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Conventions Used

In preparing this thesis, | have endeavoured to use consistent conventions and nomenclature
so as not to confuse the reader.

Chapters

There are seven chapters and only the first three levels of the chapters are numbered. That
is, the chapter itself, the major sections into which the chapter is divided, and a further
subdivision of these major sections. Any further subdivisions have headings which are either
underlined and in 12 point font, or bold and in 11 point font.

Cross-references which are specific to a table, figure, or specific text will take you directly to
that text. However, when the cross-reference refers to an idea or argument within a particular
chapter or a subdivision of that chapter, the cross reference will take you to the beginning of
that chapter or section.

| have used the symbol “§” to indicate a chapter or subdivision of the main text. Where the
reference is to an appendix, then | have used the convention “Appendix x.y".

Questionnaire

The questionnaire is in two parts — Part A and Part B. The analysis of Part A is contained in
Appendix 3.11. The analysis of Part B occurs in §5 and 6. Part B was divided into eight
sections and the Likert-scale items from these sections have been designated as Qx.y. That
is, Q4.7 identifies the seventh item in the fourth section of the questionnaire.

A printed copy of the questionnaire is contained in Appendix 5.1. The CD-ROM, which was
sent to the participants, is attached to the thesis with a copy of the instructions on how to
download QuickTime from the Internet if it is not already installed on your computer. This
enables you to access the video, the original paper, and the PowerPoint slides.

Figures and Tables

These are identified using the same convention as used with the Likert-scale items, that is,
Figure 3.1 denotes the first diagram contained in §3.

Acronyms

| have tried not to use acronyms except where | have already defined a particular one earlier
on the same page. However a few may have slipped through such as:

VET vocational education and training
TAFE Training and Further Education
RPL recognition of prior learning

RCC recognition of current competency

ANTA Australian National Training Authority
NCVER National Centre for Vocational Education Research

page 9



Competence

Throughout this document, | have used competence to mean the sum total of the learning we
have constructed from our whole-life experience to date. That is, competence is what we
know and can do and is inclusive of our values, attitudes and beliefs.

Competence has quite a different meaning than competency, which the Australian National
Training Authority has used to denote the outcome of outcome-defined, or competency-
based, training. Thus the word competency is used to denote a single, detached learning
outcome, and its specification, within the Australian context, is called a “unit of competency”.

Referencing

The reference list and the relevant citations were developed using EndNote and the “author-
date” style, which has been modified slightly for edited books so that the editors’ names
appear in the same format. This means that page numbers are included, not only for journal
articles, but also for edited books and conference papers.

Writing style
| have written in the first person whenever | am expressing my particular perceptions,
experiences and analysis of the participants’ responses. | believe this is appropriate as the

research is phenomenological and reports on my learning journey to develop new
understandings and practices.
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Summary of the Research

This research thesis is focused on the question: “How do practitioners understand the
transfer of competence (that is, what they know and can do) across different workplace
contexts and how does it influence their practice?”

The research investigates the experiences and perceptions of 108 workers, who have
changed jobs or whose jobs have changed, as to how they were able to adapt what they
knew and could do at that time. The research is phenomenological, using a methodology
designed to collect and analyse data from the participants without decontextualising it. The
methodology is customised and contextualised and uses activity theory, Engestrom’s theory
of expansive learning, grounded theory and discourse analysis to interrogate the research
question.

The collection of data occurred over a period of five years and was in two stages, with the
second stage validating and building on the first stage. Minimally structured interviews and a
questionnaire were the main data collection tools used. Some descriptive statistics have
been used but the research is qualitative in intent.

The research draws on current theoretical positions of learning, transfer, experiential
learning, workplace learning, activity theory, qualitative research and reflection on
experience. The thesis has been written to foreground the voices of the participants and the
insights their experience brings to the research.

The research addresses a current gap in research work, carried out in Australia or overseas,
which focuses on the transfer of competence across workplaces. The outcomes provide new
perspectives on the ways in which practitioners understand transfer and integrate these
interpretations into their practice. It strengthens the notions of consequential transfer and
generalisation without decontextualisation, and thus makes a contribution to our collective
knowledge and understanding.

The outcomes of the research are a metaphoric framework to guide the transfer of
competence over different work contexts; a record of the application of new understandings
of transfer as a sequence of consequential transitions (Beach 1999); generalisations derived
from the embedding of contexts (Van Oers 1998); and an innovative research methodology.
In addition, the participants have provided their perspectives on the preparation of, and on-
going support for, people entering or crossing workplace contexts, and the consequential,
necessary changes to institutional learning.
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Chapter 1

Introduction and overview

‘MUCH have | travell’d in the realms of gold, ...’
24. On first looking into Chapman’s Homer (Keats 1884)

1.1 Introduction

The golden realms of my travels, like those of John Keats on the night he first penned the
words quoted above, have been travels of the mind rather than the body. My journey has
focused on learning and transfer, and how it is perceived by a group of educational
practitioners. It has involved searching for, reading and thinking about recent, and not so
recent, educational literature; listening to researchers present their findings at conferences;
interacting with presenters and participants during research workshops; discussions with
friends and reflecting on my ever evolving perceptions and understandings. Although | have
forgotten, or deliberately rejected, much of the information | read or listened to, there has
been no dross in this journey. It is through interactions with others - either directly or through
some artefact- that we come to understand and be shaped by the social world. Such
interactions offer us riches beyond measure.

1.2 Focus of the research

In undertaking this research, my prime purpose was to better understand how people
“transfer” or adapt what they already know and can do when they move to a new work
situation or when their work changes substantially. The objective of the research was to
explore the perceptions of training practitioners, based on their own experience and on their
expertise as facilitators of situated learning. It focused on how these practitioners perceived
the transfer of competence (that is, what people already know and can do) occurred, and on
how they facilitate its development within their practice as teachers. That is, the focus of the
research is the capacity of training practitioners to transfer their own competence between
different settings and, to a lesser degree, on the capacity of these practitioners to develop
this capacity to their learners.

The participants in the research were vocational education and training practitioners who
had:

. experienced moving to a new job and/or substantially changing their work roles and
functions

. were involved in preparing and/or mentoring others to prepare for different work
changes

. could reflect on their experiences of learning from and at work.

The purpose of the research was to provide an experienced practitioner voice into the current
debates on the transfer of learning across different workplaces and work roles. In current
Australian vocational education and training (VET) rhetoric, learning transfer is assumed to
happen and is the basis of much of the new policy which has been introduced over the last
decade or more (Smith and Keating 2003, p. 219). The development of competency-based
training, and Training Packages in particular, has been premised on the belief that if these
competencies are developed then people will be able to transfer them to different contexts.
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Such an assumption is a contested one from two points of view. First, it assumes that
transfer occurs spontaneously, a concept which is not supported by current research (e.g.
Billett 1994; 1996a; 1998a; Mulcahy and James 1998; Taylor 1997). Secondly, it ignores
the contextual nature of learning and the need to adapt existing learning when the context of
the learning is altered.

1.3 Rationale of research

This research was undertaken as a means of seeking out more insight on an issue that had

been problematic for my practice for at least twenty years. My interest in the nature of the

transfer of learning and the informal learning which comprises most of our practical

knowledge is of very long standing and its foundation is:

. a practical concern for our disparate capabilities for learning formally and informally;

. the two quite different paradigms which might be said to distinguish traditional
approaches to formal education (as used in schools and universities) to that used in
most entry-level vocational education and training programs; and

. our outdated dependence on learning acquisition when determining educational
access and job selection.

This interest has been developed over my thirty-five year career in education practice which
has covered secondary teaching, national and state-wide curriculum development within the
secondary school, vocational education and training and higher education sectors,
substantial experience as an industry consultant (including a five year secondment to the
Ford Motor Company (Australia) Ltd.), a public servant administering the VET in Schools
program, researcher into national issues of importance within the Australian vocational
education and training context, and a professional developer of secondary school, training
and further education (TAFE) and university teaching staff. As a result of this wide and varied
experience, | have developed a number of concerns about the way learning is often
structured and the disparate importance attached to some sorts of learning experiences
compared to others. Current educational policy within Australia is largely concerned with
standardisation and the measurement of student achievement against such standards and
an over-emphasis on assessment and credentialing to monitor and control access to learning
opportunities. Such a policy framework gives scant recognition to learning through work,
community and domestic participation and sets up a false dichotomy between formal and
informal learning.

14 Objectives of the research

Given the focus and rationale for my research, a research question was needed which both
enabled my concerns to be investigated and which also enabled the research project to be a
manageable one. Eventually, the following research question was constructed.

How do practitioners understand the transfer of competence (that is, what they know
and can do) across different workplace contexts and how does it influence their
practice?

The question enabled the investigation of the experiences and perceptions of 108 workers,
who have changed jobs or whose jobs have changed, as to how they were able to adapt
what they knew and could do at that time. The intention of this research was to increase
information about learning from work and within work situations, which is based on
systematic and methodologically sound research in order to inform practice. Recent research
into workplace learning (Billett 1994; 1996a; 1998a; Mulcahy and James 1998; Taylor
1997) and employer satisfaction (NCVER 1997) casts doubt on the assumed automatic
nature of the transfer of learned competence across differing workplace contexts. More
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recent work by Bransford and Schwartz (1999), Beach (1999) and Stevenson (2001; 2002;
2003b; 2005) has theorised interesting solutions to this ‘transfer problem’ (Pea 1987).

Educational practitioners were chosen as participants in this research because they have
considerable experience in crossing different work contexts and also their role was to
facilitate others to be able take their current competence across differing work contexts. The
working theories of these practitioners were used to study whether the theories, referred to in
the previous paragraph, were part of the participants’ praxis. My research has two aspects
that are new. That is, the investigation against the research question and an adapted
contextualised methodology. This means that the thesis records not just the answers to the
research question, but also how the question was investigated.

Very little research, which focuses on the transfer of competence across workplaces, has
been carried out in Australia or overseas. This study will help to remedy this and will give
information as to how training practitioners encourage transfer through their practice. In
addition, the participant data has included their perceptions of the role of institutional learning
in preparing and supporting employees and the changes that might be needed for this to
happen.

1.5 Importance of the research

The research adds a practitioner voice to both learning theory and vocational education and
training policy. Current learning theory is a set of generalisations which have been derived
from research and theorising upon this research. Thus, learning theory has necessarily been
decontextualised and largely formulated by researchers and theorists who are separate from
everyday teaching and learning practice.

This study collects the views and experience of practitioners grounded within their arenas of
practice. It is focused on the working theories, which practitioners use to inform and organise
their everyday practice within complex human interactions and environments. Such working
theories are generally derived from educational theory but are modified, reformulated and
adapted by experience. They represent practice as it happens. However, they are largely
tacit and rarely articulated.

The process used in this research was designed to ask participants to use remembered
incidents in order to interrogate these theories. The artefact used to mediate this
interrogation was a theoretical model of how the transfer of competence across different
work contexts might occur. This provided the impetus for a wealth of contributed knowledge,
insight and practical accounts as to how such transfer of what we know and can do across
different contexts might occur.

This thesis might be interpreted as practitioner research. As such my interest as the
researcher is in the nature of learning as it is experienced in work contexts. Schon described
everyday professional practice as ‘swampy lowland’ (Schon 1987, p. 3). He further asserted
that the problems of greatest concern to practitioners defied rationalistic solution. Thus, this
account does not attempt to find a solution to the issue of transfer but to provide a
practitioner voice to the debate.

The importance of this thesis is, however, not just restricted to issues of the swampy lowland.
The understanding and experience of practitioners in areas of teaching and learning is
essential to the formulation of educational policy. As Schén (1987, p. 3) reminded us, it is the
issues of the swampy lowland which attract the most human issues and these defy solution
by the application of research theory and technique. Thus, this research contains important
insights and findings, which are relevant to the current international debate on the “transfer”
of learning.
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1.6 Outcomes of the research

The main outcome of this research is a documentation of the participants’ perceptions of the
learning and transfer of competence which occurs when we cross contextual boundaries.
This extends to a consideration of the role of formal institutions, and the fundamental
changes to the education system which would be necessary, in preparing individuals for
these transitions. They also provide evaluative material on their experience of participating in
my research endeavour.

This documentation provides the reader with new understandings of how practitioners
understand learning and transfer. It also provides a new approach to the collection and
analysis of data through the customised and contextualised methodology used.

This methodology was designed to enable the second stage of the research to build on the
stage 1 outcomes and to improve them in the light of new insights and a greater
understanding of the relevant literature. This transformation was grounded in the lived
experience of the participants and their learning from that experience.

One of the more tangible outcomes has been the development of a representational model at
the end of stage 1 and the amelioration of model with a more inclusive metaphoric
framework. This improvement occurred as the result of stage 2 feedback on
misunderstandings of, and deficits in, the model. As a consequence, the model has been
recast into a metaphoric framework — or a simple narrative image which can be used to
support the transfer of knowledge and skill across work contexts (Down 2004, p. 120) The
metaphor used is that of a swamp — probably a Northern Territory swamp complete with
crocodiles, snakes, quick-sands and other dangerous conditions. It provides a framework for
reflection on experience and is aimed to help us focus on what we need to think about when
crossing changing workplace contexts. It is our agency, and the affordances offered in the
workplace, which enable us to access and effectively use these spaces to maximise our
learning in response to the change of context. Since workplaces have become, over the last
two decades or more, sites of continuous and paradoxical change, then our learning in the
workplace also needs to be continuous; as the context of our social, emotional and cognitive
interfaces with work is no longer stable, certain or unambiguous.

My personal outcomes are recorded in this account, as | have been able to explore and
make sense of the phenomenon of transfer of competence across contextual boundaries.
This meaning making has been the result of an immersion and engagement with the relevant
literature and the participant responses. It has been multi-dimensional, as the construction of
meaning occurs in different ways, and has both normative and personalised renditions.
Whilst some of the resultant learning is tangible, much of it still lies beneath my conscious
thought and will only become explicit through time and specific experience.

An explicit change has occurred in the ways in which transfer and learning can be
understood as the result of crossing contextual boundaries. Both my understandings, and
those of many of the participants, support Beach’s (1999) concept of replacing the metaphor
of transfer with that of consequential transitions. Associated with this is the concept of
generalisation without decontextualisation (Van Oers 1998), by embedding one context in
another, and, also, Stevenson’s connection of vocational meanings (2002).
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1.7 The structure of the thesis

In writing this thesis, | have tried to allow the 108 participants to contribute their individual
voices to the descriptive material. Unfortunately, my attempts to keep the thesis to a
reasonable length have meant that, in many cases, these voices have had to have been
omitted or abbreviated.

After this brief introductory chapter, | commence with an outline of the educational literature,
thinking and research that have shaped my understandings of intercontextual transfer
(Chapter 2). The sources of my transformation over time have been drawn from many fields
of scholarship and my immersion in the ideas presented has been for a protracted time
period. My learning has not been restricted to a single educational approach or learning
theory, but has occurred by making connections between different ways of thinking about
learning, workplace contexts, and our situatedness within them.

The third chapter is concerned with the methodology of my research. Not the theoretical
concepts which underpin the design, as these have been discussed in Chapter 2, but the
approaches | used to collect the data and to analyse its different meanings. Chapter 3
provides an account of my intentions and experiences.

Chapter 4 is the first of the analytic chapters. It is an account of my analysis of the stage 1
data and its reformulation into a useful model. It should be noted that this analysis and
reformulation was conducted at the start of my research journey. Therefore, | had not, at that
time, accessed much of the thinking and insights which informed my analysis of the stage 2
research. It is important to recognise that it is not the “big-picture” that we are concerned with
but with the detail of everyday understandings which the participants have supplied from their
experiences.

Chapters 5 and 6 provide a contextual analysis of the responses to part 2 of the stage 2
questionnaire instrument. Chapter 5 is concerned with the stories which were used to ground
the participant responses to the Likert-scale and open-ended items and with those responses
which were concerned with the validation of the model developed as a result of the first stage
of the research. In compiling this account, | have tried to use the participants’ voices
wherever possible.

Chapter 6 provides a descriptive analysis of the participant responses to items concerned
with the nature of transfer, the strategies which support the development for successfully
crossing contextual boundaries, the role of formal education in this process and the societal,
institutional, teacher performance, and learner experience issues which are perceived to be
needed. It also contains a descriptive analysis of the participants’ evaluation of the research
process and questionnaire instrument.

Finally, in Chapter 7, | attempt to weave the theoretical understandings of chapter 2 with the
practical and experiential perceptions discussed in Chapters 4, 5 and 6. This results in the
outline of, and justification for, a new metaphoric framework and also identifies the role of the
participant data in framing my current understanding of both transfer across different work
contexts and the reality of current educational practice.
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1.8 The research journey

My journey into the realms of scholarly endeavour has been a prolonged one, having
officially lasted six and a half years, although my sense of puzzlement about, and fascination
with, learning has been a driving force in my thinking for decades. It has, largely, been a
solitary journey but never a lonely one. It has been demanding and exacting but never
loathsome. The journey has provided me with a key to great insight and exciting thinking
and, at times, to intellectual discussions, which have pushed me to reflect on my experience
with greater exactitude and integrity.

My intellectual travel has also allowed me to experiment with different modes of
communication, particular applications of communicative and information technology and
with a variety of approaches to the analysis of data. | have done many things that | would not
otherwise have done. My experience has enriched me, and my learning journey has resulted
in irrevocable changes in who | am, and how | interpret my social world.

My disposition is basically practical and all my proclivities are for action. It is through
reflection on events and situations that | learn to understand my experiences and this
reflection informs my future actions. The design of the research and its implementation
reflect my practical disposition and my tendency towards experimentation and innovation.
The journey has covered a lot of ground but has also dug deep in an attempt to find a better
way to make sense of the transfer of competence across different work contexts.
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Chapter 2

Theoretical Underpinnings

2.1 Introduction

Janesick (2003) argues that in qualitative research, the researcher moves from a research
question to a paradigm or perspective and then to the empirical world.
As we try to make sense of our social world and give meaning to what we do as
researchers, we continually raise awareness of our own beliefs.
(p. 56)

It is, therefore, useful to start with an overview of the theoretical context in which the
research is embedded. This context represents my current understandings and the
conceptual frameworks which inform my practice as a researcher. It also represents the
context of the participants in this research, although their understandings and the way it
shapes their practice will differ.

This chapter starts with a discussion of the roots of my research. Why after thirty years of
educational practice did | choose this topic for a personal research journey? How does my
life history impact upon the research? Why do | consider that this particular line of inquiry will
produce insights which will result in improved educational practice? The answers to these
and related questions set the scene for the research and help make explicit the underpinning
beliefs and assumptions of my practice.

The discussion on the personal rationale for this research is followed by a discussion on the
context of the research and the rationale for situating the research within this context. It
covers the different approaches to learning from which we construct the working theories
which govern our practice. From a broad consideration of theoretical approaches, this
chapter then contains a more specific discussion of the particular aspects of theory, which
apply to the research undertaken. These include activity theory, situated learning, the
concept of transfer and specific aspects of learning in the workplace. The objective of this
chapter is to provide an overview of the theory which underpins and enhances the participant
responses and my interpretation of their ideas and perceptions.

2.2 Background and rationale
221 Early personal experiences of learning

| am an obsessive learner and | am happiest when | am learning with others — both with
peers and colleagues, and through teaching and mentoring relationships. Such learning
covers a wide range of disciplines and situations and, while | feel gratification from having my
curiosity satisfied, it is only temporary. The more | know, the more | realise how much more
there is to know. It was this love affair with learning that led me into a teaching career and
which has driven me to continually explore the process of learning over a career of 30+
years.

However, there is a more sombre side to my involvement in learning which has its roots
within formal education institutions. | suppose | entered the education system as a four year
old with great expectations, which quickly changed to bewilderment when | found that | was
“‘wrong”. Wrong because | already knew how to read, wrong because of my advanced
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numeric skills, wrong because | knew the answers, wrong because | asked the wrong
questions. Learning was structured, compartmentalised, run to a timetable and it was more
heinous to learn too quickly than to learn too slowly. Departure from median learning brought
penalties which ranged from having to tidy the classroom to sitting at a desk outside the
Headmistress’s office. My sin was that of learning too easily and a consequent boredom with
the pace of institutional learning. So | learnt that an interest in learning was dangerous from a
social point of view. Consequently, | spent 12 years of schooling and most of my university
years avoiding any overt display, or even semblance, of learning. Only at home could | learn
through books, through play, through listening and observing, through discussion and
through experimentation and enactment.

This is not to say | didn’t enjoy my schooling or that | didn’t learn how to find the acceptable
balance between being one of the community and academic achievement. What the
education system wanted was for me to regurgitate the right answers, what | wanted was the
maximum time to play sport and enjoy the companionship of others and, being possessed of
a good memory and a gift for making teachers think | knew more than | did, finding a balance
was relatively easy.

But this balance made me the possessor of innumerable facts with very little understanding
of what those facts meant. The need for social acceptance meant that | had to be seen not to
work at learning. So, at length | emerged from university, academically competent but with
my desire and capacity to learn severely straight-jacketed, and my interests directed well
away from academic pursuits.

Then | found myself in a low socio-economic, rural, secondary school, impeded because my
independent school and university experience had not prepared me to work with students
with whom | apparently had nothing in common: | looked wrong, | spoke a different language
(although we all spoke English) and my expectations of what teachers did were totally
unrealistic.

After my disastrous first week, | gave myself seven years to learn to be a good teacher.
When seven years elapsed | extended it by another ten, until after seventeen years | realised
that | was going backwards so | transferred to the vocational education and training sector.
Thirteen years later | transferred to the higher education sector for much the same reason.
For over thirty-five years | have been co-learning with students, colleagues and workers from
other industries and have loved it. It is through this co-learning process that my confidence
has increased and my curiosity, about the world, its inhabitants, and their ideas and
fantasies, has been continually rejuvenated. | have watched my students leave the
classroom — some to fly immediately and others to gain their wings at a later stage.

Such co-learning has not been the result of reading books and memorising facts. Instead it
has been the result of collaborative and individual action centred on my work; interaction with
the local, educational and social communities | inhabit; and the need to solve problems,
counter contingencies, and to give rein to my curiosity and imagination.

More and more my interest has been in helping others to love learning and to develop the
necessary capabilities to learn effectively from the communities and contexts in which they
find themselves. Why is it that many, who performed well in a classroom environment, fail to
reach their early potential? Why do others, who found classroom learning a struggle or a time
of endless ennui, go out into the community and workplace and thrive? Why do others need
the shock and responsibility of parenthood before they embrace learning as an essential part
of themselves? | do not know the answers, but | believe that the ways through which people
approach their everyday learning will determine their success in understanding the physical,
social, cognitive and emotional contexts in which they live and work.
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So why have | chosen to base my personal research journey on the question:

How do practitioners understand the transfer of competence (that is, what they know
and can do)' across different workplace contexts and how does it influence their
practice?

The first reason, as a later section of this chapter will show, is that the question of the
transfer of knowledge and skills across work contexts is one which theorists and practitioners
recognise as problematic but which politicians and educational bureaucracies use as a
rationale for changes to educational provision. “If you learn ... you will be able to® becomes
almost an article of faith as the mandatory specifications of vocational education and training
become more and more instrumental.

The second reason is that | believe that how practitioners understand their practice will
reflect what they do in workplaces, classrooms (on industrial sites or in educational
institutions), and in meetings with their peers. Obviously, there will always be some
difference between belief and practice given the obstacles which practitioners face such as
the expectations of others, the contexts in which they work and the parameters in which they
need to practice. If learning is seen as the result of two reflexive processes — engagement
and reflection on that experience — then the perceptions of practitioners is important if we are
to better understand learning.

The third reason is that whilst theory informs practice, the theory was developed from the
research of practice. Theory does not come first; practice does. So my interest is to probe
the theoretical and practical understandings that effective practitioners have built up from
their practice and from some exposure to educational literature.

For most vocational education and training practitioners in Victoria, exposure to educational
theory is fairly minimal. This is due to the patterns of teacher/trainer preparation in Australia
over the past three decades. Thus, more experienced teachers and trainers have been
recruited on the basis of their industrial experience and then given two years part-time initial
teacher training whilst practising as teachers. This still occurs in some states, whilst in others
pre-service degrees in vocational education and training are required. However, currently in
Victoria and legally in all other states and territories, the minimum qualification for teachers,
trainers and assessors is a Certificate IV in Training and Assessment; a qualification which is
often delivered through a 40 hour accelerated program. Consequentially, the preparation of
vocational teachers and trainers, and thus their exposure to educational literature, has been
systematically downgraded over the past twenty years.

As will be argued, teaching and learning in, and for, rapidly changing work contexts, is a
condition of what Barnett calls supercomplexity (Barnett 2002, p. 9). Through their practice
under such conditions, practitioners will develop a framework of understandings which will
inform the way they work. Most of these understandings will be based on their practice, some
will come from peer-based discussions or the rare opportunity to participate in professional
development and others will be derived from their original training, reading or self-funded
post-graduate study. So what do they believe to be the process by which we move across
work contexts as we change jobs or when our work changes significantly?

! The term competence refers to an individual’s total ability to perform, which might be understood

as what he/she knows and can do. It should not be confused with competency which is a term used in
Australian vocational education and training specification to determine a particular set of
performances.

2 This particular phrase is used to preface learning objectives in both the systems model and
competency-based training curriculum.
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Thus, the rationale for this overall objective is my conviction that the answer to this question
provides a lens with which we can inform our understanding of not only how people learn
when they cross work contexts, but also how they learn from everyday tasks and situations.

2.2.2 Vocational education and training context

Over the past ten to fifteen years, Australian vocational education has been going through
major transformations in the way it is organised and structured; in its specification of what is
expected to be learnt, first through centrally-mediated curriculum and now through Training
Packages; in the way it is funded; and in the way it is taught. Throughout this substantial
reform process, the rhetoric has been rich with terms advocating flexibility, responsiveness,
national recognition and portability. For example, the 2004 - 2010 strategic plan developed
by the Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) states:
Future success for individuals, communities and regions, and the nation, will be
increasingly linked to high-level, transferable knowledge and skills. A high quality,
accessible and innovative education and training system has never been more
important. The capacity of individuals to participate effectively in the modern
workforce and society, the productivity and safety of the workforce, the
competitiveness of industry, the adaptability of communities, regions and the nation —
all will depend critically on Australia’s education and training systems.
(p-4)

The assumption of our bureaucratic training authorities that it is the skills and knowledge

which is transferable, is reflected in the current emphasis on generic skills. Much of what has

been written about the importance of generic skills by such bodies reinforces an assumption

that such skills are transferable across different contexts and are able to be learnt. For

example, four of the characteristics of the Key Competencies identified by the Mayer

Committee in 1992 (Australian Education Council) and restated by Gibb and Curtin (2004, p.

9) as equally applicable to employability skills are:

e to equip individuals to participate effectively in a wide range of social settings, including
workplaces and adult life more generally

e toinvolve the application of knowledge and skill

e to be able to be learned

e to be amenable to credible assessment.

At the time of the release of the Mayer Committee’s report (Australian Education Council
1992), the issue of transfer had a high profile in the rhetoric associated with the importance
of generic skills. Since then, research by a number of groups of practitioners over the last
decade and more, has consistently ascribed the process of transfer as a human action and
the role of generic skills as the vehicle by which skills and knowledge (technical or general)
are transported, adapted, enhanced and contextualised as the boundaries between differing
work contexts are crossed and recrossed. The nature of transfer will be discussed in more
depth later in this chapter (§2.5, p. 54).

Within educational and management literature, there is an increasing focus on learning in the
workplace (Boud 2000, p. 2). This is supported by the rhetoric of politicians and policy
makers, whilst the provision of vocational education and training in the workplace and within
TAFE Institutes remains largely classroom based and teacher-directed. A recent research
project | undertook for the Australian National Training Authority on enterprise RPL® showed
that the registered training organisations* involved in the project would not accept the
assessment appraisals carried out by workplace trainers, despite the policy of mutual
recognition and the fact that, in some cases, the workplace trainers have received their
Workplace Training and Assessment qualification from the provider concerned (Down and

Recognition of prior learning
Registered Training Organisations is the term used in Australia to describe providers of vocational
education and training who have been accredited by the National and State training authorities
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Cleary 2005, pp. 53-54). There is still a long way to go before the increased interest in
research into learning in the workplace is matched by general vocational education and
training practice.

Competence (or competency) is at the core of the current Australian vocational education
and training system. Achievement of competency is not only the basis for assessment and
credentialing within the system; it is increasingly the basis of accountability, quality and
funding measures. Australian VET is moving towards being an outcomes-based system, with
the term competency no longer restricted to curriculum issues but also to the management of
the functions of the system.

Yet within this context, the terms competence and competency are both contested and
ambiguous. Within this research, competence is taken as the skills, knowledge, experience
and attitudes which people bring to their work. Workplace contexts have physical, task,
interpersonal and cultural dimensions. Differences in contexts could therefore arise from
differences in one or a number of these dimensions. Thus, the transfer of competence is the
adaptation and enhancement of existing competence to meet new workplace demands.

On the other hand, competency is often understood as a measurable performance and the
curriculum, accreditation, quality and accountability structures of the Australian VET system
suffer from a tendency to lean towards this much more limited definition of competency. As a
consequence, those behaviours and attributes, which cannot be measured or concretely
evidenced, are ignored or assigned to the too-hard basket. Whilst the introduction of Training
Packages has been synonymous with a softening of this need for measurement of outcomes,
insofar as assessment (of learning and of institutional performance) is now based on the
provision of evidence, the definition of the terms “competence” and “competency” remain
problematic.

Emphasis on evidenced performance also results in a de-emphasis on learning and an over-
emphasis on particular performances. The definition of competency originally put forward by
the National Training Board in 1992 acknowledged the role of context in shaping
performance by including:

Task management skills, contingency management skills (dealing with irregularities

and breakdowns in routine) and job/role environment skills (e.g. working with others).

(p- 29)

This definition has not been abandoned over the intervening years, nor has it been
universally applied. Whilst these terms now find their way into the Evidence Guides within
Training Packages, it is my belief that assessment and governance structures within the
Australian VET system are still largely based on an example of successful performance in
ideal conditions.

The terms “competence” and “competency” are often used interchangeably. Within my thesis
| have endeavoured to used them as defined above, recognising that ‘competence is
essentially a relation between abilities and capabilities of people and the satisfactory
completion of appropriate tasks’ (Hager and Gonczi 1993).

2.2.3 Change and education

In our current world, the only certainty we can have is that things will change. It is, therefore,
useful to look briefly at the shifts in educational thought, rhetoric and emphasis which have
occurred over the thirty-five year period that | have been working within the education sector.

Jarvis, Holford and Griffin (2003) identify thirteen shifts in emphasis that have occurred in
education over the past years. They define these shifts as:

. childhood to adult to lifelong;

. the few to the many;
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education and training to learning;

learning as a process to learning as an institutional phenomenon;
teacher- centred to student-centred;

liberal to vocational and human-resource development;

theoretical to practical;

single discipline knowledge to multidisciplinary knowledge to integrated
knowledge;

knowledge as truth to knowledge as relative/information/narrative/ discourse;
rote learning to reflective learning;

welfare provision (needs) to market demands (wants);

classical curriculum to romantic curriculum to programme;

face-to-face to distance to e-learning.

(Jarvis; Holford and Griffin 2003, pp.1-2)

These changes have not occurred in a social vacuum, but reflect the forces that are shaping,
and have shaped in the past, our society. These social forces reflect the balance of power in
the world; they are global and are changing the way we think and live at an ever increasing
rate. This has led some theorists to claim that we have moved away from a modern society
characterised by stability, confidence and progress into a post-modern world characterised
by risk, illusion and ambiguity (Edwards 2000; Evans; Behrens and Kaluza 2000).

Traditional features of education in the modern era were underpinned by deeper social
processes. That is, education is designed to:

° maintain and reinforce social order and social cohesion because it encourages
people to conform to prevailing norms and culture

° control and manage individuals’ aspirations , so that they are ‘fitted into’ the
social structure of employment, class or social status in ways that they accept

. reproduce the workforce necessary to an industrial or post-industrial society,

with its various divisions of labour, skills, careers and so on.
(Jarvis; Holford and Griffin 2003, p. 18)

If one accepts that we have moved into the post-modern age, then the social conditions and
processes which shape our lives are also rapidly changing. Jarvis, Holford and Griffin (2003,
pp. 19-21) have identified the main changes as:

° globalisation

° demography

work and the economy

privatisation

individualisation

commodification

° translating policy into practice.

Theorists are still debating whether we have moved into a post-modern era ( Baudrillard
1994; Foucault 1986; Usher 1994) or whether we should regard contemporary
developments as a late form of modernity (Giddens 1993). Baudrillard (1994) writes that it is
sufficient for us to recognise that the rapid changes abroad within our society mean that
education is failing as a source of emancipation, in its belief in science (e.g. Chernobyl) and
in humanism (e.g. the Holocaust).

As education’s role of socialising is stripped away by our current conditions and its place in a
system of shared universal beliefs (scientific, moral, religious and philosophical) is eroded; as
knowledge becomes much more fragmentary and relativistic (Jarvis; Holford and Griffin
2003, p. 22); as the content moves to depending much more on individual tastes and styles
(concomitant with our move to a market society), our discourse about education has
changed. Learning has replaced education as the term used to denote the enhancement of
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our capabilities. Learning is much more an individualised term than education and the
responsibility for their own learning is being placed in the hands of the individual.

2.24 Learning and culture

The process of learning may be broadly described as making sense of, or meaning from, our
experiences. These experiences occur in a social, cognitive, physical and cultural context.
What matters is how we interpret these experiences. Such interpretation is largely based on
our social and cultural backgrounds and current contexts.

So learning becomes dependent on the social and cultural context. Learning is very closely
linked to both culture and knowledge. “What” and “how” we learn are influenced by culture;
but culture is a learned set of understandings and practices This means that there is no
universal theory of learning — just frameworks and guidelines for our practice. What counts
as knowledge differs between cultural contexts just as how we understand that knowledge
differs.

Culture is a very complex phenomenon as is learning. When the two are in juxtaposition, a
situation develops that Barnett (2002) would call supercomplexity That is:
a situation in which different frameworks present themselves, frameworks through
which we understand the world and ourselves and our actions within it. In the
contemporary era, such frameworks multiply and are often in conflict with each other.

(p- 10)

There are no simple answers as to the impact of culture on learning or of learning on culture.
However, by looking critically at these phenomena, we can, at least, learn what questions we
should be asking.

2.3 Theoretical approaches to learning

This section looks at some of the major learning theories which may inform our practice.
Because learning is such a universal and diverse human action, it is highly unlikely that there
is a single, all embracing learning theory or strategy for learning. Our learning is situated in
our activity and practice and occurs with a community of practice which is itself situated in a
social world.

The material that follows looks at theoretical approaches to learning which impact on the
practice and views of the participants within this study. Theories of adult learning have been
an area of much academic interest and expansion in the past 2-3 decades and changes in
understanding have been reflected and tested for practicality at the practitioner level. This is
particularly true with regards to vocational learning, both in the classroom and in the
workplace, The aim of this section is to provide a brief outline of the theoretical
underpinnings, which shape the work and the attitudes of educational practitioners. These
ideas are worked out in practice and thus underpin the way in which teachers and trainers
learn from their own practice and from that of those cohabiting their workplaces.

Through their responses to the questions asked of them, the participants in this research
reflect the theoretical understandings which guide their practice. In a climate of questioning
of some traditional ideas about learning theory, it is important to identify the extent to which
new theory is integrated into everyday practice.

Thus the subsections which follow seek to provide a foundation of theoretical approaches
which impinge directly on the research and its participants. It includes those theoretical
standpoints which impinge on the ‘transfer’ of learning which is of the most highly debated
issues within vocation preparation and learning. Therefore, the material is largely concerned
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with those areas of learning theory which are most relevant to vocational education and
training and to the topic of ‘transfer’ in particular.

The three most easily agreed upon groups of learning theories are the behaviourist theories
which are mostly based on some sort of stimulus — response of various degrees of
complexity; the cognitive theories which focus on the active engagement of the mind in
learning; and the humanist theories which are based on various analyses of personality and
of society. All of these groups of theories are positioned on a continuum between a
conformist-orientation and a liberation-orientation (Rogers 2002a, p. 9).

Rogers argues that it is a mistake to see behavioural theories as conformist-oriented and
humanist theories as liberation-oriented with cognitive theories somewhere in the middle.
Behavioural theories range from the reinforcement of desired response to the exploration of
the many different possible responses; cognitive theories focus at one extreme on the
discipline of the subject and, at the other extreme, of open discovery learning; whilst
humanist theories include both the importance of role imitation (and other forms of
patterning) and the freedom of the learning group (2002a, p. 8).

Cognitive theories are much more pertinent to this research than the other two, insofar as the
research methodology and the research questions being explored have their basis in
cognitive theory. This does not mean that behavioural and humanist theories do not impact
on this research. As the more dominant educational approaches within the educational world
within which my participants work, they are part of the theoretical context of the research
and, as such, are reflected in many of the participant perceptions. For this reason, relevant
aspects of behavioural and humanist approaches to learning are discussed briefly and
followed by a discussion on cognitive approaches which underpin my research.

2.3.1 Behaviourist approaches to learning

Trial and error learning is part of the behaviourist approaches to learning. It is also an
important element in our everyday learning (or informal) learning. Positive outcomes of the
learning — pleasure or satisfaction — are said to condition the learner to expect success
whereas negative outcomes — frustration or failure - make the learner less likely to
experiment.

Instrumental learning, in which the learning outcomes are specified in behavioural terms,
have dominated formal learning in vocational education and training in Australia for the last
twenty years. The demand for measurable outcomes has led to the successive introduction
of three outcome-driven forms of curriculum and instruction, that is:

. systems model curriculum models
. competency-based training
. Training Packages.

Training Packages, the Australian national system of vocational education and training
specifications, are a form of competency-based training which has been used to create an
industry-led training system within Australia. Initially, Training Packages had very little input
from vocational education and training practitioners but were developed by industry advisory
bodies in consultation with peak bodies associated with a specific industry or industry
stream. Accreditation, or recognition, came from the National Training Quality Council which
consisted of representatives of industry and the State and Territory Training authorities and
was overseen by the Australian National Training Authority. Training Packages were
introduced in 1996 and their development and implementation has been accompanied by
rapid changes and development in policy and practice. Smith and Keating (2003) argue that
although:
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This has led to difficulties for those implementing them. On the other hand, some
would argue that it is good that the nature of Training Packages and their
development processes have developed and changed over time (Smith 2001)

(p. 148)

Smith and Keating argue that Training Packages were introduced to regularise vocational
education and training specifications, to align training more closely with industry competency
standards and to make accredited training easier to deliver across a range of environments.
However, poor marketing of the concept at the beginning of the process, including a
misjudged pronouncement by the then CEO of the Australian Training Authority that
‘curriculum was dead’ (Down 1996, p. 6; Smith and Keating 2003, p. 171), meant that the
implementation of Training Packages has occurred within a fairly hostile environment. A
comprehensive research project (Down 2002) found that acceptance of Training Packages
by vocational education and training (VET) practitioners has increased as people began
actually working with them; closer links between workplaces and providers had been
established ; there was a wider use of competency standards within enterprises and that the
greater proportion of VET students were workers rather than those seeking or preparing for
work. Areas of concern included poor assessment practices, equity issues, a lack of direction
for teachers, and assessment-driven delivery (pp. 11-12).

Whilst not specifically part of this research, competency-based training and Training
Packages have had a significant impact on the practice of those working within vocational
education and training. All the participants in this research have worked with Training
Packages as researchers; as teachers involved in initial or continuing vocational teacher
education; and as VET teachers and/or trainers. Their perceptions of how people learn in
the workplace may well be influenced by their experiences of working with Training
Packages; certainly, many of their responses express a lack of support for current formal
training regimes.

In the same way in which formal vocational teaching and learning is influenced by
behavioural theories of learning, humanist learning theories have also been important in
shaping educational practice over many decades. The following section provides an
introduction to some of these theoretical approaches.

2.3.2 Humanist approaches to learning

Humanist learning theories spring from an understanding of the major contemporary changes
in culture. As discussed earlier, our contemporary world is characterised by complexity,
uncertainty, instability, the uniqueness of the individual response and conflicts of values.
Rogers (2002a, p. 12) suggests that humanist theories of learning have several things in
common, such as:

. the active nature of the learner

. movements towards increased autonomy and competence

. the urges and drives of the personality

compulsion towards growth and development

an active search for meaning

the fulfilment of goals which learners set for themselves

the settings for learning

drawing on experience

motivation for learning is internal

learning is associated with the cultural and interpersonal relationships which form the
social context.

Humanist theories can be divided into two broad types: those that focus on personality
factors and those that focus on the social or environmental factors with which the learner
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interacts through dialogue. Such theories are inculcated into the ways in which we interact
with the people and features of our workplaces. Thus a short overview of what these theories
are provides a background which aids in the interpretation of the participants responses and
the varied ways in which they see their worlds.

Personality theories view personality types as being spread on a spectra or continuum
between those who perceive the locus of control to be within themselves and those who see
it as external. Another way of expressing this is between the extrovert and the introvert. The
contribution of learning theories built on analyses of personality types (such as those of
Houle 1961; Maslow 1968; 1970; 1985; Carl Rogers 1974; 2002b) has been the
importance of attitudes to learning.

Alan Rogers argues that environmental learning theories can be grouped into four
categories; that is:

. human communications theory

. social learning theory

. total environment learning theory

. paradigm transformation.

Human communication theory, which posits that we learn through dialogue in which the
receiver is active and interpretation is an essential element of the transaction, tends toward
the external end of a continuum. At the other end of this continuum is social learning theory
and paradigm transformation which stress the internal.

Social learning theories emphasise the importance of the social context in which we learn.
Much of what has often been called the hidden curriculum of formal schooling is learning
derived from social interaction and relationships. Our social relationships, be we child or
adult, will promote or inhibit effective learning. In addition, the social purposes for which
people learn will impact on our learning. Learning to achieve social ends, be it collective or
individual, is a basic human behaviour.

Social theorists argue that learning, like knowledge itself is socially constructed. This implies
that the social, historical and cultural contexts, together with the individual’s setting within
these, determine the meaning and significance of learning for that individual. Thus these
theories are also termed constructivist theories. That is, ‘knowledge is contingent upon
circumstances and learning is a process which reflects this’ (Jarvis; Holford and Griffin 2003,
p. 43). Different forms of social learning theories have been proposed. These might be
termed:

. sociological functionalist theories (Jarvis 1987)

. the social construction of self ((Mead 1934; Strauss 1977)

. social learning theory (Bandura 1977; Bandura and Walters 1963)

. collective learning.

Aspects of each of these four social learning theories are embedded within my and many of
the research participants’ working theories and beliefs about their everyday practice. So it is
useful to give a very brief overview of these four theoretical standpoints in order to better
interpret their perceptions on the research questions.

Sociological functionalism

From a sociological perspective, individuals are socialised into cultural attitudes, values
and beliefs. Sociological functionalism identifies several ways in which social learning
occurs. These are:

. societies have to learn functional adaptation in order to survive in a changing
environment;
. individuals must learn social roles in order to be members of the society; and
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. failure to learn meant that society itself would not survive, and that individuals
would come to play deviant or dysfunctional roles.
(Jarvis; Holford and Griffin 2003, p. 45)

Our socialisation begins within the family, is strengthened during compulsory schooling
and continues throughout life. The adult phase is sometimes referred to as secondary
socialisation. Research into social class, linguistic codes (Bernstein 1971) and the
construction of the curriculum (Lawton 1973) have reinforced our theories of
sociological functionalism. However, Jarvis stressed that this is not a passive process
when he wrote:

All aspects of the individual are, to some degree, a reflection of the social structure.

But this is not merely an acquisition, or receptive process, since their social self

affects the manner in which persons perceive and interpret their experiences in social

living ... Individuals actually modify what is received and it is the changed version that

is subsequently submitted to other people in social interaction.

(1987, p. 14)

Thus reflection on our work is likely to be influenced by our exposure to sociological
functionalism. Similarly, the concept of the social construct of self adds to our understanding
of our identity as a worker and thus influences our understanding of everyday practice

The social construction of self

Mead (1934) argued that the individual self is a social construct and, thus, individual
learning is a function of social relations. However, she took social theories of learning
beyond the concepts of individual adaptation and interaction, and argued that evidence
of the mind, or the self, could only be derived from how they manifest themselves
socially. Since an individual ‘belongs to a social structure, a social order’ (Mead 1934,

p. 1).

If the self is socially constructed, then its construction depends on how others interact
and communicate with it. Evidence of change in the self, that is learning, comes
through communication.

Current interest on the concept of identity builds from Mead’s foundations. Wenger
(Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 2002) argues that our identities are a key structuring
element of how we know. This is discussed later in this chapter under the heading
“situated learning” (p. 50).

Social learning theory

Bandura (1977) theorised about learning from a psychological perspective, that is, that
learning is a process of interaction between individuals and their social environments.
He accepts that as a social process, learning involves functionality, interaction and
significant symbolism (including language). His contribution to social learning theory is
the concepts of individual self-regulation and self-direction. As he wrote:
Social learning theory approaches the explanation of human behaviour in terms of a
continuous reciprocal interaction between cognitive, behavioural and environmental
determinants. Within the process of reciprocal determinism lies the opportunity for
people to influence their destiny as well as the limits of self-direction. This conception
of human functioning then neither casts people into the role of powerless objects
controlled by environmental forces nor free agents who can become whatever they
choose. Both people and their environments are reciprocal determinants of each
other.
(Bandura 1977, p. vii)

Reciprocal determinism also underpins our understanding of our practice and was
reflected in many of the participant responses discussed in chapters four, five and six.

page 29



This was especially true of the participants in stage one of the research. The concept of
collective learning, which is outlined in the next section, was even more pronounced
and was reflected in the language and metaphors used by many of the research
participants.

Collective learning

Collective or group learning can be defined as learning which is more than the sum of
individual learning of the members of the group or organisation. Concepts such as
learning organisations, learning culture and learning society are common terms used by
commercial managers in reference to the competitive advantage of their companies.

The concept of collective learning is a contested one. llleris (2002) cites Henning
Salling Oleson who wrote that:
the concept of experience is active, it creates coherence, it is critical and it is creative;
it is also collective. The societalized individual cannot experience individually.
( cited by llleris 2002, p. 197; Oleson 1989 [1985], p. 68)

Peter Senge’s work on the learning organisation also supports the concept of collective
learning. He defines a learning organisation as one:
Where people continually expand their capability ... where new and expansive
patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where
people are continually learning how to learn together.
(Senge 1990)

llleris (2002, pp. 198-199) notes that collective learning has been an important element
in traditional worker culture. Such learning occurs:
through a problem-interpreting process and organising process ... As the workers talk
together and exchange viewpoints and experiences, they interpret the particular
common situation. A collective consciousness develops ...
(Borg 1971, p 69; cited by llleris 2002, p. 199)

In his summing up of collective learning llleris notes that:
Where a group is in a common situation that is emotionally laden and perceived as
having an important common significance, and where the participants have extensive
common presuppositions concerning the context, there may occur a collective
learning that can be transcending, yet remove personal responsibility.
(Meris 2002)

Total environmental learning is another form of social learning where the engagement of the
individual with the environment is holistic and total. ‘That is, the physical world in which we
live, the built environment that we have made for ourselves, the mental world that we have
created as well as the social world are all elements with which we are bound in a perpetual
engagement’ (Rogers 20023, p. 14).

Habermas (1970a; 1970b; 1971; 1972; 1974; 1979) described life in terms of a struggle
and a desperate search for self-emancipation and autonomy through self-formative
processes. To do this, he drew upon the work of Paolo Freire (2000; 1970) who identified
three stages of learning

activities that are task-related;

activities concerned with personal relationships; and

conscientisation, that is transformation of awareness of surrounding reality, the
development of a concern for change, and a realistic assessment of the resources of
and the hindrances to such a process and the conflicts it is bound to provoke.

For Freire, learning is only learning when it leads to action for change. Similarly Habermas
(Habermas 1979) identifies three kinds of learning which are in a hierarchical relationship,
that is:
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. instrumental learning
. communicative learning
. emancipatory learning.

He argues that in any learning situation, these three forms of learning will co-exist in different
proportions. ‘Because the teaching-learning encounter is part of the wider struggle of the
individual with his/her total environment, it will involve a complete transformation of the
relationship between learner, teacher ([or] mediator of knowledge) and knowledge’ (Rogers
2002a, p.15).

The fourth group of humanist theories relate to paradigm transformations. That is, the
environment we live in is the result of our own creative process; that we build, name and
manipulate the environment for ourselves and that learning is the process of rebuilding,
renaming and remanipulation. One of the most influential paradigm transformation theories is
Kelly’s (1955) personal construct theory which:
argues that learning is not something determined by external influences but that we
create our own learning. By observing and reflecting on experience, we form our own
personal constructs (units of meaning) from our ideas, feelings, memories and
evaluations about events, places and people in our lives. In this way we make sense
of our world and manipulate it.
(Rogers 2002a, p. 15)

Aspects of these related humanist approaches to learning may be seen in the research data
which is discussed in chapters four, five and six. Whilst most everyday educational practice
is grounded in behavioural, cognitive and humanist theories, it is very rarely a case of one
theory to the exclusion of all others. The complex, contradictory, ambiguous and personal
nature of educational practice means that practitioners work is grounded in theoretical
concepts but is shaped by the immediate reality. So as practitioners we draw on what we
believe is important and what works in highly personalised, individual interactions.

2.3.3 Women’s ways of knowing

Before moving to the third group of learning approaches, that is, the group of cognitive
theories, it is perhaps timely to include a short outline of woman’s ways of learning. This has
been included in my literature review because of its importance in recognising the ways in
which woman (including the women participants of this study) learn and understand their
world and their practice. As 50% of the stage 1 participants and 53% of the stage 2
participants were women, then the concepts which follow might be assumed to underpin
much of their thinking. It is also strongly linked to humanist approaches to learning and adds
to the previous discussion.

An important part of culture is gender and the attitudes to women which shape their place in
society and thus what they are and what they do. Most learning theories and practices are
based on the prevailing or dominant cultures. Much of the research on learning theories has
been interpreted by men in terms of current social practices. However, the feminist
movement has, for the past twenty or more years, enabled us to understand differences in
learning rather than assuming that all learning is similar.

The concept of andragogy (Knowles 1984) was an attempt to develop a theory of adult
learning. Maslow has been a central point of reference in much of the North American
literature on adult learning, especially the idea of self-directed learning. Yet his work on self-
actualisation (Maslow 1970) appears to assume that the human race is relatively
homogeneous and moves along a common self-actualising trajectory. When educational
psychological theorists are writing about learning, identity and ways of knowing, they often
appear to ignore gender and cultural differences. Most learning theory is based on the idea
that all humans develop through the same stages. This certainty (consistent with modernism)

page 31



was first ruffled by the work of Carol Gilligan on women'’s identity and morality. Gilligan
suggested that women find their identity in their relationships with others:
Since masculinity is defined through separation while femininity is defined through
attachment ... males tend to have difficulty with relationships while females tend to
have problems with individuation.
(Gilligan 1982, p. 8)

Feminists (such as Elias 1979; Fraser 1995) have argued that the way men learn is often
very different from the way women learn. The cultural assumption behind Knowles work is
that of the dominant Anglo-Saxon, male culture of the western world. Thus males might be
commended for being “active”, “energetic”, “curious”, or “inventive”, females would be
praised for being “appreciative”, “considerate”, “cooperative”, “poised”, “sensitive” or
“dependable” (Kemener 1965, cited by Fraser 1995, p. 28). In the desired shift from passive
classroom-based to more active forms of learning, there is a strong likelihood that ‘society is
privileg[ing] masculine self-actualisation and equat[ing] masculine attributes with adulthood’

(Fraser 1995, p. 29).

Thus as Mulligan and Griffin ask:
Is it possible that we practitioners may also be unwitting agents of the very oppression
and limitations we seek to transcend by our good practice?
(Mulligan and Griffin 1992, p. 3)

Gilligan’s argument, that women’s identities are formed through involvement in (chiefly)
informal learning settings in particular social contexts, is supported by the work of four
American researchers: Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger and Tarule. Their work was centred
around the concept of women’s ways of knowing and they argued that ‘conceptions of
knowledge and truth ... have been shaped throughout history by the male-dominated
majority culture’ (Belenky; Clinchy; Goldberger and Tarule 1986a, p.5). As a result of in-
depth interviews with one hundred and thirty ‘rural and urban American women of different
ages, class and ethnic background’ (1986a, p. 4), they identified five ways of knowing, that
is:

° silence — this is a condition of ignorance or unknowing and silent women do not use
language for constructive thought or communication, nor do they see it as a route to
self-knowledge.

. received knowledge — this is a condition where women learn by listening but have
very little confidence in their ability to speak. Truth comes from others and in the form
of a single right answer, preferably instantly.

° subjective knowledge — a growth from silence and an externally-oriented conception
of knowledge and truth, for many women, comes through ‘a new conception of truth
as personal, private, and subjectively known and intuited’ (Belenky; Clinchy;
Goldberger and Tarule 1986a, p.54). This change, which often occurs in connection
with changes in one’s personal life, is personally liberating and recognises that the
truth is not “out there” but inside us.

. procedural knowledge — this involves recognising that truth is not revealed but is
enacted through procedures, skills, techniques and experiences and must be ferreted
out by conscious reflection.

Belenky and her associates recognised two types of procedural knowledge. One of
these is separate knowing which they see as playing ‘the game of impersonal reason’
(19864, p. 109). Such ‘reasoned critical discourse’ (p. 110) is basically a traditional
male approach to knowing.

The second type of knowing is connected knowing which arises from a subjective
experience that ‘personal experience provides the best knowledge’ (Jarvis; Holford and
Griffin 2003, p.83). Based on a capacity for empathy, they act as ‘connected rather than
separate selves, seeing the other not in their own terms but in the other’s terms’
(Belenky; Clinchy; Goldberger and Tarule 1986a, p. 115). The source of such
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knowledge is conversation (or discourse) which has its basis in trust and shared
inquiry.

° constructed knowledge — whilst ‘all knowledge is constructed and the knower is an
intimate part of the known’ (1986a, p. 137), constuctivists recognise that the
questions posed and the answers given depend on both the cultural and historical
context and on the inquirer’'s frame of reference. In their search for answers,
constructivists cross disciplines and search for truths beyond and across systems.
They ‘are not troubled by ambiguity and are enticed by complexity’ (1986a, p. 139).
Women constructivists develop connected knowing so that it is ‘a way of weaving
their passions and intellectual life into some kind of whole’ (1986a, p. 143). Their
interactions are characterised by cooperation and reciprocity and, although idealist,
‘learn to live with compromise and to soften ideals which they find unworkable’
(p.152).

Whilst this work is quite dated, it is widely known. It gives a typology of how women learn and
how they relate to knowledge. Whilst their conclusions are restricted to those women
involved in their research, their work is significant and represents a distinct way of knowing
and learning.

Not surprisingly, the work of Gilligan and Belenky et al. reinforces the concept that how and
what people learn is shaped by where, and with whom, they learn. Subsequent work by
feminists has stressed that, although theories of learning are accepted as being based on
our interaction with the social world, the nature and role of gender and culture, as the
defining features of context, are largely absent from such theoretical discussions (Devos
2002, p. 51).

It is expected that many of the participants will be familiar with the concept of connected
knowing and that it will be reflected in their contributions to this research project.

2.3.4 Cognitive approaches to learning

Whilst curriculum structures with the Australian VET are largely premised on behavioural,
and more recently, humanist approaches to learning, these are often, in practice, overlaid by
cognitive approaches. The following discussion provides a framework of the variety of
theoretical approaches which are premised on cognitive approaches to learning. These
theories form much of the foundation for this study which attempts to look at a cognitive
issue, that is, our learning through work and the issue of the 'transfer’ of our learning across
different contexts, within a theoretical context that has been built up by the integration of
behavioural, humanist and cognitive orientations to learning.

Cognitive learning theories may be divided into three. First, there are the theories of Piaget
and others which propose stages of learning development. For example, learning
development is sequential with Piaget (e.g. 1929) focusing on the conceptualisation
development in children; whilst Kohlberg (1986) proposes six stages of moral development
(without reference to age); and Fowler (1981) devises a theory for the development of
religious faith.

It is the second group of these theories which directly impact on this study and on its focus
on the ‘transfer’ of learning. This second group of theories also have a developmental basis
but are also interactionist and, therefore, could also be grouped as humanist approaches to
learning. These are developed from and typified by the work of Lev Vygotsky (1978), who
was also responsible for laying the foundations of activity theory (which is also discussed
later in this chapter, starting on p. 35). Whilst much of Vygotsky’s work was developmental
and his research was based on studies of children, he has a consciously different orientation
from early cognitive theorists.
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In Piaget's work, cognitive development precedes the learning (that is, one can only learn if
the appropriate cognitive faculties are sufficiently developed for a particular level of
conceptualisation). Vygotsky disagreed with Piaget’'s work on this point and argued (in his
book Thinking and Speech (1987), translated by Norris Minick) that ‘what is missing, then, in
Piaget's perspective is reality and the child’s relationship to that reality. What is missing is
the child’s practical activity. This is fundamental’ (Minick 1996, p. 87).

Vygotsky's interest was the relationship between genetic and cultural development, one’s
learning capabilities (or potential) and the real activity which connected them. Thus, he
proposed two different developmental levels: the actual developmental level and the zone of
proximal development (Daniels 1996, p. 4).

As Vygortsky’s work and its significance spread, different interpretations and applications
have arisen. However, the key concepts that are derived from Vygotsky’s work, its translators
and its followers and critics® are:

. significance of social interaction

. relationship between the social and the individual

. ‘theoretical framework of phylogenetic®, historical and ontogenetic” constructs’ (Minick
1996, p. 48)

need for support systems (scaffolding) within the zone of proximal development
understanding that developmental processes lag behind learning processes

the need to focus on potential rather than on achievement

dynamic nature of meaning, that is:
to understand another’s speech, it is not sufficient to understand his (sic) words — we
must understand his thought. But even that is not enough —we must know its
motivation

(Vygotsky 1986, p. 253)

The third group of cognitive approaches, which are also important to this study, might be said
to be centred on the work of Jack Mezirow. His work was based on the education of adults
and has less of a developmental flavour than the work of Piaget and Vygotsky. He did,
however, define adult development as ‘an adult’s progressively enhanced capacity to
validate prior learning through reflective discourse and to act on the resulting insights’
(Mezirow 1991, p. 7).

Mezirow’s main focus is on meaning and the transformation of perspectives of meaning. He
differentiates between meaning perspectives and meaning schemes. Meaning perspectives
are our higher-order theories, beliefs and propositions. Mezirow described meaning
perspec