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Understanding the Gap:    From (Generic Skills) Debate to Solutions

(I would just like to start with something that might be worth keeping in mind through out this presentation.
Last year we started creating posters for the “thought for the week”.  These are four I would like to share with you:
(Poster content)
“Continuous improvement means not having to get it right the first time”
“Continuous improvement means you can implement your bosses brilliant suggestions, …..briefly”
“Continuous improvement means never having to say you’re wrong”
“Continuous improvement means NEVER having to get it right, but to keep trying”

 I think the last one of these posters is what will free us from the whirl pool that appears to be pulling the emphasis on generic skills in the sole direction of content, and distracts us from “implementation”.)
I believe we now need to move from rhetoric to strategies.

This presentation is in two parts.  The first will look at where I believe the ‘debate’ now needs to focus, and the second explores one possible solution.

Many Employers and Industry bodies complain that even though a range of generic employability skills (Key Competencies or Employability Skills) appear in all Units of Competence in Training Packages, TAFE’s and schools focus on these skills varies vastly, and in some cases (perhaps often?) they are overlooked almost completely (Cushnahan, M., 2008).  Even when they are specifically focused on, learners are often unable to transfer or apply these skills in ‘real life’.  I emphatically agree!
It appears that the debate on what these generic employability skills should be has ended (at least for now), and we now have to work with the 8 Employability Skills, and their 72 Facets.  These skills are now beginning to appear in Units of Competence, so they are now formally part of VET Training.  The focus now needs to shift on what we do with them.  (This debate is perhaps months/years overdue; as one could be forgiven for thinking that the systems for informing trainers on how to train and assess these skills should have been developed prior to them appearing in endorsed Units of Competence.)

The discussion needs to focus now on how, when and where existing and new trainers are informed about the systems that should exist to ensure that these generic employability skills are taught (and not overlooked), and assessed.  With their incorporation in endorsed Units of Competence, as part of the actual Unit of Competence (and not what was often considered an ‘add on’ like the Mayer Key Competencies), particularly existing trainer/assessors must be informed and trained in how to work with them.
Through the research for my Masters Thesis, I became aware of the enormous amounts of literature that have been published on generic employability skills, and in particular on the Mayer Key Competencies. (A search of “generic employability skills” on the NCVER site will return more than 2100 items.)  Much of this literature begins with a prologue explaining that even though there has been much written on the subject, including much research completed using public funding,  there seems to be no consistent delivery or assessment system for these skills.

When the Mayer Committee released their report in 1992, they recommended that a national reporting and assessment system be established, that would span both school and TAFE (or other training environment). Several systems were trailed over the proceeding years, however, even within the highly ‘regulated’ school system nothing seems to have been used consistently or successfully.  There also has been a (possibly widely spread) overlooking of these, in favour of the Trade component of the Units.  The Trade component is often clearer and more easily understood, and more familiar to the trainer.
It is my opinion, as documented in the recommendations section of my Masters Thesis, that there needs to be a nationally developed and realistically implementable approach to assessing (training and recording) these generic skills.  This has to begin with a national effective system of up-skilling existing trainers (as this group will be completely left behind, and as I argue, information transmission by osmosis is not and should not be acceptable or relied upon.  

In addition, many Trade and VET teachers do not have formal Teaching qualifications (Cert. IV aside), and feel ill-equipped to teach these ‘softer’ skills. 

I argue that if these skills are to be valuable and valued, and their inclusion, training and assessment taken seriously, then there needs to be a national, formal, ‘decoded’ and contextualized approach to training the trainers.  I feel that this is particularly pertinent when it comes to Trade areas (which was the main focus of the interviews undertaken for the thesis).

There is also the reality that because of the ‘skills shortage’ and a range of other factors, that many learners are coming in VET programs with lower numeracy and literacy skills, than perhaps in the past.  Learners are often also less well equipped than perhaps in the past, or at least by our perceptions, (due to a vast range of factors including sometimes generational unemployment within families, geographical isolation partly exaggerated with urban sprawl creating isolated satellite townships, interrupted learning, early school leaving (forced or voluntary), larger ESL base where learners are possibly not speaking English at home, and differences in social and cultural backgrounds create barriers, or at least hurdles for young people.
Due to the geographical location of the TAFE in which I teach, many learners entering the system come from these situations just mentioned.  We are noticing that we are getting many more young people generally coming to our TAFE, and that the there are more 15 and 16 year olds coming into the Pre-Apprenticeship and VCAL programs than ever before.  This creates many hurdles for everyone.
There is an enormous difference between barriers (insurmountable) and hurdles (obstacles).  Young people often have enormous reserves of persistence and adaptability, which we often overlook, and we sometimes make pre-judgments about what we (adults) think they can and can’t do, how much they can change, and their amazing ability to give us (adults and the formal education system) another go.  After teaching Cabinetmaking at TAFE for 8 years , it still never ceases to amaze me that regardless of their sometimes horrendous experiences with school, that young people are prepared to return to the system that often was unable to cope with them (for a variety of reasons).  It is my unwavering belief that if they are prepared to literally walk back into the fire (the formal education system), then we have a responsibility to do something positive and constructive.  They are giving us another chance, and they are looking for help.
The second part of the presentation:

In response to the research I undertook for a Masters Thesis, and working at the ‘coal face’ dealing with employers and Trade students, I concluded that we had to start dealing with the problem of effectively preparing our learners for the real world, and actually instilling generic employability skills; making them truly ‘work ready’.  To do this we looked at what we wanted to end up with, and worked backwards.
The result is the “Triple Trade VCAL” (Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning).
This is a 12 month program that combines three Pre-apprenticeships in the Furnishing area (Cert. II Wood Machining, Cert. II Cabinetmaking, Cert. II Furniture Polishing), with an Intermediate or Senior VCAL, and several Business Skills Units of Competence.  It is a completely integrated program, where participants establish and run a Furniture design and manufacturing business from the TAFE.  Almost all of the learning (including the “Theory” components) takes place in the workshop, while the learners are ‘working’.  The program uses an applied learning pedagogy, with everything, including the Numeracy and Literacy components of VCAL directly applying to the business.

Learners deal with customers directly, with all of the paperwork that is required in running a business, all of the finances, quality control and manufacture.  Learners literally ‘clock on’ in the morning, and on and off for each break.

They review what needs to be done on a fortnightly, weekly, daily and 2 hourly basis, and organize themselves into ‘work teams’.  Each work team has a foreman, who must direct and oversee their team.  If the team has questions, they go to the foreman first, and if they can’t sort it out, the foreman comes to one of the teachers. The job of foreman rotates, as do all formal positions within the company.

The learners often ask when the ‘chalk and talk’ part of the program is going to start.  They ask: “When are we going to do Maths?”, not realizing that they are learning and applying it in everything they do relating to the business.  They are also unaware of the vast improvements in their interpersonal communication skills, their self-confidence, and their general Industry knowledge.  
This group are taken from the general VCAL applicants, and in both 2007 and 2008 there have been three or four students in each group with only year eight passes.  The majority of the other learners have year nine, with one or two achieving year ten (and many have had run-ins with the law).  These are learners who desperately need the basic skills to be able to effectively gain and keep a job, and to participate effectively in society.
This program has been ‘picked-up’ by another Victorian TAFE, who are running it for the first time this year.  The two groups, and staff are working very closely, and both intend to continue running this program annually.

The Furnishing Training Package is currently under review, with Employability Skills being added to all Units of Competence.  Regardless of the release date of this version, the necessity to make young learners work ready is an absolute imperative.  Regardless of the specific make-up of this generic skills set, they will be invaluable skills which many of this cohort currently do not have, and desperately need.

I don’t believe the make-up of what we teach as ‘generic employability skills’ is so much a debate as an articulation, and by its very nature cannot be definitive.  How wide or narrow the net that is cast by this skills set if almost irrelevant, because there will always be teachers out there who will under deliver and those who will view the whole thing differently.
The potentially most controversial recommendation to come from my Masters thesis is that once a national implementable system of assessing and recording generic employability skills has been developed (and it seems to be well underway), that it needs to be truly effectively nationally disseminated.  The controversial part of the recommendation is that this should be done through the mandatory maintenance of the Certificate IV in Training and Assessment.  The Cert. IV is the only common dominator between all industries that use Training Packages.  Mandatory maintenance (in the form of compulsory Professional Development (PD) sessions, which are industry specific and relevant) would them be used to update and up-skill EVERYONE who works with Training Packages, and get everyone Nationally on the same page.  This would act as a kind of annual ‘licensing’ arrangement.  For a trainers/assessors Certificate IV to be valid, they must maintain it annually through attendance at compulsory PD session(s).
The Certificate IV TAA is the only common factor across all industries using Training Packages, and if there were a requirement of currency (annual compulsory PD requirement), this would form the perfect conduit for the transmission of Federal and State Policy and implementation changes.  This would ensure that everyone involved in training and assessing would have the same relevant current information.  There would be instances where this PD would act a ‘refresher’, but it would also be the appropriate forum for the dissemination of information around major changes, such as the change over from the Key Competencies to Employability Skills.  It would also allow for the decoding and contextualization to make this information Industry specific and relevant.

These compulsory PD sessions would also form the perfect conduit for information flow back to researchers and policy makers.  It would mean that it would be possible to get much greater information/data collection from those at the ‘coal face’, and thereby better inform policy.

