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In England and Australia

• Keynote Presentation ACDEVEG conference 2018, 
Melbourne: : Lou Mycroft, ‘The Dancing 
Princesses’: A movement for professional 
development of further education practitioners in 
England.

• Lou referred to anti-intellectualism in FE.

In Australia we daren’t use those 
words, but we see:
• Antipathy towards the higher 

education sector and resistance 
to cross-sectoral co-operation.

• Resistance to broader, collegial 
concepts of debate and critique.

• The sector generally prefers the 
word ‘trainer’ to ‘teacher’.

…. But it’s not ubiquitous. If we 
can understand it better, perhaps 
we can address it.



Australia: Manifestations

1. Responses to a major national research project (Smith, Tuck, 
Yasukawa & Harris, 2015-17) showing that VET teachers with higher 
level qualifications are better teachers http://federation.edu.au/research-vet-quality

(a) Feedback provided as part of the concluding  ‘Delphi’ validation exercise.
(b) Reactions to a contribution to the Conversation academic discussion forum.
Note: Until 1998, TAFE teachers completed ‘in-house’ VET pedagogy degrees via universities. Not 
they are only required to have a Certificate IV qualification.

2. Reflections of a TAFE Director (Andy Smith, DVC Academic, 
Federation University) 

http://federation.edu.au/research-vet-quality


Responses to a major national research project 
(Smith, Tuck, Yasukawa & Harris, 2015-17)



Australian-Research Council-funded project on 
VET teachers and their qualifications 2015-17
Method
• Preliminary focus groups with teachers, students: What makes a good VET 

teacher? (n=69)
• Case studies in four TAFE and four non-TAFE RTOs. (managers, teachers, 

students in three industry areas in each. (n=128)
• Survey to investigate differences in teacher attitudes and practices by level 

of teaching qualification – administered through seven TAFE Institutes and 
c.40 private and enterprise training providers, (n=574)

• Analysis of professional development practices to see whether engagement 
is affected by level of qualification. (case studies n=50,  plus survey, n=368)

• ‘Delphi’ exercise with two streams of stakeholders: policy/industry people 
and senior TAFE/RTO managers (n=55)



Key findings of the research project as a whole: 
University qualifications make for better teachers
1. Higher level qualifications in VET pedagogy improve teaching approaches, 

confidence and ability to address diversity in contexts, learners and AQF level 
of teaching. 

2. VET teachers often have high level qualifications in their industry area or other 
disciplines, and these too make a difference. However, higher level 
qualifications in VET pedagogy make a significant difference to VET teachers’ 
confidence and ability in teaching a diversity of learners.

3. The key qualification level that makes a difference is a degree. 
4. Participation in both formal and informal professional development, in 

industry/discipline areas and in VET teaching, increases with higher 
qualifications, irrespective of the type of qualification. 

5. Teachers with higher level qualifications contribute more to their employing 
organisations in curriculum and assessment development, leadership and 
project work. 



The Delphi process: Expert feedback

Named after the Oracle at Delphi in 
ancient Greece, it refers to 
consultation with experts. When used 
in research, it involves successive 
consultation with experts in the field. 
Three-phase on-line survey to feed 
back results and explore implications. 
1. Policy officials & other stakeholders 
(n=36)
2. Training provider managers (n=34)
Response rates: Round 1 - 73%; Round 
2 - 57%; Round 3 - 44%.



Findings from the Delphi process 

1. Stakeholders validated, from their own experience, the findings that higher 
level qualifications for VET teachers do make a difference to teaching quality.

2. Over half of respondents, for each separate finding, saying they would 
definitely or possibly take action as a result of the project.

3. But..  they said that the VET sector would find it more palatable to accept the 
beneficial effects of higher-level qualifications in teachers’ industry/discipline 
area than qualifications in VET pedagogy.

4. And… some resistance is to be expected to any potential moves to increase 
requirements for qualification for VET teachers, especially to degree level.

5. Over half of respondents thought that the minimum VET pedagogy 
qualification should be increased for VET teachers, especially for full-timers and 
existing staff.

6. They said that culture change was needed in order to take action on the project 
findings.



How difficult would it be to require new recruits to have or acquire the 
Diploma of VET or a Degree in VET pedagogy? (Delphi survey #3)

Policy stream

Very 
difficult

Quite 
difficult

Relatively 
easy

Diploma of 
VET

0.0% 50.0% 50.0%

Degree in 
VET 
pedagogy

25.0% 43.8% 31.3%

Training provider stream

Very 
difficult

Quite 
difficult

Relatively 
easy

Diploma of VET
57.1% 21.4% 21.4%

Degree in VET 
pedagogy

71.4% 28.6% 0.0%



How difficult would it be to require existing VET teachers to have or 
acquire the Diploma of VET or a Degree in VET pedagogy?

Policy stream

Very 
difficult

Quite 
difficult

Relatively 
easy

Diploma of 
VET

6.3% 37.5% 56.3%

Degree in 
VET 
pedagogy

37.5% 43.8% 18.8%

RTO stream

Very 
difficult

Quite 
difficult

Relatively 
easy

Diploma of 
VET

35.7% 57.1% 7.1%

Degree in 
VET 
pedagogy

78.6% 21.4% 0.0%



Supportive statements

From Delphi 3 policy respondents (‘Any further comments?’):
• Great project. Findings should form the basis of future policy in relation to 

teaching/training and improving the quality of VET in Australia.
• I applaud your efforts… No one seems to be driving VET forward currently.
• Thank you for the opportunity to participate. I found the questions thought-

provoking and they sometimes challenged my own perception of the VET 
teacher/trainer workforce.

• The evolution of the findings has revealed the strengths and limitations of 
stakeholders’ perspectives.



– but also some opposition:

Opposition: Delphi survey comment from an RTO respondent: 
I am very pleased that this research has been undertaken but would be horrified if 
significant changes to the VET ‘architecture’ were introduced as a result of such a 
limited study. 
Email from a Delphi respondent who is CEO of a community college: 
Sorry, I can't justify wasting any more time on such an irrelevant, self-referential 
piece of rubbish research. This is the very sort of thing that perpetuates the 
increasing irrelevance of VET to the real world. What a shame that "evidence based 
research" is just used to circulate among the same old self-interested and self-
involved club. Another wasted public funded exercise in academic self 
justification. You should be ashamed of yourselves. Listen to INDUSTRY and 
COMMUNITY, not to the very VET operators who created the problem in the first 
place. But then again, the VET Research Club depends on the VET Practitioners Club 
to survive, so why would you want anything to change?



Responses to ‘Conversation’ article: “Teachers and trainers are vital 
to the quality of the VET sector, and to the success of its learners”

“The Conversation provides clean information in a world infected with 
spin.” https://theconversation.com/au

Of 19 comments in first six weeks, 3 were pro, 1 was anti, and 6 were 
either, mainly complaining about aspects of the VET system. The 
remainder were internal dialogue between respondents. 2000+ reads 
at that point (3,466 to date June 2019)

https://theconversation.com/au


Example of ‘Pro’ comment on the article:

I taught in TAFE from 1982 until retirement in 2010, at William Angliss 
hospitality college in Melbourne. From the 1990s entry qualifications were 
essentially abolished, as teaching was not regarded as a profession, or even 
as a skilled trade or craft. The mantra was that anybody who knew 
something could teach it, and the only thing that mattered was recent 
industry experience (even a very small amount of it). The Cert 4 [required 
qualification] was widely regarded by teachers as a "Mickey Mouse" exercise, 
or no depth or real worth. Over a decade there was a shift away from 
employing people with professional qualifications to taking on industry 
people with no academic training in their trades or in teaching skills, very 
much to the detriment of TAFE delivery. As my generation retired we were 
increasingly replace by people with zero teaching preparation and no 
understanding of what is involved in the transmission of a body of 
knowledge. Good luck in your efforts to reverse this very destructive trend.



Example of ‘Anti’ comment on the article:

Yet another article pushing the view that only post grad qualified teachers 
can produce quality, with the same lack of evidence. This narrow view 
ignores the many challenges of a TAFE teacher that we within industry live 
every day. To expand upon Sean Parker’s [other reader] comments, 
University lecturers do not require ANY teaching qualification and yet they 
are clearly paid the big bucks and held in the highest of esteem of all of 
those within the field, if they do say so themselves (I’m not saying that’s 
right either). Post grad teaching qualifications have very little correlation to 
TAFE, the VET sector and what is actually required within the industry. It’s 
exhausting that essentially the same article with no more facts is 
continuously published demonstrating a lack of understanding of on the 
ground issues within TAFE and VET. If you truly want higher quality 
teaching, please first understand what we do, respect us for the awesome 
job we already do and perhaps do some sound research on the dot points 
above.



Reflections of a TAFE Director on anti-
intellectualism in the sector



School of Mines and Industries Ballarat

• Third oldest site of technical education in Australia
• Technical training and research
• Sponsored by the University of Melbourne
• Nearly became Victoria's second University
• Evolved directly into Ballarat TAFE College  



Multi-Enterprise Agreement

• Centralised, State sponsored industrial agreement (collective 
agreements) covering all TAFEs – public VET providers.

• Very traditional industrial/production agreement
• Based on an industrial rather than professional concept of teaching
• Tends to discourage professional development and higher education



Competition in VET

• Market-based VET reforms  bred competition, rather than than
collaboration 

• Comparison to Higher Education
• TAFE senior managers view Universities as predators rather than 

collaborators
• Universities view TAFE as collaborators



Differing concepts of quality

• Quality in education not quality of education
• Emphasis on regulation and compliance rather than the student 

experience
• TEQSA (higher education) and ASQA (VET) regulators
• Lack of basic questioning of quality of educational experience
• A production line view of quality



Explanations of anti-intellectualism

• Teachers and managers alike are depressed by the state of the VET system.
• Competency-based training downgrades knowledge compares with skills; 

and also downgrades the role of education (and of teachers). 
• Marketisation of the VET system – sense that the system no longer 

represents the public good.
• Lack of management autonomy in the public TAFE system - TAFE CEOs are 

employees of State Governments – while university VCs are not.
• Low expectations for educational attainment required for teachers in the 

VET system compared to secondary and higher education – both cause and 
effect of anti-intellectualism.

• Identification of VET teachers with previous occupations rather than as 
educational professionals i.e. “dual professionals”.



The result: The poor relation



Implications

• VET lacks capacity to assert itself and participate as an equal partner in 
education policy.

• VET lacks a constructive relationship with universities.
• VET staff have reduced capacity to adapt to and challenge change.
• VET teachers’ career paths and personal development are restricted. 
• Teachers and students alike are likely to have a shallow engagement with 

subjects being taught - impoverishment of educational environment.
• Reduced capacity to train for complex developments in the economy and 

society.
• Difficult to disentangle implications of anti-intellectualism from its root 

causes.



For more information

Erica Smith  e.smith@federation.edu.au
Andy Smith andy.smith@ federation.edu.au

Research project web site
http://federation.edu.au/research-vet-quality

mailto:e.smith@federation.edu.au
http://federation.edu.au/research-vet-quality
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