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Abstract

Competency-based training has been criticised ritailing a fragmented curriculum. In the
light of this criticism a good question is how teeBagments cohere into a basis for
competent work practice. This question is exploiredhis paper, which draws on recent
research into transformative learning in the coniexvocational education and training
(VET). Mezirow’s (1991) concept of ‘meaning persipaes’ — broad psychological structures
that undergo change in transformative learning usisd to interpret experiences reported by
learners in case studies of learning in VET prograRarticipants in this research were found
to possess or develop meaning perspectives on walds which influenced the way
curriculum was received. These perspectives apjeedmd personal elements of identity,
values and motivation with the diverse content afnfal learning programs and work
experience. This paper considers the propositiah\tbcational meaning perspectives come
into play in VET learning and function like a unifg ‘glue’ that may counteract any
fragmenting effects of a competency-based curriaulu

Introduction

The complaint that competency-based approaches dicagon entail a fragmented
curriculum goes back at least to Broudy’'s (1972fjaism of ‘Performance-Based Teacher
Education’ — the forerunner of competency-basedhitrg (CBT) — for neglecting the
development of the knowledge upon which a teaclased their performance. A steady
stream of criticism has followed CBT wherever antlemever it has emerged, and its
introduction as part of the national training refoagenda in Australia was no exception.
From Collins (1993) and Blunden (1997) through taniin (2007) and Buchanan, Yu,
Marginson and Wheelahan (2009), the adoption of @BThe official curriculum model for
the national vocational education and training (YEJystem has been criticised for
undermining the unity of workplace knowledge. Irsthaper some research is presented that
may contribute to our understanding of issues ofyuand fragmentation in competency-
based VET learning. Mezirow’s (1978, 1991) conaafptmeaning perspective’ emerged in
this research as not only a structure to comprehieadature of significant adult learning,
but a way to conceive the unity of vocational kneage and also account for the integration
of potentially disparate curriculum in the expederof VET learners.

The ‘Fragmentation Thesis’

The thesis that curriculum based on the analysisvak roles in terms of discrete units

impairs learners’ ability to form a unified undenstling of work roles has been articulated in
various ways, often in the context of debates smhiky the introduction of reform policies

by governments intent on holding education anchiingi systems to account for perceived
failures to contribute to the national good. Thushie American context, Broudy (1972, p. 2)
examined the reformers’ belief that a gap betweenrty and practice explained the failure of
teacher education in that country, and the noti@t the gap could be eliminated ‘(a) by
getting rid of theory altogether or (b) by reducingo only what was needed to perfect
practice. To accomplish these reforms,” he addid, PBTE proposes to analyze teaching



into a set of operations or tasks.” Broudy (1973eated that the PBTE approach is based on
the following assumptions:

1. The teaching act is the sum of performanceswviitich it is analysed.

2. The performance unit is a matter of indifferenae, the number and character of
the performance units can vary from one prograantther.

3. The criterion for the “product” is demonstratsampetence in the selected set of
training performances. (p. 3)

But for Broudy (1972), the assumption that in teaghhe whole is the sum of the parts,

...Is a notoriously inadequate description of amynhn action, let alone one so
complex as teaching. Teaching can, of coursethbaght ofas broken down into
parts, but as a concrete action it is guided atyem@ment by a sense of its total
pattern. This pattern — in swimming, reading, dfgsgy, judging — integrates the
analyzed constituents into a meaningful functiseduence, not merely an additive
one. We are told, at least by some psychologis&tafter the pattern has been sensed
or felt or understood, the details can be perfestgghrately, but until the pattern has
been discerned, drilling on the separate partslyidisappointing results.

Notwithstanding Broudy’s (1972) criticism, the PBT&hich was later called ‘Competency-
Based Teacher Education’) movement pushed on tgithgenda through the 1970s. Later on,
the idea of competency-based education was pickday WBritish policy makers and industry
leaders in the 1980s, where it became the cormerstd national vocational education
reform. The British context shared a number of abtristics with the American one that
gave birth to PBTE. In Britain the argument cir¢ath that the failure of education and
training systems contributed to a social malaiséali@ring economy) and that reform was
therefore necessary. In this new setting the grlasi of competency-based education were
applied to the vocational education and trainingTY sector, prompting anew the debate
about the benefits of the competency approach haddeployment of the fragmentation
thesis. For example, Ashworth and Saxton (19902pexplained that,

...the competence approach gets applied in a gmegupational area by the
generation of a long list of competence statemehish are intended to cover all the
skills, pieces of information, and performancesessary to carry out the required
tasks. Thus, it is assumed in practice that indi@idelements of competence add
together to produce global competence.

They went on to conclude,

A complex skill entails elements none of which eaen be defined independently of
the rest. Any behaviour is a ‘meaningful Gestadt'whole in which the individual
elements affect each other in a manner that chahgesature. The elements of skill
are not recognisable or separable from the complede (Ashworth & Saxton 1990,
p. 12)

In the British context, the fragmentation thesissvedaborated by a number of critics, with
Hyland (1993, 1997) prominent among them.



It may be argued that the adoption of CBT in Adgtra again in an environment of political
discontent with public education and training syste- was been marked by a more nuanced
application of the principles, a trend influenceadthe positions of Hager (1995), who argued
the need to embrace a ‘broad’ as opposed to amawaception of competency and Hatrris,
Guthrie, Hobart and Lundberg (1995), who endowedrl Gfth humanist credentials by
stressing the potential for CBT to underpin stuemmitred learning. However, such efforts
did not stop both the generation of ‘narrow’ congoety statements, especially in the early
days of training reform, nor the emergence of @RIF voices and an Australian phase of the
fragmentation thesis. Instances of criticism (idahg constructive criticism) that mobilise
the fragmentation thesis in some way include Csl(it093), Brown (1994), Blunden (1997),
Cornford (1997), Chappell, Gonczi and Hager (200@heelahan (2004) and Darwin (2007).
Buchanan et al (2009, p. 20) recently put the métis way:

The assumptions underpinning [the Australian CB/Bfem about the nature of work
are limited. At best they provide an incompletei®dsr engaging with the changing
nature of work. At worst they inhibit our understdarg how work is evolving. Few, if
any people, today want to define jobs in narrowcupational terms. But
dismembering work into thousands of units of corape¢ misses the point. Instead, it
is the cluster or ensembles of capability that greeple the capacity to do things —
not an aggregation of discrete skills. When it certeebeing competent the whole is
definitely more than the sum of the parts — orantigular, units of competence.

The concept of ‘vocational meaning perspectives’

The significance of my research for the fragmeatatihesis is not immediately obvious.
After all, transformative learning is an adult leiag theory steeped in the individualist and
humanist traditions of American adult educationzivan’s (1991) theory of transformative
learning shares fundamental assumptions with theriés of Lindeman (1926) and Knowles
(1962) regarding the primacy of the individual'seds for self-development in the
development of curriculum. It is difficult to imagg a stronger contrast than the one between
this philosophy and the philosophy implicit in cemporary Australian VET which accords
primacy to the needs of industry and the econommeiggly in determining curriculum, and
places very little weight on the meaning of itfalf the individual. Yet there is one level on
which Mezirow’s (1991) ideas have clear implicadior CBT and Australian VET more
broadly. Specifically, Mezirow (1991) makes a distion between meaning structures in
learning that maps to the division between wholed parts that is fundamental to the
fragmentation thesis.

Mezirow’s (1978) research, which marks the begignaf transformative learning theory,
focussed on the experiences of women returningdt@wagion where they were exposed to
feminism and techniques such as those used incemmness-raising’ groups. For many of
these women, after years occupying traditional fermales, their new experiences were
exhilarating, disruptive and liberating. Many expaced deep changes in their outlook.
Mezirow (1978) theorised these changes as transtons of ‘meaning perspectives’ or the
‘the structure of psychocultural assumptions withvich new experience is assimilated to
past experience’ (1978, p. 11). The negation ofuragsions and the perspective
transformation that can follow was posited by Mewir(1978) as the central dynamic of
adult learning. Later, Mezirow (1991) distinguisheetween meaning schemes and meaning
perspectives. Schemes are the specific types aftitpaction, and affection that make sense
in terms of overarching perspectives. We can ledrihe level of meaning schemes —



Mezirow (1991) illustrates this kind of learningtwithe example of practicing golfing skills
— without triggering transformative learning. Hoveeyvan accumulation of scheme negations,
or a direct challenge to a meaning perspectives d@e the potential to bring about the
transformation of the relevant meaning perspect@ece a perspective is transformed, it
would appear that the meaning of constituent schemeevised. Things are seen in a new
light; skills, knowledge, attitudes take on a diffiet significance.

Many adult educators drawn to Mezirow's (1978, I)9@eas are stirred by the prospect of
close examination of therocess of perspective transformation. King (1998refacg
captures the essence of this attraction: ‘One efntost thrilling experiences for me as an
adult educator is to see adults awaken to new statetings about their world and
themselves.” My research broadly followed the daéon to transformative processes,
seeking to find and understand significant perschahge in VET. | selected three groups of
learners undertaking different VET programs to dwihse studies of transformative learning
in VET. While my research focussed on the naturdrafisformative experience in these
cases, | also posed the question of the relatiorpesbpective transformation to VET
curriculum, and it is this line of investigationatrmoved the focus away from the process of
perspective transformation in individuals and onthe relationship between meaning
structures, VET curriculum and job roles and ultetato the idea of vocational meaning
perspectives.

A secondary part of my research involved intervieyvindustry specialists whose expertise
was in the curriculum content of the learning greapes. | asked these informants (N = 11) a
series of questions about mindsets, worldviewdpoks, assumptions, beliefs and so on, that
might be common to effective practitioners in thgpecialist vocational areas. | was asking
them, in effect, to tell me whether competent wskiem a given occupation possessed a
vocationally specific meaning perspective. To mypsse, for each of the specialist areas
(youth work, frontline management and motorcyclemegmance) the answer was ‘yes’: there
are such structures that characterise effectivetipomers in each area. The interviews then
moved on to the description of these perspectiVég. perspective of each vocation was
highly specific. The descriptions did not reveal reor-less generic ‘key
competency’/‘employability skill-type features (vah is what | anticipated), but a system of
assumptions that encompassed elements of persuea¢st and motivation, professional
stance, and the nature of the environment andojects and actors in which the practitioner
worked. For instance, the youth work vocationabkpective included such assumptions as:

* Young people are interesting

* Young people are innately good

* Poor environments lead to problematic behaviowyoung people
» Youth work clients need good adult role models

* Youth workers have to reflect on their own behavwith clients

Expressed in this way, these statements are urkebiar However, to hold these as
assumptions in all their ramifications, to act @mms of them and to perceive the world in
their light calls for much more than intellectuasant. The experiences of a few of the
learners in the youth work course suggest thasdone people, approaching a work role that
embraces these assumptions can create upheavdiriagdabout the learning experience
Mezirow (1991) called ‘transformative’. | will brily discuss the experiences of three
learners | interviewed which illustrate this prazes



Two of these learners were mothers in their 408 Weénage and older children. They did not
have a clear sense of what youth work involved ognmto the course, but did assume that
the attitude of the caring parent and the behauwoanagement skills they developed in the
parenting context would equip them to be effecyeeth workers. However, as the youth

work course progressed, these learners enterechse pif what Mezirow (1991) called a

‘disorienting dilemma’, i.e. a confusing, even gainperiod during which a person feels

deeply challenged by new learning. One of the lex@rspoke of becoming ‘depressed’, while
the other responded this way when | asked aboutrhogh anxiety the course caused:

A lot. | guess | was taken completely out of my émrhzone, both in my beliefs or
my - it's really hard to explain. There was quit®tof discomfort in terms of where |
thought | was at, and where | needed to be. Thasequite a lot of discomfort there. |
was just completely taken out of my comfort zoné.o&k a sudden learning about a
community issue. | find it hard to explain. | wass{ really uncomfortable throughout
the course, it wasn’t the course, it probably wasnen my ability to learn, but the
information was challenging or made me quite unavtable.

In these interviews | asked the learners in dedhibut what it was that produced the
discomfort. For both learners, two themes recurrBst, that parents often create
environments that induce client behaviour and sectirat the number of youth work clients
in programs and in various form of treatment wagimhigher than they assumed:

| was just learning that these kids aren’t learramg good, they’'re not around good
people. Foster carers are minimal these days,eserttironments that these kids are
growing up in, they're learning nothing, they'retriearning goodness. You can’t
expect a kid to know it if they've never learnt fthat's what I'm learning. And
society will be in accordance with that, and coméito be. That's what freaks me out
the most. There’s no light.

| knew there were problems [but] | didn't realideetlack of structure, or lack of
organisation for dealing with these kids. | knewikiwere taken out of homes and
stuff like that, but I didn’t realise then what lp@ms to them. Not to the extent that
it's happening.

These two learners brought assumptions about pagetite system and society to the course
that were directly challenged by the curriculum.tiA& time | spoke to these learners, which
was several weeks after course completion, theg weth youth workers. They were still
sorting their views out about youth work, but thaitlooks now encompassed an assumption
— poor environments lead to problematic behaviauyaung people — that not only did not
seem to be part of their initial set of assumptidmg conflicted with those assumptions.

Another learner | interviewed whose assumptionsevetiallenged came into the course with
rigid views about the causes of youth work clieehdviour. For this learner, individuals
freely chose their own behaviour and deserved tieladt with harshly:

| was always fairly moral, fairly strict-moral sast person, and so for me even when |
was a kid, if someone does something to someoeg ielewould be straight, “That’s
wrong”, condemn them for it.



The basis for this kind of thinking underwent sfgr@nt change during the course. This
learner explained that

...for me perhaps what changed more than anythingneentioned, | would always
determine it pretty cynically, really, ‘right’ arfdirong’, and | don’t really care what
your situation is. | was probably a bit insensitileny own mind. | don’t care, | don’t
really care if you've been hit by your dad, it's arcuse for doing this. And | guess
where my change occurred was that | actually waokland said there is a reason for
it. 1 [had] said there’s no reason for that, youn'tao that. You hurt somebody, |
don’t give a damn what’'s happened to you, you cdo’that. And what | actually did
was went back and said, yes, there is a reasah #nd so | think the biggest thing
for me was, the change was going back and undeéistawhy things have happened.
So it was that definite change.

His revised outlook is expressed in this staterabout being a youth worker:

You couldn’t say we expect less bad behaviour exgect more bad behaviour. It's
simply a matter of what their situation is. You aarly expect so much from them. If
| run into a child who's been sexually abused bsirtifiather for the last ten years, |
can't possibly expect that child to be well-adjdsté they are, that would be quite
extraordinary. But you cannot sit there and sayell\M expect you to behave this
way because you are this age.” Let’'s say it's ayd&-old; they've been abused by
their father for ten years. Now if that 16-year-blals gone off and abused someone
else or hurt them or done something else, | caasonably expect they can’t do that.
That doesn't justify it, but | cannot sit there asaly, ‘Well | cannot absolutely in any
way understand why you have done that. So you haveinderstanding of what
they’'ve done, and perhaps why it's happened. fi§sh’t say it's good, and obviously
we want to change it, but at the same time youaak at it from their point of view.

This learner brought assumptions about the causgeuth work client behaviour to the
course that were challenged, and went on to dewelopdset that included two assumptions
— poor environments lead to problematic behaviouyaung people and young people are
innately good — which conflicted with the origiredsumptions.

In contrast with the experiences of these leammasthe learning reported by an interviewee
who had extensive exposure to the realities of lyoubrk a few years before starting the
course. He had entered the juvenile justice sysé¢na young age, but was helped to
disengage from that environment before his punistinavere escalated to custodial
sentences. When | asked him about whether he wdsated by anything he learned in the
course, he replied

No, | didn’t find anything confronting.

Any of the stuff about the situations of young peogid you find any of that stuff
confronting?

Not really no. | have sort of grown up with a Idtyoung people who have had a lot
of backgrounds with that kind of stuff.

We discussed his experience with youth work reslitHe explained he was



Just naughty when | was younger as well, just mgfitato trouble. | went to court a
few times and a lot of my friends as well. | haw ffiends who are still doing bad
stuff and still classed as a youth as well.

So the things that you heard about the clients, dign’t surprise you?

No, there was still some stuff though. | heard arystabout an 11 year old girl
knocking on doors, prostituting and stuff. Thereswgtuff like that but | know it is out
there so it doesn’t shock me.

When you went to the cells, that didn’t disturb yowch?
| have actually been in them before myself, sadady knew that place.

You mentioned some of the older mothers bgfbeeinterviewees discussed above]
were they shocked?

When they saw the cells, yeah. | thought it waseqeosy, it had lots of posters and a
TV in there. | thought it was actually not too bad.

| questioned him about his stance on the youth vasgumptions listed earlier, and he wholly
subscribed to each of them. Although this leargeaenced some difficulty with learning

as such during the course, none of his assumptitish pertained to the youth work role

were challenged.

Vocational meaning perspectives and CBT

Because the focus of my research was on the prookdsansformative learning in
individuals, my methodology did not include prowisifor systematic exploration of the
relationship between learner perspectives andnitigidual competencies around which their
learning was structured. However, | did spontankgoeistend the discussions to the topic of
particular course content and assumptions relabngouth work. Two interesting points
emerge from these parts of the interviews. Fiestriers in the youth work course who either
entered the program with a set of assumptions thaiched those of the youth work
perspective or whose assumptions were transformdide with the with work perspective
tended to interpret the course content in termbi@iset of assumptions. For example, one of
the learners whose assumptions changed pointdge tionppact of statistical data presented in
relation to the unit of competency ‘CHCCS402A Rexpbolistically to client issues’:

I'm just trying to think back to the first coupld aveeks...Yes, we’d talk about
information from the course notes. They were gahmgugh statistics — that was what
freaked me out. A lot of statistics. Over the |26t years on the number of kids
removed from parents. It's increasing rapidly.

Other learners demonstrated that information ablegislation, policy, specific service

provision and cultural awareness was assimilatederms of assumptions. The second
observation is that the learners whose assumpivens challenged seemed to have difficulty
integrating the course content from the early pathe program. Their experience contrasts
with that of the learners entering the course wiblith work oriented assumptions. These



learners appeared to relate the details of thesemork to their assumptions immediately. |
wonder whether the initial assumptions of the leesnwho experienced transformative
learning, insofar as their assumptions did notrg#éct those of the youth work perspective,
impaired the integration of specific informationn Aadditional or alternative reason may be
that a phase of ‘disorienting dilemma’ would inegg with the discernment of wholes
regardless of how fragmented or integrated theesggmtation of an occupation in curriculum.
What the evidence from the interviews with the youtork learners suggests is that their
learning can be comprehended at both the level ednimg perspectives — systems of
assumptions — and meaning schemes — specific iatam procedures, responsibilities, etc.
For the first two learners discussed above, th@egence in the course involved learning as
meaning perspective transformation and learningh@aning scheme acquisition. The third
learner did not experience learning as meaningppetie transformation but did learn at the
level of meaning schemes. For example, he saidwhat did confront him was ‘a story
about an 11 year old girl knocking on doors, ptastig and stuff. There was stuff like that
but | know it is out there so it doesn’t shock m&hat was confronting to him added to his
stock of ideas of what could be encountered inwbed of youth work but it confirmed
rather than challenged his existing perspective.

As a whole, this extended case study of a youthkv@arner group, involving interviews
with industry specialists and learners, indicakeg the concept of meaning perspectives may
be relevant to VET learning. Discussions with irntdgspecialists points to the possibility of
vocationally-specific meaning perspectives idealife as systems of assumptions which are
shared by competent workers within occupationscuisions with learners preparing for
these occupations indicate that vocationally-speaieaning perspectives may already be in
play in VET programs. Some learners entering thegqam come with perspectives that
resemble the vocational perspective and whose itgamconsists in the reinforcement and
extension of the perspective. Other learners eg@peei perspective transformation that leads
to the assumption of the vocational perspective @hdse learning henceforth serves to
strengthen the new perspective.

Conclusion

The fragmentation thesis posits wholes that aredex@d through the application of
competency-based approaches to curriculum. Thesdewlrefer to an existential unity
embodied in work roles as they are undertaken Imgrede individuals. For Broudy (1972)
and Ashworth and Saxton (1990), the whole is con@ised as a pattern or gestalt, while in
Buchanan et al's (2009) assessment, the whole c¢sespra ‘cluster or ensemble of
capabilities’. In each of these accounts, the tatiosm of these wholes into competencies
fragments the whole so that the resulting curriculabstructs rather than facilitates the
learner's apprehension of patterns or ensembleg. rEsearch discussed in this paper
introduces another conceptualisation of vocatiavtables, in this case borrowing the idea of
meaning perspectives from Mezirow (1978, 1991). hieg perspectives are structures that
confer meaning upon particular beliefs, actionmwedge, skills and conversely, specific
beliefs, actions, knowledge and skills always egpra meaning perspective. The research
indicates that there are vocational meaning petisfgscthat lend unity to competent practice
and that these structures are not necessarily regbitn units of competency. In this research,
the experience of learners was analysed in termmmeazning perspectives and component
schemes. The learners were found to possess olodevecational meaning perspectives
which influenced the way curriculum was receive@atners appeared to relate material
delivered in the form of units of competency bagckhe system of assumptions making up



the perspectives, and did not encounter the perspday way of adding the units together.
Units of competency may have contributed to thedi@mation of meaning perspectives,
but the new perspectives were not a compositeeofitiits.

It is not the contention of this paper that voaadilomeaning perspectives necessaily the
wholes posited by researchers and theorists whe adiculated the fragmentation thesis, but
it is likely that the structures described by timelustry specialists | interviewed have a
bearing on the debate. The experience of the lemroentributes to the debate because
perspectives described by the industry speciahgisear to have played a role in VET
learning. Several questions arise in the wake efrésearch presented here. To begin with,
should VET involve fostering the emergence, devslept and reinforcement of
vocationally-oriented meaning perspectives? Amotigerothings, such a goal would bring
with it the prospect of VET becoming implicated promoting transformative learning, a
process fraught with difficulties for some learne€fiere is a growing literature (e.g. King
2005, Cranton 2006, Mezirow & Taylor 2009) thatesses pedagogies for transformative
learning that could inform discussion, decision mgkand professional development.
Another question concerns the relationship betwéEarning as meaning perspective
development and transformation and CBT. Are thepmmpatible? The research discussed
here does not suggest that they are mutually exelulsut how they interact is not obvious. If
a vocationally relevant assumption system is ic@lhen a learner enters a CBT program, it
is possible that the existence of the perspectigatralises any fragmentation of the
vocational role as it is represented in curriculufma learner is primed for transformative
learning on entering a CBT program, fragments pertg to a role may be sufficient to
‘trigger’ perspective transformation. But in eithesise, there is room to explore ways in
which CBT could more systematically contribute ®arhing at the level of meaning
perspectives. Some of the suggestions for overaprthie spectre of fragmentation (e.g.
Hagar 1995, Cornford 1997, Wheelahan 2004) maelevant here. The last question | will
pose here is about the relationship between vattimeaning perspectives and the concept
of occupational or vocational identities (Phillip895, Winch 2003). Although such identities
are usually envisaged as something consolidatezlighr work itself rather than training,
there is the interesting possibility that vocationaaning perspectives could exert some
influence over the formation of vocational idermtsti
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