AVETRA    13th Annual Conference 

8-9April 2010: Surfers Paradise, Queensland. 
Report on the conference:  Theme – “VET Research: 
Leading and Responding in Turbulent Times.”
AVETRA background
AVETRA (Australian Vocational Education and Training Research Association) was established in 1998. It has been running annual conferences each year as a means of developing, sharing and promoting VET research in Australia.
Rod McDonald et al wrote a paper in 1992 “No small change, proposal for a research and development strategy for VET in Australia”.  This paper identified the need for financial investment, building a critical mass of researchers to develop knowledge and skills applied to research in VET and therefore to policies and practice. 

Cydde Miller’s presentation on the History and achievements of AVETRA 1998 – 2008 reported that ANTA (Australian National Training Authority) was established in 1993. AVETRA was born (with a $10,000 grant) in 1998 from ANTRAC (Research Advisory Committee) which previously set research priorities and distributed competitive funds between1994 – 1997. NREC (National Research and Evaluation Committee) 1997 – 2000 reviewed the research and was part of NCVER (National Centre for Vocational Education Research).
Cydde further explained that there was a fight for University and TAFE based research and AVETRA was set up to provide an independent apolitical voice in VET research. The aims of AVETRA were declared to:
· promote quality research

· lobby for VET research

· review VET research priorities

· promote interaction / networking and to exchange ideas about VET research

· promote VET research training

· provide platforms for the promotion and dissemination of VET research

Conference program

This conference was developed by an organising team consisting of Stephen Billett -Griffith Uni and Sarojni Choy - QUT as co-convenors. Committee members were Josephine Balatti – James Cook Uni, Fred Bevan – Griffith Uni, Bobby Harraveld - Learning and Teacher Education Research Centre Qld, Ian James, Anne Kelly and Raymond Smith Griffith Uni, Greg McMillan HTA Inc Qld, Janine Schubert and Peter Skippington - Dept of Education and Training Qld, and Leesa Wheelahan - Melbourne Uni
Sponsors of the program included Adult Learning Australia; NCVER; Queensland University of Technology; Plus other sponsors including McGraw Hill Education; Pearson Australia; Software Publications; University of Newcastle, and Voc Ed Learning Group. 
The Conference program included over 100 papers and involved over 180 conference participants from around Australia with over 12 overseas participants. There were four keynote papers and five themes and four workshops
Keynote papers focussed on (1) Leading in Turbulent Times: VET Institutions and Management Practices – Berwyn Clayton, Victoria University Melbourne. (2) Geography Matters; Notes on VET Policy Futures – Professor Richard Lakes, Georgia State University, USA (3) Re Configurations Articulating VET Knowledge Making Practices – A Work in Progress, Elaine Butler WAVE and Sue Shore Uni SA (4) Researching Workplace Learning from and Learning from a Linguistic Perspective: Evidence from the Swiss VET System, Professor Laurent Fillettaz, Uni of Geneva, Switzerland.
Concurrent sessions and papers were organised under the sub themes of VET as and Agent of Change; Leading and Responding in Turbulent Times; Beyond Turbulence: Other issues and perspectives; Change and Transformations: Perspectives on Turbulent Times; and Interactive sessions. Workshops were organised relating to ‘Getting the most out of the NCVER Resources for VET Research and Writing’; ‘Aligning Potential Projects with Current and Future NCVER Research Priorities’; ‘New Researchers in VET’ and ‘Raising the Bar on VET Teachers Education Qualifications’.
Awards
Best refereed paper went to Jo Balatti, Bob Elliott, Martha Goldman, Phil Harrison, Meredith Jackson and Gillian Smith for their paper on ‘A Model of Professional Development Delivery for VET Teachers by VET Teachers: An Evaluation’.
Best new VET researcher’s paper went to Tom Short for his paper on ‘Leadership Development in a Moving Context’.

Workshop awards and acknowledgements were given to Miriam Saunders, and Nhi Nguyen from NCVER for Getting the most out of Resources for VET Research and Writing; to Dan Tout and Rob McCormack from VU for aligning potential projects with current and future NCVER research priorities; to Llandis Barrett-Pugh, Peter Smith and Geri Pancini – for New Researchers; and to Linda Simon, Annette Bonnici and Ros Brennan for their workshop on raising the bar on VET Teachers Education Qualifications.

Ambassador awards were granted to Kate Dempsey from Victorian TAFE International and to Hilary Timma from Charles Stuart University. Kate and Hilary were awarded ambassador scholarship to enable them to participate in this Conference and to promote the work of AVETRA amongst their colleagues at a local level.

The Berwyn Clayton Award went to Kevin Heys for his outstanding contribution, leadership and development of the objectives of AVETRA. Kevin has been an executive member of the AVETRA executive since 2003. He has been the Treasurer of AVETRA over the past 2 years and has provided leadership in co-organising 7 locally based VET research forums in Sydney including 6 Octobervets, and has been on the organising Committee for 3 AVETRA Conferences and has provided links with several VET Research and Operational Organisations resulting in many developments and strengthening of the Association.
Refereed papers were peer reviewed to comply with the verification requirements of the Department of Employment, Science and Training for a conference publication, full written paper refereed. Anonymous refereeing provided constructive feedback to authors relating to (1) evidence of systematic investigation of the topic with the aim of creating new knowledge of revising existing knowledge with empirical work, evaluation and of exploring previous work; (2) relevance to the conference theme; (3) being of interest to AVETRA members. The papers needed to relate to a VET issue or problem; provide a literature review; use appropriate research methods; provide analysis and a conclusion; provide implications for practice, policy and or theory; demonstrate quality writing and to presenting its findings within a maximum of 10 pages. 31 Refereed papers were presented at the conference.
Presentation of Papers

Most of the research papers will be placed on the AVETRA web site within four weeks following the conference.

Some of the details presented in the papers are as follows:

1. Leading in Turbulent Times: VET Institutions and Management Practices – Berwyn Clayton, Victoria University, Melbourne. Berwyn’s presentation explored the notion achieving organisational alignment to avoid damaging disconnections between vision, strategy, structure, culture and people management. She also suggested that such times can be accompanied by uncertainty, tensions and unconstructive behaviour.  She recommended that leaders must renew their efforts to build trust and win over the heart and minds of those they employ.  She noted that change is a two way street and leaders who need to demonstrate shifts in thinking and working through ambiguous and uncertain responses to new ways of working. She quoted Adams “chaos often breeds life, when order breeds habit”; relating to education, environmental sustainability and industry change. 
2. Geography Matters: Notes on VET Policy Futures – Professor Richard Lakes, Georgia State University, USA. Richard spoke about the Georgia Technical College System which integrates VET into regional clusters. The design of the VET institutions has dual purposes to serve students and employers by providing work ready credential and assessment system devoted to maximising the skills and career pathways. The model is seen as an outreach and resource centre for business growth based on geographical clusters. Transnational corporations relocate into regions in the state that have specialised focus such as automotive; energy, aerospace, logistics advanced manufacturing and pro-science industries. Technical College system develops skilled workers who are encouraged to develop work ready life long skills in Science, Technical, Education and Mathematics (STEM) capabilities.
3. Re Configurations: Articulating VET Knowledge Making Practices – A Work in Progress - Elaine Butler WAVE and Sue Shore Uni SA. Elaine and Sue’s work explores the need for new literacies which are more multicultural and gender inclusive. The National Equity Advisory Council advocates the inclusion of wider knowledge systems to include more remote communities. They raised concerns about having a COAG system which was driven by contestability in the name of productivity and markets. They advocated more inclusive language to include the engaging of workers with ethics, emotional, literacies, vocational and technical skills.
4. Researching Workplace Learning from a Linguistic Perspective: Evidence from the Swiss VET System - Professor Laurent Fillettaz, Uni of Geneva, Switzerland. Laurent explored VET from the perspective of the apprentice who is seeking to secure progress from school to work. He observed that turbulent economic times have negative impacts of the VET system as apprentices and worker are under greater pressures which impact on the skill development processes particularly in market driven systems. His work uses applied linguistics to analyse the interactions between apprentices and trainers in a range of technical operations. Empirical evidence points towards the need for improvements in communication in the training process.
5. Collaboration for Success: A case study of Victorian TAFE International as a Community of Practice – Kate Dempsey, Victorian TAFE International, Vic. Kate reported on research about the VTI network of managers of international programs in TAFE Institutes and the dual sector Universities in Victoria. Her work reflected on the 10 year background of the VTI and the underlying tension associated with the development of a community of practice organisation since 2008. The tensions were related to the conflicting notions associated with collaboration and competition. There is a price to pay amongst the peers and there are advantages for the international student resulting from shared knowledge.
6. Teacher Leadership in VET – Jennifer Davids, Southbank Institute of Technology, QLD. Jennifer’s paper observed the constant change and volatility in the VET sector which needs effective leadership. In 2005 the role of Lead Vocational Teacher (LVT) was established in Queensland in return to extra pay. There are 983 LVTs in the Department of Education and Training in Qld.  Their role is ill defined and variably implemented. Her paper presents findings of preliminary research about the variable impact of the LVTs in the Qld system. 
7. Building VET Research Capacity Through Mentoring: One Small Step for New Researhers, One Giant Leap for the VET Research Community – Llandis Barrett-Pugh, Edith Cowan University, WA. This session reported on developments of the three year funding program from NCVER to build VET research capacity. The program includes the provision of mentoring support for new VET researchers who are undertaking an initial research project. Mentors are used to help VET researchers bridge the various gaps in geography, skills and knowledge, cognition, interactions and action research. The project is two years along the way with great relationships, support and developments in place.
8. Employer based training and the National Training Framework – John Pardy, Monash Uni and Lina Robinson Service Skills, Vic. John and Lina’s presentation reported on two case studies of employment based learning and training provided in enterprises and its relationship to the National Training Framework. Enterprise RTOs are a third force in the NTF. Their research indicates that enterprise provision of employment based learning in Australia is diverse and not widely understood. The two large retailers shed some light on the uses and limits of the NTF. 
9. Teacher perspectives on surviving the implementation of Government policies of VET Reform – Patricia Bradley, Victoria. This was an ethnographic study from the view point of 15 TAFE teachers in Victoria. It explored issues, concerns and assumptions about change in their working lives. Outwardly they appear to comply with government directives to transform Vocational Education and Training. However they continue to use professional judgements to maintain close working relationships with students and industry in a compliance policy driven VET environment.
10. The Elephant in the Room: Audit Culture and TAFE Teachers – Stephen Black and Ann Reich, UTS. The work of TAFE teachers has changed considerably over the past decade due to compliance and audit requirements. This work begins to explore the impact of the audit culture on teachers with the use of surveys and focus groups. Findings reveal a tick box mentality developing in response to technologies of auditing and accounting. There is a rising concern about the impact on professional judgement, expertise and educational values resulting from these reports. Teachers are adopting a range of responses such as those of the deniers, pragmatists and compliers in response to performance appraisals and risk management.
11. Formative Assessment: An Approach to Foster Self Management and Empower Learners – Helen Magnussen, Central Queensland Institute of TAFE Qld. Helen’s research explored the processes of formative assessment as a fundamental teaching strategy used to assist VET learners. Good practice includes providing effective feedback that engages learners, adjusting teaching informed by the assessment results and recognising the influence of assessment on learners’ motivation and self esteem. The research focussed on providing formative feedback that fostered self management and empowered students to enhance competencies in communication. The impact was improved awareness, motivation, self accountability and self esteem.
12. Older Workers and Work: Societal and Personal Sentiments - Stephen Billett, Greer Johnson, Darryl Dymock and Greg Martin. Griffith Uni and UTS. The research explores the situation of Australia becoming more reliant on an older workforce. Much of the literature positions the older workers as last resort employees – held in low esteem by their employers. However more nuanced and contrasting sets of findings emerge from research. There was very little age bias against older workers reported. Younger worker were often more technically qualified but lacked the experience, judgement and mentoring capabilities exhibited by older workers.
13. Social Inclusion: Including Practitioners in Inclusion Policy and Practice – Regan Harding, North Coast TAFE, NSW.  Regan reported on her research in relation to developing more effective Social Inclusion policies and programs in the North Coast region of NSW. She explained that Government policies such as closing the gap for Indigenous people; place based opportunities through strength based planning and action; working with multiple disadvantage groups; community capacity building; partnership opportunities – internal and external and transitioning TAFE Students to higher learning employment, self employment and social enterprises. A series of strategic conversations have been held to develop more elastic, resilient and adaptable programs for individual and communities.
14. The Genesis of a World Education Research Association and the Future for Educational Research in Australia – Professor Jo-Anne Reid Charles Stuart Uni, President of AARE. Jo-Anne explained that there is a move to establish a WERA to build capacity and to form a constitution which includes social justice and a voice for global research and inclusive mechanisms to enable a wider range of voices to be present in the development of education at a global level. She discussed the current research grant system and explained how citations and peer review processes were applied in different fields of research. Generally Australian research is highly regarded with variation in different fields of research. Australia ranked highly in the research fields of Mathematics, Space Science and Geosciences in terms of citations. There are moves afoot to develop the research infrastructure at a national and international level.
Further information about the conference and other papers can be obtained from the AVETRA web site. www.avetra.com.au
Kevin Heys 
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