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Abstract
In recent years, there has been considerable research activity focusing on the changing
role of teachers, trainers and assessors in VET contexts. However, equal attention has
not been paid to the many general staff employed in a wide range of work roles in
registered training organisations. Like teachers and trainers, the work of general staff
contributes to the enactment of VET polices and their work is continually being
reinvented in the changing context in which VET now operates. However, unlike
their teaching /training counterparts, their voices and experiences have been largely
absent from research examining issues related to the VET workforce and the building
of organisational capability in registered training organisations.
The study reported in this paper is one attempt to address this significant gap in the
VET literature. The paper analyses data collected from general staff as part of a
national study examining careers in VET. It examines the ways in which general staff
move into VET, how their working lives unfold over time and their plans for
remaining in the VET workforce in the next five years. The paper pays particular
attention to the ways the working lives of general staff differ from those of their
colleagues employed as teachers and trainers and the types of support that general
staff are able to access in order to further their career ambitions in VET.
Introduction
The Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector has been required by
governments at state and federal levels to make a significant contribution to the
development of the Australian workforce. This is occurring at a time when the VET
workforce itself is undergoing significant change. From a previously well-defined
group of occupations mostly associated with TAFE colleges, the VET workforce has
broadened to include staff working in a variety of settings including enterprises,
industry organisations, commercial training organisations, adult/community-based
organisations, schools, universities, and government departments as well as those
employed in the TAFE sector.
These organisations employ large numbers of people across a range of occupations. In
addition to staff working in roles associated with teaching, training and assessment,
the sector employs a large cohort of general staff. General staff fill a wide range of
roles in administration, student services, corporate services, and teaching and learning
support. They provide a range of services to other staff within registered training
organisations as well as external clients, working alongside teaching/training staff in a
variety of settings. Despite these significant roles, most of the available literature on
VET staff focuses almost exclusively on teachers and trainers based in TAFE settings.
In the absence of any significant information, general staff have been the ‘silent
partners’ in the provision of VET and it has been the work of teachers, trainers and
assessors that has driven workforce development policies in the sector.

Using data from a national survey of VET staff, this paper argues that general staff,
while being subject to the same organisational contexts as teachers and trainers, have
working lives that take somewhat different trajectories to those of their colleagues.
The manner in which their working lives unfold suggest that workforce development
policies that do not acknowledge the differences between the working lives of general
and teaching staff will not adequately address the needs of general staff in providing
them with the quality of working life that will make the VET sector an attractive
potential employer. Information of this sort is becoming increasingly important as
competition for skilled workers increases, the workforces ages and enterprises strive
to position themselves as ‘employers of choice’.
Literature review
Across all occupations, relationships between employers and employees are being
renegotiated; resulting in changing ideas about what it means to have a career and
how it might unfold over a person’s working life. The VET sector has certainly not
been immune from these changes. The sector has been characterised by higher levels
of casual and sessional work than is found in the Australian workforce generally
(NCVER 2004a, p.25).
The VET workforce as a whole has been characterised as ageing and casualised, but
these terms are often used in the context of discussions about the teaching workforce
(Cully & Wood, 2006, Forward 2005, Malley et al. 1999). In fact, the sector has been
characterised by higher levels of casualised and sessional work than is found in the
Australian workforce generally (NCVER 2004, p.25). However, a closer examination
of what data there are available reveals that more non-teaching staff are employed in
full-time than part-time positions and more males that females are filling these
positions (NCVER 2004, p.22). These staff are largely employed on a permanent
basis and are younger than the teaching staff with whom they work (NCVER 2004,
pp.23-4).
The VET workforce is operating in a context where there have been dramatic changes
to the nature of work in the VET sector. There is a considerable body of knowledge
on the changing profile of knowledge, skills and work practices of teaching staff and
the implications these changes have for the working lives of these individuals (Harris,
Simons & Clayton 2005, Chappell 2000, WA DET 2006). However, the literature is
largely silent on this matter for general staff.
The changing shape of the workforce in general and the varying conceptions of career
that may accompany these changes have implications for those within organisations
who are responsible for managing human resource functions and assisting employees
to develop their knowledge and skills for their working lives. Professional development
and performance management are often cited as two strategies among a suite of options which
may be used to support individuals in their career development. One of the challenges that
human resource professionals face in applying these processes is the extent to which they
might be viewed as interventionist by staff who believe that their career development is an
individual rather than an organisational concern (Doyle 2000).
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Professional development has been a particular focus for the VET sector for a number
of years, particularly through national initiatives such Reframing the Future and the
Australian Flexible Learning Framework (Dickie et al. 2004, p.25). These programs
have often focused more on meeting systemic and organisational demands than on the
needs of individuals as professionals (Harris et al. 2001, pp.59-60). These levels of
activity are not considered to be adequate (Schofield 2002, p.32) and have been
largely directed to teaching staff – usually those in full-time roles – and leaders and
managers. Reed and Reed (2003), in a study of non-teaching staff in Victorian TAFE
institutes, noted that these staff have less access to professional development; what
was available was often difficult to access and not linked to obvious career pathways
(unless staff desired to move into teaching).
Research method
In order to add to the knowledge on the working lives of staff in the VET sector, a
study was commissioned as part of the Consortium Research Program Supporting
Vocational Education and Training providers in building capacity for the future. The
study (one of seven that made up the work plan for the consortium) examined how a
sample of VET staff understood the concept of career and how career pathways had
unfolded for them during their working lives in the VET sector.
The study was quantitative and national in scope. Data were collected using a
specially designed questionnaire distributed to sample of VET organisations around
Australia. The organisations were selected with a view to obtaining a range of views
from staff working in as many different program areas from across a range of public
and private training organisations.
The questionnaire was designed to capture information about respondents’ working
lives in the VET sector. It consisted of fifty eight questions divided into a number of
discrete sections. These sections included questions to collect background
demographic details (age, gender, length of time in the workforce/the VET workforce
etc), details of their first and current positions in the VET sector, data on the number
of changes in job role/functions they had experienced in their VET working lives and
details of engagement with performance management and professional development
and respondents’ plans for their future working lives in the VET sector for the next
five years. Respondents were also asked to reflect on their understanding of the
concept of career and how they viewed their working lives in the VET sector as
careers.
Forty-three registered training organisations (22 public and 21 private) accepted the
invitation to participate in the research. Within each organisation, one staff member
was nominated by the Chief Executive/Director as a liaison person. This person was
selected on the basis of holding in-depth knowledge about the organization and its
programs to work with the researchers to identify the staff who would be invited to
complete the questionnaire. The aim of this procedure was to assemble as
theoretically diverse a sample as possible, covering both general as well as teaching
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staff and managers across a wide range of program areas and organisational functions.
Using this approach, a total of 1,150 questionnaires were distributed to the 41
organisations. A total of 955 questionnaires were returned via the post (a response rate
of 83%). An additional 140 responses were received using an online version of the
questionnaire (giving an overall response rate of 85%).
Of this group of 1095 respondents, 398 had commenced their working lives in a
general staff position in a VET organisation. These 398 responses form the basis for
the analysis in this paper, and, wherever possible, are compared with the 589
responses from respondents who commenced their working lives in VET as
teachers/trainers/assessors.
Findings and discussion
Moving into VET

Just over three-quarters (76%) of this particular group of participants were female. At
the time of entry, the largest proportion (43%) was aged between 35 and 49 years;
while nearly one third were over 50 years. The remaining quarter (24%) were aged 34
years or under. This figure contrasts with only eight percent of staff entering the
sector as teachers/trainers/assessors aged 34 years or under.
Over half of the general staff respondents had commenced work in the VET sector
during the period 1997-2006 (Table 1). The large majority of general staff (88%)
commenced their employment in the VET sector in the period 1986-2006; the
comparative proportion for teaching/training/assessment staff commencing in same
period was 75%. The majority of general staff commenced work in the TAFE sector
(81%) as was the case for people commencing in teaching/training/assessment roles
(71%).
Table 1: Commencement of employment in the VET sector
Era when employment in VET sector commenced
1964-1974
1975-1985
1986-1996
1997 – 2006
Missing
Total

n
9
34
124
227
4
398

%
2
8
31
57
1
100

Data on employment modes at the time of entry into VET indicate that general staff
and teachers/trainers/assessors take quite different paths. Forty-four percent of general
staff entered the VET workforce into a permanent on-going position; the
corresponding figure for teachers/trainers/assessors was 32%. Just over one-third
(35%) of general staff commenced employment in a fixed term contract position,
compared with only 21% of teaching staff. Sessional/hourly paid positions
represented the starting point in VET for only two percent of general staff compared
with 36% of teachers/trainers/assessors. Interestingly, five percent of general staff
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commenced employment in the sector by way of an employment agency, while there
were no teaching staff entering the sector by this route.
Two-thirds of general staff (66%) entered the sector into full-time positions, 15%
were employed in part-time roles and 15% were employed on a casual basis. The
corresponding figures for teacher/trainer/assessors were 43%, 17% and 32%
respectively.
More general staff (34%) than teaching/training/assessment staff (22%) reported that
they had been unemployed immediately before finding work in the VET sector. The
vast majority of general staff respondents reported that they worked only in the VET
sector at the time of their entry into VET (85%), whereas this was the case for only
57% of teachers/trainers/assessors. Similarly, only five percent of general staff
reported they held more than one position within the VET sector when they
commenced employment, compared with 13% of teaching/assessment staff.
Moving around in VET
In contrast to the patterns on entering VET, general staff show a tendency for moving
around once in the VET sector (Table 2) that is almost identical to that of the group
who commenced in roles as teacher/trainers/assessors. The pattern of the number of
moves of this cohort within the VET sector was examined by age groupings and
largely reflected the age of participants. As would be expected, most of those less than
20 years had made no or only one move and a few had made two or three moves.
Those aged from 21 to 60 years had made the greatest number of moves (nine to 11)
and those over 60 years had made a maximum of six moves.
Table 2: Movement within the VET sector of general staff compared with
teachers/trainers/assessors
General Staff
Teachers/Trainers/Assessors
(n=398)
(n=589)
%
%
No moves
16
16
1 move
21
22
2 moves
15
17
3 moves
14
13
4 moves
12
11
5 moves
8
6
6-10 moves
11
13
> 10 moves
2
<1

However, most of these moves did not result in a change in job title (as measured by
the classification title of the position held on entry compared with that held at the time
of the survey, that is, their current position). Overall, only 13% (n=52) of general staff
reported different job titles. In four percent of cases, general staff moved into teaching
roles while a further four percent moved into roles which combined teaching and
general staff functions. Another five percent of general staff reported having moved
into roles which were either educational management roles or a combination of
educational management and teaching functions. These data suggest that an additional
pathway into teaching in the VET sector lies through employment in a general staff
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role. Of the general staff respondents who did change classifications, two-thirds
(67%) were female and the majority had entered the VET sector in the two decades
from 1986 to 2006 (81%).
The patterns of moves of general staff in public and private registered training
organisations showed some differences (although these differences must be treated
with some caution due to the low numbers of respondents from the private sector).
Fifty percent of general staff in public registered training organisations reported
experiencing zero, one or two moves, while 73% of staff in private organisations
reported the same number of moves. However, similar proportions of staff in both
categories of organisations reported having made five to seven moves (16% in public
and 13% in private organisations). One explanation for this observation may be the
small size of many private registered training organisations and the limited scope that
exists in these organisations for moving in a work structure that is already
considerably ‘flat’ and often characterised by different work structures.
Plans for the future
Twenty-one percent of respondents who commenced as general staff indicated that
they did not plan to be in the VET sector in five years’ time; a further 24% were
unsure if they would remain in the sector during that timeframe. The comparative
figures for teachers/trainers/assessors were 22% and 16% respectively (Table 3).
Table 3: General staff intentions to remain in VET in 5 years
General Staff
Teachers/trainers/assessors
(n=398)
(n=589)
%
%
Yes
53
58
No
21
22
Unsure
24
16
No response
1
3
Invalid response
1
<1

As noted above, the majority of the general staff cohort entered VET in the two
decades between 1986 and 2006. Almost two-thirds (62%) of those who entered the
VET sector between1986-96, and almost half (49%) who entered in the decade 19972006, intend to be in the sector in five years’ time (Table 4).
Table 4: General staff at entry and their intentions to remain in VET in 5 years’ time, by
time of entry into the sector
Yes
No
Unsure
No/invalid response
Total
(n=213)
(n=82)
(n=94)
(n=9)
(N=398)
%
%
%
%
No date
50
0
50
4
1964-74
78
22
0
9
1975-85
44
38
12
2
34
1986-96
62
21
16
1
124
1997-2006
49
18
30
6
227

An examination of the leaving intentions by age reveals some interesting patterns
(Table 5). Almost two-thirds (63%) of the largest age cohort (35-49 years) reported
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they intended to be in VET in 5 years’ time, and over one half (52%) of those aged
50-60 years at the time of entry also intended to be in VET in 5 years. This may be a
product of the female-dominated nature of the cohort and predictions that leaving
patterns are being shaped by the capacity of people to build up a superannuation fund
which will be sustainable over the period of retirement. For many women who may
have a shorter or punctuated working life (due to family and other responsibilities)
extending time in the paid workforce may be required to achieve this goal. Predicably
however, the majority (58%) of respondents who were aged over 60 years at entry
declared they would not be in VET in five years. Most noteworthy, however, are the
proportions of respondents under 35 years at entry who are either unsure or not
intending to be in the sector in five years’ time.
Table 5: General staff at entry and their intentions to remain in VET in 5 years’ time, by
age group
Yes
No
Unsure
No/invalid
Total
(n=213)
(n=82)
(n=94)
(n=9)
(N=398)
%
%
%
%
<20yrs
33
0
68
0
9
21-34 yrs
44
14
39
3
88
35-49 yrs
63
15
22
1
171
50-60 yrs
52
31
13
5
118
>60 yrs
25
58
17
0
12

Professional development and performance management
Professional development and performance management can be used as important
tools to assist staff further their career aspirations. Professional development can take
many forms, including training programs which lead to recognised credentials (formal
professional development), training which does not lead to recognised qualifications
(structured professional development) and learning opportunities which occur as part
of work (informal professional development). Respondents were asked if they had
undertaken these types of professional development in the past three years. Table 6
presents the comparable data for respondents who commenced employment in VET as
general staff with those of teachers/trainers/assessors.
Table 6: Professional development undertaken by general staff in the past three years,
compared with that by teachers/trainers/assessors
General Staff
Teachers/Trainers/Assessors
(n=398)
(n=589)
%
%
Formal
Structured Informal
Formal
Structured Informal
Yes
55
73
69
69
75
76
No
25
12
11
16
7
7
No response/not
20
15
20
16
18
17
applicable

Structured and informal professional development has been accessed most by both
general staff and teachers/trainers/assessors in the past three years. Formal
professional development, however, was accessed by a larger proportion of
teachers/trainers/assessors than general staff. This may reflect the need for teaching
staff to obtain teaching qualifications in order to secure advancement. Similarly the
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proportion of general staff accessing informal professional development is lower
compared with their colleagues. This may be a product of the nature of the work
undertaken by general staff (i.e. it is not necessarily ‘learning conducive’ work
(Chappell and Hawke 2005) or that general staff may not be as familiar as teaching
staff with the concept of learning that is co-terminous with work and therefore not as
readily able to name their experiences as such.
Both groups of staff reported high levels of satisfaction with access to professional
development in the past three years (60% of general staff and 55% of
teachers/trainers/assessors). Only a small proportion of each group reported not being
satisfied (nine percent of general staff and ten percent of teachers/trainers/assessors).
A similar pattern of responses was received to ratings of satisfaction with the
encouragement that each group of staff received to attend professional development in
the past three years and the quality of their professional development. Sixty percent of
general staff were satisfied with the encouragement they had received; the
corresponding proportion for teachers/trainers/assessors was 54%. Sixty-two percent
of general staff expressed satisfaction with the quality of their professional
development; 57% of teachers/trainers/assessors expressed similar levels of
satisfaction.
The data from the study indicate that, in contrast to professional development,
performance management was a more problematic process for general staff. Sixtynine percent of respondents who entered the sector as general staff reported receiving
performance management as part of their work role in the past three years; the
corresponding figure for teachers/trainers/assessors was 74%.
Performance management was undertaken at different intervals for both groups of
staff and most often received from managers. One-quarter of general staff reported
receiving performance management annually while the proportion of
teachers/trainers/assessors was over one-third (35%). Nineteen percent and 17% of
general staff and teachers/trainers/assessors respectively received performance
management at six monthly intervals. Fourteen percent of general staff and ten
percent of teachers/trainers/assessors reported they were very satisfied with the
quality of the performance management they had received in the past three years.
About one third of both groups (27% of general staff and 31% of
teachers/trainers/assessors indicated they were satisfied with their performance
management. Thirty one percent of general staff indicated they were ‘somewhat
satisfied’ or ‘not satisfied’ with the quality of performance management they had
received (compared with 36% for teachers/trainers and assessors).
Working lives as careers
General staff were asked to reflect on the extent to which they considered their
working lives in VET as a career. Like their teaching colleagues, more than half of the
survey respondents did consider their working lives as careers, although a greater
proportion of general staff than teaching staff expressed some uncertainty over this
proposition (Table 7).
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Table 7: Identification of work history in VET as a ‘career’ – general staff compared
with teachers/trainers/assessors at entry
Work history in VET
General staff
Teachers/trainers/assessors
as career
(n=398)
(n=589)
%
%
Yes
54
58
No
21
22
Unsure
24
16

Almost identical proportions of each group expressed satisfaction with their careers in
the VET sector, with 28% of both groups indicating they were ‘very satisfied’ (Table
8).
Table 8: Level of satisfaction with career in VET – general staff compared with
teachers/trainers/assessors
Classification at entry
General staff
Teachers/trainers/assessors
(n=398)
(n=589)
%
%
Very satisfied
28
28
Satisfied
41
44
Somewhat satisfied
22
19
Not satisfied
5
5

Satisfaction for this cohort of general staff with their career in VET differs marginally
between public and private registered training organisations. In public organisations,
94% of general staff expressed satisfaction with their career in the sector; the
comparative figure for general staff in private organisations was 85% (this is not a
statistically significant difference).
All age groups of general staff reported high levels of satisfaction with their work
history/career in the VET sector. Proportions of satisfaction levels were similar across
age groupings; notable, however, are the higher proportions in the 34-49 and >60 age
cohorts who expressed less satisfaction compared with colleagues in other age groups.
Table 9: General staff level of satisfaction with career in VET, by age group
Age<20 yr
21-34 yrs 35-49 yrs
50-60 yrs
>60 yrs
(n=9)
(n=88)
(n=171)
(n=118)
(n=12)
%
%
%
%
%
Very satisfied
11
27
27
32
33
Satisfied
56
48
39
40
33
Somewhat satisfied
22
15
27
20
25
Not satisfied
0
5
5
4
8

Respondents listed the three factors having the strongest influence on their career
decisions as job satisfaction (67%), availability of permanent/ongoing work (60%)
and job security (52%). Factors such as the availability of full-time work (45%),
recognition of potential career pathways (21%) and promotional positions (17%)
featured less strongly as influences.
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Conclusions
General staff comprise a significant group within the VET workforce. Despite their
work being subject to the same reforms that have shaped the work of their teaching
colleagues, the working lives of general staff do not follow the same trajectory. Based
on the data reported in this paper, general staff appear to have working lives that do
not commence through the casual work pathway experienced by teachers and trainers.
Younger people are more likely to be found in the ranks of general staff that in the
teaching workforce and for many the VET sector provides an entrée into the
workforce. Unlike their teaching counterparts, general staff are less likely to have to
balance the shared allegiances associated with holding concurrent work outside the
sector.
Once in the sector, general staff appear to be afforded similar opportunities to take up
opportunities to move into other work roles, although for the most part these do not
result in a changed job title. The exception to this is the small numbers of general staff
who move into some form of teaching or educational management role. Professional
development does not appear to be as widely accessed by general staff as by teaching
staff – especially formal and informal professional development. However, those who
do access these learning opportunities report high levels of satisfaction with their
experiences. Performance management does not appear to serve this group of staff as
well as for teaching staff, with frequency and quality of the process both appearing to
be more problematic.
While most general staff participating in the study expressed satisfaction with their
working lives as careers, there does appear to be a ‘shadow’ in the data in relation to
the intentions of younger and ‘mid-career’ staff to remain in the sector. This is
probably indicative of the expectations of different groups of workers (for example
workers from Generation X (born in the period 1965–1980) and Generation Y (born
in the period 1980–1994), as well as of the tensions inherent in attempting to meet
career needs of a diverse workforce. The work related to teaching functions is clearly
more visible in training organisations and has arguably the most direct impact on the
perceived quality of training organisations. However, the quality of the working lives
of general staff and the opportunities offered them for job satisfaction, continuity and
security are also critical in assuring the ongoing quality of training in the VET sector.
The data from this survey represent a timely reminder of this reality.
In a sector of education so driven by reforms over the past 15 years, one of the central
issues for VET organisations is developing an understanding of the working lives of
all segments of their workforce. These understandings can then be used to inform the
ways in which human resource strategies might be shaped to respond more
appropriately to emerging career demands of staff while maintaining the type of
workforce needed to deliver the outcomes desired by policy-makers. The findings in
this paper provide a starting point for these considerations. They also point to the
pressing need for more studies to enable policy-makers to understand more deeply the
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role of general staff in the sector and what strategies might be used to develop the
capabilities of this large and important cohort of workers.
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