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Table 17:  Leadership competency importance (item average 
scores)

Capability
Average

score

Being able to organise my work and manage 
time effectively

4.6

Being able to help my staff learn how to 
deliver necessary changes effectively

4.5

Being able to influence my peers to 
collaboratively formulate effective change 
strategies

4.5

Having sound administrative and resource 
management skills

4.4

Understanding national and state vocational 
education and training policy and future 
directions

4.3

Being able to make effective presentations to 
a range of different groups

4.2

Understanding how training organisations 
operate

4.2

An ability to chair meetings effectively 4.1

Being able to use IT effectively to 
communicate and perform key work 
functions

4.1

Knowing how to identify and disseminate 
good learning and management practice 
across the unit or organisation

4.1

Up to date understanding of relevant state 
and federal legislative requirements for 
compliance and continuous improvement

4.1

Understanding the role of risk management 
and litigation in my work

4.1

Being able to manage my own ongoing 
professional learning and development

4.0

Understanding of industrial relations issues 
and processes as they apply to vocational 
education and training

3.9

In-depth and working knowledge of 
competency based training and assessment

3.8

Understanding of how to develop a new 
service for a market segment

3.8

Having a high level of up-to-date knowledge 
of what engages learners in productive 
learning

3.8

Understanding how to implement 
successfully a new vocational education and 
training program

3.7

Understanding how to develop an effective 
vocational education and training program

3.7

Understanding how to design and conduct 
an evaluation of a vocational education and 
training program

3.5
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Responsiveness

Commitment

Decisiveness

Self awareness

Inclusiveness

Influencing

Empathising

Diagnosis

Strategy

Learning and teaching

Flexibility and responsiveness

Institutional operations

Self-organisation skills

HE

VET

Importance for effective leadership

Figure 8:  Leadership capabilities importance (scale average scores)

All leadership competencies are 
ranked highly with the notable 
exception of competencies 
associated with learning and 
teaching. This corroborates 
other insights from the survey 
and the workshops that it is 
planning and leading change 
in increasingly commercial 
contexts that is the focus of 
VET leadership, rather than 
education-specific matters.
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This commonality carries important implications 
for building tertiary-wide conceptions of effective 
leadership.

Findings and implications
In line with initial aims, this study has produced an 
empirically validated leadership capability framework.  
The capabilities are based on a conceptual model of 
leadership grounded in educational and psychological 
theory, and empirically validated in the survey of VET.

This contribution affirms and extends earlier work 
with higher education and school leaders.  Such cross-
sector parallels are important for they affirm the value 
of helping leaders build a portfolio of skills that are 
somewhat portable across contexts.  Broadly, this raises 
questions about whether these are generic capabilities 
for leading professional organisations.  Identifying a 
common substrate can do much to help focus the 
development of leadership capacity.

The framework bridges two perspectives on leadership 
– a focus on people’s talent and capability, and a focus 
on people’s capacity to learn and implement generic 
and role-specific competencies.  Evidence from the 
327 leaders who participated in this study affirms that 
effective leadership involves both individual talent and a 
situated capacity to implement.  Specifically, leadership 
involves reading the human and practical dimensions of 
opportunities and uncertainties, diagnosing a situation’s 
salient characteristics, identifying and selecting 
appropriate solutions, and implementing effective 
responses.

Underpinned by interviews, surveys workshops and 
previous research, this framework paints a vivid picture 
of how VET leaders manage change, and also what 
change-capable leadership looks like.  While this 
conceptually grounded the model is not complex, it 
offers a sophisticated instrument for understanding and 
building leadership capacity.  Coupled with insights 
from the previous chapter, it offers a rich picture of 
contemporary VET leadership, and flags those nuances 
of particular relevance to effective performance.  It also 
yields evidence for developing a suite of resources and 
strategies – the focus of the next chapter.

• Develop leaders’ understanding 
of the capabilities that underpin 
effective leadership, of the 
characteristics of change, and of 
how change plays out in RTOs.

• Identify context-specific 
management strategies that 
leaders can use to make RTOs 
more change capable, and to work 
productively with ambiguity and 
the unexpected.

• Map existing selection, 
development and promotions 
resources against the validated 
leadership capability framework, 
noting overlaps and areas for 
revision.

• Embed these findings into the 
organisation – report in staff 
orientation and induction 
programs, invite current leaders to 
reflect on these characteristics, and 
use this validated perspective to 
identify future leaders.

• Use this validated framework as a 
basis for benchmarking across like 
RTOs, looking towards forming 
broader profession-, industry- 
or tertiary-wide conceptions of 
leadership.
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Making leadership learning 
relevant
Building the capacity of Australia’s VET leaders, in terms 
of both capability and number, hinges in no small way 
on effective professional learning.  Clearly professional 
learning is not essential for leadership – many leaders 
have little formal training in leadership prior to 
assuming their roles and perform well.   Yet leadership 
training is a helpful and undoubtedly valuable means of 
ensuring that leadership is done well.

This chapter brings together earlier insights on effective 
leadership into an analysis of how VET leaders prefer 
to learn and develop their capabilities.  It spotlights 
preferred focus areas for leadership development, and 
the approaches which are seen as being most effective.  
Unsurprisingly, the results show that leaders favour the 
same methods that also engage students in productive 
learning (see Coates (2006) for discussion of the latter).  
This has profound implications for current approaches 
to leadership training and education.

As in most industries, with people finding themselves 
falling into senior roles based on technical competence 
but without specific leadership training, .progression 
into VET leadership roles leadership is not linear.  As 
with higher education leaders (Gmelch & Miskin, 1993; 
Gmelch, 2002) many VET leaders assume their roles 
without prior administrative experience or pre-service 
training – around 67 per cent according to the current 
data.  It is easy to imagine a future in which current and 
aspirant VET leaders receive leadership training that 
equips them with the capabilities and competencies 
they need to effectively deliver their roles.

Leadership can be both learned and taught and, as with 
most complex activities, this learning and teaching can 
play out in both productive and unproductive ways.  
Leadership education is likely to be most productive if it 
focuses on the things that drive effective leadership, and 
if it helps people acquire these in ways they can apply 
in practice.  But as echoed in the findings that follow, 
much existing professional learning falls short, either 
because it focuses on generalities or overly specific 
competencies, or because it is provided in ways that 
fail to engage leaders or help them test their learning in 
practice.

Ensuring programs are 
relevant
Unless leadership training programs target the 
capabilities that are essential for effective leadership 
then they will miss the mark and fail to provide the 
boost to VET leadership that Australia requires.

To test whether leadership programs experienced 
by practising leaders have been effective, survey 
respondents were asked to rate the relative importance 
of the various statements that make up the study’s 
leadership capability framework.  They were asked to 
identify the extent to which leadership development 
programs to date had focused on each of the aspects of 
capability they rated as most important.

Figure 9 presents the results, with 1 indicating ‘low 
importance’ and 5 indicating ‘high importance’.  
These results indicate that only a moderate amount 
of professional development has been devoted to 
enhancing the capabilities that respondents identify as 
being the most telling for effective leadership.  Average 
scores for selection and promotion are even lower, 
indicating a misalignment between the capabilities 
identified as important for effective leadership and how 
leaders are identified and promoted.

Such results are helpful, because they indicate the 
extent to which leadership development activities are 
perceived to be relevant by focusing on the capabilities 
identified by the experienced leaders themselves as 
counting most for effective performance.  The results 
highlight that organisations should implement strategies 
for assessing leadership potential.  Cost-effective ways for 
assessing leadership potential and the capabilities that 
count, which go beyond standard interview selection 
procedures and the use of referees’ reports, should be 
explored in more detail.

Table 11 lists the statements that VET and leaders were 
asked to rate in terms of their relevance as indicators 
of leadership effectiveness.  Respondents were also 
asked to rate the extent to which improvement in each 
of these areas was a priority.  Hence improvement was 
investigated using the same items and scales given in 
Table 11.   The average results on these scales are shown 
in Table 18.   Results are shown by role classifications 
for VET leaders and, for comparison, for all higher 
education (HE) leaders.
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Organisations should 
implement strategies for 
assessing leadership potential. 
Cost-effective ways for assessing 
leadership potential and the 
capabilities that count, which 
go beyond standard interview 
selection procedures and the 
use of referees’ reports, should 
be explored in more detail.

Of the top ten rated areas for improvement, three 
concentrated on financial outcomes, three focused on 
quality assurance, two on delivering projects, and two on 
securing positive feedback from stakeholders.  Less focus 
was placed on learning how to improve profile and 
generate positive external reviews.  When read together, 
these low- and high-ranked items do not cluster into 
natural groups.  The list nonetheless provides a useful 
source of evidence on areas where VET leaders feel 
development programs could best be focused.

The results do affirm that as with perceptions of the 
criteria for leadership effectiveness, it is aspects of 
implementation that leaders provided the highest 
responses.  That is, leaders reported that improvement in 
their capacity to bring change successfully into practice 
is their highest priority for professional development 
and personal improvement.  This is a very important 
finding and confirms the overall conclusions of the 
study.  It implies that a key focus is to concentrate on 
building leaders’ capability in this area as a prerequisite 
to building organisational capacity for better managing 
the change pressures identified in the second chapter.  
Notably, compared with higher education results 
securing competitive funding and increasing revenue 
has been flagged as an improtant facet for development 
by VET leaders.
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VET

All
HE

All
leaders

Chief
executive

Senior 
executive

Education 
manager

Corporate 
manager

Senior 
educator

All
VET

Securing competitive funds 
or increasing revenue

3.6 4.0 3.8 3.7 3.7 3.8 2.9 3.2

Delivering successful team 
projects

3.8 3.4 3.6 3.9 3.8 3.7 3.7 3.7

Delivering agreed tasks 
or projects on time and to 
specification

3.5 3.6 3.7 3.5 3.9 3.6 3.9 3.8

Receiving positive feedback 
from the community

3.6 3.4 3.7 3.7 3.4 3.6  3.7

Winning resources for your 
area of responsibility

3.5 3.4 3.9 3.5 3.3 3.6 3.6 3.6

Successful re-registration 
audits

3.4 3.5 3.6 3.7 3.8 3.6  3.6

Achieving a positive financial 
outcome for your area of 
responsibility

3.4 3.5 3.6 3.4 3.9 3.6 3.3 3.4

Improving student 
satisfaction ratings

3.2 3.3 3.6 3.7 3.8 3.6 4.0 3.9

Producing significant 
improvements in learning 
and training quality

3.4 3.7 3.7 3.2 3.7 3.5 4.2 4.0

Enhanced representation of 
equity groups

3.3 3.4 3.7 3.5 3.2 3.5 3.1 3.3

Maintaining high levels of 
staff support

3.6 3.5 3.6 3.4 3.4 3.5 3.8 3.7

Achieving positive outcomes 
for other staff in your division 
or area

3.1 3.5 3.8 3.1 3.4 3.5  3.5

Formative involvement of 
external stakeholders in your 
work

3.4 3.5 3.6 3.2 3.8 3.5 3.2 3.3

Achieving high quality 
graduate outcomes

3.6 3.2 3.4 3.7 3.4 3.5 4.2 3.9

Successful implementation of 
new initiatives

3.3 3.4 3.7 3.4 3.2 3.5 4.1 3.9

Successful variation to scope 
applications

3.2 3.5 3.7 3.2 3.4 3.5  3.5

Increased student completion 
rates

3.5 3.1 3.7 3.3 3.0 3.4 3.3 3.4

Table 18:  Focus areas for improvement activities (item average scores)
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VET

All
HE

All
leaders

Chief
executive

Senior 
executive

Education 
manager

Corporate 
manager

Senior 
educator

All
VET

Winning awards and prizes 3.2 3.2 3.6 3.3 3.7 3.4 2.6 2.9

Producing future leaders 2.9 3.4 3.6 3.4 3.1 3.4 3.6 3.5

Establishing a collegial 
working environment

3.5 3.5 3.4 3.5 3.1 3.4 4.2 3.9

Receiving positive feedback 
from industry

3.0 3.4 3.6 3.1 3.1 3.4  3.4

Bringing innovative policies 
and practices into action

3.2 3.6 3.4 3.3 2.9 3.3 4.1 3.8

Receiving positive feedback 
from enterprises

3.4 2.9 3.3 3.4 3.4 3.3  3.3

Achieving positive outcomes 
from external reviews of the 
area

3.0 3.3 3.3 3.4 3.3 3.3 3.7 3.6

Promoting your teams 
achievements

2.9 3.3 3.4 3.1 3.4 3.3  3.3

Being invited to present to 
key groups

3.1 3.1 3.3 3.3 3.1 3.2 2.7 2.9

Receiving positive user 
feedback for your area of 
responsibility

2.9 3.1 3.4 3.2 3.2 3.2 3.8 3.6

Achieving goals set for 
your own professional 
development

3.4 3.4 3.4 2.7 3.2 3.2 3.5 3.4

Achieving a high profile for 
your area of responsibility

2.8 2.7 3.2 3.0 2.2 3.0 3.7 3.5

Meeting enrolment targets 2.5 3.0 3.1 2.7 3.1 2.9 3.1 3.1

Implementing successful 
learning systems or 
infrastructures

2.6 2.6 2.6 2.9 2.2 2.7 3.7 3.4

Effective management of 
quality and compliance

2.7 2.1 2.6 2.3 2.1 2.4  2.4

Table 18:  Focus areas for improvement activities (item average scores) continued
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Figure 10 draws a link between leaders’ ratings of the 
importance of personal and interpersonal outcomes for 
effective performance, and the extent to which leaders 
have also flagged this as an area in need of improvement.  
As per Figure 6, the quadrant shows leaders who have 
rated this area as important for their work and an area 
in need of improvement, and those for who this facet of 
their work is considered important but not a focus area 
for improvement.  Diagnostic maps such as this can help 
steer professional learning plans to ensure that learning 
activities are targeted in effective ways.
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Figure 10:  Targeting improvement for personal and interpersonal outcomes
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Preferred ways to learn 
leadership
Leadership can be learned and taught in many different 
ways.  Spotlighting not only the preferred focus areas for 
leadership development but also the preferred strategies 
is important in order to ensure that training programs 
are most effective.

Working from extensive review of the adult learning and 
professional development literature (Tough, 1977; Foley, 
2000), prior research with higher education leaders 
(Scott, Coates & Anderson, 2008), recent research on 
productive learning in higher education (Coates, 2006), 
and a parallel study of leadership learning in school 
education (Scott, 2003), this study enumerated different 
strategies for learning leadership.  These were shortlisted 
into 21 strategies which, in turn, were clustered into three 
broader styles: self-managed learning, practice-based 
learning, and formal leadership development.

In the study’s online survey the 327 respondents were 
asked to rate the effectiveness of each of the above 
learning approaches in assisting their development.  
A code of 1 was used to flag ‘low’ and 5 as ‘high’.  The 
results are given in Table 19.

The figures show that most leaders express a preference 
for practice-based learning, followed by formal 
development activities and finally self-managed learning.  
It is possible that the relatively low ratings for many of 
the more formal development activities may be due 
to poor execution or misalignment with the focus of 
training rather than their intrinsic worth.

The relative emphases given to different kinds of 
leadership learning were largely sustained across the 
demographic and leadership sub-groups assessed as 
part of the survey, with the notable exception of age.  A 
leader’s age was inversely related to support for both 
practice-based and formal leadership development, but 
not for self-managed learning.

Qualitative feedback affirms these patterns and 
emphases.  Directors and CEOs prefer more flexible and 
individually focused forms of coaching and mentoring, 
coupled with access to broader peer support networks.  
Leaders in second- and third-tier roles favoured these 
kinds of approaches, but also made reference to 
more formal approaches to development – attending 
conferences, formal networking, and structured peer 
feedback and support programs.

Along with looking at specific approaches to leadership 
development, the survey asked leaders to identify the 
one key step that their organisation could do to improve 
the selection and development of leaders.  The following 
list summarises (in no particular order) the suggestions 
that were made:

 • developing a robust capability framework to set 
expectations and serve as a basis for building 
leadership capability;

 • actively identifying potential leaders and 
accelerating the advancement of younger staff;

 • developing clear pathways for leadership 
development that highlight opportunities and 
requirements;

 • implementing personalised and targeted programs, 
and particularly mechanisms for immersing 
emerging leaders through mentoring, exchanges, 
acting roles and work shadowing;

 • greater formalisation of leadership development 
– potentially as a baseline requirement – and 
incorporating training programs and peer support 
into ongoing professional learning;

Most leaders express a 
preference for practice-based 
learning, followed by formal 
development activities and 
finally self-managed learning. 
It is possible that the relatively 
low ratings for many of the 
more formal development 
activities may be due to poor 
execution or misalignment with 
the focus of training rather than 
their intrinsic worth.
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Table 19:  Approaches for learning leadership (item average scores)

Chief
executive

Senior
executive

Education
manager

Corporate
manager

Senior
educator

All 
leaders

Learning on-the-job 4.2 4.2 4.3 4.0 4.0 4.1

Study of real-life workplace problems 3.3 3.8 3.8 3.6 3.8 3.7

Ad hoc conversations about work with people in 
similar roles

3.7 3.7 3.6 3.6 3.4 3.6

Undertaking a tertiary qualification relevant to 
leadership

3.7 3.4 3.6 3.4 4.2 3.6

Being involved in informal mentoring/coaching 3.2 3.6 3.4 3.8 3.7 3.5

Participating in peer networks within the 
organisation

3.4 3.4 3.5 3.5 4.0 3.5

Participating in peer networks beyond the 
organisation

4.1 3.5 3.4 3.5 3.5 3.5

Undertaking self-guided reading on leadership 3.5 2.9 3.2 3.6 3.4 3.3

Being involved in formal mentoring/coaching 
programs

3.4 3.1 3.4 3.4 3.5 3.3

Completing formal leadership programs given by 
external providers

2.8 3.2 3.4 3.3 3.3 3.3

Participating in 360 degree feedback reviews based 
on known leadership capabilities

3.4 3.0 3.3 3.3 3.4 3.3

Attending conferences 3.2 3.3 3.2 3.2 3.5 3.2

Participating in annual performance reviews 3.4 3.2 3.2 3.3 3.1 3.2

Completing formal leadership programs provided 
by your organisation

2.6 2.8 3.2 3.2 3.4 3.1

Participating in leadership development programs 
which are custom-tailored to your needs

3.1 3.2 3.0 3.2 3.1 3.1

Undertaking site visits to other institutions or 
agencies

3.4 3.4 3.0 3.0 2.9 3.1

Participating in VET leadership seminars 2.8 3.2 3.1 3.0 3.5 3.1

Involvement in professional leadership groups or 
associations

3.4 2.9 2.9 3.0 3.5 3.0

Undertaking work-placements or exchanges 2.6 2.4 3.1 3.0 3.6 3.0

Shadowing a peer from another organisation 2.3 2.6 2.5 2.5 3.4 2.6

Accessing leadership information on the internet 2.4 2.5 2.6 2.7 2.5 2.6
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More could and should be 
done to boost leadership 
development, particularly 
among emerging leaders. 
The need for effort across 
the board was stressed – for 
boosting the conceptualisation, 
identification, selection, 
diversification, development, 
promotion, support and 
recognition of leaders and 
leadership. Considered broadly, 
this could be seen as a general 
call to give increased definition 
and structure to the profession 
of VET leadership.

 • generating space and capacity for people to lead – 
finding a way of giving people space for creativity, 
reflection and growth;

 • evidence-based and independent promotions 
processes, based on people’s skills as well as 
experience and qualifications; and

 • diversifying leadership teams in terms of 
demographics, professional backgrounds and 
existing alliances.

An evident theme underlying these suggestions is that 
more could and should be done to boost leadership 
development, particularly among emerging leaders.  
The need for effort across the board was stressed – for 
boosting the conceptualisation, identification, selection, 
diversification, development, promotion, support and 
recognition of leaders and leadership.  Considered 
broadly, this could be seen as a general call to give 
increased definition and structure to the profession of 
VET leadership.

Various approaches can be used to give more structure 
to the definition of VET leadership.  A good way to begin 
is by drawing together the research-based pictures 
presented in this study.  An initial step in this direction 
is made in the concluding chapter of this report.  Such 
perspectives of leadership have the potential to act as 
a springboard for building more extensive professional 
frameworks that define different types and standards of 
leadership.  Qualification expectations and professional 
learning can then be derived from such frameworks.  In 
turn, this can provide an evidence-based foundation for 
building capacity for the future.

Findings and implications
The future capacity of VET in Australia will be 
underpinned by the capability and regeneration of its 
leadership.  The VET workforce needs renewal to combat 
a looming wave of retirements over the next decade 
(Skills Australia, 2010), and this is most pronounced in 
the ranks of leaders.  Demography, and a contemporary 
awareness of the importance of leadership and the 
limitations of past education, impels a need to improve 
leadership learning for the future.

This chapter has assessed how VET leaders participating 
in this study prefer to learn, and their existing experience 
of leadership programs.  As the findings flag, programs 
appear to lack currency.  Much leadership training 
thus far appears to have been accidental.  The findings 
affirm a need to recast the support and leadership 
learning approaches intended to develop leaders, using 
the findings in this chapter as a source of evidence.  
New programs need to focus on concrete change 
management skills, working through complex real-
world problems, and leading change in ambiguous 
environments.  More authentic and active modes of 
learning were advocated by VET leaders, who expressed 
an overwhelming preference for practice-based and 
self-managed as opposed to formal forms of professional 
learning.

The findings indicate that the selection of VET 
leaders should be shaped by an understanding of the 
characteristics of effective leadership.  This highlights 
the need to get a much better alignment between 
formal processes and the actual activities, and between 
effectiveness indicators and capabilities necessary for 
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 • reflection – training should support leaders in taking 
stock and diagnosing their reading of situations, and 
how they have planned and enacted a response;

 • relevant – the training must engage a leader and be 
aligned with a leaders’ current or future work; and

 • real-world – the situation, whether simulated or ‘ready 
made’, should be complex and realistic, and as with 
all learning it must be pitched at threshold levels that 
challenge learner’s knowledge and mental models.

Leadership development and learning programs should 
be reviewed and aligned with the findings of the study 
concerning how and what VET leaders prefer to learn.  
Where possible, programs should be underpinned by 
evidence-based insights into effective professional 
practice.  In doing this it is recommended that RTOs set 
up learning networks for people in the same leadership 
roles.

successful performance.  If these are the capabilities 
required for effective VET leadership, they should be 
front and centre of leadership learning activities.

Like their peers in higher education, VET leaders prefer 
to learn leadership in ways that involve supported 
experience of, interaction with and reflection on 
challenging, uncertain and relevant real-world situations.  
Key ingredients of this observation include:

 • support – engaging leaders with the confidence and 
opportunity to test new ideas, and providing tailored 
structures that help them work through complexity 
and uncertainty;

 • experience – being exposed to and involved with 
challenging and thought-provoking situations;

 • interaction – optimally, people ‘get involved’ as active 
participants when learning leadership;
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Arguably the most important 
implication of this study is 
the need to implement tested 
strategies for identifying and 
developing aspiring leaders. 
Given the size and significance 
of the challenge these need 
to be structured and well 
planned. Yet at the same time 
they must be nimble and 
facilitate devolved practice-
based learning. They must be 
sufficiently flexible to spot and 
accelerate capability through 
a suite of pathways rather 
than make essential a stepwise 
progression.

These broad criteria could be read as affirming one-
on-one mentoring or coaching as the ideal format for 
all leadership development.  This is not necessarily the 
case, and nor is it often the most efficient or scalable 
approach.  As with the practice of leadership itself, 
many forms of leadership education will be networked 
or distributed rather than solo in style.  Hence this 
summary does not attempt to sow a formulaic approach 
for leadership development, and neither does it 
attempt to define in a prescriptive way what leadership 
development should necessarily be.

Findings from the antecedent study of higher education 
leaders spurred development of the Online Leadership 
Learning System (OLLS) (see: http://olls.acer.edu.au).  
Current findings affirm the value of this architecture 
for helping people self-reflect on their leadership 
and enabling people to immediately compare their 
leadership perceptions with those provided by 
experienced leaders.  This system is one way to address 
the view of VET leaders that learning leadership should 
be tailored to people’s contexts and backgrounds, and 
the challenges they face in their work.

These insights have the potential to play a major role in 
reshaping the approaches which are used for leadership 
selection.  Current position descriptions, performance 
management criteria, selection and succession plans 
should be reviewed against the evidence-based 
presented in this report.  Items in generic performance 
management systems should be checked for validity 
and relative importance against this study’s findings, 
which has explored leadership in detail in a VET context.  
Organisations should build key findings concerning the 
priority areas of focus in each leadership role, along 
with the performance indicators and the capabilities 
identified as counting most for effective performance, 
into revised position descriptions, succession plans, 
selection procedures, development processes and 
performance management systems.

Arguably the most important implication of this 
study is the need to implement tested strategies for 
identifying and developing aspiring leaders.  Given the 
size and significance of the challenge these need to be 
structured and well planned.  Yet at the same time they 
must be nimble and facilitate devolved practice-based 
learning.  They must be sufficiently flexible to spot and 
accelerate capability through a suite of pathways rather 
than make essential a stepwise progression.

Leadership education carries the weighty responsibility 
of making leading VET an attractive proposition to a new 
generation of leaders.  As current leaders retire, it must 
attract, engage and retain new people, both from inside 
and outside the sector.  In doing this, it has the capacity 
to map out new conceptualisations of the profession.  
Education must be individually tailored, but developed 
against leadership standards to assist with definition of 
the profession.  Organisations and governments must 
continue to highlight the importance of VET leadership 
in order to attract a new generation of leaders as the 
current, older generation of leaders leaves the system.

Developing leadership capacity is important in itself, 
but it also carries wider implications for the overall 
formation of the VET workforce.  Hence there is a need 
for broader workforce development agendas to address 
leadership development, and also to unfold leadership 
development in ways that advance the workforce.
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• Revise current selection 
approaches against evidence of the 
capabilities required for effective 
leadership.

• Re-validate position descriptions, 
succession plans, selection 
procedures, development 
processes and performance 
management systems

• Design and implement RTO-specific 
and more general industry-
wide strategies and pathways 
for identifying and developing 
aspiring leaders.

• Implement more practice-based 
approaches to learning leadership, 
ensuring that these are based on 
evidence of what works and are 
scalable.

• Blend formal, structured 
leadership development programs 
with informal/incidental 
approaches to self learning.

• Use tools such as the Online 
Leadership Learning System to 
enhance the science of leadership 
education by embedding the 
collection of evidence.

• Review existing programs to 
ensure currency, and focus 
professional learning on boosting 
leaders’ capacity to understand 
external change and to propel 
internal change.

• Define a new conceptualisation 
of VET leadership that sets forth 
key qualities and rewards of the 
profession, and seeds growth 
of a standards framework that 
acknowledges progression and 
success.
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The Australian VET sector needs strategies for managing 
the looming leadership succession crisis, and for helping 
VET leaders excel in times of change and uncertainty.  
But too little is known about leaders and their work – 
what leaders do, what influences and aspirations shape 
their role, and what capabilities and competencies 
underpin effective performance.  This study has shed 
light on these facets of VET leadership, and insights on 
focusing leadership selection, learning and promotion.

In broad terms, the findings profile leadership as 
focused on managing change.  This learning and growth 
requires a change-capable culture, and the opportunities 
and resources to allow leaders the room to grow.  Hence 
the findings carry implications for leaders and for their 
organisations as well.  A focus on effective change 
implementation is central because of the need for 
RTOs to continually adapt to a uncertain and shifting 
operating environment.

Change is evidently an important facet of leadership, but 
there is more to leading VET than leading change.  As 
the reports from leaders in this study convey, leadership 
often involves sustaining consistency and direction, 
in volatile contexts or otherwise.  To some extent, a 
preoccupation with change is concerning given the 

core business of teaching and learning.  Constantly 
responding to shifting goalposts, or focusing on shifting 
goalposts, may be deterring from attention to education.

The study has produced information on what VET 
leaders do in their jobs.  This data is important, for much 
of the knowledge and understanding of VET leadership 
has been fragmented and incomplete.  Yet it seems 
difficult to advance leadership without a cogent picture 
of leaders’ experiences and leadership practice.  Results 
from the survey have helped to build insight into what 
leaders see as the criteria for effective performance.  
Demystifying VET leadership is an important step to 
addressing issues of role function and succession, such 
as recruitment and ongoing development.

Analysing leaders’ duties suggests that while VET leaders 
have adjusted to education-focused demands of their 
roles, they now need new capabilities to respond to 
change pressures.  Leaders have the capacity to manage 
industry and clients, but they need skills to deal with 
new complex contexts that carry tensions between 
competition and regulation.

The results show that in many respects the concerns 
of leaders are only loosely aligned with the broader 
pressures confronting the VET sector – graduate 
outcomes, quality and education fundamentals.  In 
broad terms, VET leaders are focused on input-side 
factors such as student numbers and funding.  A 
challenge for the future involves developing a more 
outcomes-focused orientation, one centered on effective 
change implementation, on delivery, and on high-quality 
graduate outcomes.

To identify the powerful forces which shape leadership, 
the study established criteria seen to mark out effective 
performance in each role.  It highlighted a set of 
indicators identified by VET leaders as being the ones 
most important in making judgements about the 
effective delivery of each role.  Identifying indicators 
of effective performance is important, as it is these 
which, ideally, drive leaders’ aspirations and behaviours.  
Leaders are driven by these outcomes which play an 
important role in shaping leadership.

In line with the initial aims, this study has produced an 
empirically-validated leadership capability framework.  
The capabilities are based on a conceptual model of 

Leadership is about managing change and also stable 
growth in fluid environments 

Leadership requires a ‘change capable culture’ that 
gives space to lead 

We need strategies for managing the looming 
succession crisis 

Too little is known about leaders and their work

Leaders’ roles and work focus are not clearly defined 

Markers of effective performance are not clearly defined 
and deployed

Produce a framework of key capabilities and 
competencies

Effective leadership education must be current and 
shaped by understanding of effective practice
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leadership grounded in educational and psychological 
theory, and empirically validated in the survey of VET 
and, previously, higher education and school leaders.  It 
has yielded evidence for developing a suite of resources 
and strategies that organisations can use to develop 
leadership, along with data on which forms of formal/
informal support were most useful for developing 
leadership capabilities.

Read together, findings from this study propel the need 
for new conceptualisations of VET leadership.  While the 
results affirm prior trends, new narratives appear to be 

driving contemporary leadership – such as competition, 
commercial pressures, and developing change-capable 
cultures.  Our understanding of leaders needs to change 
accordingly, and these new understandings need to 
be drafted in ways that advance policy and practice.  
Fundamentally, this should involve raising the profile of 
VET leadership.

Part of this new understanding should involve 
developing industry-wide understandings of different 
leadership roles.  The large number of role descriptors 
and loose association between roles and activities 
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The findings also indicate 
that the selection of VET 
leaders should be shaped 
by an understanding of the 
characteristics of effective 
leadership. The findings 
highlight the need to ensure 
a better alignment between 
formal processes and the 
actual activities, effectiveness 
indicators and capabilities 
necessary for successful 
performance.

highlights a lack of role clarity.  This has implications for, 
among other issues, the mobility and recognition of VET 
leaders within and from outside the sector.

Role confusion and role clarity are both contributing 
factors in what the study brings out as another 
finding about the world of VET leaders.  Many leaders 
reported inconsistency between the expectations and 
requirements of the role and the resources – not least 
time and thinking space – available to deliver.

More broadly, while the term ‘leader’ implies influence, 
innovation and development, many VET leaders 
reported feeling hamstrung by changing expectations 
of what it means to be a leader in VET and the contexts 
in which they work.  People are only able to exercise 
leadership to the extent that organisational conditions 
configure and allow for that to happen.

Hence the findings also affirm the need to build more 
change-capable cultures.  Reports from leaders suggest 
that at present many RTOs are unable to respond 
effectively in increasingly competitive operating 
environments.

The study examined how to improve the focus and 
approach of leadership development.  The findings 
suggest that many current programs lack currency.  
New programs need to focus on concrete change 
management skills and leading in times of change.  More 
authentic and active modes of learning were advocated 
by VET leaders.  In their survey responses, leaders 
expressed an overwhelming preference for practice-
based and self-managed leadership development 
as opposed to formal forms of professional learning.  
Leaders say they learn leadership most effectively from 
other people and their own experiences of leading.

The findings also indicate that the selection of VET 
leaders should be shaped by an understanding of the 
characteristics of effective leadership.  The findings 
highlight the need to ensure a better alignment between 
formal processes and the actual activities, effectiveness 
indicators and capabilities necessary for successful 
performance.  There is scope, as a result, for the findings 
from this study to play a major role in reshaping the 
approaches which are used for leadership selection.  
Current position descriptions, performance management 
criteria, selection and succession plans should be 
reviewed against the study’s findings.

More broadly, there is scope for converting the research-
driven picture of leadership formed through this study 
into a professional framework that captures different 
kinds and levels of performance.  The outcomes of 
the current research are not singularly sufficient to 
underpin this framework, but they affirm the need and 
value of further work on this front.  An integral part of 
this framework could be the specification of entry-level 
qualifications for VET leadership, as well as ongoing 
professional development.

This study has advanced new thoughts about VET 
leadership, including that there is much more to be 
known.  Two specific directions are defined.  First, 
there is a need to ripple this study into larger national 
research on the tertiary workforce and leaders.  Second, 
and optimally in a coordinated fashion, there is a need 
to replicate such inquiry in more detailed fashion 
within specific roles, and with sub-sections of the VET 
industry.  Enacting more evidence-based approaches to 
leadership development should, in future, make such 
work routine.
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Appendix 1:  
The study’s methodology
This appendix provides a description of the study’s 
phased methodology is given and the caveats on 
interpreting the results identified at the sector workshops 
are noted.

A phased approach
The study was implemented in seven interlocked phases, 
including:

 • project scoping, positioning and initiation;

 • foundation consultation with a reference group;

 • discussions between the project team and external 
experts to identify the sample for the empirical 
phase;

 • detailed research review by John Mitchell;

 • detailed review of the current VET policy and 
operating environment by Peter Noonan;

 • empirical phase in which the 327 VET leaders 
completed an online survey;

 • meetings and workshops with an additional group 
of just over 100 leaders to discuss the results of the 
online survey in terms of their veracity, meaning and 
key implications for action; and

 • production and refinement of the final report.

Literature review
The focus of the literature review was primarily on 
empirical studies specifically related to VET leadership, 
both in Australia and internationally.   Within this 
framework, John Mitchell was commissioned to conduct 
a review of the research literature available on VET 
leadership in Australia and overseas.  Key Australian 
and international education databases were searched 
to identify relevant resources to the project scope.  This 
enabled the project team to identify major shifts in focus 
and findings over time, as well as enduring themes.  The 
project objectives informed the development of the key 
search terms for the literature review.  These included: 
‘leadership’, ‘educational leadership’, ‘leadership 
qualities’, ‘vocational education and training’, and 
‘empirical research’.  Each of the studies identified 

was reviewed for its research focus, the quality of its 
methodology, sampling, the presence of a conceptual 
framework, its context and scope, and findings.  The 
summative review from the literature then informed the 
development of a RTO sampling frame and the criteria 
for inclusion in the survey i.e.  managers to whom other 
managers report.

Policy review
The focus of the policy review was primarily on 
identifying those existing and emerging factors 
influencing the role of the VET leader of today and 
tomorrow.  Peter Noonan was commissioned to 
conduct a review of the VET policy environment 
in Australia to set a context for the project findings 
and recommendations.  This review was drawn from 
extensive experience at senior public policy levels 
and in-depth knowledge of policy at the State and 
Commonwealth level.  A review of publicly available 
resources including policy documents, budget papers 
and ministerial statements were used to paint a picture 
of the current policy and operating environment in 
Australia to set a context for how these factors may be 
influencing and impacting on the role of the VET leader.

The empirical phase
A stratified snowballing sampling technique generated 
responses from 24 RTOs.  Organisations were invited 
to take part in the study through a direct approach 
from the project team.  Attention was given to ensuring 
that a representative range of Australian institutions 
and leadership roles were involved.  The RTOs that 
participated in the study are listed in Table 20.

Each RTO was approached through the Director or 
CEO equivalent to invite participation in the study 
and forward the survey URL to leaders within their 
organisation.  The directions for disseminating the survey 
focused on individuals that were in scope of the ‘VET 
leader’ definition indentified in the project literature 
review: “people in roles classified as senior managers 
to who other managers report” (Mulcahy, 2003).  While 
a broad definition, this helps target people who might 
colloquially be considered ‘VET leaders’.  A broad range 
of roles were recorded in the study including: director, 
chief financial officers, general managers, program 
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Table 20:  Organisations participating in the study

State/
Territory Registered Training Organisation (RTO)

New South 
Wales

Albury Wodonga Community College

Think: Education Group

TAFE NSW – Northern Sydney Institute

TAFE NSW – Western Sydney Institute

TAFE NSW – Sydney Institute

Martin College (Study Group Australia)

Qantas

Victoria

Kangan Institute

Pivot Point International Academy

Insurance Australia Group (IAG)

University of Ballarat

MEGT (Australia) Ltd

Victoria University

William Angliss Institute

RMIT

Queensland
Southbank Institute of Technology

First Impressions Resources

South 
Australia

TAFE SA – Adelaide North

TAFE SA – Regional

Western 
Australia

Central TAFE

CYO Connor College of TAFE

Industrial Training Institute

Tasmania Tasmanian Polytechnic

Australian 
Capital 
Territory

Canberra Institute of Technology

Northern 
Territory

Charles Darwin University

managers/heads/directors, heads of school, or their 
equivalent.

As no existing sampling frame existed for this population 
it was necessary to construct one for this study.  The 
decision as to whom the survey should be distributed to 
was left to the discretion of the director, CEO-equivalent, 
or delegated officer.  That is, the research team did not 
conduct a case-by-case assessment of whether particular 
groups, divisions or individuals should participate in 
the survey beyond providing broad advice on how the 
project definition might be applied to the particular 
organisation.

Identifying the people directly responsible the range 
of activities conducted in Australian RTOs is not a 
straightforward task.  For example, the variability of 
titles, roles and responsibilities, authority ascribed to 
particular titles can have profoundly different meaning 
in different contexts, particularly when drawing on a 
sample of both public and private sector organisations 
with a range of hierarchical structures.  The level of 
formal leadership responsibility will vary between 
people, divisions and organisations, and, as the study 
demonstrates, is not easily defined by a particular 
portfolio or position name.  Importantly, titles used in one 
organisational context do not necessarily map evenly or 
universally across to other leadership roles, even though 
they may share the same title.

A focus on informal leadership was outside the 
scope of this project.  There is, however, a need for 
specific research on the area, ideally using the same 
methodology and framework as the present study so that 
the results can be meaningfully compared.

Ethics clearance for the study was provided by both 
ACER and the University of Melbourne.

Survey instrument design
The survey instrument used in the empirical phase of 
the study (Appendix 2) was delivered and completed 
online.  It built upon a parallel instrument that had 
already been validated for leadership in school 
education (Scott, 2003) and higher education (Scott, 
Coates and Anderson, 2008) and in a range of studies 
of professional capability amongst successful graduates 
(Vescio, 2005).
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A draft of the instrument was reviewed in detail by 
a number of experienced VET practitioners and 
researchers and against the VET leadership literature.  It 
was then modified in light of this.  In particular, there 
are a range of nuanced political, social and operational 
pressures at play in the VET that became new items in 
the survey.

The quantitative items in the survey focus on the:

 • learning and teaching leaders’ profile;

 • major area of focus in their role;

 • indicators they use to judge their effectiveness;

 • influences that most have an impact on their daily 
work;

 • capabilities necessary for successful performance as 
a learning and teaching leader; and

 • relative effectiveness of a range of formal and 
informal activities in developing these capabilities.

Nine open-ended questions are also included.  These 
questions seek leaders’ views on issues such as:

 • which aspects of their role they find most and least 
satisfying;

 • the major challenges they experience in the role and 
how they resolve them;

 • what it is like being a leader in their role; and

 • what they believe are the most effective methods 
for developing the capabilities of leaders in their 
situation.

The open-ended questions give leaders the opportunity 
to expand on issues raised by the survey items or to 
make comment on additional issues.

The survey was completed online using ACER’s standard 
survey software.  It was extensively field tested before 
distribution and was designed for completion in around 
25 minutes, depending on the amount of open-text 
feedback provided.

Survey administration

The RTO contact, or delegated officer, in each 
organisation personally invited each of their identified 
respondents to participate in the survey and explained 
its purpose and significance.  The snowballing sampling 
technique involved a recruitment process over the 

period of July 2009 to February 2010 in order to build a 
statistically reliable sample of respondents.  Follow-up 
emails were sent by the project team at weekly intervals 
and each RTO contact undertook personal follow up as 
necessary.  Responses were received in confidence and 
were not linked with information in the sampling frame.  
Data gathering was complete by early February 2010.

Response sample

The research team received responses from 327 leaders 
from 24 RTOs.  The relatively high response yield and 
large number of open-ended comments makes this one 
of the largest cross-sectoral empirical studies of leaders 
in vocational education and training.  The response 
sample is relatively representative of the sector, taking 
into account the limited overall data on available VET 
leadership.

Quantitative analysis

A range of methods were used to analyse the survey 
data.  Validity and reliability checks were conducted on 
the capability and context scales to confirm content 
and face validity.  Statistical methods were used to 
explore and scale the survey data, to validate the items 
and scales, and to determine the nature and strength 
of patterns in response.  To facilitate interpretation of 
results, the report concentrates on summary means and 
ordinal ranks.  The means are reported on the response 
scale included on the instrument.  The variance-
explained statistics are reported using a percentage 
metric.  This modelling was undertaken in an exploratory 
fashion, given the limited amount of empirical research 
on VET leadership and, hence, of explanatory models 
upon which to base the current analyses.

Qualitative analysis

Initially, the open-ended responses were subjected to a 
close read by the team members.  This assisted the team 
to become familiar with the respondent comments.  The 
responses were then sorted and thematically analysed 
initially by role.  They were then analysed independently 
by different members of the project team, using the 
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study’s conceptual framework for academic leadership 
as a guide.  Comparisons with the quantitative findings 
were made.  Insights were then pooled and validated by 
team members.  Collectively, these processes allowed the 
team to approach the data from multiple perspectives.

The approaches used by researchers such as Miles and 
Huberman (1994) and Grace (2002) were adopted to 
enhance the analysis process.  This included a focus not 
just on thematic analyses but identification of the degree 
of emotion evident in what leaders wrote, how often they 
returned to a topic or theme, and how much they wrote 
on particular issues.  Comments used throughout the 
report are faithful to the overall stance of a leader for any 
given question.  Generally, comments are included that 
reflect an overall pattern in responses on a particular 
issue.  However, the team did not shy away from outlier 
comments because these may introduce points of 
contradiction, new ideas or ways of looking at an issue.  
Such spaces may provide opportunities for advancing 
our thinking and practice in academic leadership.

National reviews of the results
The results of the online survey were discussed in 
detail at a series of three-hour workshops held across 
Australia between November 2009 and February 2010.  
These took place in Brisbane, Sydney, Adelaide and 
Melbourne.  More than 100 people ranging from a wide 
range of organisations, roles and industry backgrounds 
attended these workshops.  Each workshop focused on 
the following:

 • the study’s need and aims;

 • its methodology and caveats that might arise from it;

 • the study’s findings on

 – nature of leadership in universities, analogies;

 – major areas of focus in different leadership roles;

 – the most satisfying and challenging aspects of 
each role;

 – key influences shaping leadership in universities;

 – how VET leaders judge their performance to be 
effective;

 – the capabilities associated with effective 
leadership; and

 – learning leadership;

Importantly, participants were invited at the end of each 
workshop to write responses to the following questions:

 • What are your broad reactions to the key results and 
preliminary findings?

 • What appear to be the main influences and 
challenges facing contemporary VET leaders?

 • What are the best ways of developing the capacity 
of current VET leaders, and what are the main focus 
areas?

 • How can the findings help clarify and further 
professionalise VET leadership?

 • How can the capabilities that count for effective 
performance be used for leadership development?

 • What are the best approaches for identifying and 
building a new generation of VET leaders?

This feedback provided an additional and highly 
significant source of data for the study.  The data 
generated from this phase has been used to ensure that 
the recommendations and key insights reflect accurately 
the collective views of a wide range of experienced 
leaders in Australian VET and not simply the views of the 
project team.

The feedback given at all of the above events has been 
recorded, placed into a detailed spreadsheet, and then 
sorted by the agenda for each workshop and analysed 
qualitatively.

Compilation of the final project report
For each key project objective the report has, as noted 
earlier, produced a triangulated picture of what the 
literature says, what the respondents to the survey said 
and what the participants at the national workshops said 
in evaluating the veracity of the findings and identifying 
their implications.  This draft report was then circulated 
for further review at a national forum on the project, 
before a final version was readied for publication.
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Appendix 2:  
The feedback instrument
Snapshots of the study’s online survey instrument are provided below.
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