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Abstract

Many vocational educators put considerable effad documenting their learning
and assessment strategies to demonstrate thatotipams they deliver comply with
standards outlined in the relevant Training Paclsaged the Australian Quality
Training Framework (AQTF). At audit, these learnargl assessment plans form an
integral part of the documentation used to dematestrganisational compliance and
maintain RTO status. The paper explores the operafi these texts (Training
Packages and the AQTF) using an Institutional Egheyghy lens, as an accountability
circuit which brings the front line work of vocatial educators into alignment with
institutional and governmental imperatives. In depmg their learning and
assessment strategies to address the nationaastiangocational educators are
drawn into a textually mediated process of selfeggnance in which they document
their educational practice using categories sa@buye read within the terms of the
regulatory texts. The professional work of educatsithen made accountable as their
local learning and assessment plans are auditembfopliance. When this study
commenced in 2001, vocational educators descritsifian responsibility from the
RTO to individual educators whose local learnind assessment plans are crucial to
maintaining RTO registration. Paradoxically, thisssaccompanied by an erosion of
professional freedom as educators reshaped tlegtipe to meet the requirements of
the national standards. Training Packages and @iEFAhave since undergone
multiple revisions, yet anecdotal evidence sugghstisthe experience of educators at
the front line has changed little in respect tartheeractions with these texts. This
paper will briefly present the findings of the ialtstudy, review the impact of current
developments in the regulatory texts of VET, ang$badow the next phase of this
project.

| ntroduction

And | think as far as the language [of Training Rayes] goes iis a language — it is
separate to English. It separateto English. It is a special language that you have
beknowledgeablabout. (Jacqui)

I've gone on training courses to find out what {B&QTF] standards mean. And
sometimes the people whaught me, I've been talking t@nother assessor and
they've said “Oh no, it's interpretdflis way”. So in other words, because of the way
the language is structured, and because of theewags of it, the interpretation is a
really major problem. ... You're never quite surgadu’re right. You go into an audit
and you think, you’ve got your evidence piled ugtte ceiling. And they didn't need
90% of it, so you've spent hours compiling evidetizat they didn’t need. But they
needed all this other stuff that you didn’t prepa&3e that while they're there you're
rushing around like a mad thing trying to get h& evidence that isn’t there because
it wasn't clear that that was actually what wasdeek (Jessica)



In 2001 | set out to conduct a PhD project whicplesed the contrast between the
complex institutional language of Training Packagesl the vernacular of local
workplaces in which Training Packages are activatedan experienced workplace
trainer and assessor, | was interested in explahagphenomenon of people who are
able to perform a job role being unable to recagriseir knowledge or skills as
described in the terms of the national competemaydards relating to that job role.
As | conducted interviews with vocational educatomsanagers, administrators,
auditors, researchers and policy makers, | foumad iy interviewees were typically
unable to talk about Training Packages without dakldking about the Australian
Quality Training Framework (AQTF). As my own undarsding of my research topic
and data evolved, informed by the work of Dorotimgith and the theoretical lens of
institutional ethnography, the focus of my studpdatened to bring into view how
regulatory texts such as Training Packages andA@E€F operate as a hierarchy of
‘extralocal’ texts that organise the learning asdessment practices enacted in local
sites (Smith, D.E. 1987, p.3; 2005, p.185).

My PhD project concluded in 2005, and in its lattages as | began to report the
findings through VET research conferences and psid@al development workshops
| found that my analysis and conclusions were en#istically received by people
working in the sector. Now working in the univeyssiector, | have wondered whether
VET has moved on since my study was conducted. eTleera new process for
Training Package development, and there have beera iterations of the AQTF
with the 2010 Standards being described as ‘traegpa ‘simplified and
streamlined’, with a focus on ‘outcomes’ and ‘gtyalassurance’ (DEEWR 2010,
p.3). Even the newraining and Education Training Packag€AE10) competency
standards are written in active voice — very ddférto the complex passive voice
constructions so heavily criticised by intervieweesmy study. Surely the issues
identified in my research have been bypassed by decelopments.

Perhaps not. While | no longer work directly withEV texts such as Training
Packages and the AQTF, | maintain close contadt thié sector. Conversations with
professional colleagues who are working in VET ssgghat, while some of the
language may have changed, the underlying issuehoérarchy of regulatory texts
coordinating and organising local learning and ss®ent practice remains as current
and problematic as | found in my earlier studyisltime to revisit my research and
embark on a new phase to investigate the ways iohvthe issues that | identified in
2005 have evolved.

I nstitutional ethnography

An approach to the social organisation of knowledgstitutional ethnography was
introduced by Dorothy Smith and developed in a nemdf key works (Smith, D.E.
1987; 1990a; 1990b; 1999b; 2005; 2006). Institwtioathnography does not see
power relations in terms of ‘heavy handed and wyiitapproaches (DeVault 1999,
p.49), but rather as being pervasively structunedugh what Dorothy Smith calls the
‘ruling relations’.

When | write of “ruling” in this context | am idefting a complex of organized
practices, including government, law, business dimancial management,
professional organization, and educational insting, as well as the discourses in



texts that interpenetrate the multiple sites of @owA mode of ruling has become
dominant that involves a continual transcriptiortleé local and particular activities
of our lives into abstracted and generalized forins. anextralocalmode of ruling.

... It involves the construction of the world agt$e whether on paper or in computer,
and the creation of a world in texts as a sitectiba. (Smith 1987, p.3)

Institutional ethnography sees official texts amgeeither passive nor neutral; texts
actively organise and coordinate local activitieKingman 1997, p.216).
Organisational knowledge is textually mediated. Misrcoordinated, organised, and
made accountable through text-based practicesthawlay these texts are enacted at
the local level is part of the meaning that theyycéCampbell 2003, p.3; 2006).

This approach to exploring and understanding theraipn of texts makes
institutional ethnography a powerful lens throughick to explore VET. While the
historical roots of vocational education in Augtidie in technical education with a
documented history dating back to the 1800s (MuBayth 1965, p.172), the
national VET sector in its present form has onlysted for around 20-30 years.
Under the division of legislative powers outlinedthe Australian Constitution, the
power to make laws in relation to education is atest not a commonwealth,
responsibility. Prior to the 1970s, non-universityaining for employment
encompassed trade training through state reguigiptenticeship systems, technical
education provided by state based technical schaoid (largely unregulated)
workplace training (Smith, E. & Keating 2003, pd8}). In response to world
economic conditions in the 1970s and 1980s, a sstwe of regulatory and funding
agreements between national, state and territowergments saw the progressive
emergence of a recognisable Vocational EducatidnTaaining sector largely aligned
to national government policies and priorities. TReastralian Qualifications
Framework, national Training Packages and the AQ®gether with a ‘maze-like
array’ (DET QId 2003, p.1) of policy statementsnding agreements, legislation,
procedural guidelines, statistical collections,esgsh reports, newsletters, Internet
sites, and review and consultation reports) thexaky provide a framework for the
issuance of vocational qualifications characterisbg nationally consistent
gualification levels, content, delivery and assemsmViewed through an institutional
ethnography lens, this sector of education reptessenomplex of organised practices
largely established through a process of generatihgprarchy of texts that construct
VET as a site of action. From the outset, the faousyy PhD study was firmly on
Training Packages — one of the forms of text thakenup the national training
framework.

Another aspect of institutional ethnography thaoreated strongly with my research
project was the fact that institutional ethnograptarts from where people are in their
everyday lives, and focuses on ‘looking out beytmal everyday to discover how it
came to happen as it does’ (Smith, D.E. 2005, @p.Institutional ethnography:
is committed to discoveringeyond any one individual’'s experienceluding the
researcher’s own and putting into words supplenteimeome instances by diagrams
or maps what she or he discovers about how peopldisities are coordinated
(Smith, D.E. 2006, p.1).

Marie Campbell describes experience as the ‘gromarb’ of an institutional
ethnographic analysis; ‘analysis begins in expegem@and returns to it, having
explicated how the experience came to happen d@id’i{Campbell 2006, p.91). An
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institutional ethnography study has its originsansense of problem, of something
going on, some disquiet, and of something theré ¢bald be explicated’ (Smith,
D.E. 1999b, p.9). From this beginning the instdnal ethnographer looks at the how
and why behind the phenomena being investigatekingaquestions about ‘how
things work’ and ‘how it’s put together’ (Campb2003, p.11).

My PhD study had its origins in the sense of distj@nd disjuncture | felt as a
workplace trainer and assessor, when | repeatetlytd rewrite national competency
standards into local workplace vernacular to makeseé standards accessible to
workplace supervisors, trainers, assessors, legraed assessment candidates. At the
time | had been taught that competency standardse wedustry-developed
descriptions of the knowledge, skills and attitudsguired to perform particular roles
to the standard of performance required on theljabat were the case, how could |
explain my experience that people who performededhmles in the workplace,
supervised and managed people performing the rale$,even trained staff in the
performance of the roles would typically pick upetbompetency standard for a
familiar job role and struggle to make sense ofWRen | raised this concern in
conversations with other VET staff, the only answ#ered was that the people | was
working with were either not yet competent (for haeuld they claim to be
competent if they didn’t even understand the coemp®t standard), or perhaps they
weretechnically competent, but had deficient language and litesdas. Certainly
there were instances where these explanationsrigtit. But when | began to work
with university qualified (sometimes at postgradukgvel) staff members seeking a
Certificate IV or Diploma, the standard explanasiamply did not work. There was
clearly something happening here, and | set owxfmore the language of Training
Packages as an issue of power rather than ondiciiedé workplace literacy.

The fieldwork for my project involved 33 interviewsosely structured around a
number of broad questions that | sent to eachvigere in advance. 27 informants
were interviewed as VET practitioners, and 6 as \ffafticipants, but as VET staff
are required to hold VET qualifications there wame unavoidable overlap between
the two groups and several interviewees chose ¢aksfrom both fields of their
experience. Interviews were conducted with infortean NSW, Qld, WA, SA and
ACT. VET practitioner roles included front line iimang and assessment, Training
Package development and review, policy developraedt administration, research
and consultation, industry advice, and AQTF audd aversight. VET participants
included training course participants and applisafdr or recognition of prior
learning. Between them the interviewees had expegiavith a total of 25 Training
Packages.

| did not set out to examine the language of TrejnPackages as somehow being
independent of the local sites in which they wesag implemented. Each interview
set out to explore the language issues encounéaredch interviewee interacted with
these texts in particular local sites — to expltre texts as ‘situated in the local
courses or sequences of action in which they ad end come into play’ (Smith,
D.E. 19994, p.74).

As | conducted my interviews, asking questions alpaople’s experiences working

with Training Packages, their answers repeatedigystl into discussion of the
AQTF. Exploring the use of complex institutionaln¢gmage (dubbed by some
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interviewees ‘VET-Speak’) in workplace learning aagsessment programs where the
educators themselves described their frustratiavutathe barriers to participation
arising from such language, | perceived an emerthegqe of ‘the AQTF made me
do it’. Initially | was frustrated about this themas | had not consciously set out to
research the AQTF. But starting with the everydgyegience of vocational educators
and exploring ‘how and why’' things happened as tdely brought into view the
forms of power located in the operation of the AQA3a frontline regulatory device
that coordinates the work of vocational educat&mith, D.E. 2005, p.193). When |
analysed the data and asked ‘what is actually hapgenere?’, the operation of the
AQTF in coordinating the professional practice otational educators came clearly
into view.

Findings and discussion

From the wide range of texts that make up the VEJulatory framework, this
discussion will focus on just two: Training Packsged the AQTF. In theigh Level
Review of Training PackageKaye Schofield and Rod McDonald (2004, p.8) state
that ‘Training Packages reflect some of the mostifimental principles and policies
on which the national VET system has been buil¢ (tnles of the VET game’)'.
They described Training Packages as being ‘intilpateertwined’ with other parts
of the VET framework, and noted that they operatea‘symbiotic relationship’ with
the Australian Qualifications Framework and the AQ{Schofield & McDonald
2004, p.8). The ‘symbiotic relationship’ betweeraifiing Packages and the AQTF
was strongly reflected in the interview data from own study, with these two levels
of text emerging as two levels of an ‘intertexthedrarchy’ (Smith, D.E. 2006, pp.79-
87): Training Packages govern tbententof VET programs, and the AQTF defines
standards for theelivery and managementf those programs. Together these two
levels of text establish what institutional ethraqgny terms an ‘accountability circuit’
that governs almost every aspect of the work oftional educators.

Institutional ethnography argues that individualsd aorganisations take up and
activate ruling concepts in the local activitiesl grocedures that they adopt as they
engage with and implement ruling texts (Campbell3)0Liza McCoy (1999, cited in
Smith, D.E. 2005, p.174) argues that ‘accountabilircuits’ are a form of
coordination in which the activation of texts bisnfyont line work into alignment
with institutional imperatives. In accountabilityauits ‘work is tied into text and text
into work’; texts occur in and are activated ast mdrfrontline work (Smith, D.E.,
2005, p.184).

Vocational educators in my study activated Trainfagkages and the AQTF in their
frontline work in a range of ways. The AQTF stam$am operation in the closing
stages of my study were those defined in the 2@&tion of the quality framework.
The AQTF 2005 actually established the Registenadning Organisation (RTO) as
the entity responsible for developing the procesluprocesses and documentation
required to achieve and maintain compliance (ANTO®Z2). While largely invisible
within the text of the AQTF Standards, vocatiordli@tors in my study revealed that
in practice they were responsible for developingnigicant parts of the
documentation required for audit. Central to theswheir work in developing local
training and assessment plans for each qualificatiounit of competency that they
delivered or assessed.



Their starting point for developing a training aasbkessment plan was to ‘unpack’ the
Training Package (an official term: DEEWR 2008)the following vignette, Louise
describes her experience in confronting a new afntbmpetency. As an experienced
vocational educator in Community Services, Louikes us through the work that
she and a colleague undertook in ‘unpacking’ thi¢ ‘®espond holistically to client
issues’ and deciding how to ‘cluster’ this unit kviither relevant units for integrated
delivery and assessment:

For a start, what does that [unit title] mean? And shouldseethe bloody language
in that! We were sitting there absolutely bafflathking, “Now what do we do with
this?” This is a catch-all unit. Basically you aase it to teach whatever you like. The
language is — | just know the other day | wasmgitthere with my colleague at work.
So we were looking at clustering, and how we’d ©lysand we were looking at that
and we were scratching our heads, it had us aledplstumped. In the end, we
thought “Well it would cluster with anything, besauit could mean anything!” ... it
had these great big long sentences that didn't naegthing to me. And we read
them over and over and looked at each other, atwieba fits of giggles and what
not, we sort of decided that it was just reallyct jknow. [Reading aloud from the
unit] “Evaluate the range of issues impacting oa tfient and on the delivery of
appropriate services”. What thell does it mean? | mean, you could sdigcussthe
range of issues, ddentify the range of issues, bewaluatethe range of issues
impacting on the client? And even if you just |lcatkthe meaning of the words “the
range of issues impacting on the client” — the skyie limit! ... So what have we
got? “Use observations, assessment tools and gniesfi to identify possible
presenting issues”. | mean [Pause] Well | gues®#ns you sit and observe someone
and make notes about how they're behaving as faah @ssessment procesait
that’'s not how we workAnd “assessment tools” meaning, when someone £ame
an agency to get help, we have questionnairesuhagio through, and impact sheets —
I guess they mean that. And “questioning”. | meam, teach students “Don't fire
guestions at people”. [Reading from the unit] “Seeformation from a range of
appropriate sources to determine the range of st may be affecting the client
within organisations policies and procedures reggrdautonomy, privacy and
confidentiality”. That is eéhugesentence. Like it's three lines long, and I've got
idea what they mean. “Examine all client informatito determine the degree to
which other issues may impact on the possible eesvihat can be provided by the
organization”. | mean, they’'ve ggbmethingn mind, but I'm not quite sure what it
is! So that’s the first element. “Determine the rs@uof action to be followed”. Well
that's fairly self-explanatory. “Evaluate the betsebf providing a brief intervention
in facilitating the client to access other servicdsmean, that just means [Pause]
“Evaluatethe benefitsof providing abrief interventionin facilitating the client to
accessother services”. That means decide whether yowldhefer the client to
somewhere else. .l think so’. [read it aloud another 3 times, irtame of voice
suggesting increasing disbelief] (Louise)

Despite her experience as a Community Servicesatolycand despite being a
knowledgeable reader of Training Packages and oiar texts, in this vignette
Louise reveals the work she and her colleague bathtlertake to make sense of a
single unit of competency. Training Packages apmcijly not texts that can be
simply picked up and read; educators must workitpack’ them. At the time of my
study, many interviewees described working withidireg Packages that were written
in passive voice. While the unit Louise is workimgth is in active voice, it is
characterised by abstract language, complex aramilidr terms, and long complex
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sentences, characteristics that were also desdopedher interviewees in my study.
Such grammatical forms are not commonly used inmye\s speech, but are often
used in workplace documents that highlight orgdiusal processes and omit the
agents who enact those processes (Darville 19925#4257). Richard Darville
argues that reading and responding to such tegtsres the use of ‘organisational
literacy’; beyond simply understanding the words the page, the reader must
recognise what has been omitted, and must also drabackground knowledge of
how the text will be used in organisational proesssWorking with Training
Packages requires vocational educators to userganisational literacy of VET to
‘unpack’ their units and translate them into thegiaage of teaching and learning.

‘Unpacking’ this unit is the first step in a workgeess in which Louise and her
colleague must develop a training and assessmanttpht will be subject to audit.
There are no currently less than 17 national pabbas available online to support
AQTF implementation (Training.com.au, n.d). Undee AQTF 2007, an RTO may
undergo an external AQTF audit as part of the assest of its initial application for
registration, during the first year of operatiorifast-initial audit’), after its first year
(a ‘monitoring audit’), if selected as part of ational strategic industry audit’, when
applying to renew or increase their scope of regfisin, or in response to complaints
(Commonwealth of Australia 2007). In addition tesk external audits, RTOs are
required to show that they conduct internal audittheir organisation’s compliance
with the AQTF Standards. The local training andceasment plan being developed by
Louise and her colleague must be available to laenexed if required as part of any
of these types of audit.

As with Training Packages, at the time of my sttldy AQTF was written in complex
and abstract language that required interpretabespite (or perhaps because of) the
substantial body of material available to advise€ORTon their preparation for audit,
vocational educators in my study described an wtaicerprocess where the
interpretation of the AQTF standards resulted icomsistencies in audit decisions.
Fiona explains:

‘I was auditedfour timesin my last job, and every single audit broughtaligt
different things up — there was nonsistencyn the application of the standards! One
piece of documentation | had, one auditor thougdtmat wasfantastid That's great,
that’s best practice”, another auditor’d come id go “That’'s not right, and | don't
like this”. | go “Alright, fair enough”, you knowAnd | think that's that whole
ambiguity with that is “What théell do you want from me? Jutgll me and I'll do
it"" And | think that's the frustration from pratibners. They say they're not
changing the goal posts, but thaxy, you know,all the time It's like guessinggames

a bit’. (Fiona)

The potential implications of being found non-comapt in an external AQTF audit
are significant, with the most severe outcome b#negloss of registration for one or
more programs offered by the RTO. Clearly such amcame would have a
significant impact on both educators and studentsived in the programs.

In their work of developing training and assessmetdns and other AQTF
documentation, Fiona and Louise participate in-geifernance by developing
accounts of their professional practice in a fohat thakes that practice accountable
to both internal and external auditors. They areramg a circuit of accountability in
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which they report on their local activities in teyrthat are meaningful within the
national VET regulatory framework (McCoy 1998, p/30Vocational educators must
translate their local learning and assessmentiaesivnto categories and terms that
are set up to be answerable to the institutiongistef the AQTF and Training

Packages, and in doing this they often find theystnmeshape their professional
practice.

In comments like “What théell do you want from me? Jus#ll me and I'll do it!”
(Fiona) and “we were told over and over by our ngemaent that we could lose our
RTO status ... You just feel a lot of pressure, and’ng backed into a corner as a
lecturer” (Louise), vocational educators signifeithreluctant acceptance that their
decision making authority in the context of thewrp professional practice is
constrained by formal reporting requirements agamisch they (and their RTOS)
will be judged and held accountable. The paradae he that, in developing this
documentation vocational educators experienceftishiesponsibility in which they
become directly responsible for elements of manmg their RTO’s official
registration, but at the same time they experi@mcerosion of autonomy in that they
must shape their local teaching, learning and ass&® decisions using the frames
and categories of the institutional texts rathemthheir professional judgement as
educators.

Several educators in my study expressed frustrafimut being required to adopt and
document local approaches which they deemed toobe gducational practice, such
as being required to develop learning materials siadents based on large and
complex institutional templates which were designpdmarily to provide
documentary evidence for AQTF compliance. Throughmy study, educators
described the complex work they did in order to pbnwith reporting formats while
still meeting student needs. For example, where K&h@d introduced a procedural
requirement that complex mapping documents whicteweveloped for AQTF audit
purposes be included without amendment in studsrhing materials, various VET
educators described strategies such as putting ttesiments at the very back of the
student materials in the hope that most studentgdnmot read that far, handing them
out as separate documents on coloured paper watingtruction that reading them
was optional, or loading them onto a server andingsstudents with the access link
only. These strategies illustrate the work thatatimnal educators undertake in order
to navigate accountability circuits while still @tipting to exercise their professional
judgement. Yet even as they undertake this nawagatrork, educators accept the
inevitability of being required to reshape and dueat their professional practice at
the local level in order to achieve compliance araintain RTO registration.

Futuredirections: whereto from here?

Reflecting back on my original study, and reflegtiorward to the future of VET, |

wondered whether the issues identified in and emichs posed in my study were
still current or had been bypassed by developm&iken | commenced my study in
2001 the AQTF was in its first iteration. Sincettlime AQTF 2005 and 2007 have
come and gone, and the standards for RTOs arentlyreet out in AQTF 2010. This

iteration of the quality framework is (self-)dedmd as ‘simplified and streamlined’,
and its focus is (self-)identified as being on thes’ and ‘quality assurance’
(DEEWR 2010, p.3). This would appear to be in casttwith earlier versions of the
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AQTF which one informant in my study criticised having “created a situation
where compliance equals bits of paper ... what Mitpaper are going to get [the
auditor] off their back” (Taryn).

Similarly, the Training Package Development Handbdms been substantially
redeveloped, and now includes an explicit statentiesut units competency should
‘Use plain EnglishDo not use jargon; unclear language and termgyloeyond
workplace requirements may disadvantage learnérair(ing Package Development
Handbook Guidelines n.d., p.5). In late 2010 Iradtdd an information session on the
new Training and Education Training Package, antigigaants at that session noted
that the TAE competency standards are expressactive voice, once again in stark
contrast to the passive voice constructions typa¢ahe training packages that most
informants in my study worked with. As one inteivee commented: “Passive voice
doesn’'tmeananything — it's noyyou Passive voice is somebodlg€ (Barry).

With all these changes, it is tempting to assunag tie findings of my study must
have been bypassed by events. Yet when | talk abhguesearch in a VET context, |
am approached by people at all levels and in &lsrwithin VET to say that little, if
anything, has changed — and occasionally somedrenrte that their own experience
is that AQTF compliance has become more compless &dear, and involves even
more ‘bits of paper’ and increased uncertainty.a@le assumptions made in the
absence of current data cannot be sufficient. Bemsyafter the commencement of my
PhD study, | am revisiting the issues explored ghépproval has been sought
through the Deakin University Human Ethics reviemagess for a study in which |
will interview people who are working with curremérsions of Training Packages
and the AQTF, to explore the experiences of edocaliprofessionals working in
vocational environments today.

AUTHOR CONTACT:laurig@deakin.edu.a{03) 5227 1498
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