Researching education and training: Notes on cultural approaches





1.	Introduction


1.1	New tasks and methods for research  in  education and training


Transnational Vocational Education and Training research has a history (and a pre-history) of national surveys and descriptive studies. Such studies have been undertaken to allow the benchmarking of different systems against each other and to establish a knowledge base of systems of vocational education and training. The increased interest in VET and the process of European political union have led to an increase in funding for transnational VET research, particularly through different EU funds. It must be said, however, that the early experience of these programmes and of transnational VET research is less than happy. On the one hand researchers feel that VET research is not properly valued, is under-funded and the management of the programmes is bureaucratic; on the other hand policy makers ask what impact the research projects have and question the quality and validity of the outcomes. Such disquiet is partly a reflection of the status of VET as a very ‘young’ science still feeling its way into the world. In this respect we can recognise the need for the development of new tools and methods for investigation and analysis. But it also reflects a lack of clarity about the role of VET as a ‘practical’ science and the interaction between policy, research and practice. In its transnational dimension, there remains considerable tension between VET as a function and object of national research and policy and the aspirations of a common European policy and practice.


This paper examines the need for new tools for analysis and for an extended exploration of the functions of vocational education and training within society. Given the paucity of analytical tools available for interpreting comparative VET studies, it is proposed to develop or ‘borrow and adapt tools drawn from a wider range of sciences than in the past. In particular, it is necessary to generate analytical tools which consider not only the nature, aims and practice of VET research but also its values, its meanings and its relationship to VET practice. Such an analytical tool must also be sophisticated enough to take into account the context within which VET operates in the different societies of Europe. From this viewpoint it is suggested that tools and approaches drawn from cultural sciences, in particular Fregeian semantics, Marxism, semiotics, pragmatism, post-structuralism and super-structuralism may prove a fruitful area for VET research. The final section of this essay will provide some examples of these tools and suggest possible lines for further enquiry and analysis.


1.2	Interpreting the convergence-divergence paradox


The focus of much comparative research has been the comparison of different paradigms in VET. Set against a common background of globalisation of the economy, the rise of multi-nationals and shared technologies, these paradigms show a marked convergence across Europe and there is a seductive similarity between, for example, work organisation paradigms, curriculum paradigms and research paradigms. This has increased the tendency to undertake ‘point to point’ comparisons across member states, often based on task or functional analysis. And yet the outcomes of such research, whilst providing descriptive data which empirically reinforces the notion of converging trends is often at odds with what VET researchers ‘know’ to be true and which the general populus assumes as ‘common sense’; that is, that there are major cultural differences leading to apparently inexplicable divergences of practice. The challenge for VET research is to construct more robust tools for analysis which can accommodate and reconcile both the convergences and divergences. 


 Much of the existing comparative research takes as its starting point a single VET paradigm and deconstructs that paradigm into its elements. Thus, ‘VET’ would be the highest level of a tree diagram and the paradigmatic sets under observation would be branches below it.  These  may be labelled, for example, `employment patterns’,  `new production methods’, `trainer training’, `cultural issues’, `curriculum’ and so on.  The elements or items within the paradigms would form the next level of branching. For example under `new production methods’ there might be elements labelled `Just-in Time’ or `island production’ or `co-makership’.  Under  employment patterns there may be `self employed’, `employed by SME’, `unemployed’ and so on. Each of these elements can also be subdivided into properties or descriptors (which are actually paradigms in themselves).  For example `unemployed’ could be expressed as ‘average length of unemployment’ or `number of unemployed males over 25’ or `average qualification level of unemployed women’ or whatever.   The  number and type of paradigmatic sets are similar across member states as are the items within each paradigm, hence the apparent  convergence. Much quantitative comparative research maps and compares element against like element looking for differences in properties across member states. Occasionally it compares paradigm with paradigm but work at this higher level of aggregation level is more often seen in collaborative research.


What is rarely taken into account is the syntax which exists between the paradigms, a syntax which is determined by the culture which generated it and is as culturally specific as the rules of grammar are language specific. The syntagmatic relationship (or syntagm) which defines the way in which one paradigm articulates with another is, for the most part, ignored but it is here that the divergences across member states are located.


What VET needs is a grammar capable of analysis at a systemic rather than structural level. It needs a grammar robust enough and sufficiently rigorous to challenge and provide a real alternative to both functional and structural analysis but sophisticated enough to examine the cultural realisation and cultural meaning of sectoral and regional differences, national identities, gender, class and language.


Thus the model should not take  `VET’ as a starting point for the tree diagram and then simply disaggregate it - with `the cultural dimension’ being a paradigm or even an element within several paradigms and the assumption that it lends itself to comparison as readily as unemployment figures.  Rather we should put ‘culture’ at the top of the tree diagram with VET being one (disaggregated) manifestation of that culture 


Functionalist analyses break down VET into a series of components that, not only .fails to recognise their significance within societies and cultures, but renders comparisons less, rather than more, meaningful.  Stucturalist and post structuralist schools continue to pursue structures of likeness and contrast, differences played against similarities. It follows that if all the factors which determine VET culture are themselves different then the component parts of those features are bound to be different.


Given the role of culture on Vet and of VET itself within its cultural context, then it may be of value to access that corpus of knowledge and theory in the field of cultural studies. The next section of this paper will look at some different ideas drawn from cultural theory and examine their applicability for comparative VET studies


2.	Culture and VET


2.1	Cultural studies: a gateway to new ideas


Cultural studies is itself rooted in other disciplines – like VET it is a synthetic discipline. It draws on semiotics, Saussurian linguistics, structuralism, super-structuralism and Fregian semantics and, peripherally to Althusserian Marxist theory and hermeneutics. This paper takes only 3 or 4 key concepts drawn from the field of Cultural Studies and applies those concepts to the comparison of VET in Europe.


The list is not by any means exhaustive, nor is it integrated. The intention is not to produce a coherent new theory or perspective for comparative VET.  Instead it is intended to select almost random elements from cultural theory and use them as examples to illustrate how the cultural issues in VET could be interpreted. If this is credible, it is possible that this could be a new area of work, a gateway to new ideas and could provide access to an alternative set of meanings. 


2.2 	Denotation and connotation


The name of an object will simultaneously perform two functions. It will denote or name the object whilst also imbuing it with cultural and contextual meaning – which we call the connotative function. (This is similar to, but not to be confused with Frege’s Sense and Reference distinction.)


For example consider in English the words job, occupation, profession, career, vocation, trade, craft. The denotation of each word is very similar, “what you do for a living”, but the connotations are very different. Each word has a set of connotations and each set is different. The connotations carry cultural messages about class, status, context, knowledge base, lifestyle and so on. Similarly in French the words métier, carrière, travail, poste, occupation, profession, vocation roughly denote ‘what you do for a living’ but again the connotative meanings are very different and are also very different from the nearest English equivalent translation. 


Two hypotheses follow from this example.  The first is that `literal’ translation from one language to another operates mainly at a denotative level and comparison at that denotative level will reveal some cultural differences. However translation and thus comparison at a connotative level is virtually impossible as it depends on the unlikely event of finding a word in both languages which both denotes the same thing and has the same paradigm of cultural meanings.


So it is with VET. The use of the linguistic example above is both an analogy for the broader issues of VET but also a literal example of how the language of VET can shape its meaning.


All VET systems and structures will denote a form of cultural activity for which there are usually parallel activities in different cultures. This is at the level at which point to point comparative research works best. There are ‘unemployment figures’ in all countries, there is ‘vocational training for carpenters’ in all countries, there are ‘curricula for training VET professionals’ in all countries – all of these at a denotative level can be compared. However the set of cultural meanings - the cultural connotations - of these activities will have no one-to-one correspondence. What ‘unemployment’ means or what `carpenter’ means or what ‘VET professional’ means or connotes will be specific to a culture and a product of it and thus cannot be easily compared.


A second hypothesis is that the meaning of any word can only be defined in terms of what is not. 


That is, we understand the cultural meaning and significance of ‘job’ as opposed to ‘profession’ precisely because one exists in opposition to the other. The connotations of ‘job’ are different to the connotations of ‘profession’ and it is the relationship between them that imbue both with meaning.


Again if the analogy is broadened then it is not the paradigms of VET which define and explain it and give it meaning but the syntagmatic relationships between these paradigms – the articulation which exists between systems and structures. For example we understand the concept of off-the-job training in Britain partly because we define it in opposition to on-the-job training. The nature of that relationship and its cultural significance is totally different from the syntactical relationship between the elements of the German dual system. Thus, it follows that we cannot and should not compare British ‘off-the-job’ training with German ‘schools’ because each can only be defined in terms of their relationship with other elements of their respective VET systems and the cultural meaning of that relationship.


Interestingly, the French have chosen not to define the elements at all but the relationship itself in their concept of ‘alternance’, that is, they label the syntagm and not the paradigm.


A number of different European research projects have attempted to develop a glossary for VET. The venture floundered as they found that whilst participant researchers were able to discover the denotative meanings (often through intensive dictionary work) the connotative meaning, the lack of understanding of which had promoted the exercise in the first place, remained as elusive as ever.


Is this important? If our perceptions and ideas about VET are shaped by our culture of which language is a part, then not only is the issue of language important in itself but the analysis of denotation and connotation may offer a valuable tool for exploring comparisons within and between different VET systems.


The problems can be seen in looking at comparisons of the roles and tasks of teachers and trainers in different European countries. One of the difficulties is the need to adopt terminology in common cultural usage in Member States. In denotative terms this is not so difficult – most countries have a term which means something like VET teacher or VET trainer (interestingly the term VET planner causes more problems at a denotative level).


However connotative meanings vary greatly.  For example, a comparison of the connotative meanings for a VET teacher (Berufspedagogic) and a craft company based trainer (Meister) in Germany and a comparison of the meanings of a VET carpentry teacher in Germany compared with the UK - illustrate the problems clearly because direct comparisons based on structure, power or ideal type would still not capture the subtleties of class, status, history, tradition and lifestyle which are fundamental to each. 


2.3	Metaphor and metonymy


A metaphor is used (in the context of cultural studies) as substitute for that which it signifies and where the relationship of the signifier (the metaphor) to the signified (the referent) is arbitrary or abstracted or purely symbolic. A metonym, however, is a substitute in which part of the meaning of the signified is transferred to the signifier, that is, the relationship is concrete and transparent.�


How does this help us to look at the complexity of different relationships between the VET systems and the work culture of which they are part and necessarily to understand the contradictions of these relationships?


The UK has introduced a series of work-related vocational qualifications, NVQs, based on statements of competence and performance criteria (for more discussion on the problems of these terms see below). The desire for authenticity in learning has encouraged the introduction of simulated work environment, usually in a school but sometimes also in the workplace. For example, schools have developed model hairdressing salons to provide “as if…..” experience of work. Conversely, on-the-job-training includes “assignments” which form part of the underpinning knowledge. NVQs are centrally controlled and assessed and the lack of a written curriculum allows the integration of learning between workplace and school. This provides for the advantages of synergy, cohesion and transparency but creates the disadvantages of overlap and lack of development of a broad knowledge base. In Germany, the Dual System allows the schools to provide students with a broad theoretical knowledge base and abstracted elements of work skills with a curriculum set by the education ministries.  A separate set of training regulations, developed by the BIBB, and administered by the Chambers of Trade provide the basis for work based learning in factories and craft trade enterprises.


It could be argued, albeit simplistically, that the cultural relationship between the schools and the workplace in the UK is metonymic whereas in Germany it is metaphoric. However, there are further complexities because at a higher level of signification, the UK VET system becomes itself a metonym of the dominant ideology whereas in Germany the Dual System indeed plays a dual role with VET in schools representing a metaphor for German culture and work place training providing a metonym for existing ideology.


This analysis throws into relief the problems besetting both countries’ systems: in the UK, low level training for immediate work competence and limited knowledge bases and in Germany lack of cohesion between work- and school-based elements in the Dual System. 


2.4	Codes and Communities of Practice


In semiotics a code is defined as a vertical set of signs (paradigms) which may be combined according to certain horizontal rules (syntagms). The VET system itself is a code and the paradigms and syntagms which make up the code are agreed by members of the culture for which that code acts as a form of communication through communities of practice. Such codes and communities of practice are culturally specific. Codes are dynamic systems continually evolving to meet the changing needs of their users. In any dynamic or evolving code there is a constant tension between tradition and innovation or between convention and originality. 


However it is this dynamic aspect of the code that enables it to cope with the new demands of an individual practitioner or researcher or those of a changing cultural situation (e.g. a new economic situation). Using again the example of VET teachers and trainers, they form their own communities of practice, each with their own codes of practice which are constantly evolving in response to new cultural situations. Each sub community of practice will also assess, define and use such codes differently. Interestingly, sub communities of practice in, for example, the engineering sectors in Germany and in the UK, may have more similarity in the way they access and define codes than an engineering teacher and a business studies teacher in the UK. 


The function of any code is to communicate and to convey meaning and the way in which it does this is determined to a large extent by the conventions of the culture or sub-culture using that code.


It is by means of these conventions that a culture establishes and maintains its whole identity; conventions act as cohesives in all codes.


Given that VET is a relatively new discipline seeking to establish its identity, it is not surprising, therefore, that there has been a proliferation of codes within VET and its sub-cultures. This has been facilitated by the relatively small number of VET practitioners needing to share these codes and by the ease of transmission using electronic media.  It is also true that the ‘newness’ of VET has permitted the introduction of ‘novel’ conventions (albeit this is an apparent contradiction) determined by its practitioners.


However, although codes exist within and across VET and these codes may be converging, VET systems are themselves codes and as such are agents of transmission of the often divergent, dominant cultures of which they are part.


These codes are incorporated into the modes of perception and cognition of each individual to such an extent that we are largely unconscious of their operation. These interpretations are not an invented mechanism but a learned on stroke a day manifestation of our whole personal and collective history of socialisation in a cultural environment and interaction with the VET systems within it.


The hegemonic process by which the dominant ideology reproduces itself, therefore, determines, and is in part determined by the national VET systems.


In practice this means, for example, students learn not just the content of that which is being taught but are also learning ‘about’ VET which is a precondition for making sense of its content.


2.5	Orders of Signification: Myth and Mythology


The word carpenter (in English), tischler (in German) or charpentier (in French) are more or less equivalent and represent or signify a person who works with wood. Semioticians call this the first level of signification. However these words carry cultural meanings as well as merely representative ones. These meanings derive from the way society uses and values both the signifier (the word) and the signified (the person who works with wood).


For example, in the UK culture a carpenter frequently signifies ‘artisan’, ‘manual worker’, ‘craftsman’, ‘practically skilled’, ‘time served’ but also `lower class’, `masculine’, `non-academic’, `hourly paid’.  This is known as the second level of signification and the totality of this cultural meaning of a carpenter combines to form a cultural  myth.  The myth is validated from two directions; first from the specificity and accuracy of the first order sign but secondly, and more importantly, from the extent to which the second order sign meets our cultural needs. These needs require the myth to relate accurately to the reality out-there but also to bring that out-there reality in line with appropriate cultural values.


With carpenters / tischlers/ charpentiers it is conceivable that the cultural myths are established and may be similar but if VET professional is substituted for carpenter the situation is further complicated by the fact that the myths are not only likely to be very different but that the myths are at different stages of evolution reflecting the differences in stages of the professionalisation of VET in different countries. Whilst VET professionals are themselves struggling to build their ‘myth’ and relate it to their out-there reality (that is, the converging VET paradigms) so cultural needs are requiring the same myths to bring the out-there reality in line with the myths which are often based on divergent, cultural values.


Although responses to words and other signs are subjective and occur in the individual they are not, paradoxically, individualistic in nature but derive their meaning only through agreement between members of the culture and responses which are shared, to a degree, by all members of it. This is the ill defined area of inter-subjectivity.


Inter-subjectivity is culturally determined as one of the ways in which cultural influences affect the individuals in that culture and through which cultural membership is expressed. Inter-subjectivity also operates sub-culturally and will determine the way carpenters ‘see’ carpenters and ‘see’ the training of carpenters as opposed to how VET professionals ‘see’ carpenters and ‘see’ their vocational training or, indeed, ‘see’ their own training as VET professionals.


VET is not simply about students learning to be carpenters or learning to be VET professionals; it is also about learning what it means to be a carpenter or VET professional. There is an intrinsic paradox for VET professionals, therefore, in being charged with helping students learn what it means to be, for example,  a carpenter without necessarily knowing what it means to be a carpenter themselves.


The myths which operate as organising structures within this area of cultural inter-subjectivity cannot themselves be discrete and unorganised for that would negate their prime function (which is to organise meaning); they are themselves organised in a coherence known as a mythology or an ideology. This is the third area of signification which is a reflection of the broad principles by which a culture organises and interprets the reality with which it has to cope.


It is at this order that ‘a carpenter’ can form part of an imagery and ideology of a society based on ‘class distinction’, ‘a subservient workforce’, ‘honest toil’, ‘hard graft’, ‘an honest days work for an honest days pay’, the ‘Protestant work ethic’ and so on.


Whilst the myth of the carpenter may be capable of comparison across cultures, the location of that myth in the cultural mythology of Germany or Britain cannot ever be compared with that of other countries nor can it ever be understood by an observer who does not share the inter-subjectivity of that dominant culture.


So it is with the training of carpenters or VET professionals. We can describe the similarities and differences, we can conceptualise it by mediating it through our own set of cultural meanings but we can never ‘know’ it or ‘understand’ it in the way that it is ‘known’ by members of a culture or subculture of which we are not part.


To summarise, therefore, given that the reading of the sign within the culture will differ, it follows that the collection of signs that represent the totality of the system will differ. Thus the way that this collectivity of signs creates its own myth (contributing to, but also being part of different cultural mythologies) will also differ.


3.	Syntagmatic and Paradigmatic Thinking – Implications for Learning and VET Research


Paradigmatic relations in linguistics are the relations holding between one word actually selected and all the other words which could have been selected but were not. For example ‘enseignement’ (teaching) depends for its meaning on invisable and unuttered semantic neighbours like ‘éducation’ (education), ‘apprentissage’ (apprenticeship), ‘formation’ (training).


There is an immediate problem if the paradigmatic set in one language and culture is   different from that in another. (For example the existence of ‘Bildung’ in German changes the German paradigm. Not only cannot the word ‘Bildung’ be accurately translated because of its absence in the English paradigm but the meanings of all the other units present in the paradigmatic set will also be changed because they cannot be set in opposition to it.


This concept can be applied to all codes, not just written and spoken language. VET itself may be viewed as a code (as a shared set of meanings, as a mechanism for cultural transmission etc.).


There is a certain way of thinking which goes with paradigmatic relations. When we try to understand the relations between ‘enseignment’ and ‘éducation’ or ‘Bildung’ and ‘formation’ or ‘training’ and  ‘apprentisage’, we immediately find ourselves thinking in terms of likeness or contrast. In some ways ‘enseignment’ is similar to ‘éducation’, in other respects it is different. An opposition is not just any sort of difference, but a difference mounted on similarity. Such a way of thinking is appropriate enough when dealing with a taxonomically organised system but it is not appropriate when dealing with syntagmatic relations. 


In transnational VET research the dominant approach has been comparative, point to point research which is effectively paradigmatic juxtaposition. This approach not only shapes the physical methodology, the conceptual framework and the research products but more significantly it determines the ‘way of thinking’ of the research. This is similar to the mind-set and conceptualisation of the structuralist and post-structuralist schools who continue to pursue structures of likeness and contrast, differences played against similarities. The polarisation of paradigmatic and syntagmatic continues to work consistently of one term or paradigm over the other.


Syntagmatic relations are the relations holding across the ‘horizontal’ sequences of units from different paradigmatic sets where those relationships are meaningful rather than contiguous. That is, where the sum of the associative elements has a meaning which is different from the individual units but also changes the meaning of those units. Syntagmatic combinations thus work by principles of complementarity and subtraction. There is nothing analogous in paradigmatic relations where the likeness and contrast are the dominant issues. These likenesses and contrasts are essential ‘external’, cast merely ‘over the top’ of the items related. (That is, likeness and contrasts are additional to the items as they already exist on their own making no change to the items within themselves). Paradigmatic relations might be compared to ties and bars fastened across and between separate bricks. But such a concept is irrelevant in the case of syntagmatic combination for here the items are fused, in a process which changes them internally. The relevant conception here is a conception of synthesis which is the basis of collaborative or co-operative research. 


On the one hand, the meaning of the whole is less than the sum of the meanings of the parts; on the other hand, the whole develops a further kind of meaning not present in any of the parts individually. For example, we ‘know’ about changing work organisations and we ‘know’ about changing production processes. Yet when we consider the relationship between them, we may find that elements of the one in the presence of elements of the other changes into something we don’t know. Similarly, UK VET researchers may ‘know’ about the German VET system. However, if both work on a collaborative project which draws on the culture of both, the result may be knowing less or being less sure about the ‘facts’ relating to their previous knowledge of their own system. Conversely, there will be research products from collaborative research which have meanings not present in the individual research cultures of either.


In short the syntagm is the site of new meaning and what matters is not the novelty of the combinations as such but the novel act of combining which has to be performed afresh on every occasion. This creates a thought process essentially different from paradigmatic thinking. In syntagmatic synthesis and projection (collaborative research), the meaning of the single cultural element gets left behind or to put it another way, the meaning of a single piece of previous understanding is taken up into a higher kind of meaning and loses itself in the meaning of the new whole. This is variously known as radical transformation or transcendence. 


The meanings of single units (semes) come from what we already know, from past associations and past memories. The individual seme is the site of old meaning. Without old meaning, there would be no possibility of communication and research would never be able to get off the ground in the first place. On the other hand, if research were solely a matter of old meaning, then there would be no communication or research, since research would never be able to tell us anything that we did not already know. 


Research, like language, requires a double level, moving from an old meaning to new meaning, creating what we don’t know out of what we do. This movement of synthesis and projection carries us from the meanings of research paradigms and the units within them to the meanings of the research syntagm.


The strength of VET research is that it is multidisciplinary with practitioners representing a broad spectrum of human, social and political sciences. The disadvantage of multidisciplinary research is in trying to set up a theoretical ‘vocabulary’ and a syntax which is not dependent for its models (especially of transformation and change) on any particular science or discipline but only on the general study of the behaviour of systems and structures�. 


The current paradox is that much VET research is based on models of analysis which either are ‘discipline free’ but take no account of context or are discipline bound (much HRD based VET research) but context free.


 One of the problems which has threatened the credibility and popularity of Cultural Studies over the last decade, and made it unattractive to researchers outside the discipline, has been that much of the research has been in applications and the bias has been on the subjects of analyses rather than on developing new theories and models. Cultural Studies has re-defined itself in Britain as marginal by virtue of the fact that much of the work has concentrated on analyses of ‘marginal’ groups or sub-cultures (young people, women’s issues, creative and performing arts). However, there are significant theoretical developments in ‘Superstructuralism’, particularly in the work of several Australian researchers, which have overcome many of the criticisms and inadequacies of earlier structuralist theory and which may provide insights into key issues of transnational or cross cultural VET research. 


4.	Possible Cultural Analysis of the functions of VET


This section takes as its starting point a Superstructuralist model, but applies it to the function of VET systems rather than language systems.


1. To ARTICULATE the main lines of the established cultural consensus about the nature of the occupational sector(s) and the established sub-cultural consensus of the occupational sector about itself and its relation to the dominant culture.


For example, there will be a cultural consensus about “carpenters” based not necessarily on an external reality, but an intersubjective response based on the ‘myth’ of the carpenter. The myth will define such things as ‘who are carpenters’ (men, lower class), what carpenters do (work with wood), where they work (in the building industry) and a whole jumble of their values and beliefs and perceptions which could include ‘artisan’, ‘skilled’, ‘traditional’, ‘rustic’ and so on. Student carpenters as members of the culture will share these meanings.


Similarly, that subculture  called ‘carpenters’ will also have a set of shared beliefs and meanings about itself which may be the same as, or different from, those of the dominant culture.


Carpenters will generate consensual understandings about defining themselves, for example, in terms of what they are not (not joiners, not cabinet makers). They will also share beliefs about what they need to know, do and understand to be a carpenter which is, to an extent, verifiable. On the other hand these shared beliefs may also extend to intangibles such as language codes, dress codes, defining relationships with other occupations.


So students of carpentry have to learn on the one hand the skills and knowledge needed to be a carpenter but they also have to learn what it means to be a carpenter.


VET, populated as it is by students and professionals who are simultaneously members of the dominant culture, members of a VET subculture and (usually) members of the  ‘carpenters’ subculture is therefore a point of articulation in the sense of a joint and also a point of articulation in the sense of expressing or putting into words.


2. To IMPLICATE the individual members of the VET culture (whether teacher or student) into its dominant value system by exchanging status enhancing messages for the endorsement of that message’s ideology (as articulated in its mythology).


Participation in the VET process, for both teacher and learner, assumes a ‘joining –up’ or subscription process. This may be both conscious and unconscious. It may involve explicit initiation activities – for a student it may be filling out an enrolment form, for an apprentice it may be buying or being given a set of tools. The latter may become an almost ritualistic process with connotations which exceed the acquisition of the physical tools. Typically, new apprentices in the work place are often subjected to rituals which may be traditional and specific to that trade or workplace or more general, for example, being the butt of practical jokes. These rituals serve the same function as other rites of passage in that they convey a change of status and confer membership of the new culture.


By accepting membership, the apprentice or student ‘signs up’ to a new value system.


This concept of implication works in at least 2 ways:


The VET system, particularly at the stage of initial training, also serves the same function as an extended rite of passage. It changes the status of an individual from unskilled to skilled, untrained to trained, from not-a-carpenter to carpenter, from unqualified to qualified, from undergraduate to graduate and so on. Throughout the VET process cultural messages which reinforce the desirability of the changed (enhanced) status are constantly exchanged between those involved. The very act of participating in the VET process implicates those involved i.e. there is an outward sign that they subscribe to the validity of these messages (e.g. ‘Work hard’, ‘Do well’, ‘Pass exams’, ‘Get an A’).


The VET system, as it relates to specific occupational areas, also transmits messages about the dominant value system in that occupational area. Using the same example, through the VET system, trainee carpenters will learn about the dominant value systems of the carpentry sub-culture (as explained above). However, it is not simply enough  for them to learn this at an intellectual level but they need to learn at the level of lived experience. Occupational identity formation depends in large measure on the successful ‘implication’ function of VET.


3. To CELEBRATE, explain and interpret and justify the doings of the occupational cultures individual representatives in the world out there, using the mythology of individuality ‘to claw back’ individuals and the whole occupational subculture from eccentricity to a position of socio-centrality.	


VET institutions and VET professionals often assume what is essentially a ‘public relations’ function on behalf of their particular sector. VET professionals involvement in conferences, seminars, open days, exhibitions and other similar events in which information about the social status, expertise and knowledge base of their sector is conveyed, performs this function at a surface level.


At a deeper level, the internal organisation of VET institutions into sectorally specific departments – or even monotechs – generates an organisational culture which reinforces sectoral identity and combats marginality. This has parallels in work-based VET as well as school based VET.


Take again the example of the  ‘carpenter’ who, as an individual may also be brother, father, husband, citizen, sportsman and so on - identities which he shares with large numbers of others. The expectations, values and attitudes of the dominant culture with respect to these other  roles are explicit and enjoy a high degree of intersubjectivity. In this context, to define oneself primarily as a ‘carpenter’ and see the world in general as a  `carpenter` is eccentric. However, it is precisely this eccentric perspective which is legitimated, encouraged and reinforced within VET institutions.


Similarly , the VET professional who teaches ‘carpentry’ outside of his department, in the general VET culture or in the outside world is  ‘a teacher’ or a ‘lecturer’. Within the building department or mono-tech institution, he reverts to being ‘a carpenter’.


It is also the function of VET to interpret and justify traditional practices and ‘ways of doing’ of the occupational sectors. Many of these practices may have  (or have originally had) a logical basis but many are rooted in tradition and have become ritualised, contributing to the collective occupational identity of a particular sector.


That is students are not taught simply to be carpenters but are taught what it means to be a carpenter – how carpenters behave, how they think, how they see the world.


4. To ASSURE the occupational (and VET) subculture of its practical adequacy in the world by affirming and confirming its ideologies and mythologies in active engagement with the practical (and potentially unpredictable) dominant culture.


By this we mean the same ‘public relations’ function but within and between members of an occupational sub-culture rather than between that sub-culture and the ‘world-out- there’. This is the process of mutual reinforcement, of group identity, of self-congratulatory or self-justifying practices, codes of behaviour and shared meanings which are generated by the occupational sub culture about itself and which legitimate that sub-culture to itself.


VET is a key agent in reinforcing and sustaining this process.


5. To EXPOSE, conversely any practical inadequacies in the occupational and (VET) cultures sense of itself which might result from changed conditions in the world-out–there or pressure within the occupational (and VET) culture for a re-orientation in favour of a new ideological stance.


Most VET professionals would argue that a key task for VET practitioners is ensuring that their practices and curricula reflect the changing sectoral demands. However, the function of VET is not simply to respond in terms of content or methodology but, implicitly, it must reflect any change in the relationship between the occupational subculture and the dominant culture and represent any changes in the collective consciousness of the subculture.


Thus, VET can also be a key agent in changing the way an occupational sub-culture sees itself.


6. To CONVINCE the members of the occupational (and VET) culture that their status and identity as individuals is guaranteed by the culture as a whole.


Historically, this is probably the oldest and most important of VET functions and was central to the rationale of the Guilds and Craft Worker Federations. It was a key message transmitted through the traditional apprenticeship model and remains an issue for VET practice although arguably peripheral compared with those already discussed. Substitution of collectivism and the collective identity for individualism and a individual identity i.e. the Community of Practice becomes the source of meaning and occupational identity.


7.  To TRANSMIT by these means a sense of cultural membership - membership of the dominant culture, the ‘world-out-there’ culture and their place within it the occupational culture or subcultures the VET culture itself.


This is a summative statement about the overall function of VET, synthesising the other six. A distinction is made between issues related to (e.g.) being a ‘carpenter’ (the occupational sub-culture) and issues related to being a member of the VET community of practice (trainee / student / learner / apprentice / teacher / lecturer). That is ‘learning what it means to be a trainee / student / learner / apprentice / teacher / lecturer is as important as learning what it means to be a carpenter. 


There may be other areas of cultural theory which have generated useful methodologies for researchers and practitioners. Of these, we would suggest two possible examples.


5.	Other possible research models of drawn from cultural theory.


This paper has mainly looked at theories derived from linguistics. However if we are to move away from theories and models derived from linguistics, then cultural theory and cultural studies methodologies may still provide a rich resource.


Douglas Kellner’s� reconstructive essay (in McGuigan) outlines the ‘critical tasks of a multi-perspectival cultural studies’ which transposes easily to constructing the research agenda and critical tasks of multi-perspectival, cross cultural VET research. It proposes three sequential steps:


i) Study of the production and political economy of the (VET) ‘culture’;


ii) Textual analysis and cultural critique;


iii) Study of audience reception and how cultural (VET) products are used.


Another potentially adaptable model is based on Stevenson�, which proposes three ways of conceptualising and studying a cultural phenomenon, for example, VET:


i) Critical theory which is concerned with the role of the phenomenon (VET itself or aspects of it) in relation to social power and ideology;


ii) Reception analysis which is concerned with the interpretative understanding of ‘audiences and consumers’ (of VET).


iii) The kind of analysis that is concerned with the historical role (of VET) in the formation of modernity and the properties and functions of different forms of (VET). 


(This is an area of work currently being explored by Heikinnen and Sultana)


Wilden (1972)� claims that ‘The philosophy of ‘science’ (e.g. VET) is no longer a discourse about the knowledge of the ‘object’ – which is of course not an object - but a discourse about the knowledge of knowledge. The object of science has necessarily become the scientific discourse itself’.


This statement seems particularly apposite in the context of current VET research and its pre occupation with issues such as ‘Establishing a European VET research tradition’ and ‘Professionalisation of VET’ and research questions such as ‘Is there a European VET culture?’ Such an agenda is increasingly self-referencing, self-generating, self-sustaining and, ultimately it could be suggested, self-centred and self-destructing.


However, if this is to be introspectivism with a positive outcome, then some of the current work on VET as ‘knowledge transfer’, ‘knowledge exchange’, ‘the knowledge marketplace’, ‘knowledge as currency’ and so on may be worth examining from the standpoint of established ‘Exchange Theory’. A starting point for this might be taken from Wilden who says ‘The scientific discourse is supposed to be the model of the academic discourse. But, in fact, what have always controlled the academic discourse are the ideals of social discourse and it is through this complex filtering and exchange process that the social discourse comes to control the discourse of science’. 


He goes on to say ‘The ideal of the scientific discourse, conceived as being ‘objectively’ isolated from the social discourse is not simply a myth – or rather a mythology. It does not have objective existence, for it exists only in the minds of those through whom the social discourse speaks, but in the language of science. The ‘scientist’ does not speak the myth of ‘science’, the myth speaks the scientist.’


This gives rise to his hypothesis that ‘pure’ knowledge as such has no value. He argues that all knowledge, without exception, is instrumental. In the scientific terms of information theory ‘information is everywhere, but knowledge can only occur within the ecosystemic context of a goal seeking adaptive system’. If this is the case, then a fundamental question for VET researchers and practitioners is what the knowledge is being used for and by whom. If we take Wilden’s assertion that ‘the truths of science are not objective truths’ then the circulation of knowledge in VET institutions , between VET institutions, between researchers and practitioners and between VET and its consumers  corresponds not to some objective and absolute requirement but rather to the requirements of symbolic exchange.


A fundamental of exchange theory is that the function of any exchange process (symbolic or otherwise) is to maintain the systems steady state and thus ensure the survival of the whole. That is, in VET the function of knowledge transfer and circulation would be to sustain the homeostasis of the relationships which exist between the various actors in the system. 


If this is the case, then how do systems change? The agent of change in the system is feedback. Feedback (in cybernetic terms) compares output of an exchange (or system of exchanges) with its input and adjusts the output accordingly. Negative feedback aims at homeostasis (input equal to output); positive feedback and aims at change.


However this could be too simplistic a model for dealing with the complexities of change in VET systems. Hegel’s� concept of dialectical negation can be used to view positive feedback (e.g. from consumers of VET) coming under the control of second-order negative feedback (e.g. ‘internal’ reluctance of Vet professionals to change).


Clark Kerr� claimed ‘the so-called knowledge explosion of the past 30 years or so has little to do with knowledge. It has primarily to do with knowledge as a commodity produced by the ‘Knowledge industry’. This is a double - or treble - bind for VET researchers, especially those addressing questions about research methodologies, who are effectively a knowledge industry about a knowledge industry about a knowledge industry. 


6.	Looking towards the Future


VET systems exist in every EU member state and each of these systems is part of the culture of those member states. Each VET system will generate its own sub culture(s) which may or may not share characteristics with the VET sub cultures in other member states. However, if cultural theory is robust than the cultural function of VET systems within their own national cultures is likely to be consistent across cultures. That is, the metonymic nature of the relationship between the individual VET cultures and the individual dominant cultures will be very similar, irrespective of the country of location.


However, the way that relationship is encoded and signified through the individual VET systems will be different across cultures. Therefore, it follows that if VET research focusses on the systems and the outward signifiers or manifestations of them, then there cannot ever be a ‘European VET culture’ for as long as there is no European dominant culture. Nor can comparative research ever be meaningful if the tools of analysis do not first explore these fundamental relationships.


If transnational VET research is to progress, and if the ‘cultural dimension’ is to be subject to rigorous scrutiny rather than a token acknowledgement that it is ‘an issue’ (to be considered at another time) then VET researchers need to pose fundamental questions:


what does VET mean?


what is VET for?


what does VET do?


what functions does VET perform?


who benefits from it?


how can it be achieved in different countries?


Theories and models derived from cultural studies may provide us with the missing tools.


The cultural meaning of VET in a culture cuts across member states and can, therefore, be considered as ‘European’. However, the cultural meanings transmitted by VET systems will differ from Member State to Member State and cannot, therefore, be considered as ‘European’. If ‘what’ VET means is the same across Member States then ‘how’ it does it will be different and this difference will operate at two levels; the media will be different and the message will be different. Given the inextricable relation between the two� this might be an interesting area for future study.


This paper has begun to examine how tools drawn from cultural studies may inform practice and theory in VET research. The illustrations and analyses are at least plausible but, it could be argued, selective. Nevertheless, they open up possibilities for a future in which the full complexities of VET are exposed. This may be both uncomfortable and intriguing. If the relationship between cultural theory and the theoretical study of the cultural dimension in VET is to develop from a brief flirtation to a marriage between the two of them then the way forward needs to be constructed with care.


Firstly, there is a case for conducting an audit of that discipline we call cultural studies, looking systematically at its various branches and central theories and testing them for relevance against the VET research agenda. In particular we need to map carefully the interfaces with other disciplines which contribute to VET research such as economics, psychology, sociology, labour market theory and so on. Secondly, we need to identify a broader range of analytical tools drawn from cultural theory and use them to analyse and illuminate key research questions rather than taking fragmented examples that have an `easy fit `. We need to ensure that they are robust and valid and add real value to our understanding rather than simply being plausible. Thirdly, we need to take those tools which are found useful and tack them back to their theoretical origins. From this we need to attempt to integrate them into a coherent framework for the cultural analysis of VET. Finally, we need to use the outcomes of cultural analysis to generate new VET research questions and help shape the research agenda.





� An example would be that `The Big Apple’ is a metaphor for New York as there is a purely arbitrary relationship between the signifier (The Big Apple) and the signified (the city of New York) whereas `The Smoke’ is a metonym for London because  `smoke’ (the signifier) takes one of the features of the referent or signified and uses it to represent the whole.
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