® A more complete analysis of the arguments both for and against can be found in Dudley and
Vidovitch (1995) and Taylor et al (1997).
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As noted by Chappell (1999), one of the more remarkable aspects of Australian
reforms of that time was the similarity to initiatives introduced in other countries
during the same period. He cites the Canadian Ministry of Education, Skills and
Training (MEST) that identified a range of measures introduced in a number of

countries to achieve a more vocational focus for education:'’

= work competency standards development;

= competency based education and training;

» the development of modularised curricula;

» increased quality assurance and accountability in education;

= reformed apprenticeship and credit transfer arrangements;

» increased industry involvement in education;

» increased school to work programs; and

» increased focus on the quality of teachers and teaching’ (MEST 1995: 7).

Whiist considerable policy activity surrounded the NTRA, its implementation
was inconsistent and contested. The Committee for the Economic Development
of Australia noted that ‘the general consensus amongst both industry and the
VET sector is that whilst the NTRA is headed in the right direction, progress has
been slow and the new training structures are too bureaucratic, overly complex
and irrelevant to the needs of many enterprises’ (CEDA 1995: 16). These views
were shared by others, including ANTA’'s CEO (Moran 19983), and an influential

team of independent reviewers (Allen Consulting 1994).

The developments considered briefly here were particularly significant for VET
in Australia, and whilst the reforms sought to address vocational education in
different contexts, the introduction of VET programs into schools appears to

have provided the greatest challenge to educators and administrators alike.

' Whilst initially related to reforms that have taken place in Australia, New Zealand, South
Africa, the United Kingdom, Scotland and Canada, Chappell (1999) indicates that more recently
some of these measures have also been adopted by other countries including Mexico, Thailand,
Singapore and Vietnam.
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Given that this thesis will examine the role of generic skills and in schools based
VET, some specific attention will now be paid to the development of this policy

agenda.

The Emergence of VET in Schools

Whilst Taylor et al (1997) note that the vocationalist emphasis in school
education extends further back into Australian history, aspects of the later work
of the Schools Commission (1973 -1988) can be interpreted as seeking to
address inequity produced by the traditional liberal meritocratic ideal of separate
academic and vocational curriculum. In particular, the Participation and Equity
program of 1984 placed on the policy agenda the total reform of the secondary
school curriculum in order to cater for the needs of a broader group of students
(Taylor et al 1997). Indeed, Freedland (1992) suggests that that program
represented the ‘capturing of the vocational relevance argument by progressive
educators who hijacked the instrumental and conservative push for vocational
and attitudinal training and converted it to an agenda more con<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>