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Baseline study: Evidence gathering report Io1 InnovatiVET

This report synthesizes the literature and finding from cross national sector interviews conducted in al
partner countries in 2018, relating to continuing professional development (CPD) for VET teachers. Focus is
on identifying the elements influencing the VET teacher’s ongoing Lifelong learning (Halttunen, T, et al., 2014)

Key messages
The authors highlight a number of the enduring issues influencing continuing professional development for
VET teachers, including:




The VET workforce and the organizations that employ them are varied. VET teachers come from a
range of backgrounds, are employed under various conditions (part-time, casual or on a contract
basis) and have significantly diverse career paths when compared with the schooling or university
sectors. This diversity means that no single approach to continuing professional development for VET
teachers can meet the needs of every industry, organization, teacher.
A challenge for VET teachers is ensuring their currency of skills in both educational expertise and
industry practices. Continuing professional development (CPD) for VET teachers needs to take into
account the duality of the role.

The evidence gathering report underlines the paucity of current data on the VET teacher workforce and the
lack of focused attention on this aspect of supporting quality in the development of the VET system. The last
significant VET workforce review was undertaken by the Productivity Commission in 2011. There is a need to
provide a better informed picture of VET teachers, including their qualifications, employment status and any
continuously professional development undertaken. The importance of quality in training and assessment
means this information should be just as relevant and critical as other national VET collections.

“VET teachers need to maintain industry currency in a dynamic economic environment and adapt their
pedagogy to suit a variety of teaching/training situations and expectations.” (Dr. Craig Fowler, 2017)

“…the emerging demands being made upon VET teachers and the diversity of the workforce call for a rethink
of traditional approaches to CPD, which currently tend to be reactive and centered around standards,
accountability and efficiency, rather than being proactive and focused on developing the innovative sorts of
skills and characteristics required of an adaptive and modernised workforce” (Webster-Wright 2009)
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1. Purpose and scope of the evidence gathering report
The purpose of this occasional report is to provide a synthesis of recent developments in the field of
continuing professional development (CPD) in order to identify elements likely to be of most value in
supporting vocational education and training (VET) teachers’ ongoing lifelong industry and pedagogical
learning.
This report is anchored by two research questions:



What current processes and practices of Continuing Professional Development (CPD), including the
maintenance of industry currency, are most relevant to VET teachers?
How does the current Continuously Professional Development provide a foundation for the
development of needed adaptive and innovative VET teachers?

Using actor and group interviews and major academic databases, with an emphasis on journals and reports,
the literature and empirical findings relevant to the questions was comprehensively surveyed by the partners
in the InnovatiVET project. From this survey it was apparent that there have been few advances over the past
decade or so in the research underpinning VET teachers’ CPD.

2. Background
In a rapidly changing and sometimes volatile economic and industrial environment (World Economic Forum
2016; Hajkowicz et al. 2016), international competitiveness is increasingly premised on the capacity of
industry, and hence the workforce, to respond promptly to changing conditions and to forecast what might
lie ahead. In such dynamic conditions, the role of vocational education and training has become increasingly
significant.
While VET teacher development has been on the EU education policy agenda for many years (The Bruges
communiqué; 2010), it has not been sufficiently visible (Riga conclusions; 2015). The Riga conclusions (2015)
have put renewed emphasis on the issue, calling for systematic approaches to and opportunities for
continuing development of VET teachers. Underpinning the productivity of the VET sector is the capability of
the VET teachers to support, mentor and train learners to ensure they have the skills and expertise desired
by industry.
Volmari, Helakorpi and Frimodt (2009) identified a range of factors impacting on contemporary VET teachers,
including pedagogic, technological, labour market and socio-cultural influences. They pointed out the
pervasive influence of new technology, noting that ‘new digital multimedia tools, collaborative technologies
and social networking forums are dissolving the boundaries between informal and institution based learning
and driving demands for flexible services from both learners and teachers’.
The ‘rapid and uncertain’ changes and the need for ‘new and high skills’ detected by Béduwé et al. (2009)
have placed new demands on VET teachers to ensure that their vocational skills keep pace with what is
happening in the industries for which they train workers (Andersson & Köpsén 2015).
These developments imply that the teaching role in VET continues to be a significant one, and VET teachers
need to ensure they not only maintain industry currency in a dynamic environment, but also that they adapt
their pedagogy to suit a variety of teaching/training situations and expectations. In line with this, Guthrie
(2010, p.12) concluded that ‘one of the professional development issues that emerges time and time again,
is getting the balance right between maintaining vocational currency and fostering the skills to improve
teaching, learning and assessment practices’.
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The implications are that effective professional development approaches are likely to require a range of
understandings of the different circumstances of the VET teacher’s role, and of the VET teachers themselves.

3. The VET teacher profile
This report encompasses the range of VET teachers identified by Wheelahan and Moodie (2010) as ‘teachers’
— those designated as teachers, trainers, lecturers, tutors, assessors, workplace assessors and/or trainers,
VET workplace consultants, those who develop and deliver courses, modules and learning and assessment
materials. These VET teachers are diverse: ‘the different backgrounds, the variety of skills and prior
experiences people bring to the VET sector, and the careers paths they are on are typically much more varied
than is the case in the schools and university sectors’ (Wheelahan and Moodie, 2010).
In the face of ongoing industry and workplace change, Continuing Professional Development (CPD) for
European VET teachers continues to increase in importance. However, the emerging demands being made
upon those teachers and the diversity of the workforce call for a rethink of traditional approaches to CPD,
which currently tend to be reactive and centered around standards, accountability and efficiency, rather than
being proactive and focused on developing the innovative sorts of skills and characteristics required of an
adaptive and modernised workforce (Webster-Wright 2009).
One feature of CPD that distinguishes it from entry-level training is that VET teachers are more likely to be
aware of the need to improve their knowledge and practice (Cervero 2001). Cervero (2001, p.26) emphasised
that the challenge is to take advantage of that awareness and ‘find ways to better integrate continuing
education, both in its content and educational design, into the ongoing individual and collective practice of
VET teachers’.
Taking account of the diversity of the sector and the external influences on it, each of the sections that follow,
provides key findings from the examination of literature and empirical findings in regards to the two research
questions noted earlier. The report concludes with a number of responses to the research questions and
identifies areas for further research and development to be conducted in the trans-European Erasmus +
project InnovatiVET.

4. Current processes and practices
“Research findings generally indicate that short-term approaches to CPD do not promote the development of
new and innovative practices.”

4.1 International developments in CPD for VET practitioners
Béduwé et al. (2009, p.22) identified a number of key drivers bringing change and uncertainty to Europe,
including global economic development; the high costs of living, labour and production in most developed
nations; shrinking and ageing populations in almost all 28 European Union (EU) member states; and migration
flows. The authors proposed VET as one of the policy mechanisms for responding to such changes, but also
noted that dynamic economic and social environments call for the optimization of VET through improved
learning and ‘better synergy between teaching and practice’ (p.50).
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Parsons et al. (2009, p.104) observed that the VET teaching profession was changing dramatically, but that
the extent of the change varied greatly across the European Union, reflecting ‘different legacies’ of
professionalization and levels of maturity in the modernization of VET. They saw endogenous change as
emanating from new VET structures, new legislation, enhanced quality assurance requirements, and the
impact of technology on VET delivery and management. Parsons et al. (2009, p.104) noted that typically
‘endogenous change may involve either job enlargement or job enrichment’.

5. Summary
The research into the experiences of European Union countries shows that, even with an organization
dedicated to promoting CPD in VET across the network — Cedefop — and agreement across all countries
that continues professional development is essential for VET teacher, implementation is patchy. Even in
those countries with a mandatory requirement, practitioner attitudes vary, and the monitoring of outcomes
appears to be unsatisfactory.
The question for VET teacher CPD arising from this review include:



Should the outcomes of CPD be promoted, recognized and certified for individuals, and if so, how
might that best be done?

Developments across Europe appear to have pedagogical skills as their focus, although the duality of the VET
teachers’ role is acknowledged in research reports. However, the maintenance of industry currency has been
a topic as much debated as the need for an appropriate educational/training qualification.

6. Industry currency
As so-called ‘dual professionals’ (Productivity Commission 2011), VET teachers have an obligation to maintain
their capacity to operate in both educational and industry environments. The Standards for Registered
Training Organisations (RTO) 2015, specify that trainers and assessors require ‘current industry skills directly
relevant to the training and assessment being provided’. The credibility of the trainers and RTOs, and the
integrity largely depends on how closely that requirement is met (Clayton et al. 2013). Particularly for those
whose daily working environment is the classroom or simulated work environment, maintaining industry
currency may be a major challenge.
Industry currency has been defined as ‘the maintenance of a teachers’ vocational technical skills and
knowledge, enabling the VET practitioner to deliver and assess vocational training relevant to current
industry practices’ (VOCEDplus 2016). The extent of the currency required can be influenced by industryrelated factors, such as technological innovation; changing legislation and regulatory requirements; changes
to industry practice; new and emerging skills and specializations; and the degradation of technical skills
through lack of use. Clayton et al. (2013) reported that the term, ‘industry currency’, was not widely used in
the trades or VET environment, with the preferred terms being ‘professional competence’ and ‘industry
relevance’. The Standards for Registered Training Organisations 2015 use the term ‘Industry engagement’.
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Irrespective of the terminology, Wheelahan and Moodie (2010, p.24), found that approaches to maintaining
industry currency for VET teachers were ad hoc and varied in effectiveness. They noted difficulties in
identifying and arranging relevant industry placements, as well as financial and logistical impediments for
institutions to releasing teachers for such purposes. Nor was it always clear what the VET teachers should
actually do while on release to industry. The authors advocated that, rather than employing teachers with
current industry skills or casuals from industry, a more sustainable approach would be to implement CPD
programs that supported teachers to maintain and extend their industry currency.
In their discussion paper, Toze and Tierney (2010, p.24) suggested that maintenance of industry currency ‘is
still driven by compliance rather than improving teaching and learning practice’, and that it was more difficult
to stay up to date with technical skills than with industry knowledge.
It was noted that it was sometimes difficult to find mutually convenient times for VET teachers and VET
enterprises, and that VET teachers without strong industry networks often had trouble finding placements.
Toze and Tierney (2010) also noted that VET teachers in schools sometimes had trouble maintaining industry
currency because they lack the contacts and may also find it hard to convince school administrators of the
importance of industry release. The two authors concluded that industry currency is:
“…not a specific activity that only occurs at certain times, although this is often the way it is recorded in staff
profiles. VET teachers can be constantly adding to their knowledge and skills base through a range of
activities, interactions and information they receive through their daily work… (p.17)”
In another major study of industry currency, Clayton et al. (2013) looked at the strategies used in seven
sectors: plumbing, hairdressing, printing, science, engineering, human resources and the health professions.
They found that employers in plumbing, hairdressing and printing acknowledged the difficulties of keeping
up to date with technological developments, new regulatory requirements and changing client demands. The
preferred ways of keeping current in those three industries were attending trade events, reading industry
magazines, undertaking online research, and engaging in industry networks, along with product
manufacturer/vendor training.
RTO auditors, however, questioned the value of industry events and online research, and wanted to see
evidence that ongoing industry learning informed teaching practice. Clayton et al. (2013, p.8) concluded that
‘a “one size fits all” approach … would seem to be inappropriate and any audit processes would need to take
into account the context, location and type of work that teachers and assessors were involved in’.
In the knowledge-based industry sectors, Clayton et al. (2013) found that maintaining employee currency
was linked to the extent to which organizations valued such activities. Employers supportive of ongoing
training had established processes, strategic planning and flexibility to allow for ‘just in time’ learning, and
rewarded those who consistently updated their skills, and sometimes acted against those who did not. The
workplace was identified as the ideal location for maintaining currency, and in small-to-medium
organizations, learning tended to be a collaborative activity.
Updating for VET teachers was, however, more ad hoc in these industries, and there were indications that
not all teachers accepted responsibility for maintaining their currency.
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Clayton et al. (2013, p.9) made a number of recommendations for improving the currency of VET teachers,
including:






greater clarity of the term ‘industry currency’
targeted funding for professional development
ongoing support for individuals responsible for implementing innovations in training packages
collaborative, informal and incidental learning in the workplace as a basis for such upskilling
peer-supported learning and project-based work to help develop new skills

Clayton et al. (2013, p.37) also called for a ‘systemic framework for continuing professional development and
access to training in key areas, together with some innovative organizational thinking about the provision of
developmental opportunities for teachers’.
In summing up their findings, Smith et al. (2009) argued that, although industry currency was highly regarded
by all the research informants, strategies for achieving that goal were not well developed. They suggested
that working part-time in an industry, short ‘unfocused’ industry placements, study tours, seminars,
networking and master classes were unlikely to be sufficient.
Some teacher resistance to industry currency was observed, which the authors attributed to the teachers’
nervousness about their self-perceived level of expertise. Smith et al. (2009, p.88) concluded that VET
teachers ‘need constant development in two areas: industry engagement and pedagogical engagement. The
word “engagement” is deliberately used, rather than “expertise”, “skills” or “currency”, to signify the breadth
of the requirement’.
After analyzing submissions on industry currency for VET teachers, the Productivity Commission (2011, p.246)
concluded:
“Industry currency is not well-researched or understood. Although currency is often equated with industry
release, or work in industry, maintenance of currency can occur through a variety of activities. There is
evidence of currency gaps in the current workforce, particularly among those who have worked full-time in
the VET sector for more than 10 years. Professional development systems need to identify and address these
gaps.”

7. Summary
The picture of approaches to industry currency that emerges is one of considerable variation in
understandings of the meaning of the term and of what is regarded as acceptable in meeting requirements.
In some instances, currency was determined by the recency of industry experience, sometimes by
expectations of part-time industry employment alongside casual training employment, and on occasions
even on top of a full-time teaching role. It is also clear that the nature of the occupation or industry influences
the sorts of activities possible, as do other elements such as accessibility for industry placements or creating
meaningful placements.
Among training organizations and VET teachers, exposure to industry was often seen as sufficient to
maintaining currency, whereas RTO auditors working with the Standards for Registered Training
Organisations reportedly wanted to see evidence that such exposure led to changes in teaching programs.
There was considerable difference in what was regarded as an appropriate length of time in an industry
placement, and again the type of industry influenced possible arrangements.
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Across industries there is a commitment to the importance of industry currency as part of teaching in VET,
but efforts among VET teachers to maintain it, with any consistency, appear to fall short of that required by
the training authority. There are some good reasons for this, such as the difficulty of releasing teaching staff
for these purposes and arranging appropriate industry secondments. On the other hand, some efforts appear
to be aimed at merely meeting the requirement rather than keeping up to date with practice and knowledge,
and some organizations seem to expect teachers will maintain their currency, often in their own time. There
is great variation in how the requirement is met.
There are differences among the sorts of placements that are possible and desirable in different industries,
and some VET teachers without close industry links may have difficulty accessing suitable placements.
The questions for arising from this review of research into the maintenance of industry currency include:




Who should be responsible for ensuring VET teachers remain up to date in their industries — the RTO,
an industry body, the individual, or a combination?
What sorts of activities should be regarded as helping to maintain industry currency, and should these
differ among industries?
Should VET teachers have to show how an ‘industry currency’ activity has impacted on their teaching
practice; if so, how might this be monitored?

The lack of a consistent approach, but a general consensus in favor of maintaining industry currency, as well
as developing pedagogical expertise, has seen interest in various quarters in establishing some framework or
mechanism that might include oversight of CPD for VET teachers.
Much of the discussion about the extent of VET teachers’ engagement with CPD relates to barriers and
compliance. For example, Harris et al. (2001) found that the main barriers, ranked in order of importance,
were:










lack of time
lack of management support or expertise
ageing VET workforce/resistance to change
organizational cultures not supportive of staff development
lack of general funding
national or organizational lack of vision
VET workforce casualisation/contracts
lack of funding for staff development

Lowrie, Smith and Hill (1999, p.90, cited in Harris et al. 2001, p.45) identified factors such as career stage; the
nature of initial teacher training; preferred way of learning; industry area; employment status; and course
availability and timing as influences on the extent of individual engagement with CPD. Altena (2007, p.48)
listed access to and the cost of professional development; organizational culture; geographical barriers; and
teacher workload.
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8. Conclusion
Vocational education and training plays a key role in the training of workers, in assisting the upgrade of their
skills to meet the changing demands of industry and workplaces, and in preparing workers for a future that
may be quite different from today’s world of work, especially in regard to technology.
Learning and training in VET is increasingly moving out of the classroom and into new settings, for example,
online, through social media and in the workplace, and through greater collaboration and networking.
Equipping VET teachers for this rapidly changing environment is a major challenge, especially for those VET
teachers already in employment, because their professional credibility and consequently their employment
rely on both maintaining their industry currency and developing their teaching and assessment skills.
In this scenario, the role of Continuing Professional Development (CPD) for VET practitioners cannot be
underestimated. Yet this survey of literature and cross national interviews has shown that the variable nature
of the VET teacher workforce and of the organizations that employ them militates against the development
of any systematic CPD response. There is a lack of agreement on the composition of the workforce itself, let
alone on such issues as maintaining industry currency and pedagogical skills.

Hence, it has not been possible from the research literature and empirical findings to provide specific answers
to the two research questions. Answers that might support the development of national CPD policy or
processes, even if such a course of action were to be universally welcomed, which the research to date
indicates is unlikely.
Nevertheless, some of the findings from the research need to be considered in any discussion and the further
developments in the project InnovatiVET focusing on innovating CPD for VET teachers, including:







There is no single approach to CPD for VET teachers that can meet the needs of every industry, every
organization or every teacher.
Industry currency is highly regarded but differently understood, and requires a variety of approaches,
which must have accountability for the sake of credibility.
CPD is often undertaken to fulfil obligations and meet certification requirements — as opposed to
recognizing its potential to impact on the quality of practice. The exercise of individual agency is a key
element of learning in CPD.
CPD is more than participation in courses and events: it is concerned with long-term Lifelong learning
from a variety of sources and in a variety of contexts, including the workplace.
CPD should consider the needs of both the individual and the organization.

In many professions, continuing professional development is generally seen as part of the occupational
requirement — expected and fulfilled — to a greater or lesser extent. The synthesis of the literature and
empirical findings presented above suggests that the VET sector has yet to arrive at a point where all actors,
including VET teachers, are wholeheartedly committed to CPD. That commitment is only likely to develop
more fully with a widespread acceptance that industry currency and updated pedagogical practice are
essential in the rapidly changing world of work.
Such a commitment may also be part of what the sector needs to help restore its status as a significant
contributor to the development of a more skilled workforce and to the improvement of Europe’s productivity
and international competitiveness.
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9. The challenge and need for transformation
When considering how continuing professional development might be most effective for VET teachers, two
elements stand out:



“How CPD might best be developed, structured, organized and monitored for the individual VET
teacher?”
“How CPD might best be co-created and implemented to enable individual VET practitioners to
maintain industry currency and pedagogical expertise?”

Consideration of these two major elements — organization and implementation — leads to research
questions that still need to be answered:



“How can CPD be best organized and supported to meet the needs of a diverse VET teacher workforce
in a wide variety of learning and training settings?”
“What are the respective roles and responsibilities of the individual VET teacher, learner/student,
industry body, in Promoting, Assessing, Recognizing, and Certifying CPD for the VET teacher
workforce?”

As the synthesis of research has shown, most of these questions are not new. They have been raised at
different times, in different places and by different stakeholders, individuals and organizations, and
sometimes in different ways.
It seems that, across the VET sector, there has not been the will, nor have there been sufficient resources
allocated, for sustained discussion of the issues involved. Another possibility is that, in the complex
environment of VET provision in Europe, the questions have been just too hard to answer in ways that will
satisfy the key stakeholders.
Consequently, it may be timely to restore the debate on the capacities and professionalism of CPD for VET
teachers. In line with this the Productivity Commission (2011, p.246) concluded after analyzing submissions
on industry currency for VET teachers that:
“Industry currency is not well-researched or understood. Although currency is often equated with industry
release, or work in industry, maintenance of currency can occur through a variety of activities. There is
evidence of currency gaps in the current workforce, particularly among those who have worked full-time in
the VET sector for more than 10 years. Professional development systems need to identify and address these
gaps.”
Therefore the next logical next step in the InnovatiVET project is to address the “currency gaps” and develop
a more innovative and comprehensive approach to CPD for VET teachers that can promote, asses, recognize
and certify an adaptive and innovative Continuous Professional Development for the VET teacher workforce.
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