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Turning the Contradictions of 
Competence: competency-based  
training and beyond 

DIANNE MULCAHY 
University of Melbourne, Hawthorn, Australia 

ABSTRACT The purpose of this article is to provide a critique of the idea 
widely promoted by governments and industrial parties in Australia that 
competency-based training (CBT) is a coherent model of vocation education 
and training with universal applicability. The critique is made first by way of 
illustration with reference to case material gathered in the course of a 
recent national research project on CBT. The argument is made that CBT, 
contrary to its image in the public policy literature, is not a singular and 
universal model of vocational education and training (VET). Rather, it 
embeds a series of radically different decisions or options with regard to 
notions of competency, and the use of competencies or competency 
standards. These decisions or options, once enacted, give rise to 
transformed models of VET. Shifting the critique to more theoretical 
ground, the argument is made that these models need not be seen as 
alternatives. Indeed, they are not entirely separate. Rather, they interact, 
support and/or challenge one another, as well as support and/or challenge 
CBT. The conclusion is drawn that, while all of these models have a place in 
the process of competence development as well as their particular 
strengths and weaknesses, models that maintain the tension between a 
focus on the outcomes of education and training and a focus on processes 
of educating and training, rather than resolve this tension in favour of 
outcomes, are most appropriate in VET. Thus, the models that contribute 
most to VET tend to be hybrid (e.g. education/training model, 
training/development model), mirroring the make-up of VET itself. 

Introduction 

It has become commonplace to argue that current trends in the economy, 
most particularly the new global economy, have placed greater emphasis 
on the needs of the workforce to be able to change their skills. Like other 
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countries affiliated with the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD), Australia is seeking to create an internationally 
competitive workforce by reforming its education and training systems. 
Taking changing structures of work and economy into account, it is 
seeking to provide a more universal system of vocational education, 
encompassing both initial vocational preparation for young people 
leaving school and continuing training for the existing adult workforce. 
Introduced in 1992 (Foster, 1998), the Competency-Based Training (CBT) 
system is being implemented currently by all providers of vocational 
education and training in Australia, and is ‘training geared to the 
attainment and demonstration of skills to meet industry specified 
standards’ (Vocational Education, Employment and Training Advisory 
Committee [VEETAC], 1992, pp. 5–8). 

CBT is informed by the view that global economic and technological 
change require workers to exhibit a broader range of skills at work, 
specifically, flexible and adaptable skills. Various critical analyses of the 
central ideas and assumptions of CBT and its underlying theories have 
been made in Australia (for example, Porter et al, 1992; Stevenson, 1993; 
Marginson, 1995; Toms, 1995). Various descriptive and evaluative studies 
of the Australian competency-based training system or parts of it have 
been conducted (for example, Watson 1993; Robinson 1993; Cornford 
1997; Smith et al, 1997). More recently, evaluative studies have been 
undertaken in relation to specific aspects of CBT, namely, the efficacy of 
CBT as a model of curriculum, the utility of a competency based system 
of assessment and the influence of CBT on instructors’ practice. This 
determined the contribution it has made to outcomes in vocational 
education and training, most particularly to achieving the goal of 
developing an adaptable and flexible workforce (for example, Billett et al, 
1998, 1999; James & Mulcahy, 1998; Angus, 1999; Mulcahy & James, 
1998a,b, 1999a,b). 

Over the last decade, the governmental policy and politics of 
vocational education in Australia, including the policy and politics of 
CBT, have been characterised by change as much as continuity (Billett et 
al, 1998). This decade saw the establishment and subsequent redundancy 
of national industrial awards in the shift to enterprise-based agreements, 
the development of national competency standards, and moves towards 
national core curricula based on concerns for national uniformity and 
accountability and now a shift to curriculum provisions focusing on 
enterprise-specific needs (Billett et al, 1998, p. 78). The institutional 
context in which CBT is now being implemented is defined by a broad-
based provision of vocational education and training (VET) and a market-
driven strategy for this provision. CBT has become the main means of 
managing vocational education and training provision in an increasingly 
diverse and deregulated context. 
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With the introduction in 1996 of the National Training Framework 
(NTF), promoted as a more flexible and industry relevant regulatory 
framework for VET, industry and business groups are now empowered to 
influence training provision directly. The centrepiece of the NTF is 
national training packages: the specification of training and assessment 
outcomes required by industry for its employees. Competency-based 
training packages seek to match training with employer and employee 
need. They embody an attempt to move the VET system to a point where 
qualifications can be gained through assessment against competency 
standards, instead of a course of study. Australia appears to be moving 
away from an education-based VET system, towards the creation of an 
industry- or enterprise-based system. Thus, the national training system 
is now committed to consistency in outcomes assessed against industry 
and enterprise standards, rather than consistency in curricula. 
Vocational curriculum is a provider responsibility and training is 
increasingly delivered in businesses and firms. 

Not unlike the British model of competency-based vocational 
education and training, the Australian model gives priority to outcomes. 
Some key characteristics of this model are: 
 

 specified training and assessment outcomes; 
 industry involvement in defining these outcomes; 
 competency standards or, more commonly, competencies, as the 

expression of these outcomes; 
 training programmes based on industry competency standards. 

 

In giving priority to outcomes and defining outcomes as given (standards, 
specifications), competency-based training, as its name attests, 
constitutes itself as a training model. Training commonly involves 
bringing someone or something to a desired standard or state. Unlike 
education, which explores ‘new ways of being that lie beyond our current 
state’, training focuses on competence in specific practices, practices 
that reside within current circumstances and conditions (Wenger, 1998, 
p. 263). 

The emphasis in CBT on industry-specified outcomes raises a 
number of questions concerning the relationship between industry and 
education, as well as between industry competency standards, and 
education and training provision. Using empirical material gathered in the 
course of recent research on CBT, this article aims to explore the nature 
of these relationships. More specifically, the nature of the tension that 
may exist between the national model of VET – or, better perhaps, the 
model endorsed by governments and industrial parties – and local 
applications of this model. The VET sector in Australia now covers a vast 
range of education and training, including technical and further education 
(TAFE), private training – enterprise training, on-the-job training in 
businesses and in industry – and training offered by sections of the adult 
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and community education sector and the schools sector. In principle, the 
only model of education and training in use in the VET sector, CBT 
carries enormous freight. 

In what follows, I first present three case vignettes, selected to show 
how CBT is being interpreted and used in individual enterprises. In 
presenting these vignettes, I discuss how competency is conceived in 
these enterprises and how the model(s) through which these 
conceptions are enacted varies in each case. The argument in this part of 
the analysis is that CBT is not a singular and universal model of VET. Its 
key characteristics commonly have different meanings and take on 
different forms in different industrial contexts. Secondly, I discuss the 
contribution of CBT and the other models of VET identified from the 
empirical material to skills and strategies for structuring skills in VET. 
The argument here is that CBT lends itself well to the development of 
skills that have a clear and specific content (e.g. operational skills, 
technical skills). It lends itself less well to the development of skills that 
emphasise relationships and processes (e.g. entrepreneurial skills, 
knowledge-creating skills). In brief, the conclusion is drawn that, while 
CBT has a place in the process of competence development, as well as its 
particular strengths and weaknesses, public recognition needs to be 
given to other ways of ‘doing’ this development, other models of VET. 
The successor project to CBT will, in all likelihood, take the form of local 
models – hybridised or mixed models where entirely different kinds of 
practices can interact. 

Data and Methods 

The case vignettes are composed from field notes, interviews and 
observations made in 1998 over the course of conducting eight intensive 
case studies of the practice of CBT. Set within a project whose purpose 
was to undertake a comprehensive and multi-dimensional evaluation of 
CBT [1], case studies of competency-based VET programmes were 
undertaken in companies from different industry sectors (manufacturing, 
services, construction, and agriculture, forestry and fishing) and of 
different size (by number of employees – small: 1–19; medium: 20–99; 
large: 99+). These companies were also geographically diverse, being 
located in metropolitan and regional areas of each of the States and 
Territories of Australia. Each case study involved participant observation 
of a competency-based training programme, analysis of curriculum 
documents, and in-depth, semi-structured interviews with a range of 
individuals with an investment in training: company manager, training 
manager, supervisor, trainer(s) and trainees. For the purposes of this 
article, empirical material from three case study sites only is used. 

The comparison of the case material is made for analytic purposes 
only. I take it that nothing in any of these training situations is immutable: 
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each enactment of competency training could be otherwise given 
different elements and events (e.g. different training managers; different 
trainers and trainees; different training modules; different cultures of 
training in the workplace, etc.). The models of vocational education and 
training presented below range along a continuum of practice from (i) 
delivery and assessment of training to industry competency standards to 
(ii) delivery and assessment of training without taking these standards 
into account. There are three models featured in the case vignettes, their 
respective emphases being: 
 

 instruction; 
 development; 
 education.  

 

Each has a different relationship with the ‘standard’ model (i.e. CBT), 
serving either to support or undermine it, or in a more complex framing, 
support and undermine it, something I go on to discuss as part of a 
broader discussion of ‘(non)coherence’. 

Tales from the Field: models of competence-based VET 

Enterprise 1: an instructional model – ‘every operator has a work 
instruction’ 

We are at ‘Timberco’, a large timber processing plant in a 
regional centre of Western Australia. Timberco ‘basically takes 
logs, cuts them up into planks, dries them, kiln dries them, 
processes them and then sells them’. The company has 
substantial investment in high technology plant and equipment 
which it seeks to make good through high volume production. 
The work is potentially quite dangerous due to the sheer bulk of 
the materials involved and the size of the cutting machinery. 
Training is directed at the safe operation of this machinery as 
well as the achievement of quality product. More specifically, it 
focuses on work instructions which ‘detail how operators go 
about their jobs’. 

At Timberco, where quality and safety issues predominate, competency 
training is delivered directly to work instructions and provided on the job 
– ‘one-to-one, hands on’: 

As a result of the quality objectives that we have got, there are 
work instructions for operating each and every machine so that 
every operator has a work instruction detailing how he goes 
about his job, what the salient points are, the safety features, 
what he has got to watch out for and that will run to maybe a 
dozen pages. And he’s trained to that and tested with a 
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questionnaire to make sure he understands it. (Training 
Coordinator, Timberco) 

Work instructions are written representations of work procedures – the 
codification of these procedures in ‘maybe a dozen pages’. Training is 
orientated towards the transmission and acquisition of the information 
contained in these work instructions, towards achieving the company’s 
quality objectives. In other words, targeted at competence in specific 
work practices. 

At Timberco, competency is conceived as ‘perform(ing) the task 
that is set’, ‘doing the job’, a conception which largely conforms to the 
‘standard’ concept of competency [2]: 

(Being competent means) being able to do the job properly, 
safely and productively. So we are getting our production, they 
are doing the job safely, and properly, the way it should be done. 
(Trainer, Timberco) 

I’d describe it as you can either do the job or you can’t do the job 
... so you are either competent or you’re not competent. (Human 
Resources Coordinator) 

Defined in this way, competency has to do with securing certain, 
specified skills towards obtaining particular, reliable results: 

The training is designed to produce conformity ... The reasons are 
frequently to do with safety because it is a dangerous 
environment. (Training Coordinator) 

The emphasis is on instructing (rule following) rather than developing, 
educating and learning: 

What I am saying is that they (supervisors) have done the train 
the trainer course, they have got all these good ideas about 
involving people to improve the learning skills but then when it 
comes to the shop-floor you get the guy sitting down, you give him 
the work instructions, read through this, and in ten minutes time I 
will give you a test on it. (Training Coordinator) 

The primary focus is on the mechanics of learning – ‘read through this’ – 
rather than the negotiation of meaning. Thus, at Timberco, trainers 
‘qualify’ operators ‘to the work instructions’. Work instructions are both 
defined and used as given guidelines or plans. Neither trainers, nor 
trainees, are encouraged to change the contents of the instructions. 
Changes are made outside training and prior to its provision: 

Because of the work instruction right, it has set a guideline for me 
as a trainer right, whereas it says what’s written in this is what 
you’ll train them to and that’s it. ... I can change it (the 
instruction), yes for sure ... but it has to be changed before I can 
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train them. They have to change the work instruction before I can 
train them different. ... If I am training someone, it has to be to 
that work instruction there and any changes to be done must be 
done before I train those people. (Trainer/Leading Hand) 

The ‘trick’ in training to work instructions is to get their content ‘right in 
the first place’: 

You know that one person’s training is going to be exactly the 
same as the next person’s training and all you have to do in that 
scenario is get it right in the first place. (Supervisor) 

Competence emerges as the almost exclusive outcome of symbolic and 
discursive processes. Further to its proven benefits – ‘Our lost time 
injuries have gone right down’ – the instructional training approach is 
considered a marked improvement on approaches existing prior to it 
where machine operators developed their competence in the traditional 
‘bodily’ way: 

You started off doing a very simple job and the only way you 
learnt, you didn’t have any procedures, you basically learnt from 
someone else ... learn(t) how to take shortcuts. In fact that’s 
(shows part of a thumb) from the shortcuts. (Manager) 

Enterprise 2: a developmental model – ‘we want the staff to be 
successful’ 

We are at ‘Council’, a large local government organisation in the 
heart of a major city in South Australia. Providing various 
services to the community, Council is expected to offer these 
services in open competition with other service providers. 
Council is the product of the recent amalgamation of four smaller 
councils. Consequently, its training is directed at developing a 
new culture in the organisation – re-constructing the long-standing 
public service tradition within local government where staff 
‘leave the brain at the door and want to be told what to do the 
whole time’. The culture sought is ‘a competitive culture, 
customer focused culture’ which in essence involves ‘bringing up 
the level of professionalism  ... in the organisation’. 

The theme of training as a self-managed system is conspicuous at 
Council. Council could be described as a work place that has moved 
towards high-performance work systems such as self-directed work 
teams and self-managed business units. The kinds of competencies that 
count at Council are ‘project management sort of things, contract 
management, all the things that we’re going to need in terms of becoming 
more efficient as business units’ (Human Resources Manager). 
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At Council, competency is conceived in relation to two things: (i) the 
requirements of jobs: 

I would have a look at their job description and hopefully there 
would be an indicator there of the sorts of competencies required 
for that particular job. So it’s in relation to what they actually 
perform. (Human Resources Manager) 

and (ii) the requirements of individuals: 

We are moving towards competency-based job and person 
specifications so once they’re established, I think that will lead us 
directly into competency-based training. (Trainer) 

A competent worker might be the person who fits the necessity of 
the job if you like. The person who has all of the skills, social and 
technical skills, leadership skills, necessary to fit the bill for that 
particular job. (Acting CEO) 

Unlike the situation at Timberco, individuals or, more accurately, 
attributes of individuals – ‘the skills that you can bring to the job’ – are 
part of the competence equation. These attributes appear to be 
constructed as a kind of human capital or human resource that can be 
mobilised, by both management and staff, to help the organisation 
change and compete: 

So we decided that we needed to have a major cultural change in 
the organisation to create a new culture, a competitive culture, 
customer focused culture, and bring up the level of 
professionalism and so on in the organisation. (Acting CEO) 

While the ability to carry out specific tasks is highly valued, most 
particularly in field or ‘outside’ staff (e.g. Parks and Gardens staff, 
Construction Maintenance staff), it is broader attributes of the individual 
that are perceived to be the basis of Council’s future: 

We are actually inserting some generic competencies in all job 
descriptions and particularly at senior levels we have a major 
thrust on leadership competencies and we’re in the process of 
developing all of that. We’ve got pretty much a draft competency 
list for that, that fits into our performance management system but 
the leadership competencies will actually use, will actually test 
individuals coming into the organisation on those sorts of 
competencies. Because that’s where we see our future is – 
attracting highly qualified professional people with that ability to 
lead. (Human Resources Manager) 

Interestingly, CBT is not perceived to necessarily provide these broader 
attributes. Team, rather than competency-based training, is used for 
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purposes of ‘cultural development’. Cultural development complements 
the ‘skills development’ of CBT: 

(The) move to team development has come parallel with 
competency-based training and they work very nicely together ... 
You don’t do one or the other, you need a nice balance of both 
sorts of things because otherwise you can have all these highly 
skilled people but they are individuals, they are not operating as 
an effective team. So I’d say that we’re aiming to complement 
skills development with an actual cultural development and that 
takes time. (Human Resources Manager) 

National competencies are used, but not in a prescriptive way. They are 
‘matched’ with Council’s position descriptions, and ‘tested with 
individuals’ for accuracy and authenticity: 

There’s a pilot programme happening at the moment through the 
local government association. I think it’s the training association, 
LGTA. And what they’re doing is they’re setting up a data base of 
competencies that can be extracted and transferred into job 
descriptions and they’re developing it for all of local government 
... So what we would be doing and we are doing, we’re actually 
helping to pilot some of those, is to test out, lift out some of those 
competencies, match them with individual positions and then test 
them with individuals ... so making sure that we’ve covered the 
sorts of things that that position is likely to do. (Human Resources 
Manager) 

Altogether, training at Council involves using a wide range of resources – 
national competencies, in-house competencies, position descriptions, 
self-directed work teams, business plans – for developmental purposes 
where development is defined ultimately as business development: 

We want the staff to be successful. I mean we’ve got a vision that 
when contestability comes we can actually be so skilled up and 
knowledgeable and so on that we can in fact take on work from 
surrounding councils and make a profit for the ratepayers of the 
city ... and reduce the reliance on rates. So we’ve got a much 
further vision than just surviving. (Acting CEO) 

‘Developmental training’ (Acting CEO) is being used, among other things, 
to assist the organisation to offer value for money and prove it can 
compete as a service provider. Adding value to people through this type 
of training is a kind of insurance that some local government 
organisations perceive they must take out in order to do better than ‘just 
survive’. 
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Enterprise 3: an educational model – ‘(I want) real learning’ 

‘Carco’ is a medium size manufacturing company which builds 
cars for the sports end of the market. More specifically, it designs 
and makes modifications and enhancements to cars. These 
enhancements are complex and comprehensive and major 
modifications are launched as new models. The thrust of 
competency-based training at Carco is learning: ‘being able to use 
your mind to ... learn new things and basically pick those new 
things up and carry them through into the job’. A clear distinction 
is made between learning and training. Training concerns the 
skills that operators use on the shop floor. Learning concerns the 
knowledge and awareness that operators need in order to ‘relate 
to decisions, questions, issues that arise’. 

The design and development of training at Carco is informed by a 
definition of competency quite unlike the ‘standard’ definition: 

I would say we do (competency-based training), only if you can 
accept my definition of competency. My definition of competency 
goes something like the way in which we can effect through the 
training programme a group of individuals who can be pro-active 
within their company and therefore can achieve a better work-
place for themselves ... for the benefit of the company and 
themselves ... I want people at the end of it to come out being pro-
active ... and that’s my definition of competency. (Trainer) 

Unlike CBT, where the starting points for programme development tend 
to be competencies and the ‘clients’ of competency training (e.g. 
individual enterprises, employers), the starting points in this enterprise 
are ‘individuals in context’, including issues arising for individuals from 
this context. Competencies, as given to trainers in training packages, are 
consulted after the programme has been developed and after the issues 
identified in the workplace have been addressed: 

Well, actually we discussed the sorts of issues that they (the 
company) thought were important, concerns they had about 
development of people on the floor and those sorts of issues, then 
developed a training programme on the basis of that. So, we 
really developed a training programme looking at the floor, at 
work and the issues, rather than starting with the curriculum. We 
developed our own curriculum on the basis of our understanding 
of the needs of the work-place and later ... we linked that through 
to the competencies and the VIC (Vehicle Industry Certificate), at 
a certain stage, after the curriculum had been developed, and 
after we felt satisfied it was addressing the key issues. (Trainer) 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

41
.0

.5
7.

83
] 

at
 0

1:
28

 2
2 

M
ar

ch
 2

01
4 



A CRITIQUE OF COMPETENCY-BASED TRAINING  

269 

Here, competencies are ‘reporting and accountability requirements’, 
rather than training or assessment requirements. In a work(er) education 
approach, it is contexts, rather than competencies, that count in training: 

My belief is that I sort of respond to the company and to the needs 
of those individuals and to the context and I’ll account for them 
(the competencies). It seems to me the competencies as written 
are my reporting and accountability requirements. ... The people 
to whom I am really answerable are the individuals participating 
in the programme and the company. And, those other stake-
holders such as the union. (Trainer) 

‘Competencies as written’ are understood to be reifications. It is people, 
not paper work, that are privileged in an educational endeavour. As 
Wenger (1998, p. 265) comments on this point: ‘(Educational design) is 
about balancing the production of reificative material with the design of 
forms of participation that provide entry into a practice and let the 
practice itself be its own curriculum’. 

A deliberate effort is made at Carco to expand on ‘prescriptive, on-
the-job skill training’, to make training a self-managed system: 

The major initiative we took was  ...  in the project work that they  
...  undertake, and I’m sold on project work, ‘cos that was the way 
I was educated even 30 years ago. I think project work is good so 
long as, so long as it’s recognised within the project, that they, 
that is the students, manage themselves. They’re not managed. 
They’re not told ‘Hey do this, hey do that’. They actually get into a 
programme and look after themselves. (Managing Director) 

The training conducted at this company has a broad scope: it emphasises 
the necessity to provide the skills, knowledge and attitudes that the 
company requires, and to critically question these requirements: 

If you look at (the programmes at) Toyota or Ford, or the 
traditional materials that are around, they’re much more in terms 
of ‘These are the core values and this is what you will repeat 
back to me and you will repeat back to me in the order in which I 
give it to you’. Whereas I believe what we do in our programme is 
discuss some of those issues and listen to diverse views. We 
certainly accept and even encourage people to have their own 
point of view in relation to those things even though they may not 
be the sort of thing the company would encourage them to have. 
So I guess we provide an opportunity for people to express and 
explore their own relationship to those values and I think that’s 
really important. (Trainer) 

Competence development at Carco includes a values dimension. 
Somewhat like the situation at Council, the training programme is not 
abstracted from its social and cultural contexts. Trainees are encouraged 
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to reflect and to act on the work environment, and, thereby to shape it 
into what they, individually and collectively, want it to be. 

Grounded in a change-orientated view of competence – ‘I want 
people at the end of it to come out being pro-active’ – Carco’s model of 
vocational education and training is essentially dynamic and 
developmental. It strives to capture a notion of competence that is based 
on knowledge of work processes, rather than occupations, jobs or tasks. 
The development of competence in work process knowledge goes hand in 
hand with the ability to diagnose the work situation and, if necessary, act 
to improve or transform it (in essence, an educational endeavour). 

Competence is a process and (more importantly) it is a process that 
acknowledges that it is a process. This acknowledgment means that to 
train well or, better perhaps, to educate, is also to know that education 
has no firm foundations, such as ‘competencies’ seek to provide. The 
primary focus is on the negotiation of meaning, the activity of learning 
which, at Carco, cannot be programmed or ‘set’: 

I believe and I’ve always believed and I don’t think it’s changed 
despite the passing of time, that really learning is about 
individuals in context. I mean that’s your starting point every 
time. Learning is about the issues that present to you in a 
particular context and are pressing for you in a particular context 
... Where the points press hardest, that’s where your richest 
learning is going to take place. At the moment we have a 
proliferation of trainers, who see their task as delivering a set 
programme and while you have that stuff happening, you’re not 
going to have any real learning. So, I guess if I could re-write 
policy, I would start with somehow ensuring that we have 
educators who understood those primary starting points. And who 
are skilled enough to be able to identify them and turn them into 
curriculum. (Trainer) 

Turning the Contradictions of Competency:  
the (non)coherence of CBT 

The empirical material suggests that training outcomes commonly exceed 
‘competencies’. The multiplicity of meanings attaching to competency 
(e.g. job specifications, person specifications, reporting and 
accountability requirements) and the diversity of content carried in 
competencies (e.g. technical, social, cultural) challenge the idea that the 
competency of competency-based training is a singular category. The 
seemingly solid conception of competency as outcome [‘perform(ing) the 
task that is set’] gives way in practice to other conceptions: competency 
as process, competency as relations (‘I want people at the end of it to 
come out being pro-active’). The seemingly solid sense of competency as 
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singular or universally applicable (industry competencies, national 
competencies) gives way in practice to other senses: competency as 
multiple and situational (industry competencies, national competencies, 
company competencies [‘work instructions’], cultural competencies 
[‘cultural development’], educational competencies [‘I want people at the 
end of it to come out being pro-active’]). 

Can the condition called competency ever be fully captured in a 
single, coherent concept and model? As the case vignettes show, 
competency, once it is located in the practices of education and training, 
becomes as complex as the practices of which it is a part. Competency 
constitutes itself in a variety of different ways in different contexts. At 
Timberco, competency is ‘perform(ing) the task that is set’; at Carco, it is 
‘being pro-active’. The content of competency changes from a somewhat 
narrow scope (‘If I am training someone, it has to be to that work 
instruction there’) to a broader scope (‘So, we really developed a training 
programme looking at the floor, at work and the issues, rather than 
starting with the curriculum’). At Timberco and Carco, radically different 
epistemological and ontological assumptions are made. On the one hand, 
competence is fixed and seemingly certain (‘every operator has a work 
instruction detailing how he goes about his job’); on the other, it is fluid 
and contingent upon the dynamics of the situation (‘Learning is about the 
issues that present to you in a particular context and are pressing for you 
in a particular context’). 

CBT is commonly referred to as a system: an internally coherent, 
finished solution to the perceived problem of new competence 
requirements at work. Yet the case data deployed here would suggest 
that competence is not a coherent concept and CBT is not a coherent 
model of VET.[3] The concept of competence implies a number of aspects 
(technical, cognitive, social, cultural, organisational, critical), which are 
only partially assimilable. Models of vocational education and training 
embed a number of possibilities or options (instructional, developmental, 
educational), which again are only partially assimilable. Apparently, we 
should not be engaged in pressing an image of competency as a single 
acceptable outcome and of CBT as a universally applicable model of VET. 
Possibly, we should also refrain from attributing all kinds of capabilities 
to a master model. Given the disparate nature of the VET sector (e.g. its 
various providers, both public and private), ideas of singularity and 
universality, while useful in establishing a sectoral identity for VET, soon 
reach their limits. 

Diversity [or, in a more complex formulation, (non)coherency], 
rather than consistency, may be a more appropriate guiding principle for 
VET. Choices in relation to which aspects of competence are most 
significant commonly take the norms and values of communities of 
practice (e.g. work place, trade, profession) into account. Thus, at 
Timberco, where safety and quality issues are foremost, a technical or 
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functional view of competence and competence development 
predominates. What counts in this enterprise is ‘being able to do the job 
properly, safely and productively’. In contrast, at Council, where a ‘major 
cultural change in the organisation’ is underway, a social or cultural view 
of competence and competence development prevails. What counts in 
this enterprise is individuals who operate as an effective team: 
‘complement(ing) skills development with an actual cultural 
development’. 

These different aspects of competence are intricately entangled: 
commonly, ideas of competence that serve to challenge the 'standard' 
idea are, at the same time, caught up with this idea. Thus, at Council, 
‘skills development’ and ‘cultural development’ are inextricably entwined: 
‘You don’t do one or the other, you need a nice balance of both sorts of 
things’. Different models of training are also intricately entangled: ‘non-
standard’ models of training (instructional, developmental, educational) 
are implicated in the ‘standard’ model or, better perhaps, the standard 
model of CBT is ‘split’, in a state of internal tension between the standard 
and the non-standard. Thus, at Council, competence development is 
located in an interaction of emphases on training and development that is 
neither reducible to training nor, indeed, to development (producing 
what might be called a training-development model): 

(The) move to team development has come parallel with 
competency-based training and they work very nicely together ... 
You don’t do one or the other, you need a nice balance of both 
sorts of things ... So I’d say that we’re aiming to complement skills 
development with an actual cultural development and that takes 
time. 

The tension between these different emphases is managed pragmatically 
through working them ‘nicely together’. More specifically, it is managed 
through a strategy of complementarity. Preserving the tension between 
the ‘skills development’ of competency training and the ‘cultural 
development’ of teams training gives rise to a transformed model of VET, 
a complex or hybrid model where irreducibly different kinds of skills (i.e. 
technical skills and social skills) can be taken into account: 

I have some concern with the concept of competencies in terms of 
training people in attitudinal or behavioural type areas ... I 
believe that the competency stuff works very well with skills 
based and that’s why it works with field staff and manufacturing 
and so on and so forth but when you get into areas of things like 
communication, inter-personal stuff, diversity, I think that you 
need groups of competencies or another approach to complement 
it. (Human Resources Manager, Council) 

The tension between technical skills and social skills is also 
acknowledged at Timberco: 
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I think somewhere within competency standards and competency 
based training you have to get away from: ‘This is the way you 
train somebody, this is the way you da, da, da, da, da’. And have 
this dirty great bit section on human relations dealing face to face 
with people and how you solve problems talking to people. ... We 
have to deal with people skills, social skills. (Supervisor, 
Timberco) 

Unlike the case of Council, however, no strategy to manage this tension 
appears to be in place. Rather, it is simply resolved in favour of technical 
skills (here, mechanical, operational skills). Consequently, no 
contradictions of competency are turned – Timberco’s definition of 
competency matches the standard definition – and no radically different 
model of vocational education and training emerges to challenge the 
standard model. Conforming to the guiding principles for VET, the 
emphasis is on consistency: 

The training is designed to produce conformity ... The reasons are 
frequently to do with safety because it is a dangerous 
environment. (Training Coordinator) 

In privileging consistency – competencies whose contents are ‘right in the 
first place’ – the instructional model of VET supports, rather than 
challenges, the standard model. 

The developmental model of VET, or the model of competence 
development practised at Council, privileges (non)coherence – 
competencies whose contents are ‘both sorts of things’: ‘skills ... and ... 
things like communication, inter-personal stuff, diversity’  thus 
supporting and challenging the standard model. As I interpret this case 
material, things (e.g. concepts, models) can hold together (cohere) 
without necessarily being consistent. Coherence is a practical 
accomplishment: it has its own performance dynamic. It is commonly 
achieved through negotiation, as evidenced in the case of Carco where 
educators and employers build curriculum through working disparate 
interests together. As the parentheses strive to show, the notion of 
(non)coherence seeks to convey the idea that coherence and non-
coherence are always found together. Emphasising consistency through 
‘finished’ solutions like industry standards and training packages serves 
to conceal the endless decision-making and uncomfortable negotiations 
that commonly take place in generating these solutions. 

Unlike the cases of Council and Carco, little space is made at 
Timberco for generating (non)coherence, through for example, mobilising 
the different meanings that attach to competency in order to challenge 
the master meaning. Such space can be called ‘negotiation space’ (Law & 
Callon, 1992), or ‘in-between’ space (Bhabha, 1994). Turning the 
contradictions of competency involves both working within negotiation 
spaces and working between such spaces, for example, training and 
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development, training and education, training and employing, training 
and educating: 

At the moment we have a proliferation of trainers, who see their 
task as delivering a set programme and while you have that stuff 
happening, you’re not going to have any real learning. So, I guess 
if I could re-write policy, I would start with somehow ensuring that 
we have educators ... (Trainer, Carco) 

Such work lends itself to the creation of complex subjects (trainer-
developer, trainer-educator, worker-learner) and complex objects 
(training-development, training-education, industry-education). Being ‘in’ 
the ‘between’ is inhabiting an intervening space, being intermediately in 
place. The ambiguity of this ‘in-between’ location must however, be 
acknowledged, in order that it can do political work. 

Multiple Strategies for VET:  
competency-based training and beyond 

Thinking ‘betweeness’ helps us refuse singular models, models that are 
based on one type of outcome and one type of process as the norm by 
which all others are judged. ‘Betweeness’ may also be argued to be a 
useful way to think about strategies that enterprises and governments 
can adopt when responding to external change, for example, changes in 
work organisation, occupational structure and the particular challenges 
posed by the ‘new work order’ (Gee et al, 1996). In contemporary theories 
of work, attention has been moving beyond a perspective where work is 
defined as an ordered activity akin to a production process. Such activity 
requires expertise in handling routine tasks that are frequently recurring, 
or, in Ellstrom’s (1997) terms, ‘adaptive expertise’. Work is now 
understood to demand novel responses in non-routine situations. It is 
defined as an activity in which the following features come into play: 
 

 flexible production processes which can meet short deadlines and 
solve problems as they arise; 

 flexible management systems which can meet quality standards and 
competition challenges, e.g. Total Quality Management and Quality 
Assurance systems; 

 diversification of products and shorter product life cycles;  
 new forms of work organisation e.g. flexible structures which are 

capable of adjusting rapidly around ‘profit centres’, e.g. autonomous 
working groups, self-managed teams. 

 

Some commentators characterise these changes as representing a 
fundamental shift in the nature of contemporary socio-economic 
organisation, a shift which has variously been called ‘fast capitalism’ (Gee 
et al, 1996), ‘high value’ production (Reich, 1992), ‘flexible specialisation’ 
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(Piore & Sabel, 1984), ‘post-industrial society’ (Bell, 1973), ‘network 
society’ (Castells, 1996) and the ‘post-modern condition’ (Lyotard, 1984). 
Such broad characterisations, while providing useful pointers to the 
general direction in which (wealthy) economies and societies are 
heading, can obscure as much as they reveal about specific changes. 

It is evident from the case data that the contexts in which individual 
enterprises operate and make training decisions (including, choose a 
training model) vary considerably. Companies like Timberco that are 
involved in high-volume production and are supply-orientated tend to 
require expertise in handling well-defined tasks that are frequently 
recurring. This expertise is commonly a matter of specific skills: ‘Every 
operator has a work instruction detailing how he goes about his job, what 
the salient points are, the safety features, what he has got to watch out 
for’. Companies like Council which are seeking to add value to their 
products or services and are market orientated tend to require expertise 
in handling many different tasks. This expertise is commonly a matter of 
specific and generic skills: ‘A competent worker might be …  the person 
who has all of the skills, social and technical skills, leadership skills … ’. 
The implications for the design and delivery of training are different in 
each case. 

Notwithstanding this variability, some of the main features of a 
broad picture of skill requirements for enterprises attempting to respond 
to contemporary socio-economic change can be discerned, and strategies 
that enterprises and governments can pursue which are appropriate to 
this change, identified. According to Bengtsson (1993, p. 140), it is 
possible to determine three different phases or stages in the strategy that 
enterprises adopt when responding to external change with each stage 
having different implications for the skill structure of the work-force and 
the expertise required. The first phase is called a ‘product-driven 
education and training strategy’. Enterprises invest in education and 
training in relation to its tangible benefits, often in terms of new 
technology, and the launching of new products or services. ‘This 
education and training often tends to be product-specific, and when the 
work-force masters the new equipment and products these investments 
in education and training tend to flatten out, particularly if the products 
are expected to have a rather long life-cycle’ (Bengtsson, 1993). The types 
of skills required in enterprises using this strategy are specific skills. 

The second phase can be called a ‘market-driven education and 
training strategy’. Here, investment in education and training is based on 
the needs of enterprises to respond to changes in the market in terms of 
both greater variety of products and services, and higher quality. 

In this phase, enterprises tend to look for a more flexible work 
organisation and their investment in education and training will 
increasingly focus on the need to develop multi-skilled workers 
capable of performing many different tasks within a flexible work 
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organisation. ... Within this phase, education and training efforts 
lose the ad hoc characteristics of the first phase and become a 
permanent feature of the enterprise business strategy. The kind of 
skill structure that tends to develop in this phase is, above all, 
shaped by the multi-skilled worker and the need for competences 
that reflect the mastering and integration of hitherto isolated and 
fragmented domains of the enterprise. (Bengtsson, 1993, p. 141) 

A third phase emerges when knowledge and information become the raw 
material with which enterprises work. This phase tends to emerge 
particularly in small and knowledge-intensive enterprises in the service 
sector (for instance, business service firms). 

In these enterprises, learning and working increasingly become 
an integrated process. The skill structure that tends to emerge has 
its priority around problem solving and entrepreneurial skills. 
This phase could be called the process-driven strategy for 
education and training where most new tasks have a new 
knowledge dimension and where learning becomes an essential 
part of successfully executing a task. (Bengtsson, 1993) 

Like the training models discussed above, strategies for VET are not 
singular or universal. The case data show that while one strategy may 
predominate, enterprises direct their training efforts to more than one 
phase at the same time. Thus, Council is a company that is not only 
market-orientated but also knowledge-intensive: ‘… that’s where we see 
our future is – attracting highly qualified professional people’. Carco is a 
company that recognises the importance of integrating knowing, learning 
and working and encourages multi-skilling: ‘Before the VIC (Vehicle 
Industry Certificate) came out, there’s quite a lot of guys that used to do 
one task’. Clear distinctions between ‘goods’ and ‘services’, specific skills 
and generic skills, technical skills and social skills, are breaking down. 
Different strategies for VET are used simultaneously. Indeed, directing 
efforts across phases and utilising more than one strategy at any one time 
can be argued to contribute significantly to enterprise survival and 
success. The issue raised by this data, with implications for public policy 
in VET, is the tension between pursuing a single education and training 
strategy (outcome/product) and pursuing multiple strategies (product, 
market, process). 

In this article, I have tried to provide a means of considering CBT as 
a competence-based model of VET – of allowing us to treat it not as truth, 
but as one ‘truth’, a historically specific education and training practice. 
Ultimately, we must refuse pictures of competencies as coherent and 
complete; images of outcomes as finished solutions. Refuse strategies for 
VET that are singular and universal: strategic stories of ‘one size fits all’. 
There are always only specific kinds of competence, specific processes or 
practices – technical, cultural social, critical – which, while entering into 
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relationships with one another, are only partially assimilable. There are 
always only specific sorts of strategy for VET (outcomes-orientated 
strategies and process-orientated strategies) which, while entering into 
relationships with one another, cannot form an integrated whole. 
Different strategies are appropriate in different locations. Different 
models of VET are produced in different locations. These models are 
never simply one model that is applied differently in different places. CBT 
is performed in particular and specific situations (e.g. in particular 
industry sectors, specific enterprises) and, when re-situated, re-
constituted or trans-formed. It is never simply transferred. Images of 
activity, practice, process and performance are a very necessary counter-
point to the widely promoted view of outcomes as given and standards as 
set. They carry along with them a sense of limit, the finiteness of national 
projects and plans. They challenge the idea of a unified vocational 
education and training system, and a master model of vocational 
education and training. 
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Notes 

[1] Completed in January 1999, the study, ‘Evaluating the contribution of 
competency-based training’, grew out of a proposal for a major project in 
a key priority area identified for the national research and evaluation 
strategy for Australian VET. Funded by the National Research and 
Evaluation Committee of the National Centre for Vocational Education 
Research, the empirical component of the study involved conducting (i) 
195 telephone interviews with training managers (or equivalent 
personnel) and (ii) eight intensive case studies of competency-based VET 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

41
.0

.5
7.

83
] 

at
 0

1:
28

 2
2 

M
ar

ch
 2

01
4 



Dianne Mulcahy  

278 

programmes, throughout Australia. Based in the Department of Vocational 
Education and Training (DVET) at the University of Melbourne, and led by 
Drs Dianne Mulcahy and Pauline James of the DVET, the purpose of the 
project was to investigate the contribution that CBT has made to 
outcomes in VET, most particularly the extent to which it has met the 
requirements of various stake-holders and contributed to the 
development of more flexible and adaptable skills at work. 

[2] The ‘official’ definition of competency – the definition used by 
governments and industrial parties – is as follows: ‘The concept of 
competency focuses on what is expected of an employee in the workplace 
rather than on the learning process’ [National Training Board (NTB, 1992, 
p. 29]. While the work instructional model of vocational education and 
training displays all of the features of the standard model, it is much 
narrower in content and approach (e.g. no generic, behavioural skills are 
included in the work instructions). Indeed, the reference to ‘quality 
objectives’, by the training coordinator above, invokes a model of training, 
the instructional systems model, which has long influenced the provision 
of vocational education and training in Australia, most particularly by 
colleges of technical and further education. In some histories of 
competency-based training, the instructional systems or objectives model 
of VET is held to be the forerunner of CBT (Norris, 1991). 

[3] Which is not to argue that the concept and model in question are 
incoherent. A distinction can be drawn between non-coherence and 
incoherence. As I go on to discuss, the notion of non-coherence or, 
preferably, (non)coherence, is intended to convey the idea that things 
(e.g. concepts, models) can hold together without being consistent.  
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