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Abstract 

A notion of being a professional and acting with professionalism suggests particular 

standards associated with identity and practice. For vocational education and training (VET) 

educators in Australia, the notion of ‘professional’ that is encased within association and 

registration does not apply. Yet these educators operate in contexts where a discourse of 

professionalism influences their enactment of their vocation. This paper reports on the 

findings from an exploration of professional identity in relation to vocational teachers in the 

VET/further education sector in Australia. Twenty-six TAFE teachers from a large 

government training provider in Australia participated in semi-structured interviews that 

explored current practices associated with continuing professional development, key 

motivations to act as a professional, and the consideration of appropriate qualification levels 

for VET teaching. The aspects of the research reported and discussed in this paper relate to 

the teachers’ perceptions of themselves as professionals and the bases on which they made 

those judgements. The findings reveal a clear belief in themselves as professionals, and 

ultimately as dual professionals. The teachers were strongly grounded in their industry 

vocation but regarded their second vocation, teaching, as legitimising their right to be 

regarded as professionals, even without teacher registration or membership of a professional 

association.  

Keywords: Professionalism; TAFE; further education; vocational education and training; 

professional values; teacher identity 
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Introduction 

A notion of being a professional and acting with professionalism suggests particular 

standards associated with identity and practice. This notion surrounds occupations associated 

with, for example, law, health, and education where the label of professional is embedded in 

association, registration, and currency of membership, codes and standards of practice, and 

insurance indemnity (Evetts 2003). To position oneself as a professional can mean, for 

example, holding a degree of expertise that is above average and ensuring that this expertise 

is discharged in an ethical manner. This can include the provision of a quality of service 

governed by the standards of an accrediting body. In essence, being positioned as and 

positioning oneself as professional gives a form of legitimacy (Beetham 1991) to exercise 

influence in a particular way. 

In the field of further education, however, the notion of being a professional is less clear, 

and has resulted in ongoing debates in the UK (e.g. Lucas 2013; Atkins and Tummons 2017). 

For vocational education and training (VET) teachers and trainers in Australia, the concept of 

professional and professionalism remains underexplored. Generally, these teachers appear to 

construct a professional identity in a context where their position is arguably 

underacknowledged as a professional social agent. This lack of acknowledgement is partly 

due to the relatively low status of VET and the occupations it serves (Choy et al. in press), an 

issue that is not confined to Australia (Cedefop 2017).  

There is no professional association to support and further develop VET teachers in 

Australia but, like their counterparts across the world, these educators deploy their expert 

vocational knowledge and skill in building the next generation of trades and service persons, 

an important and legitmate social role that enables the supply of competent workers to 

support the nation’s economic development and productivity (Billett, Choy and Hodge 2019). 
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They do so through enacting a second vocation that is embedded with specialist knowledge, 

ethical considerations, protocols and practices – teaching. 

This dualism is the VET teacher terrain – arguably a professional landscape that sets 

them apart and potentially establishes a unique professional identity. Taking the position that 

‘VET workers tend to enter the VET workforce already equipped with a professional 

identity’ (Productivity Commission 2011, 287), we wondered about the nature of the 

professional identity which vocational educators subsequently choose to adopt. 

In order to understand this professional landscape, this paper first explores important 

developments in the relevant literature, then explains the research methodology before 

presenting and discussing the findings. The paper concludes with comments on the 

significance of the findings and avenues for further research. 

Developing a professional identity for VET teachers  

The literature of the past two decades and beyond reflects the difficulty of resolving the 

question of to what extent vocational education teachers might be considered ‘professionals’. 

Much of this debate has been around developments in the further education (FE) sector in the 

United Kingdom. Almost 20 years before the turn of the century, Sheahan (1982) proposed 

that the then polytechnic lecturers in the UK could be considered only as semi or bureaucratic 

professionals because they did not meet the criteria for a profession. Among the criteria 

listed, however, were ‘dealing with life and death decisions’, which does not apply in most 

cases to some other vocational areas typically regarded as professions, such as law and 

accounting, let alone to any level of teaching. 

In any case, there has been no consensus about the concept of ‘professionalism’ in 

general (Evetts 2003), let alone in FE. Some of the discussion of that sector in the UK has 

been about value systems and ideologies (e.g. Evetts 2013; Clow 2001; Tummons 2014), but 
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the main focus of the debate in the UK has been around the question of developing a distinct 

professional identity for FE teachers.  

For example, over 20 years ago, Robson (1998) reported that the challenges of 

encapsulating the nature of FE included uncertainty about the nature or value of a shared 

body of professional knowledge and varying qualification requirements for new entrants, and 

concluded that the body of teachers was ‘struggling to develop any sense of its collective 

status or identity’ (602). That struggle to agree on a unified conception of teacher 

professionalism has continued into the present century (Köpsén 2014). Resolving the issue 

was not helped by the UK Government’s deregulation of the FE sector in 2010, which 

abolished mandatory teacher registration (Atkins and Tummons 2017). This decision took 

away a baseline university qualification, which tends to be a standard expectation in other 

professions (Dymock and Tyler 2018). 

A major government-commissioned report (Lingfield 2012b) on professionalism within 

FE claimed that even without mandatory registration, a professional identity existed within 

the broad range of providers and in the sector’s diversity of expertise. Drawing on that report 

(Lingfield 2012a, 2012b), the UK government in 2014 introduced professional standards for 

teachers through the Education and Training Foundation (ETF). The purpose of these 

standards was ‘to support teachers and trainers to maintain and improve standards of teaching 

and learning, and outcomes for learners’ (ETF 2014). There are 28 items in the standards, 

clustered in three domains: professional values and attributes, professional knowledge and 

understanding, and professional skills. Only two of these items refer specifically to 

vocational knowledge; the rest are primarily about teaching and learning.  

Nevertheless, Lingfield (2012b) acknowledged that the ‘robustness’ of the professional 

identity of FE teachers had diminished because of its ‘in between’ position between schools 

and higher education, which Lucas (2013) also identified as an ongoing issue. This ‘in-
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betweenness’ is mostly due to what has been seen as a strength of FE teachers (Robson 

1998): a dual identity of vocational expertise and pedagogical skills. Plowright and Barr 

(2012) defined a dual FE professional as ‘one who, on the one hand, is qualified in a 

vocational or academic specialism, and on the other, is teacher trained and committed to 

developing skills and knowledge in teaching and supporting learning’ (8).  

The in-between position has proved a stumbling block to establishing a professional 

identity, not only because of government uncertainty about how to regard the FE sector, but 

also because of reluctance among FE teachers to be identified with school teachers, 

preferring to emphasise their industrial links as their distinctive contribution to education 

(Lucas 2013). This emphasis is not unreasonable, given that their previous occupational 

experience provides the credibility for their new teaching role (Robson, Bailey, and Larkin 

2004). Nevertheless, the tension between their role as a teacher and that derived from their 

former occupation could result in a ‘contradictory pull’ that may also influence the nature of 

the learning they derive from their teaching practice (Avis and Orr 2014, 1101).  

The professional standards for teachers (ETF 2014) attempt to give weight to both 

aspects: 

The dual professionalism of Education and Training teachers and trainers is a core 

concept at the heart of these Professional Standards. Teachers and trainers should 

know and be able to apply teaching skills that are appropriate to diverse contexts and 

types of learners, as well as give their learners the benefit of expert subject knowledge 

and skills. (8) 

This is in line with Plowright and Barr’s (2012) contention that the dual professionalism of 

the FE teacher derives from the fusion of the subject and its teaching, not in ‘tandem 

allegiances’ to a previous and a current occupation (11). In the absence of teacher 

registration, however, the extent to which the sector can meet the expectations that it will 

define and regulate professionalism for itself (Lingfield 2012b) depends on the commitment 
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of individuals and their employers to the ETF aspirations in the professional standards 

document (Atkins and Tummons 2017). 

However, the anomaly and confusion that Robson (1998) noted over two decades ago 

cannot be resolved simply by clarifying the respective elements of ‘dual professionalism’ 

because of the complexity of vocational teaching (Avis and Orr 2014). The overlapping 

nature of vocational teachers’ work was captured in a study by Köpsén (2014) which found 

such teachers in Swedish senior high schools performed ‘boundary work’ (Berner 2010). 

Berner (2010) identified two forms of boundary work by vocational teachers: a commitment 

to the educational aspect of their role and the ‘reconstruction’ of workplace experiences that 

linked the workplace to the classroom. 

Köpsén (2014) concluded that Swedish vocational teachers saw preparing students for 

the social practices of their future occupations as a key element of their role, along with 

subject knowledge; that is, not only the development of working skills for students but 

preparation for a future working life. In order to do this, the teachers believed they needed to 

have a vocational identity of their own: ‘the vocational identity is an asset and a necessary 

prerequisite for a vocational teacher who transfers the “appropriate” behaviour to the students 

so that they will fit into vocational practice’ (208). Köpsén argued that in order to make that 

transfer, ‘it is necessary to be competent with respect to teacher identity as well as vocational 

identity’ (208), and that therefore, vocational teachers need to be pedagogically educated and 

also have ‘a contemporary and modern vocational identity that addresses the current demands 

for vocational knowledge and skills as well as values and attitudes’ (209).  

In Australia, developing a professional identity for VET teachers has encountered many 

of the hurdles identified in the UK experience. Currently, the Australian VET workforce 

could be characterised in the same way that Robson (1998) saw FE teachers in the UK more 

than 20 years ago: ‘struggling to develop any sense of … collective status or identity’ (602). 
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Much of this lack of collective identity is due to the diverse nature of the VET workforce, as 

the Productivity Commission (2011, 287) observed: 

[T]he identity of many VET trainers and assessors differs significantly from that of 

school teachers and higher education lecturers. VET workers tend to enter the VET 

workforce already equipped with a professional identity, and will fall along a 

spectrum in terms of their readiness to identify as ‘teachers’. Not least, practitioners 

in private providers and ERTOs [Enterprise Registered Training Organisations] tend 

to eschew the term, preferring to be known as trainers, because ‘training’ is what 

industry is looking for. 

The Productivity Commission (2011) took the view that there was not sufficient 

justification for a national VET professional body that might provide the sort of collective 

status that Robson (1998) referred to, but that existing networks across the country were 

sufficient. The Productivity Commission also rejected calls for VET teacher registration on 

the grounds that this was an expensive strategy unlikely to provide a commensurate return on 

investment and that the existing system of requiring registration of VET providers and other 

regulatory frameworks effectively performed the functions of a traditional registration body. 

It also argued that teacher registration might create barriers for entry into VET teaching. This 

decision was related to the Commission’s belief that the Certificate IV in Training and 

Assessment is an appropriate minimum qualification for VET teachers, despite widespread 

criticism that the qualification continues to lack the depth required to properly cope with the 

complexities of VET teaching referred to above (Wheelahan and Moodie 2011; Hodge 2014; 

Tyler and Dymock 2017). 

Nevertheless, Clayton and Guthrie (2011) found strong support for a national association 

of VET professionals, with many believing there was a need for a more unified voice for 

VET practitioners. However, there were differing views about what form that body might 

take, and which VET professionals it might represent. The responses to that study were also 

mainly from long-serving VET teachers in secure positions, with a limited response from 
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casual and part-time teachers and trainers who tended not to regard their teaching role as their 

primary work. So, while the concept of dual professionalism seems widely accepted in 

Australian VET, the extent to which there is commitment to a balance between teacher 

identity and vocational identity appears to vary because of the differing industry and 

educational backgrounds and career paths of VET teachers and trainers, and the strong 

element of part-time and casual employment, especially in private training organisations 

(Tyler and Dymock 2017).  

A recent attempt by the Queensland College of Teachers to develop professional 

standards remains in draft form with the Queensland Department of Education and Training 

(Atkins and Tummons 2017; Vocational Education and Training Industry Group 2017). 

Therefore, having vocational teacher standards upon which to develop what Lingfield 

(2012a) called 'a new concept of professionalism' (3) in vocational teaching in the UK, 

presently appears as a lost opportunity for Australian VET teachers. Ironically, VET teachers 

appear to be getting on with the job of deploying their own professional identity through 

continuing professional development (CPD), although the efficacy of CPD remains patchy 

(Tyler and Dymock 2019).  

Clearly, developing a professional identity for vocational education teachers is not 

straightforward. In the literature, as well as in government policy, debate has ranged from the 

meaning of the term ‘professional’ to the job requirements of VET teachers, the 

responsibilities of the teachers and their employers respectively to support ‘professional’ 

practice, the qualifications required and the role of professional development, teacher 

registration and government ‘control’, and the dual nature of the role – encompassing 

industry currency and pedagogical expertise. 

In investigating the notion of professionalism in VET, we therefore asked the question, 

‘What is the nature of VET teacher professional identity in Australia and what are the 
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influences that propel teachers to identify in such a way?’ To explore this question, we 

compared the responses of a cohort of Australian VET teachers to Köpsén’s (2014) 

contention that vocational teachers should be ‘competent with respect to teacher identity as 

well as vocational identity’ (208), and that therefore they need to be pedagogically educated 

and also have ‘a contemporary and modern vocational identity that addresses the current 

demands for vocational knowledge and skills as well as values and attitudes’ (209). 

The range of VET providers in Australia, known as registered training organisations 

(RTOs), comprises of private businesses, not-for-profit organisations, and government-

funded training institutes and colleges in each state and territory. In the study reported here, 

we focused on a cohort of teachers employed by one government-funded TAFE institute. 

Method 

This research site, considered a large government VET provider, is located in a metropolitan 

area with campuses in several suburbs. The institute is a major provider of trade and technical 

training, and has relationships with several leading industry sectors such as the building and 

automotive industries. The TAFE teachers in the research sample conduct campus and 

workplace training for apprenticeships, and pre-apprenticeship and technical skills programs.  

An invitation for volunteers to participate in the research was first distributed by email to 

middle managers in the institute, who then distributed the invitation to teachers. Teachers 

self-selected through direct email response to the researchers. So, even though these teachers 

were volunteers, there was an element of organisational involvement in the selection. 

Twenty-six TAFE teachers across four campuses volunteered to participate. Semi-

structured interviews (Rabionet 2011) of approximately 40 minutes in length were conducted 

on campus. The interviews were transcribed and analysised. Vaismoradi et al.'s (2016) 

iterative thematic analysis approach was used to engage with the transcripts. Both 
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researchers, in the first instance, personally analysed the responses in an initialisation phase – 

coding and writing reflective notes. In the second instance, they undertook a rectification 

phase, where a combination of reimmersion and distancing from these data effected the 

emergence of negotiated themes (Vaismoradi et al. 2016). This process revealed particular 

value positions in relation to these TAFE teachers' reflections on themselves as professionals. 

In the following section, participants have been given pseudonyms for the purposes of 

anonymity.  

Of the range of questions asked, two are especially pertinment to the question of 

professional identity, and it is particularly the teachers’ responses to those questions that are 

reported and discussed in this paper: 

1. Do you regard yourself as a professional in VET? 

2. What does being a professional mean to you? 

Findings 

In the preamble to the two questions around professionalism noted above, the interviewers 

mentioned law and accounting as examples of professional occupations, and then asked the 

interviewees if they regarded themselves as professionals in the same way. All 26 

interviewees said they saw themselves as professionals. The follow-up open-ended question 

then allowed them to elaborate on their reasons for that response. 

Fourteen of the participants specifically talked about their identity as a tradesperson and 

teacher simultaneously. For example, Darren said, ‘I like to create a good product, and my 

product in this role is the knowledge that I can pass onto my students. So, I like to keep 

things professional, because that way they will take that standard out into the industry.’ Ken 

articulated the value in a different way, expressing the position that if a teacher cannot teach 



 11 

their students to industry standards, the students do not have ‘a professional in front, training 

them’. 

This dualism was quite clear to Andy: ‘I’m a professional tradesperson, and I’m also a 

professional teacher,’ and Ron saw it as ‘a foot in your industry camp; a foot in the teaching 

camp – no other job has that’. This perceived uniqueness was sometimes reflected in 

interviewees’ uncertainty about where the emphasis lay, with Daniel observing that he was a 

tradesman, but not working as a tradesman, and also a teacher: ‘It goes into that grey area in 

between.’ 

The varying levels of perceived competence in enacting this dual identity were 

acknowledged by Pete, a respondent new to the experience of teaching in TAFE. He noted 

that he was professional in his trade because he had a lot of experience, but in regard to being 

a professional in teaching, he had a way to go, and this related to his limited years of 

experience in teaching. Pete said: 

I believe that I’m a professional as an electrician with a lot of experience and 

knowledge in that. To be a professional teacher, I believe I’ve definitely got room to 

learn. I’m fairly new to teaching. So would I say I’m a professional teacher? Yeah, 

new to it and obviously got a long way to expand on it as well, but yeah, in my eyes 

to be professional is you’ve got to have a good understanding of that industry or that 

knowledge, and that doesn’t mean just one sector, especially in electrical. 

Twenty-four participants expressed values that aligned with enacting a teacher identity, 

separate from their narrative about enacting a tradesperson's identity. For Nelson, it was quite 

clear: being a professional meant being capable of all aspects of being a teacher, including 

designing curriculum, putting together workbooks, and teaching across different areas. Daniel 

said, ‘There is a fundamental psychology of teaching and human relationships that you don’t 

necessarily just know about.’ Ken reiterated this difference by saying, ‘It’s just a completely 

different environment to what, you know, the tradesperson environment would normally be’.  
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Being able to communicate effectively in front of people was also considered as aligning 

with being professional. Robert said: ‘I think being a professional means to be able to walk 

into a classroom and deliver to the students you have at hand, being able to adapt.’ Evident in 

this teacher's response is being able to adapt to dynamic circumstances, particularly the 

teaching environment. Teacher collegiality and professionalism, such as sharing expertise 

with colleagues, were consistently expressed. For example, Stanley said, ‘[X] was one of the 

most professional teachers I’ve ever worked with in my life ... I was learning so much from 

him’. 

Some of the discussion on this point was about the quality of the teaching and the need 

for teaching expertise beyond a basic qualification. Kent’s response could be said to sum up 

the responses that aligned with the theme of teacher identity, particularly around the 

enactment of pedagogy and professionalism: 

Well I just think that the skills that you need to be able to try to communicate with the 

learners, try and understand their abilities and difficulties they may have, to try and 

identify that in the class. Trying to be able to break things down into a simple format, 

so that they can understand it. 

Seven participants talked about being professional in bestowing and maintaining trade 

standards. ‘I also make sure that I am teaching to what the industry providers want,’ said 

Robert. He went on to say, ‘I know what my students do at their workplace,’ to suggest that 

his students do not shirk their responsibility in maintaining industry standards. Enacting 

generativity (see for example, Zacher et al. 2011) is a clearly articulated value position of 

these participants: for example, as custodians of ‘the knowledge that I can pass onto my 

students’ (Darren); ‘you’re the one pointing them in the right direction’ (Ken); and ‘I’m 

helping apprentices anyway’ (Clark), indicating these participants' desire to give back to a 

younger generation. 
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This is echoed in Ron’s categorisation of himself as a ‘facilitator of learning’, but with a 

belief in preparing the next generation of tradespeople: ‘I love to get the first years in, and 

you see them green as grass, and then you work them through the journey, and see them 

either fall off the edge or grow.’ Joan also saw her status as a professional in terms of 

teaching, but with the emphasis on taking responsibility for satisfying the customer – the 

student. There were similar themes of professionalism as a teacher and enacting generativity, 

but for Clark there was a distinction: he saw his trade as his profession when he was 

‘outside’, but when he was employed by an RTO, his profession changed to teaching, where 

the challenge was ‘getting the students up to where I was and into the trade’. 

The maintenance of trade expertise was a value highlighted in responses by Orlando, 

Kell, and Joe. Whilst talking about ‘industry currency’ and professional development, these 

participants indicated this value through comments such as, ‘my [trade] business still 

operates’, ‘every single one of these guys is still current as it sits right now because they 

operate it day in day out’, ‘... we’re professional in our area of expertise in construction, 

plumbing, electrical and what not’, ‘Do I consider myself skilled in my area? Without a 

question’ and, ‘I’m qualified and current in my industry in the electrical field’. 

In the interviews about VET teaching and professionalism, another of the questions 

asked was whether it might be appropriate to establish an association of VET professionals, 

perhaps in a similar way that school teachers are required to be registered before they can 

practise. Most of the interviewees related the notion of a professional association to providing 

a structure to monitor mandatory CPD, a process with which they were familiar. On the other 

hand, Joan saw it as a way of differentiating VET teachers and treating them as professionals, 

and Daniel thought it could be ‘another step in the direction of being a professional … no one 

questions whether an accountant is a professional’. In general, however, there was 

ambivalence about the idea of a professional association, and it did not seem to be a concept 
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that had been much advanced or discussed in the institutions where the interviewees were 

employed. 

In summing up the responses from the 26 TAFE teachers interviewed, it can be 

concluded that they regarded themselves as ‘professionals’, with significant value positions 

around:  

• maintaining trade expertise, guarding and bestowing trade knowledge, skills, and 

standards, and acting with generativity in mind;  

• embracing and enacting teacher identity, by maintaining teaching knowledge and 

skill, taking responsibility, and working beyond minimum requirements; and 

• embracing and enacting a dual identity (as teacher and tradesperson).   

Discussion 

There is an apparent synergy between these participants' employment as TAFE teachers and 

their notions of acting as professionals. They all have specialised knowledge, their trade, that 

services a societal need. They also have some specialised knowledge on how to teach trade 

knowledge and skills to enable the supply of tradespersons for specialised skill demand and 

succession. As such, their professional values span both their trade and teaching; hence, some 

conceptualise themselves as being dual professionals, in the way that Plowright and Barr 

(2012) defined them. For just over half of the 26 respondents, ‘teacher’ was a strong 

categorisation of their role as a professional in TAFE, as distinct from the ‘trainer’ 

classification that the Productivity Commission (2011) had detected as a preference in private 

and enterprise RTOs. 

This high proportion of those interviewed saw themselves as ‘dual professionals’ with 

both trade and teaching qualifications, a duality they believed was necessary for passing on 

their technical expertise and which possibly sets them apart as a special kind of professional – 
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the ‘grey area’ to which Daniel referred, and which Robson (1998) identified as a strength. It 

raises the question as to whether this duality sets them apart from other professions – at least 

in the way they perceive themselves. For example, high school teachers and university 

lecturers have content expertise but arguably see themselves primarily as educators, whereas 

for many of the TAFE teachers, their sense of identity emerges first from the trade in which 

they have qualified and secondarily from the educational profession to which they have 

committed themselves, as Lucas (2013) noted. Perhaps this indication that these VET 

teachers offer something different from other teachers points toward explaining the difference 

between the preference reported by the Productity Commission (2011), as noted above, for 

being identified as a teacher or a trainer. Is this part of the necessary ‘boundary work’ that 

comes from constantly traversing the boundary between teaching and trade, ‘figuratively 

bringing the practice of work into the practice of education’ (Berner 2010, 208)? 

Köpsén (2014), in examining vocational teacher identity in Sweeden, also found 

vocational teachers emphasising dual identity, trade and teaching. Köpsén noted that a feature 

of this identity was bound up in assisting the development of skills and knowledge for ‘life 

and work’ (200): not only training in skills, but preparing for a future workplace. This 

approach was echoed in the responses from some of the participants in the research project, 

including Darren, who spoke of ‘taking the standard out into industry,’ and Ken, who 

differentiated between the classroom and workplace environments. This, in Köpsén's 

participants, was enacted through relations with students that largely differ from those seen 

in secondary schools. These vocational teachers met and worked together for more coherent 

periods of time over the duration of a vocational course, and they displayed a preference for 

acting less in an authoritarian manner and more as 'one of the guys' (201), co-workers in a 

coaching role (Ketelaar et al. 2012). This, too, could be a factor in the identity work 

performed by these TAFE teachers when they indicated that they were different teachers to 
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teachers in school contexts, as their relations with their students were similar to those 

reported in Köpsén's study. Köpsén described this relationship as having three components: 

fostering for studies, in which vocational teachers enable students' full engagement in 

learning to learn; fostering for life, enabling transitions into adulthood as responsible citizens; 

and fostering for future work, developing skills and know-how and developing ‘the 

normative qualities of a worker's identity’ (205). This resonates with the findings that these 

TAFE teachers do generativity work (Zacher et al. 2011), giving back to the younger 

generation. For example, Ron identified the pleasure in preparing the next generation of 

trades people – ‘I love to get the first years in...’  

Yet, these data also reveal that it is with these teachers’ move into teaching that they 

expressed their greatest link with professionalism. Twenty-four of the 26 expressed 

professional values which they aligned solely with teaching. These expressions were often 

accompanied with an aside that indicated that it was at this point, becoming a TAFE teacher, 

that required them to identify with teacher values, almost as if the role impressed upon them 

the necessary values. So, despite a strong identification with their trades, the strongest 

identification of the interviewees with the term ‘professional’ was through their capacity as 

teachers (92%). It was teaching that they believed set them apart from their trade-qualified 

peers, and that moved them into a different and, by implication, ‘higher’ category of 

professionalism. In the UK, it was this aspect of professionalism that the professional 

standards for teachers (ETF 2014) tried most to capture and foster. 

Nevertheless, the participants did not all share the same standard of professional training 

as educators, and it is noteworthy that those with degree qualifications tended to voice the 

opinion that the basic vocational certificate in training held by some of their fellow teachers 

was not sufficient to provide an understanding of the complexities of teaching and learning of 

the sort that Avis and Orr (2014) found in FE. One implication of the participants’ comments 
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is that they believed those teachers who held lower qualifications were lacking in some level 

of professionalism. Lingfield (2012b) argued that a professional identity existed among FE 

teachers in the UK, despite a similar diversity of qualifications and providers. However, 

while an industry background arguably sees all VET teachers and trainers equally qualified 

on entry to teaching, whatever their initial vocation, it is harder to argue the equality of 

vocational teaching certificates and higher education qualifications, as Wheelahan and 

Moodie (2011) and Hodge (2014) pointed out. 

The issue of differing professional preparation as educators referred to by some of the 

TAFE teachers appeared to influence interviewees’ views about the desirability of a 

professional association, which is related to the preference of those in private and enterprise 

RTOs (Productivity Commission 2011) to be known as ‘trainers’. A few of the interviewees 

saw the notion more in an ideological light, in that it might support their argument that they 

should be seen as professionals, as lawyers and accountants are, and to that end they thought 

an education degree should be a minimum requirement (Dymock and Tyler 2018). Others 

who expressed a view about a professional association were more inclined to see it as a 

monitoring vehicle for CPD, and hence implicitly as a public signal of standards enforcement 

and therefore of quality – another ideological stance (Evetts 2013). A professional association 

or representative group that expresses autonomous control over their collective strength does 

not exist. What they have is their own professional values and the values of their colleagues 

to guide practice. The idea of a professional association did not seem to appeal as part of a 

value system of professionalism, that is, one that might improve their ability as teachers. 

It was clear from their responses that all 26 participants agreed with Köpsén’s (2014, 

208) contention that vocational teachers should be ‘competent with respect to teacher identity 

as well as vocational identity’. Those responses were also consistent with ‘having a 

contemporary and modern vocational identity that addresses the current demands for 
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vocational knowledge and skills’, but some specifically mentioned that they believed they 

had a responsibility to prepare students for a future workplace. There was no dispute either 

with ‘the need to be pedagogically educated’, but there was ambivalence about the nature of 

such expertise, with those already holding university qualifications tending to regard that as 

necessary for properly understanding the complexities of VET teaching, and those with 

certificate qualifications generally believing that was sufficient to establish their dual 

identity. 

Conclusion  

In response to the question that shaped this particular part of a larger research project, ‘What 

is the nature of VET teacher professional identity in Australia and what are the influences 

that propel teachers to identify in such a way?’, the findings from the research reported here 

suggest that many VET teachers see themselves as a unique form of professional, with dual 

expertise in their trade and in teaching. They appear to be driven by the values associated 

with that duality, rather than by an ideology imposed by expectations or requirements of a 

professional association. It may be that being employed by a government-funded training 

provider affords them a certain amount of freedom to enact their professionalism, which 

implies that there is a level of employer trust underpinning their practice. Nevertheless, in 

Australia, VET teachers have to comply with the requirements of a national standards 

framework, particularly in regard to CPD, which employers are obliged to implement in order 

to maintain registration. So, VET teachers need to negotiate the tension between their 

independence as a professional and the need to comply with employer-monitored CPD.  

Within the cohort investigated, there appeared to be a ‘culture’ of professionalism, built 

around acknowledgement of individual expertise in trades, and also a common ‘language’ – 

of education. There was evidence, however, that despite that shared knowledge of pedagogy, 
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some teachers saw a hierarchy of educational expertise, depending on the level of educational 

qualification held.  

One limitation of this research is that it focussed entirely on the perceptions of teachers 

employed in a government-funded training organisation, and in particular, teachers of trades. 

It may well be that VET teachers who do not operate within the protective framework of a 

public educational provider have quite different views about professionalism. Further 

research is needed to investigate whether educators in private training organisations (who 

apparently prefer the term ‘trainer’ to identify their role) have similar views about what being 

a professional means. 
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