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Introduction
John Stevenson

The purpose of this book is to synthesise approaches that might be
taken to developing vocational expertise. The various chapters discuss
and report research relevant to establishing an understanding of the
nature of vocational expertise and synthesising principles to guide
instruction. The book is aimed at researchers in the field of vocational
education and training, teachers and trainers seeking to understand and
improve teaching and learning practices, and policy-makers seeking to
improve the quality of vocational education and training. The book
replaces an earlier work which is now out of print, Cognition at Work:
The Development of Vocational Expertise, published by the National
Centre for Vocational Education Research, from 1994 to 2000.

The book explores what should be the subject of the education that
seeks to develop individuals for the workplace—vocational education.
What kind of knowledge should be the subject of vocational education
and how should it relate to the kinds of expertise that we see in the
workplace? Chapter 1 provides an extensive analysis of what consti-
tutes expertise in everyday and vocational contexts. It is assumed that
the idea of expertise developed in this book will be applicable to many
fields of human endeavour outside of the subject areas explicitly exam-
ined here.

The book does not seek to advance a singular theoretical perspec-
tive for understanding issues and synthesising teaching and learning
principles. Rather, each chapter of the book draws upon a variety of



theoretical perspectives to examine the issues and then synthesise a
position about how to approach teaching and learning for the relevant
subject area. Some of these perspectives are cognitive psychology, dis-
course theory and activity theory.

The book’s primary focus, then, is on synthesising approaches to
teaching and learning in vocational education, rather than on develop-
ing policy per se, or giving advice to researchers about issues such as
gaining access to workplace premises. Nor does the book seek to
compare and contrast the various qualification/certification provisions
of the systems across various countries; there is not the space needed to
examine them meaningfully. Rather, it is the knowledge and meanings
currently being targeted in vocational courses that are being examined,
and the teaching and learning approaches needed to develop such
meanings.

Moreover, the book cannot hope to cover the myriad of occu-
pations that are the subject of vocational education, and so the main
subjects have been chosen from the Key competencies/Core Skills/
Necessary Skills identified in various countries as generic and impor-
tant across occupations. This choice is discussed further in Chapter 1.
Accordingly, the chapters focus explicitly on these subject areas and
examine their claims for genericity. If even these sets of skills are not
really generic, then the specific skills of the multitude of occupational
areas will certainly not be generic. It is in responding to the challenges
of these examinations that we can synthesise curricular, teaching and
learning approaches.

The contributors take a structured approach to the development
of vocational expertise generally, and the development of core sets of
knowledge for work. Within each area of expertise, the various chap-
ters outline recent theoretical and research developments, then apply
these ideas in advancing a range of approaches to curriculum develop-
ment, teaching and learning. 

The book is divided into three parts. Part I discusses the nature of
expertise for the workplace. Part II examines the nature of expertise in
various topic areas—literacy, numeracy, information literacy, problem-
solving skills, creativity, and values—and advances possible approaches
to instruction in these areas. Part III examines challenges in instructional
delivery, including flexible delivery and guiding learning. Chapter 11
integrates the contributions of the other chapters in the book. 

Chapter 1 examines important characteristics of workplace capac-
ities, developed through experience and commonly called expertise.
Limitations of commonly used words and their underlying dualistic
constructions (such as academic/vocational, theoretical/practical) in
capturing these capacities are outlined. It is argued that vocational
expertise involves a meaningfulness that connects problems encoun-
tered in workplaces and in other individual and societal pursuits, and
that it consists of a facility with situated, normative meanings that
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include both propositional and procedural knowledge. The chapter
provides a basis for exploring curriculum development and educational
delivery implications, which are discussed in Chapter 2.

Chapter 2 adopts the ideas of expertise developed in Chapter 1 and
analyses the policy idea of competence as a basis for designing teaching
and learning in vocational education and training. It unpacks this idea
in terms of the various capacities that are involved (Chapter 1) and the
kinds of approaches that can be taken to their development through
learning. On this basis, the challenges to, and approaches available for,
curriculum designers and teachers/trainers are examined. The chapter
advances a set of teaching and learning principles for developing
vocational knowledge.

Chapter 3 examines how psycholinguistic and socio-cultural theor-
ies of literacy have been drawn upon to promote different discourses
(definitions) of literacy, as decontextualised skills or as socially situated
practices. The author shows how these discourses have led to the devel-
opment of very different approaches to the teaching and assessment of
reading and writing. She demonstrates how the strengths of each
approach can be utilised in providing a holistic approach to literacy
teaching practice.

Chapter 4 examines how different theoretical approaches give rise
to different ideas of what constitutes numeracy and different
approaches to the development of numerical knowledge. Drawing on
activity theory, the author outlines the important contributions of
different characteristics of the instructional situation in which learners
engage. These ideas are used to advance approaches that can be taken
to the teaching and learning of numerical knowledge for vocational
purposes.

Chapter 5 examines what constitutes information literacy by
drawing upon recent examinations of its workplace use. This includes
ideas about information literacy as a fundamental competency, ideas of
how computer literacy should be developed for work and an examin-
ation of computing literacy in workplace practice. The chapter then
discusses how approaches to teaching and learning might be fashioned
as a consequence.

Chapter 6 examines the importance of various kinds of problem-
solving in contemporary vocations. It draws on cognitive theory to
outline and examine models of problem-solving for well-defined and
ill-defined problems. On the basis of these models, approaches are out-
lined for the teaching and learning of the knowledge needed for solving
the kinds of problems that will constitute contemporary and future
work.

Chapter 7 examines the reasons why the development of creative
thinking is important in vocational education and training, and exam-
ines various models of creative thinking. It draws on cognitive theory
and theories of creative thinking to integrate different ideas about
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creative thinking processes. The chapter illustrates these processes with
examples of creative thinking cognitive procedures. The chapter out-
lines approaches that can be taken in the development of creative
thinking for learners in vocational education and explores the implica-
tions for curriculum design.

Chapter 8 examines relevant research on the kinds of values that
have been found to be operating in workplaces. The involvement of
values in the personal and collective meanings that enable competent
and expert performance is examined.

In Chapter 9, elements of flexibility in learning and models of
flexible delivery are explained and their strengths and limitations
examined. Based on these ideas, and on research on the use of flexible
delivery in vocational education and training, the chapter advances
important considerations for instructional designers seeking to make
vocational learning more flexible.

In Chapter 10, the nature of the learning processes that are
involved in guided learning, and the factors that affect successful learn-
ing guidance, are examined. These ideas are used to suggest ways in
which successful approaches to learning guidance can be designed and
implemented.

Chapter 11 takes up the challenges of Chapters 1 and 2, and the
problems and approaches advanced in Chapters 3–10, to synthesise an
integrated approach to the development of vocational knowledge.
It adopts a stance that practical knowledge is situated, normative
and concrete, related directly to its functionality. The chapter brings
together, into an integrated framework, suggestions for teaching such
essential knowledge as literacy, numeracy, problem-solving, infor-
mation literacy, creativity and the capacity for complex problem-solving,
as well as suggestions for approaching flexible delivery and learning
guidance.

Together, the various chapters examine the idea of expertise from a
variety of theoretical perspectives, outline recent research in the various
areas and synthesise approaches that can be taken to understanding
various aspects of expertise, fashioning instructional strategies and
improving teaching and learning.
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1

Expertise for the
workplace

John Stevenson

INTRODUCTION

This chapter explains important characteristics of human capacities,
developed through experience and commonly called expertise. It is
argued that vocational expertise:

• arises socially and consists of a contextualised, normative
capacity-to-do; 

• constructs and draws upon a meaningfulness that connects
such doing with other kinds of individually constructed and
shared meanings; 

• connects problems encountered in workplaces with other
individual and societal pursuits; and 

• transforms itself in response to engagement and experience. 

The chapter is structured as follows. Firstly, concepts of expertise
are examined, followed by an outline of how different kinds of
knowing can be differentiated. Secondly, the range of different kinds
of meaning and their interrelationships are examined. Meaning is seen
to be related to doing, the field of activity, practice, vocation and
others’ constructions of meaning. Thirdly, these ideas of expertise as
facility with meaning are examined in relation to various psychological


