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Abstract:

This paper is part of a larger Institutional Ethregghy centred on the workplace
implementation of ‘Skills Reform’ in the Australisstate of Victoria. Skills Reform is the
policy developed by the Victorian State Governntbat defines wide ranging reformation of
the Victorian vocational education and training (WEsector. Extensive changes are being
made to: course funding models, access to qudldits, fee support, capital investment,
VET teacher recruitment and the creation of a falpen and contestable training market.
New enrolment procedures for students commencingloBia and Advanced Diploma
courses are the first aspect of Skills Reform tonpglemented by most VET providers. The
initial changes to course eligibility may seem nmino the full scope of the policy but they
have in fact, triggered major transformation incodment procedures, institute budgeting,
student recruitment strategies, result reportiagord keeping, procedural documentation and
marketing plans. This paper traces the ‘secondatg’tthat are generated from Skills Reform
policy to reshape the way work is done within thietdtian TAFE sector. From a single
document that outlines the policy direction of YHetorian government, a cascade of texts are
produced as policy is designed within government démen applied within individual
institutes, eventually manifesting itself in a nend complex set of ruling relations for
management, teachers and students.

I ntroduction.

The research undertaken in this paper is partlwoader Institutional Ethnography (IE) on

the impact of the Skill Reform policy which has olafed in one large single sector Technical
and Further Education (TAFE) institute (here omaferred to as The Institute) in Melbourne
between August 2008 and November 2009. The resexqulores the development of new

polices and procedures, conceived for the purpb$e as a set of ‘texts’ developed in order
to enact Skills Reform policy within The Institutéhe concepts and tools of IE are used to
observe and record the development of new practicdgprocedures within The Institute and
present them as a ‘map of texts’ that illustrate ways in which TAFE teacher’'s work is

organised as a coordinated set of ruling relati@e® Approach: Institutional Ethnography
(IE) below).

VET in Australia.

VET occupies a specific place in the strata of Aalgtn education. Since the early 1970s
VET has become specifically linked to economic deweent and the production of skills for
the Australian workforce (Harris, Guthrie et al959 Marginson 1997). VET in a literal sense
focuses on the development of workplace skillsnabée or improve the employment options
for individuals. VET programmes can range from diepimg introductory skills in computer
usage through to a wide variety of apprenticeshapsl professional level Advanced
Diplomas. There is also an aspect of VET definethascapacity building of individuals and
communities; this may be evidenced in programmasdhe structured to engage individuals
solely in the process of learning where the medderautcome is the actual act of
engagement itself. This is not to say there aredwuapeting versions of VET, however, there
are concerns that economic imperatives now domitreepolicy directions that shape the

1



sector (Anderson 2005) and imperatives that comngtnton capacity building (often
undertaken through VET programs in the Adult Comityuand Further Education sector),
compete for funding and resources (Clemans 2008Y. M also unigue in a national context
when compared with other Australian education sediorough national initiatives such as
Australian Quality Training Framework (AQTF) govante, Training Packages,
Competency Based Training and competition betwedatigpand private providers.

Theintroduction of Skills Reform into Victorian VET.

This research is located within the state of Vietevhere significant change, known as Skills
Reform, is occurring that will have an impact oondé who work within the Victorian VET
sector. Skills Reform was announced in August 286G&e documentSecuring jobs for your
future: skills for Victoria (DIIRD 2008). Skills Reform policy is a significarshift in
relationship between the Victorian government, itasts of TAFE, ACFE providers and,
private Registered Training Organisations (RTOskwNfunding models, course fees,
eligibility for subsidised enrolments, sector inmeent and teacher training and recruitment
strategies are all redefined within the policy téitte policy has significant potential not only
to restructure the Victorian VET sector, but VETCtees within other states (Ross 2008).
Core aims stated within the document are to inerélas number of people in Victoria with
higher level VET qualifications, provide enrolmeiee assistance to students via the old
HECS styled VET-Fee-Help, and increase the traimmayket size through ‘contestable’
government funding. Contestability has become at&aw associated with Skills Reform and
describes the new funding relationship betweenvilstorian government and all public and
private RTOs. Prior to Skills Reform the bulk ofvgonment funding was directed towards
the TAFE sector and was known as Profile Fundingdés the new arrangements almost all
funding will be distributed to public and privateT@s based on market driven demand, as
such, funding follows the student as opposed tgelanstitutional contracts. Contestability is
essentially competition within a limited market wibne supplier of funds. Competition for
full fee paying students is already taking plac¥iictoria.

Skills Reform is part of a 3 year cycle of Minis&rStatements that set policy and priorities
for VET in Victoria. In the immediate past Minisi@r Statements have set training priorities
to address skill shortages, announce new trainiogrammes and detail capital investment;
however, the previous two Ministerial Statemente®gky 2002; 2006) did not contain the
level of reform present in the 2008 version. Théicgohas been developed to introduce
significant reform into a sector that essentials lbeen undergoing continuous change since
the mid 1980s (Schofield and McDonald 2004; DEST3)0 The document that launched
Skills Reform policySecuring jobs for your future: skills for Victoria is itself light on most
detail for such a complex process of change, |l€gVIRT providers with a significant amount
that is unknown (Cull 2009). However, unlike prawsoministerial statements, this one has
comprehensive details on funding rates (the fir@meiturn to a RTO per hour of instruction
per qualification level) over the next four yeassveell as detail on funding eligibility.

The cost of such extensive reform within Victosabieing underpinned by funding from the
federal government via its Productivity Places Paogne (PPP). Federal PPP funding has
been split between the States with specific comalétiapplied to its use. Victoria is the only
state that has received the funding unconditionatigl is being used in Victoria to underpin
the move to contestable funding and VET reform €R2309). This frames Skills Reform as
an ‘experimental’ shift backed by the federal goweent that in the long term could influence
how VET is delivered across Australia. Certainlg federal Labor Government has declared



in its 2007 policy manifesto that “Australia’s tnaig system also remains largely driven by
the needs of providers and agencies seeking furatidgsubsidies, without a strategic focus
on the needs of the economy or employers (Ruddn&iwal. 2007)". It could be argued that
the experimental nature of Victoria’'s VET reformtes enable a shift in focus, altering the
funding relationships between institutes and gowemt. This paper is focused on the
implementation of the first stage of Skills Refoimone Victorian TAFE institute and maps
the texts that shape the everyday work of teaqisersth 2006).

Approach: Institutional Ethnography (I1E).

IE is a sociology of the subjective experiences @ayglto-day activity of individuals. IE was

initially developed by Dorothy E. Smith as a femsinmodel of inquiry and understanding
(Smith 1987). Since its development IE has broadeits scope to now be considered ‘a
sociology for people’. The focus was not broadeteede more gender inclusive but to more
accurately define the method as one that focusesmdiniduals, on people and how their
everyday and local activities are organised anddinated by texts (Smith 2005).

The data for this paper draws on this approachescribe many of the ways in which the
everyday experiences of teachers are shaped by absteact texts conceived as a set of
‘ruling relations’. Relations of ruling is a keymeept in framing and understanding the focus
of an IE (Smith 1987). The term refers to how therkwof an individual in undertaking a
basic everyday task is structured by texts thak kndlve their root in a more complex and
defined set of procedural or policy documentatibhe texts can take many forms, whether
they are based in media (advertising, narrativegages) or an institution (forms, policy,
procedure) they are all replicable and can be “.dréaard, and watched by more than one
individual, in different places, and at differemhés” (Smith 2005, p 165) . Mapping the texts
that coordinate work and discovering linkages betweexts that formulate a hierarchical
structure is a core part of what an IE is. Undeiditag how texts shape the relations of ruling
is what an IE discovers.

The starting point for an IE researcher is to ledétemselves within the discourse without
becoming the object of the research and observeiddls. From that point the researcher is
able to become familiar with the work people do @eadrch for the starting point of the
research, the ‘problematic’ (Campbell and Grego®2)0 The problematic is a place or
location where something unsettling is happenifginge may be taking place, new work
processes developed, policy is redefining relatigpssof access or equity or, just something
new and unexplained is occurring. IE can reveabtdwurrence of change and the sequence of
actions that initiated change through observinagking and illustrating a trail of texts. The
texts can be mapped against their point of entthiwithe organisational hierarchy of an
institute or in their sequence of development andlémentation within the institute. Once
identified the problematic becomes the central dyinadriving the research and shaping the
research question. The problematic that shapesdbéearch is the arrival and implementation
of Skills Reform, the question is what change SKikeform makes to the work structures and
ruling relations that coordinate the work of TARE&thers?

The experiences of those in the workplace andfpration of texts developed to effect Skills
Reform provide a rich source of observational d&@ata gathered for this paper has been
collated and presented in the form of maps thailalsboth the operational complexity of
The Institute and the hierarchy of texts that exghin it. The maps were produced by
tracking the progress of the first phase of SKRisform into The Institute via information
sessions before it was incorporated into Instipaicy, procedures and forms. On its journey



the policy and its implementation has also been ifested in a wide variety of
communication documents that include: emails, Istarmed butchers paper, project
management tools, stacks of post-it-notes and dtmers of planning records. Many of the
planning documents are included in the map of tdxéda for the maps was accrued through
attendance at some of the planning sessions, csati@rs with individuals involved with
developing the procedures, maintenance of a joumrad a collection of institute
communications that provide a narrative of the pssc The aim has been to produce a visual
record of the production of secondary texts that ba tracked either from a primary
document towards its manifestation in the workplacefrom the workplace outwards,
sometime to the workplace of others. The maps als do not define the actual duties that
TAFE teachers do within The Institute but definevhtbat work is organised and coordinated
via secondary texts.

Institutional texts can be linked and tracked tigtothe hierarchies of an institute to single or
multiple policy documents that themselves have hetarmed by other texts. The linkages
between texts can be mapped to create an imagevomvbrk is organised and particularly as
visual evidence of ruling relations. The map becemesignificant part of the data and
material an IE can produce. By creating interlinkeaps of documents the bureaucracy and
complexity of in institute can reveal itself. Innse large institutions specific issues to do with
equity, complexity of process, workflows, and otimapediments to an individuals access to
servicescan be revealed through the textual mapping (S&8989). This paper demonstrates
the ways in which such a map sheds light on tharesgtional world of The Institute under
review.

VET and texts.

TAFE institutes and the delivery of VET in Austealireate a work environment that is rich in
texts and complex to navigate (Ball 2005). The wlyde teaching and assessment method of
competency based training itself produces a widetyaof documents that track and survey
the progress of students against preset criteda@iids and Usher 1994). Competency based
training is used as the educational model for TngifPackages which themselves are a rich
and varied store of documentation (Smith 2002; $elilb and McDonald 2004).
Underpinning the teaching and assessment methadtie isational guideline for registration
of a training organisation, the AQTF. Meeting AQTéguirements has also increased the
amount of documentation within VET to the pointttiswme educators believe they are
generating more documentation to meet complian@n tthey are to develop training
strategies (Grace 2005). The increase in admitigtravithin a teacher’'s workload has
contributed to the redefinition of teachers workl agentity especially in TAFE were terms
such asnew-vocationalism (Chappell 2001 or the new-VET-professional (Mitchell 2003)
have been used to describe a more service orié@dof education.

As VET and TAFE teacher identity is redefined thisra greater need for teachers to engage
with policy to understand the trends and directbtheir sector (Clayton, Fisher et al. 2005).
There may be some assumptions made by policymdkatseducators and teachers have
connections, understanding and enthusiasm forydimwever this may not be the case (Ball
1994). Institutes themselves operate as a filtéwéxen policy and their teachers, with most
TAFE institutes active in disseminating and disttibg new policy, then providing staff with
training and information to enact the policy (Hawd@08). A teacher’s relationship to policy
may be less to do with critiquing the policy andrenxdo do with the modification or
reinterpretation of policy to meet their operatibmeeds after the policy is announced (Honan
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2004). It is in the filtering and contextualisatiohpolicy that institutes can create a vast array
of localised documents conceived as ‘secondarg’téStith 1987). The policy itself is never
used to directly organise and structure work buinstead interpreted and rewritten as
operational procedures, forms and communicatioai (294).

The distillation of policy into local use is an essial concept for understanding how
institutes organise and coordinate work via tesisith (2005) states texts are implicit in
coordinating the organisation and structure ofratividuals work through the development
and distribution of polices, procedures, minutesmmunications, conventions and other
printed and replicable materials. In the processlagfating, identifying and mapping
institutional texts, it is possible to define a degent hierarchy between texts and their
relationship to the human resource structure obmanisation. That is to say, government
policy will produce texts that are disseminatedhat executive level of an institute. This will
then produce more texts at the level of middle rgangent to be further refined as texts that
are applied and enacted at the operational levaic€lving of a hierarchy of texts that relates
to, and mirrors, the managerial strata of an imi@llows for both the visualisation of an
institute bureaucracy and also the relations oinguthat exists between the operational,
managerial, executive and policy levels of an ta&i This is the process and narrative that
allowed for the development of the maps containetthis paper.

Notes about the M aps.

Mapl starts with the introduction of Skills Reformto The Institute in August 2008. The
document quickly moves from discussions amongstliisttute executives into teaching
departments via emails to managers and group {facuketings where broader discussion
about its impact is entered into the meeting misides the operational impacts of the policy
become understood, the Organisational Developni@Dj éection of The Institute starts a
plan of action to ensure that The Institute stedfiaformed of the changes and prepares to
initiate a broader discussion on Skills Reform’ga@ot on the VET sector. Communications
to meet ODs aims are produced and begin to floautin The Institute at the same time the
Finance Department (FD) begin to make changesdgdiyprocedures and income
projections. This produces a new range of finanoiadlelling documents and additions to
strategic, budget and business plans are creatdatels of The Institute. Communication
within the broader context of The Institute congmith executives visiting teaching
departments to lead discussion on Skills Reforims,dtrategy culminates with an all-day, all
institute event in December 2008 where group dsouns are held on Skills Reform. The end
result is the production of several action planbdaanacted in 2009. Unseen by many in The
Institute significant work has begun in the Studeatords (SR) section to start the complex
process of remodelling enrolment procedures, reeaging databases, and setting up the
infrastructures and processes for managing VFH.prbeess of applying for institute
capability in offering VFH has also been a sigrfit ‘text rich’ process in it s own right

The most significant Institute push to develop prhaes for meeting the first requirements of
Skills Reform occur towards the middle of 2009.eTevelopment of new systems within
The Institute is dependent on information on the aetivity reporting (in the form of texts)
coming from Skills Victoria. Prior to the start 8kills Reforms OD plans and coordinates a
‘lock down’ of essential staff to develop and refitne new procedures. Both planning and
execution of the project produces a significant banof institutional texts that both describe
and enable new course eligibility criteria, enrofinprocedures and most significantly the
broad and complex changes within the student manegesystems. All the documents used



in planning and enabling institutional change hewetributed to reshaping the ruling
relations of teachers and support staff within Tristitute.

The inclusion of Mapl is to record the processfé&owl of change through The Institute as
illustrated by the interlinking of texts associateith the events. Map 2 specifically illustrates
texts associated with the new enrolment procedhasange from the student through to
teaching department operations, student serviagshenpolicies and procedures of state and
federal government. Map 3 illustrates the prolifiena of texts that surround a TAFE teacher
within The Institute as created by Skills Refornd @imose that already exist. The design of
the map is intended to show both the interlinkestdrichy and the volume of texts. Those that
are immediately used by the teacher ‘T" are wittlose proximity with movement outwards
to policy, legislation, governance and other ‘higlesel’ texts. The texts do not define the
duties an individual TAFE teacher may undertakeitstead define the work that they do
through a set of ruling relations as structuregbblycy and procedure.

Conclusion.

During the research process a significant numbangiftutional texts and new procedures
were observed being created within The Institutertact Skills Reform; the process has not
stopped since the writing of this paper. The numifetexts that shape the work of many

Victorian TAFE teachers continue to grow and affiaet work that they do. Certainly many

of the texts mapped existed before Skills Reform the core aim of the research is to

illustrate how new texts are added to existingcstnmes and how that may change the work of
individuals via the concept of ruling relations. eTmapping process attempts to show the
materiality of the term ruling relations and itsmfastations in texts and processes.

The process of tracking and mapping institutiora&td provides insight into both the complex
bureaucracy of a large TAFE institute and how tloekwof TAFE teachers is constructed by
institutional texts. In this respect the maps camdefine and shape the complexity of work
in the sector and teachers work in particular. &el the new policies and procedures
generated by the first stage of Skills Reform helvenged some work practices. Alterations
to enrolment procedures and student eligibilitydourses may have only a moderate impact
on the work of teachers. The implications of fumdina new student activity reporting and
the impacts of a contestable market may have aegreffect on how teaching departments
are organised and the kind of work that TAFE teexhee asked to undertake.

Skills Reform is still in its early days and howuitimately shapes the VET sector in Victoria
and beyond remains to be seen. Initial measurés sticcess will more than likely be based
on quantitative measures: students enrolled, trgimiollars spent and earned, number of
Diploma level qualifications etc., however withimetprocess of change and redefined service
provision, the work styles and focus of those erygdbwithin the sector as teachers will
change too. There should be some interest or measunow their work is affected. The
process of mapping and detailing the proliferatidriexts that shape the ruling relations of a
TAFE teacher’'s work will hopefully frame a deeperderstanding of the context of their
work and how its structure greatly affects thejpataility to meet sector expectations as well
as an ability to conceive and define the work thaty do. It is hoped that the capability to
teach, train and assess effectively is not lostimaze of documents.
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