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Abstract
The need for lifelong learning has long been highlighted by the changing social, technological and global
contexts. This learning occurs in many structured and unstructured forms, for example, formal education and
workplace learning. Much of the rhetoric surrounding lifelong learning has focused on the higher education and
post secondary vocational education sectors. Within this structure, little attention has been given to students in
secondary schools who participate in Vocational Education and Training (VET) oriented courses. Similarly,
research into the influence of these types of learning experiences on the individual students, in preparation for a
lifetime of learning has been limited. This paper outlines research undertaken, that has been based on VET
teacher perceptions in public school settings. These perceptions relate to the ability and extent of how quality
VET programs in secondary schools inform dimensions of lifelong learning. The findings of this small
collaborative study provide a framework for ongoing discussion and debate within VET in schools programs.
Keywords: Vocational Education and Training, Lifelong Learning, VET in Schools
There are many facets of just what occurs in Schools
during vocational education programs, in relation to
learning, especially from the perspective of lifelong
learning. The following review of the literature will
consider some of these areas.

VET in Schools
Vocational Education and Training (VET) in
Schools has grown in recent decades (Malley, 1998),
to the point where it has been described as “one of
the most significant educational changes in
secondary education in the last ten to twenty years”
(House of Representatives, 2004).
As well as participation rates increasing, the
direction and emphasis of VET in Schools have also
undertaken some changes.
In its earlier
implementation, VET in Schools was seen as a way
of addressing increasing “drop out” numbers and a
pathway to employment. Thus developed the earlier
stereotyping that VET in Schools was an alternative
for those who could not reach the academic
standards required of mainstream school programs.
VET in Schools has also been influenced in a
direct way by industry, and the requirements of
employers (Lewis, 2001). This consideration was in
response to the alerted need for increasingly trained
workers with an ability to adapt and move to
different and higher-level jobs as the need arose
within businesses.
There was an overlying
economic influence. It was recognised by Malley,

Keating, Robinson & Hawke (2001) that academic
and vocational studies, secondary and postsecondary education, and education and work
needed to be integrated.
More recently, it has been acknowledged that the
different pedagogical approach that VET in Schools
offers has advantages to a broader range of students.
In fact, some argue the whole school population can
benefit from the learning options available (Ryan,
2004). This “management of diversity” potential is
one of the main benefits of this approach (Polesel et
al, 2004, p. 39). Within this consideration of VET in
Schools, there has been a growing appreciation of
the role of VET in Schools studies towards
University articulation. The relationship of VET to
all sectors of education, and the need to strategically
develop seamless pathways is identified (Noonan,
2003).
This complexity of purposes of VET in Schools,
being a combination of all or any of the preceding
functions, is now being recognised and considered
(Malley, et al, 2001); with researchers seeing the
need for it to be student focused (Polesel et al,
2004). Individually, these rationale for VET in
Schools have been indicators of its growth.
Conversely, it can be argued that the opportunities
presented for increased retention successes, the
availability of alternative learning methodologies,
and the acquisition of work skills – themselves have, in fact, contributed to the on-going growth in
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VET in Schools participation (House of
Representatives, 2004).
Overall, though, VET in Schools teachers see their
programs as an “invaluable learning experience”.
They recognise the role of work placement in
increasing the personal development of these
students.
At the same time, they provide
opportunities for VET in Schools students to gain
information of other options in education and
employment, relevant to students at all levels of
academic ability. (Polesel, 2004, p. 46).
Notwithstanding any of the policy influences on
the implementation of VET in Schools, VET in
Schools students themselves value highly the
opportunity to undertake vocational education and
work experience during these formative years
(Ryan, 1998). Students identify that they gain work
skills; they prefer this practical approach and its
classroom atmosphere and variety (Anderson, 2000).

VET in Schools Statistics
Since the introduction of VET in Schools in 1996,
growth in participation of VET in Schools courses
has been substantial and consistent. During 1996,
60,000 students were enrolled into VET programs,
and this has grown threefold to 185,520 in 2002.
Figure 1 shows the growth over the period of seven
years.

The National Report on Schooling in Australia
2002 produced by MCEETYA (2003 n.p.) presents
the following most recently available statistics:
• In 2002, a total of 185,520 students were
enrolled in VET in Schools programs. This
represented 44 per cent of all students enrolled
in year 11 and/or 12 programs.
• 95 per cent of all schools offering senior
secondary programs offered VET in Schools
programs.
• The most popular industry areas were Tourism
and Hospitality, Business and Clerical, and
Computing. Together these areas accounted for
more than 50 per cent of all enrolments.
• 37.4 million hours of training were delivered
representing an average of 201 hours per student
across Australia. This average varied in States
and Territories, ranging from 111 to 341 hours
per student.
• 113,473 students spent a total of 7.4 million
hours in workplace learning, an average of 65
hours per student.
• In December 2002, States and Territories
reported that 7,639 School-based New
Apprenticeships were commenced during 2002.
More than 80 per cent of these apprenticeships
were in the areas of Sales and Personal Services,
Tourism and Hospitality, Business and Clerical,
Primary Industry, and Automotive.
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Figure 1
Growth in VET in Schools 1996-2002, Source: (MCEETYA, 2003:5)

Lifelong Learning
Ralph (2000) defined lifelong learning as “a cradleto-grave process” which involves the continuous
development, acquisition and application of
knowledge, skills, values and wisdom across the
lifespan”. He proposed the need to develop a love
for learning - which is particularly relevant to this
consideration of VET in Schools students.
McKenzie (2000) identified that the current debate
on lifelong learning has focused on young learners,
in contrast with earlier approaches to recurrent
learning which concentrated more on adult learners.
1258

The need for lifelong learning has long been
highlighted by the changing social, technological
and global contests; even though the definition of
lifelong learning is “hopelessly vague” (Green,
2002). This learning occurs in many structured and
unstructured forms, for example in formal education
and workplace learning. In the past lifelong learning
has been wide and all-encompassing, while in more
recent times it has tended to concentrate on skills
acquisition, and upgrading for employability
(Cowan, 2002). A consistent focus within the
definition of lifelong learning, though, is on the
potential for learning (Vorhaus, 2002).

School Studies as a Part of Lifelong Learning
Much of the rhetoric surrounding lifelong learning
has been focused on the higher education and the
post-secondary vocational education sectors –
acknowledging that VET has been synonymous with
adult learning, with its related pedagogies. Within
the vocational education and training (VET)
structure, little attention has been given to students
in secondary schools who participate in VEToriented courses. This, despite the fact that there has
been a significant increase in the number of school
students undertaking VET as part of their secondary
studies. This increase is in recognition of the
importance of these programs in improving
employment outcomes for school leavers because of
their hands-on and workplace focus. VET in
Schools has a significant role in lifelong learning in
that it prepares students “not only for the first job
but also for succeeding jobs” (Cowan, 2002, p. 33).
Research into the influence of these types of
learning experiences on these younger students, in
preparation for a lifetime of learning, has been
limited.
Self-directed learning is recognised as an integral
part of lifelong learning, with Selby-Smith (2002)
acknowledging that Australian lifelong learning has
an emphasis on self-directed learning. The concept
of learning self-direction is complex and confusing,
however a common aspect throughout the literature
is the importance of learners assuming responsibility
for their own actions in their learning endeavours
(Boote, 1999). It is well recognised that most
learning in adults is self-directed and informal
(Foley, 1995; Long, 1990). Learning to learn, or
metacognitive skills form a basis for this selfdirection and subsequently for lifelong learning. But
it is unclear to what degree self-direction forms a
part of a learning approach for secondary-school
students who are undertaking VET studies. Nor is
there any understanding of the place metacognitive
skills will play for these younger learners.
Selby-Smith’s survey (2002) supports the view of
Dryden (2003, p.27) that “there is as yet no coherent
picture of what teaching and learning in VET might
be”. VET research is leading the way towards a
potential new pedagogical understanding. It is
currently being argued whether VET is a distinct
field, or merely part of a lifelong learning continuum
(Brookfield, 2000). It will be essential that VET in
Schools – with its younger learners – are well
represented in research towards this end.
Bolhuis (2003) outlines his multidimensional
perspective towards a teaching approach for selfdirected lifelong learning.
He identifies the
components of process-oriented teaching, i.e. with a
focus on the processes involved in learning. His
model is centred within a social context of learning,
and incorporates the components which reflect the

executive skills required for self-directed learning.
With some similar themes, Boote (1999) also
recognised the environment; the learner’s ability;
and their preparedness in undertaking study, as the
components which will determine how much
personal responsibility they will take for their
learning. Norman & Hyland (2003) argued that
situational, institutional and, as well, dispositional
barriers need to be understood, particularly in
relation to younger learners.
Gonczi (2002)
suggested that the apprenticeship model has
applications for all VET learning; and Choy &
Delahaye (2002) found that young learners want a
more teacher-directed approach, and teachers cannot
assume that they are the same as adult VET learners.
These models inform different planes of teaching
and learning in VET, with potential application to
VET in Schools situations.
Chappell & Hawke (2003) argued that institutions
need to “change their pedagogical practices in order
to construct the new worker-learner”. If we accept
that VET in Schools is attempting to do just that,
“construct the new worker-learner”, then various
perspectives need to be understood. Winch &
Clarke (2003) argued that VET as part of the
lifelong learning continuum needs to be well
structured. VET in Schools – whether ultimately it
is found to be inclusive within VET pedagogy or
distinctive from it – needs to be well-structured if it
is to contribute to learners’ outcomes. Dryden
(2003) suggests that within lifelong learning, various
approaches to learning will be used at different
times. Barry (2004) suggests that learning theories
and educational “delivery of VET to young people
of school age is challenged”.

Australian VET Framework
The Australian National Training Framework is
supported by the Australian Qualifications
Framework (AQF) and the Australian Quality
Training Framework (AQTF). The AQF consists of
certificate and diploma level qualifications. These
qualifications are packaged together in Industrybased Training Packages.
Each Training package consists of a range of
qualifications and units of competency; and the
system provides a range of nationally-accredited
qualifications. An outline of the qualifications
structure and type of associated training providers is
provided in Figure 1. The AQTF provides the
standards that a Training Organisation must comply
with to allow registration. The Registered Training
Organisations [RTO] provide accredited training.
Universities do not normally offer accredited
training based on National Training Packages.
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School RTOs

RTOs

Universities

Doctoral Degree
Masters Degree
Graduate Diploma
Bachelor Degree
Adv. Diploma

Adv. Diploma

Diploma

Diploma

Certificate IV
Certificate III
Certificate II
Certificate I
Senior Secondary Certificate of Education

Certificate II
Certificate I

Figure 2
Australian educational institutions and course offerings

Learning Skills
Watson (2003, p. 3) noted that “Australian
researchers define the personal characteristics
necessary for lifelong learning in the following
terms: The individuals most likely to participate in
learning, either formally or informally throughout
their lives, (have) acquired:
• The necessary skills and attitudes for learning,
especially literacy and numeracy skills
• The confidence to learn, including a sense of
engagement with the education and training
system; and
• Willingness and motivation to learn
• (National Board of Employment, Education and
Training 1996:3)”.
It is recognised that acquisition of generic or
employability skills may a more appropriate learning
approach for young people who are preparing for
work – and for lifelong learning – than emphasis on
the
specific
industry
skills
(House
of
Representatives, 2004).
Within these generic
competencies, “learning skills” are identified as
what “contribute to ongoing improvement and
expansion in employee and company operations and
outcomes” (NCVER, 2003, p. 5).
Myer (1992) identified a set of generic skills or
competencies that are considered to be essential for
people to participate effectively in the workforce.
Learning, itself, was not identified within that
grouping.
1260

These key competencies, which are now embedded
into Training Packages, are
• Collecting,
analysing
and
organising
information
• Communicating ideas and information
• Planning and organising activities
• Working with others and in teams
• Using mathematical ideas and techniques
• Solving problems
• Using technology
It is important in the current debate to note that
VET in Schools students are more likely “to report
that they had learnt key competencies, such as
organising themselves better, meeting deadlines and
working under pressure”, than non-VET students
(Polesel et al, 2004, p. 18). These authors also note
that VET in Schools students are more likely to
participate in education post-compulsory schooling.
In fact, they identify that “improving learning was
seen as a major benefit of VET” as it improved their
confidence, attitudes, motivation, morale, and
enjoyment of learning (p. 23-24).
The Mayer key competencies have had an
influence on VET in Schools; however, employers
“also value attitudinal and personal skills” (Ryan,
1998). Sweet (1993) suggested more than a decade
ago that research on work-based learning
demonstrated that general understanding, problem
solving, abstract thought and symbolic interpretation
were part of this practical approach to learning.
Towards the future, Praetz (2001) identified the
increasing recognition “that education must equip

School Studies as a Part of Lifelong Learning
people to handle rapid technological and structural
changes and to benefit from new forms of work
organisation”.
In researching learning by school students in
workplaces, Smith and Wilson (2002) considered
paid and unpaid work and vocational placements.
They found that “generic skills were mentioned
more often in relation to paid work, while technical
skills were mentioned more often about work
experience”. As well, this study found that students
“did not report a great deal of transfer of learning
from school to work experience … [and] slightly
less reported transfer from work experience back to
school”. Interestingly, those students who have
been involved in both work experience and paid
work were the ones to report some transfer both
ways (Smith & Wilson, 2003). Experience of both
appear to be important, because of the different
emphases each has.

Methodology
Eight High Schools in the Newcastle geographical
area consented to allow staff to participate in the
study, representing a total of 55 VET in Schools
Teachers. The questionnaires were circulated to the
teachers through the Principal and VET
coordinators. Twenty-seven teachers of VET
responded to the questionnaire, representing a
response rate of 49 percent.
An empirical survey employing structured
questionnaires was selected as the method for this
study. A purpose-designed questionnaire was
developed to measure how the VET in schools
courses inform the dimensions of lifelong learning
as posited by Bolhuis (2003). The framework of
Bolhuis is represented in Figure 3. The questionnaire
sought responses for the highest, lowest and average
achieving VET students, in an attempt to determine
and validate the typical VET student rates in terms
of skills and knowledge for lifelong learning.

Orientation

Goal setting

Regulating monitoring
and deciding

Executing
learning activities

Evaluating

Figure 3
Bolhuis’s (2003) dimensions of lifelong learning
Four questions were developed to measure each of
the dimensions of the model in Figure 3. For the
purpose of data analysis, the mean of the questions
was calculated, to represent an overall score for each
dimension. The details of the questions in each
dimension are as follows:
• Setting goals: life goals and learning goals
o He/ she sets personal life goals
o He/ she sets personal learning
goals
o He/she takes responsibility for
establishing life goals
o He/she sets learning goals that are
realistically aligned to life goals
• B. Orientation: mobilising and preparing for
learning

He/she is able to critically
investigate
his/her
prior
knowledge/ skills
o He/she is able to investigate and
question the skills and knowledge
required to achieve his/ her
learning goals
o He/she is able to investigate and
question the skills and knowledge
required to achieve his/her life
goals
o He/she can identify possible
strategies to achieve learning and
life goals
C. Executing learning activities
o He/she utilises social interaction
when
undertaking
learning
o

•
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•

•

activities (for example asking,
discussing with others)?
o He/she is able to process verbal
information
o He/she is able to process symbolic
information
o He/she undertakes direct and real
world experience in his/her
learning
D. Evaluating process and results
o He/she can identify the criteria for
an evaluation of life goals
o He/she
continually
evaluates
progress toward the life goal
o He /she uses evaluation as a
diagnostic tool
o He/she uses evaluations to inform
changes of the learning activities
or life goals
E. Regulating: monitoring and decision making
o He/ she can identify problems/
obstacles to the learning process
o He/she
can
overcome
problems/obstacles when they
present
o He/ she actively pursues learning
activities
o He/ she is able to change focus
between setting goals, orientation,
executing and evaluation, (i.e. A,
B, C & D above)

Each question was allocated Likert Scale response
categories of Strongly Disagree, Disagree, Slightly

Disagree, Slightly Agree, Agree, Strongly Agree.
The responses were scored from 1-6 respectively;
that is, a score of 3 indicates slightly disagree and a
score of 4 indicates slightly agree.

Results
The results of the study are shown in Figure 4 and
Table 1. To add to the validity of the responses, the
mean of the highest-achieving and lowest-achieving
responses of each dimension were analysed and
compared to the average-achieving result of the
respective dimensions, using a paired samples t-test.
Additionally, an overall mean of all scores in the
highest-achieving and lowest-achieving responses
was calculated then compared to the mean of all the
average-achieving responses. The results of the t-test
showed no significant differences in the means of
the highest-/lowest-achieving and the averageachieving students across all dimensions; with the
exception of the setting goals dimension, where the
mean of the highest-/lowest-achieving (M = 3.65,
SD .73) and the average-achieving (M = 4.05, SD
1.13), t(26)= 2.636, p<.0154, was significantly
different. An inspection of the means of the setting
goals dimension, shows that the average scores were
possibly rated higher than they should have been.
Using the average scores, the results clearly show
that the most effective dimension of lifelong
learning in VET students is executing learning
activities. VET in Schools teachers clearly perceive
that their students utilise social interaction, process
verbal and symbolic information and use both direct
and real world experiences in their learning.

6
5.5
5
4.5
4
3.5
3
2.5
2
1.5
1

Highest
Average
Lowest

Goals

Orientation Executing Evaluating Regulation

N = 27.

Figure 4
Mean of results across each lifelong learning dimension
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Table 1
Minimum, Maximum, Mean, and Standard Deviation across Leadership Dimensions
Minimum

Maximum

Mean

Std. Deviation

Highest achieving
Setting goals: life goals and learning goals
Orientation: mobilising and preparing for
learning
Executing learning activities
Evaluating process and results
Regulating: monitoring and decision making
Average achieving
Setting goals: life goals and learning goals
Orientation: mobilising and preparing for
learning
Executing learning activities
Evaluating process and results
Regulating: monitoring and decision making
Lowest achieving
Setting goals: life goals and learning goals
Orientation: mobilising and preparing for
learning
Executing learning activities
Evaluating process and results
Regulating: monitoring and decision making

2.00
4.00

6.00
6.00

4.72
4.75

1.10
0.62

4.50
2.00
4.25

5.75
6.00
6.00

5.25
4.57
5.05

1.10
1.03
0.58

2.00
2.00

6.00
5.00

4.05
3.72

1.13
0.94

2.00
2.00
2.00

5.25
5.00
5.00

4.19
3.61
3.77

1.07
0.84
0.81

1.00
1.00

4.75
5.00

2.58
2.77

1.10
1.30

2.00
1.00
1.50

5.00
4.00
5.00

3.30
2.55
2.72

0.98
1.16
1.07

N = 27
Disregarding the score of the average-achieving
student in setting goals: life and learning goals, and
using the mean of the highest- and lowest-achieving
VET student (M = 3.65) as the indicator, the
remaining four dimensions rate with similar scores.
The data indicates that in each of these dimensions,
the teachers agree that the VET in Schools students
are performing, but the performance should be
improved.

Directions for VET in Schools and
Lifelong Learning
The transition from school to work is becoming
longer and less direct (McKenzie, 2000). Most
individuals will follow “zigzag, rather than linear,
trajectories that are characterised by frequent
interruptions and changes in direction” in their VET
study (Anderson, 2003, p. 2). The approach taken
needs to ensure that what and how school students
learn (i.e., both the content and process of learning)
can be carried forward with them into their lifelong
learning.
Strategies for the advancement of generic skills
includes “greater promotion to teachers and learners
of the value of generic skills (our italics) (Callan,
2003, p. 29). This must include a direct approach to

the acquisition of learning skills, and the transfer of
these to all facets of lifelong learning. The future
focus of VET in Schools must be on quality
improvement in teaching and learning (House of
Representatives, 2004).
While acknowledging what has been researched
and achieved so far in VET in Schools, the House of
Representatives (2004) recognised the need for an
emphasis on quality improvement in teaching and
learning. They issued the challenge that “the
priorities for the next period of vocation education in
schools should be to ensure the sustainability of
vocational education with a focus on improving the
quality of teaching and learning for all students” (p
xxiii). The Committee also recommended that
“employability skills be made a higher priority and
developed through a range of strategies across the
curriculum in addition to the VET in Schools
pathway, to maximise the effectiveness of
vocational education in preparing students for postschool options” (p 185).
It has long been recognised that VET in Schools
“can enhance academic skills of all students if given
clear and sustained attention” subject to “sustained
efforts” (Copa & Bentley, 1992, cited in Ryan,
2004). Malley et al (2001) argue a conceptual
model for VET in Schools which is reliant on a
1263
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structure which integrates VET and traditional
school academic studies, post-secondary study, and
work.
The initial role for VET in Schools is obvious, as a
milestone – if not the jump-off point – for lifelong
learning.

Recommendations
The following recommendations are made based on
the results of this study:
• Research into other Key Learning Areas of the
school systems be undertaken
• Investigation into the validity of the Bolhuis
model in the Australian school contex
• Investigation across school curriculum to
determine the extent of integration of lifelong
learning skills

Conclusion
MCEETYA (1999) endorsed the agenda that school
leavers should. Have employment related skills and
an understanding of the work environment, career
options and pathways as a foundation for, and

positive attitudes towards, vocational education and
training, further education, employment and lifelong learning.
Having an understanding of the elements of
lifelong learning – both formal and informal – is
going to be important for people as they leave
school and attempt to enter further or higher
education, or work. Being able to recognise how
they learn, teaching styles, being able to monitor and
evaluate their own learning, being able to terminate
learning appropriately – all will be important not
only while students are still at school, but for the
next and all future stages of their learning.
VET in Schools needs to be understood from both
a teaching and from a learning perspective. Much
work is required to overcome the lack of information
available within the literature.
This initial,
exploratory
study
attempted
to
capture
understanding and inform directions of teaching
VET in Schools, particularly in relation to where
VET in Schools fits within teaching for lifelong
learning.
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