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Abstract

In recent years, there has been considerable obsaetivity focusing on the changing
role of teachers, trainers and assessors in VETextsa However, equal attention has
not been paid to the many general staff employed wide range of work roles in
registered training organisations. Like teachexs taainers, the work of general staff
contributes to the enactment of VET polices andrtherk is continually being
reinvented in the changing context in which VET noperates. However, unlike
their teaching /training counterparts, their voieesl experiences have been largely
absent from research examining issues relatedet&/ HI workforce and the building
of organisational capability in registered trainorganisations.

The study reported in this paper is one attemg@daress this significant gap in the
VET literature. The paper analyses data collectedhfgeneral staff as part of a
national study examining careers in VET. It examittee ways in which general staff
move into VET, how their working lives unfold ovéime and their plans for
remaining in the VET workforce in the next five ygaThe paper pays particular
attention to the ways the working lives of genestlff differ from those of their
colleagues employed as teachers and trainers antyples of support that general
staff are able to access in order to further tbaieer ambitions in VET.

I ntroduction

The Vocational Education and Training (VET) sectoas been required by
governments at state and federal levels to makegrafisant contribution to the
development of the Australian workforce. This i€wting at a time when the VET
workforce itself is undergoing significant changgom a previously well-defined
group of occupations mostly associated with TAFHEeges, the VET workforce has
broadened to include staff working in a variety s#ttings including enterprises,
industry organisations, commercial training orgatn@s, adult/community-based
organisations, schools, universities, and govertnngepartments as well as those
employed in the TAFE sector.

These organisations employ large numbers of pespless a range of occupations. In
addition to staff working in roles associated wigaching, training and assessment,
the sector employs a large cohort of general s@éheral staff fill a wide range of
roles in administration, student services, corgosatrvices, and teaching and learning
support. They provide a range of services to o#taff within registered training
organisations as well as external clients, worldlungside teaching/training staff in a
variety of settings. Despite these significant spl@ost of the available literature on
VET staff focuses almost exclusively on teachexs taainers based in TAFE settings.
In the absence of any significant information, gahestaff have been the ‘silent
partners’ in the provision of VET and it has bebka work of teachers, trainers and
assessors that has driven workforce developmertigmin the sector.



Using data from a national survey of VET staffstpiaper argues that general staff,
while being subject to the same organisationaledstas teachers and trainers, have
working lives that take somewhat different trajee® to those of their colleagues.
The manner in which their working lives unfold seggthat workforce development
policies that do not acknowledge the differences/ben the working lives of general
and teaching staff will not adequately addressnieds of general staff in providing
them with the quality of working life that will makthe VET sector an attractive
potential employer. Information of this sort is beung increasingly important as
competition for skilled workers increases, the Workes ages and enterprises strive
to position themselves as ‘employers of choice’.

Literaturereview

Across all occupations, relationships between eygoto and employees are being
renegotiated; resulting in changing ideas abouttutheneans to have a career and
how it might unfold over a person’s working lifehd VET sector has certainly not
been immune from these changes. The sector hascheescterised by higher levels
of casual and sessional work than is found in thest/lian workforce generally

(NCVER 2004a, p.25).

The VET workforce as a whole has been characteaseageing and casualised, but
these terms are often used in the context of dssons about the teaching workforce
(Cully & Wood, 2006, Forward 2005, Mallet al. 1999). In fact, the sector has been
characterised by higher levels of casualised asdi@a@al work than is found in the
Australian workforce generally (NCVER 2004, p.289pwever, a closer examination
of what data there are available reveals that moreteaching staff are employed in
full-time than part-time positions and more malésttfemales are filling these
positions (NCVER 2004, p.22). These staff are lgrgamployed on a permanent
basis and are younger than the teaching staff witbm they work (NCVER 2004,
pp.23-4).

The VET workforce is operating in a context whdrere have been dramatic changes
to the nature of work in the VET sector. There isoasiderable body of knowledge
on the changing profile of knowledge, skills andrkvpractices of teaching staff and
the implications these changes have for the workugg of these individuals (Harris,
Simons & Clayton 2005, Chappell 2000, WA DET 20a8pwever, the literature is
largely silent on this matter for general staff.

The changing shape of the workforce in generaltaadrarying conceptions of career
that may accompany these changes have implicatosn$hose within organisations
who are responsible for managing human resourcaiins and assisting employees
to develop their knowledge and skills for their Wiog lives. Professional development
and performance management are often cited asttategies among a suite of options which
may be used to support individuals in their cad®mrelopment. One of the challenges that
human resource professionals face in applying tipeseesses is the extent to which they
might be viewed as interventionist by staff whoidw that their career development is an
individual rather than an organisational conceray( 2000).
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Professional development has been a particulasfamthe VET sector for a number
of years, particularly through national initiativeschReframing the Futurand the
Australian Flexible Learning Framework (Dické al. 2004, p.25). These programs
have often focused more on meeting systemic arah@gtional demands than on the
needs of individuals as professionals (Haetisal. 2001, pp.59-60). These levels of
activity are not considered to be adequate (Scldo2€02, p.32) and have been
largely directed to teaching staff — usually thaséull-time roles — and leaders and
managers. Reed and Reed (2003), in a study ofeamhing staff in Victorian TAFE
institutes, noted that these staff have less adoegpsofessional development; what
was available was often difficult to access andlimiied to obvious career pathways
(unless staff desired to move into teaching).

Resear ch method

In order to add to the knowledge on the workingdivof staff in the VET sector, a
study was commissioned as part of the Consortiuse&eh Progransupporting
Vocational Education and Training providers in llilg capacity for the futurerhe
study (one of seven that made up the work plarthferconsortium) examined how a
sample of VET staff understood the concept of caaeel how career pathways had
unfolded for them during their working lives in thi&T sector.

The study was quantitative and national in scopataDwere collected using a
specially designed questionnaire distributed toamf VET organisations around
Australia. The organisations were selected witheav\to obtaining a range of views
from staff working in as many different program asdrom across a range of public
and private training organisations.

The questionnaire was designed to capture infoomatbout respondents’ working
lives in the VET sector. It consisted of fifty etgiuestions divided into a number of
discrete sections. These sections included questiom collect background
demographic details (age, gender, length of timtaénworkforce/the VET workforce
etc), details of their first and current positionghe VET sector, data on the number
of changes in job role/functions they had experenia their VET working lives and
details of engagement with performance managenmahtpeofessional development
and respondents’ plans for their future workinge§vin the VET sector for the next
five years. Respondents were also asked to reflectheir understanding of the
concept of career and how they viewed their workings in the VET sector as
careers.

Forty-three registered training organisations (2Blic and 21 private) accepted the
invitation to participate in the research. Withiack organisation, one staff member
was nominated by the Chief Executive/Director dsigon person. This person was
selected on the basis of holding in-depth knowledigeut the organization and its
programs to work with the researchers to identiy staff who would be invited to

complete the questionnaire. The aim of this prooedwas to assemble as
theoretically diverse a sample as possible, cogeowth general as well as teaching
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staff and managers across a wide range of progreas and organisational functions.
Using this approach, a total of 1,150 questionsaimesre distributed to the 41
organisations. A total of 955 questionnaires wetarned via the post (a response rate
of 83%). An additional 140 responses were receiv@dg an online version of the
guestionnaire (giving an overall response rate58bB

Of this group of 1095 respondents, 398 lainmencedheir working lives in a
general staff position in a VET organisation. Th898 responses form the basis for
the analysis in this paper, and, wherever possibdte, compared with the 589
responses from respondents who commenced their ingorkves in VET as
teachers/trainers/assessors.

Findings and discussion

Moving into VET

Just over three-quarters (76%) of this particutaug of participants were female. At

the time of entry, the largest proportion (43%) veged between 35 and 49 years;
while nearly one third were over 50 years. The fieing quarter (24%) were aged 34

years or under. This figure contrasts with onlyheigercent of staff entering the

sector as teachers/trainers/assessors aged 34oyeender.

Over half of the general staff respondents had cenoed work in the VET sector
during the period 1997-2006 (Table 1). The larggontst of general staff (88%)

commenced their employment in the VET sector in pegiod 1986-2006; the

comparative proportion for teaching/training/asses® staff commencing in same
period was 75%. The majority of general staff comosel work in the TAFE sector
(81%) as was the case for people commencing irhitegitraining/assessment roles
(71%).

Table 1: Commencement of employment in the VET sect  or

Era when employment in VET sector commenced n %
1964-1974 9 2
1975-1985 34 8
1986-1996 124 31
1997 — 2006 227 57
Missing 4 1
Total 398 100

Data on employment modes at the time of entry VT indicate that general staff
and teachers/trainers/assessors take quite diffpa¢ins. Forty-four percent of general
staff entered the VET workforce into a permanent-goimg position; the

corresponding figure for teachers/trainers/assess@s 32%. Just over one-third
(35%) of general staff commenced employment inxaditerm contract position,
compared with only 21% of teaching staff. Sessiwairly paid positions

represented the starting point in VET for only tp&rcent of general staff compared
with 36% of teachers/trainers/assessors. Integggtifive percent of general staff



commenced employment in the sector by way of anleymgent agency, while there
were no teaching staff entering the sector byrihise.

Two-thirds of general staff (66%) entered the seatto full-time positions, 15%
were employed in part-time roles and 15% were eyguloon a casual basis. The
corresponding figures for teacher/trainer/assesswese 43%, 17% and 32%
respectively.

More general staff (34%) than teaching/traininggasment staff (22%) reported that
they had been unemployed immediately before findwogk in the VET sector. The
vast majority of general staff respondents repotted they worked only in the VET
sector at the time of their entry into VET (85% hereas this was the case for only
57% of teachers/trainers/assessors. Similarly, diMg percent of general staff
reported they held more than one position withie MET sector when they
commenced employment, compared with 13% of teaddmisgssment staff.

Moving around in VET

In contrast to the patterns on entering VET, gdratedf show a tendency for moving
around once in the VET sector (Table 2) that isosimdentical to that of the group
who commenced in roles as teacher/trainers/assesdue pattern of the number of
moves of this cohort within the VET sector was eied by age groupings and
largely reflected the age of participants. As wdnddexpected, most of those less than
20 years had made no or only one move and a fewnete two or three moves.
Those aged from 21 to 60 years had made the gremteder of moves (nine to 11)
and those over 60 years had made a maximum of ®kesn

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 inange in job title (as measured by
the classification title of the position held ortrgrcompared with that held at the time
of the survey, that is, their current position).e@all, only 13% (n=52) of general staff
reported different job titles. In four percent afses, general staff moved into teaching
roles while a further four percent moved into rolesich combined teaching and
general staff functions. Another five percent ohegel staff reported having moved
into roles which were either educational managemehds or a combination of
educational management and teaching functions.elth@® suggest that an additional
pathway into teaching in the VET sector lies thiowmployment in a general staff
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role. Of the general staff respondents who did gbanlassifications, two-thirds
(67%) were female and the majority had enteredViB& sector in the two decades
from 1986 to 2006 (81%).

The patterns of moves of general staff in publid gmivate registered training
organisations showed some differences (althoughetluifferences must be treated
with some caution due to the low numbers of respatglfrom the private sector).
Fifty percent of general staff in public registergdining organisations reported
experiencing zero, one or two moves, while 73% taffan private organisations
reported the same number of moves. However, sirpil@portions of staff in both
categories of organisations reported having madetb seven moves (16% in public
and 13% in private organisations). One explanatiorthis observation may be the
small size of many private registered training argations and the limited scope that
exists in these organisations for moving in a watkucture that is already
considerably ‘flat’ and often characterised by eléint work structures.

Plans for the future

Twenty-one percent of respondents who commencegkasral staff indicated that
they did not plan to be in the VET sector in fiveays’ time; a further 24% were
unsure if they would remain in the sector duringtttimeframe. The comparative
figures for teachers/trainers/assessors were 22P46%b 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 staffiacct entered VET in the two
decades between 1986 and 2006. Almost two-third%oj6of those who entered the
VET sector between1986-96, and almost half (49%) estered in the decade 1997-
2006, intend to be in the sector in five years'difable 4).

Table 4: General staff at entry and their intention s 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 agee@s some interesting patterns
(Table 5). Almost two-thirds (63%) of the largesgeacohort (35-49 years) reported
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they intended to be in VET in 5 years’ time, aneowne half (52%) of those aged
50-60 years at the time of entry also intendedetanbVET in 5 years. This may be a
product of the female-dominated nature of the cbhod predictions that leaving
patterns are being shaped by the capacity of peopdeild up a superannuation fund
which will be sustainable over the period of retient. For many women who may
have a shorter or punctuated working life (dueamify and other responsibilities)
extending time in the paid workforce may be reqlib@ achieve this goal. Predicably
however, the majority (58%) of respondents who waged over 60 years at entry
declared they would not be in VET in five years. ¥laoteworthy, however, are the
proportions of respondents under 35 years at emtry are either unsure or not
intending to be in the sector in five years’ time.

Table 5: General staff at entry and their intention s 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 manageoaenbe used as important
tools to assist staff further their career asprati Professional development can take
many forms, including training programs which leéaadecognised credentials (formal
professional development), training which doesleatl to recognised qualifications
(structured professional development) and learomgortunities which occur as part
of work (informal professional development). Respemts were asked if they had
undertaken these types of professional developiinetite past three years. Table 6
presents the comparable data for respondents whmeaced employment in VET as
general staff with those of teachers/trainers/asses

Table 6: Professional development undertaken by gen  eral 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 developmerst b@en accessed most by both

general staff and teachers/trainers/assessors en pést three years. Formal

professional development, however, was accesseda blarger proportion of

teachers/trainers/assessors than general staff.rii&y reflect the need for teaching

staff to obtain teaching qualifications in ordersecure advancement. Similarly the
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proportion of general staff accessing informal pssional development is lower
compared with their colleagues. This may be a prbdd the nature of the work
undertaken by general staff (i.e. it is not neaglgsdearning conducive’ work
(Chappell and Hawke 2005) or that general staff matybe as familiar as teaching
staff with the concept of learning that is co-tarous with work and therefore not as
readily able to name their experiences as such.

Both groups of staff reported high levels of saiisbn with access to professional
development in the past three years (60% of genstaff and 55% of

teachers/trainers/assessors). Only a small propoati each group reported not being
satisfied (nine percent of general staff and texgu@ of teachers/trainers/assessors).

A similar pattern of responses was received tongatiof satisfaction with the
encouragement that each group of staff receiveditémd professional development in
the past three years and the quality of their mitnal development. Sixty percent of
general staff were satisfied with the encouragem#érty had received; the
corresponding proportion for teachers/trainersEsss was 54%. Sixty-two percent
of general staff expressed satisfaction with thealiu of their professional

development; 57% of teachers/trainers/assessorgessqa similar levels of
satisfaction.

The data from the study indicate that, in contrastprofessional development,
performance management was a more problematic $gdoe general staff. Sixty-

nine percent of respondents who entered the sastgeneral staff reported receiving
performance management as part of their work rolghe past three years; the
corresponding figure for teachers/trainers/assesgsas 74%.

Performance management was undertaken at diffén&rvals for both groups of
staff and most often received from managers. Oragtgu of general staff reported
receiving performance management annually while tipeoportion of
teachers/trainers/assessors was over one-third)(3Sketeen percent and 17% of
general staff and teachers/trainers/assessors cieghe received performance
management at six monthly intervals. Fourteen meroé general staff and ten
percent of teachers/trainers/assessors reported wleee very satisfied with the
qguality of the performance management they hadivedein the past three years.
About one third of both groups (27% of general fstafnd 31% of
teachers/trainers/assessors indicated they welsfiesht with their performance
management. Thirty one percent of general staffcatdd they were ‘somewhat
satisfied’ or ‘not satisfied’ with the quality ofegformance management they had
received (compared with 36% for teachers/trainasassessors).

Working lives as careers

General staff were asked to reflect on the extentvhich they considered their
working lives in VET as a career. Like their teaxthcolleagues, more than half of the
survey respondents did consider their working liasscareers, although a greater
proportion of general staff than teaching staff resped 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 exprdssatisfaction with their careers in
the VET sector, with 28% of both groups indicatthgy 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 wikieir career in VET differs marginally
between public and private registered training oiggions. In public organisations,
94% of general staff expressed satisfaction witkirtltareer in the sector; the
comparative figure for general staff in private amgations was 85% (this is not a
statistically significant difference).

All age groups of general staff reported high lsvet satisfaction with their work

history/career in the VET sector. Proportions dis$action levels were similar across
age groupings; notable, however, are the highgygrtions in the 34-49 and >60 age
cohorts who expressed less satisfaction comparidcaileagues in other age groups.

Table 9: General staff level of satisfaction with ¢ areer in VET, by age group

Age<20yr 21-34yrs 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 thengést influence on their career
decisions as job satisfaction (67%), availabilifypermanent/ongoing work (60%)
and job security (52%). Factors such as the avhilalof full-time work (45%),
recognition of potential career pathways (21%) gmdmotional positions (17%)
featured less strongly as influences.
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Conclusions

General staff comprise a significant group withive VET workforce. Despite their

work being subject to the same reforms that haapesth the work of their teaching

colleagues, the working lives of general staff dbfollow the same trajectory. Based
on the data reported in this paper, general sfgiear to have working lives that do
not commence through the casual work pathway esipeed by teachers and trainers.
Younger people are more likely to be found in theks of general staff that in the
teaching workforce and for many the VET sector mtes an entrée into the

workforce. Unlike their teaching counterparts, gahstaff are less likely to have to

balance the shared allegiances associated withnigotsbncurrent work outside the

sector.

Once in the sector, general staff appear to beddtbsimilar opportunities to take up
opportunities to move into other work roles, althbdor the most part these do not
result in a changed job title. The exception tg thithe small numbers of general staff
who move into some form of teaching or educationahagement role. Professional
development does not appear to be as widely aatégsgeneral staff as by teaching
staff — especially formal and informal professiodal’elopment. However, those who
do access these learning opportunities report heghls of satisfaction with their
experiences. Performance management does not appsamwve this group of staff as
well as for teaching staff, with frequency and dgyabdf the process both appearing to
be more problematic.

While most general staff participating in the stuslpressed satisfaction with their
working lives as careers, there does appear to‘sleadow’ in the data in relation to
the intentions of younger and ‘mid-career staff remain in the sector. This is
probably indicative of the expectations of differgmoups of workers (for example
workers from Generation X (born in the period 19880) and Generation Y (born
in the period 1980-1994), as well as of the tersioherent in attempting to meet
career needs of a diverse workforce. The workedl&b teaching functions is clearly
more visible in training organisations and has abiyithe most direct impact on the
perceived quality of training organisations. Howe\ke quality of the working lives

of general staff and the opportunities offered tiHenjob satisfaction, continuity and
security are also critical in assuring the ongajnglity of training in the VET sector.

The data from this survey represent a timely reerimad this reality.

In a sector of education so driven by reforms akierpast 15 years, one of the central
issues for VET organisations is developing an ustdeding of the working lives of
all segments of their workforce. These understaggloan then be used to inform the
ways in which human resource strategies might bepesh to respond more
appropriately to emerging career demands of stdfilewmaintaining the type of
workforce needed to deliver the outcomes desiregddgy-makers. The findings in
this paper provide a starting point for these abasitions. They also point to the
pressing need for more studies to enable policyarsato understand more deeply the
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role of general staff in the sector and what striae might be used to develop the
capabilities of this large and important cohorivairkers.
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