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Abstract 
Sociologists of education are concerned with the weakening of knowledge in the vocational 

curriculum. This thesis provides insights into the problem by undertaking a detailed and 

systematic examination of knowledge and skills as lexical items in Australian vocational 

education policy from an applied linguistic perspective.  

Grounded in critical discourse analysis, the thesis interrogates the claim that the influence of 

knowledge has become weakened in vocational education policy, as the meanings of skills 

have expanded. This interrogation required the development of an innovative technique, 

based on keywords and key phrases, for the analysis of a collection of policy documents. Data 

for the study consisted of vocational education policies in Australia over the course of a forty 

year period, from 1969 to 2013. 

The investigation shows that knowledge has been affected by its constant association with 

skills, but that it is not emptied of meaning completely, as some commentators have feared. 

Meanings change and new meanings emerge in discourse from the association of ‘key’ words 

such as knowledge in frequently occurring phrases including, but not restricted to, knowledge 

and skills. 

Theoretically, the study contributes to a further understanding of the complex social and 

linguistic mechanisms through which the micro level of cultural reproduction proceeds. 

Methodologically, the study provides a new analytical technique for the critical examination of 

the lexicology and phraseology of policy documents. 

An improved understanding of the lexical semantics of keywords and key phrases will assist 

vocational curriculum and course developers with their critical engagement with official 

curriculum documents. Those engaged in the critical examination of such documents now have 

an improved analytical tool at their disposal. 
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 Linguistic terms are based on Richards, Platt and Weber (1985) 
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1 Language and skills degrees – the problem of 

knowledge 
The purpose of this initial chapter is to establish the motivation for the thesis and the issues on 

which it focuses. To achieve this purpose it introduces the context, presents the research 

questions and provides an overview of the steps taken to address them. 

My aim in answering these questions is to contribute to the debate about knowledge in the 

vocational curriculum, to provide insights into the ways in which vocabulary in vocationalist 

discourse shapes vocational education policy, and to develop an analytical method that makes 

linguistic analysis accessible to policy analysts. 

The chapter begins by presenting a number of experiences I encountered as the leader of a 

curriculum development team developing vocationally-oriented higher education (HE) courses 

at a large metropolitan tertiary college in Victoria, Australia. With a background in applied 

linguistics2 I recognised these issues as having a common element – uncertainty to do with an 

aspect of language. 

The chapter introduces one particular language problem, the apparent ‘weakening’ of the 

meanings of knowledge in vocational education policy, and the concomitant broadening of the 

meanings of skill.  

An overview of one pivotal paper in this debate reveals the gaps in the existing analyses of this 

problem that my study will address. These gaps led to the research questions.  

The chapter concludes with a summary of the steps taken within the thesis to address the 

questions and achieve its aims. 

1.1 Setting the scene 
From 2006 to 2010, I was responsible for the development of HE courses at a Technical and 

Further Education (TAFE) institute in Victoria, Australia. This was a major initiative for the 

institute, in response to opportunities presented by government policies to improve student 

                                                           
2
 Although tending to focus on language teaching and learning, applied linguistics defines itself more 

broadly as “the theoretical and empirical investigation of real world problems in which language is a 
central issue” (Brumfit, 1997, p. 93). The role of language in the debates surrounding the weakening of 
knowledge is a good example of just such a real world problem in which language is a significant, if not 
central, issue. 



2 

 

access to HE. These new HE courses built on an established range of Vocational Education and 

Training (VET) courses that had been offered by the institute for over forty years. 

1.1.1 Just semantics? 

The following vignettes3 capture a fundamental source of tension in this work. The problems 

associated with this tension form the motivation for the study.  

In 2007, at the end of the first meeting of the course development advisory committee for 

a new bachelor degree, I accompanied the visiting academic members of the committee to 

their taxi. The meeting seemed to have gone well, and I said so as we walked. To my 

surprise one of the committee members announced the intention of the committee to 

send a written response to me outlining their concerns about the academic quality of the 

project. I was surprised because the discussions between the institute staff members and 

the advisory committee members had proceeded apparently unproblematically. Yet what 

appeared to have been a shared and common set of terms to do with curriculum and 

course development had been nothing of the kind. It was only after the meeting that the 

different assumptions underlying the terms held by the institute staff, who had VET 

backgrounds, and the advisory committee members, who were from universities, were 

revealed. 

In 2008 a major national review of higher education in Australia (Bradley et al., 2008) 

raised the issue of the relationship between higher education and vocational education 

and training. This led to much media commentary about the importance of pathways 

between the sectors. Everyone was broadly in agreement with the concept. One 

commentator, however, picked up on an issue that none of the others had – the 

unquestioning use of the ‘pathway’ metaphor in the debate.  

In the monsoon of speculation that has followed the Bradley Review of Higher 

Education, it seems one concept has become the accepted metaphor for the new 

tertiary sector; the much vaunted ‘pathway’ between vocational and higher 

education. State and territory based discussion papers have been awash with the 

need for seamless pathways, for rigorous pathways and for pathways that achieve 

broader social inclusion objectives for universities. However, this notion of a 

pathway as a foundation for the proposed tertiary sector requires much greater 

scrutiny than it has received. (Darwin, 2010, p. 12) 

                                                           
3
 The background to these vignettes is explained in detail in Chapters Two and Three. 
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The author went on to scrutinise the concept, but not the established metaphor itself. He 

even created his own metaphor, the ‘monsoon’. It didn’t catch on. 

In 2009 the use of metaphor was notable in another article about transitions.  

A quick look at the characteristics of learning outcomes for a certificate II and an 

associate or bachelors degree reveals the huge chasm between the two 

qualifications generally, and the expectations of students specifically. The fabric is 

not seamless, and to extend the metaphor further, we are confronting tears that 

need mending. We may not even be looking at the same piece of material. 

If these tears and rips are to be mended, a great deal more attention needs to be 

given to the policy and practice surrounding the idea of transition between the 

sectors. (Brennan Kemmis, 2009, p. 15) 

The article had the metaphor-mangling subtitle, “Is the transition between VET and the 

university sector a case of spanning bridges or crossing moats full of crocodiles?”. These 

authors showed no awareness of the complexity of their metaphor use.  

In 2009, after the submission of an application for accreditation for a new course, my 

institute received a detailed response from the accrediting agency, raising a number of 

issues and concerns. The CEO and I spent hours going through the response word by word 

seeking to identify examples of where the accrediting agency appeared not to understand 

what the institute was attempting to do in integrating higher and vocational education. 

Once we had finished the institute’s lawyers carried out a similar analysis. This was 

ultimately inconclusive, and the exchanges with the agency continued for some time. A 

later article, entitled As clear as mud: Defining vocational education and training (Karmel, 

2011), rejected ‘naïve’ definitions such as the ones the CEO appeared to be seeking. 

At a seminar in 2011 entitled “Where is the Knowledge in VET Qualifications?” I asked a 

question of one of the speakers, a ‘thought leader’ from the Australian Industries Group, 

concerning the meaning of knowledge in the title of the seminar. She dismissed the 

question with the words “That’s just semantics”, and went on to talk about skills. A 

colleague sought to minimise my embarrassment. “Don’t worry” she said jokingly. “He’s an 

applied linguist”. 
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What each of these vignettes reveals, consciously or unconsciously, is the role of language, and 

in particular vocabulary, in the matters with which we were engaged. The matter may have 

been to do with course development and accreditation, my own immediate concern, or the 

bigger picture of the policy which framed the work my team and I were doing. Shared 

understanding was not simply a matter of word definitions, however, but of other language 

devices such as metaphors, which are less amenable to definition. Some commentators 

seemed aware of the effect of language itself in the debate, but did not explore the 

implications of this awareness, perhaps lacking the means to do so. Others appeared not to be 

aware of being ‘divided by a common language’, as Shaw said of the United States and 

England. Much time, resources and effort were wasted in the course development process as a 

result of these misunderstandings and uncertainties. 

1.1.2 The mixed sector 

Education in Australia is formally separated into three vertically-integrated sectors – Schools, 

Vocational Education and Training, and Higher Education (Australian Qualifications 

Framework, 2007). In the past educational providers have tended to offer courses within their 

sectoral boundaries. Technical and Further Education (TAFE) institutes4, for example, have 

until recently almost exclusively offered VET courses. During the 1990s, however, providers 

began crossing sectoral boundaries, with, for example, TAFE institutes offering HE programs. 

The result has been the emergence of a ‘mixed sector’ of VET/HE providers (Moodie, 2012). 

One of the multiple reasons for TAFE institutes adopting this innovation was to enable them to 

break free of the perceived limitations of the VET curriculum (Wheelahan et al., 2009). A 

potential advantage of a higher education curriculum was seen to be the opportunity to ‘bring 

knowledge back in’ (Young, 2008) to the vocational curriculum. 

Yet bringing knowledge back in to the courses we were developing was proving to be a source 

of tension, misunderstanding and uncertainty. The essential problem was how to reconcile the 

accreditation agency’s requirements for the specification of knowledge with the institute’s 

focus on skills as a point of difference from universities. This tension between knowledge and 

skills was significant as these are central elements of any vocationally-oriented curriculum. I 

knew that my institute’s move into HE was a result of the government’s attempts to meet the 

                                                           
4
 TAFE institutes are also referred to as TAFE colleges and sometimes simply as TAFEs. I will reserve the 

term college to refer to tertiary colleges, a category that includes post-compulsory, vocationally-
oriented entities which are not universities. These include community colleges (US) and further 
education colleges (England), as well as TAFE institutes (Australia). 
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need of the so-called ‘knowledge economy’. I found myself asking what turned out to be a 

deceptively simple question: if we live in a knowledge economy why is there so much 

emphasis on skills?  

1.1.3 Skills degrees 

I was Manager of Research and Development at my TAFE institute. It was the first time I had 

occupied such a position, after some thirty years as a teacher and manager in the field of 

second language and literacy education. Although the institute had a VET focus, I was 

somewhat surprised to find that my work was solely on the development of HE courses leading 

to bachelor degrees.  

Until then I had assumed that degrees were solely the responsibility of universities. Yet there 

had been global changes in education of which my institute was an example. In countries like 

England, the United States and Australia, tertiary colleges such as further education colleges, 

community colleges and TAFE institutes were increasingly offering courses leading to bachelor 

degrees, in addition to courses leading to the lower level vocational outcomes that had been 

their traditional focus.  In Australia these degrees are formally no different from degrees from 

universities, but are unofficially described as ‘vocational’ or ‘applied’. Because of the emphasis 

on skills within them I came to refer to them simply as ‘skills degrees’. 

The emergence of skills degrees reflects the ‘Educational Gospel’ (Grubb & Lazerson, 2004), 

the belief among policy makers that, in the emerging knowledge-based economy, economic 

growth depends on higher levels of qualifications among individuals within a society. This 

orientation of education solely or at least predominantly towards economic outcomes was 

leading to a ‘new vocationalism’ (Grubb and Lazerson, 2004) in which the focus was on 

employment. That employment required ever higher levels of skills.  

The agencies, organisations and government departments which shaped my institute’s work 

were predominately labelled as being to do with skills, not knowledge. In addition, media 

discussion of issues to do with employment and education seemed consistently to frame the 

issue as being to do with skills. Knowledge was conspicuous by its absence in the public 

debate, except in the commonly used phrase knowledge and skills. But my questions 

remained: why was so much attention being paid to skills in a supposedly knowledge-based 

economy, and what effect did that have on knowledge in these new skills degrees?  

I agreed with the thought leader in the vignette above that semantics was a problem. Indeed 

our exchange at the seminar demonstrated the problem perfectly. The linguistic mechanism 
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she used, the juxtaposition of just with semantics, giving the phrase a negative tone, was an 

example of how language is routinely, and hence unquestioningly, used to achieve a certain 

effect. Her intention was not to support the place of semantics in the debate, however, but to 

dismiss it. As an applied linguist I believed the problem was not that too much attention was 

being paid to semantics, but too little. 

1.2 Re-setting the scene 
In 2011 I began working in a university department as a lecturer and researcher focusing on 

mixed-sector vocational and higher education issues.  It was here that I again encountered the 

problem of language in vocational education policy.  Attending conferences of the professional 

association of researchers in VET I was struck by the frequency with which speakers would 

focus on certain words which were central to the debate they were engaging in, but which 

were contested and apparently ill-defined.   

Some speakers simply counted the number of times a certain word had occurred in the policy 

document they had examined. One speaker referred to the repetition of certain words in a 

policy document as a “mantra”. My impression was that these speakers knew intuitively that 

the issue was more than “just semantics”, but lacked a way of engaging more fully with these 

semantic issues. This impression was confirmed by conversations with the speakers 

themselves and my departmental colleagues who are engaged in policy analysis. Words were, 

in Mollin’s terms, “routinely mentioned but largely unresearched” (Mollin, 2013, p. 170).  

It seemed to me as an applied linguist that I could usefully apply insights from the linguistic 

field of lexical semantics, not simply to the issue of the apparent weakening of the word 

knowledge, but as a way to enhance the work of my colleagues in policy analysis, particularly 

as it related to the effects of the dominant ‘vocationalist’ discourse. Vocationalism is a set of 

assumptions based on the instrumentalist notion that the purpose of education is to empower 

individuals to respond to the needs of the knowledge economy. I felt it would be useful to 

undertake my investigation into the problem of knowledge in skills degrees in a way that 

would potentially offer a model that could enhance the ability of policy analysts to engage with 

the vocabulary of vocationalist discourse in a more rigorous way, thus fine-tuning the 

analytical process. 

But how to cross the disciplinary divide between applied linguistics and policy studies? I had 

been struck by how well the audiences responded to the references to words made by the 

speakers referred to above, and how interested audiences were in the vocabulary data 
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presented. I knew that words serve as an accessible entry point to the complexities of 

language for non-linguists. My idea therefore was to use the notion of the ‘keyword’ as a 

bridge between the generalist understandings of vocabulary held by my colleagues and my 

own specialist understandings of lexical semantics.   

Although the notion of the keyword is well established in cultural studies as a result of the 

pioneering work of Raymond Williams, in critical discourse analysis through the work of 

Norman Fairclough, and in applied linguistics through the work of Michael Stubbs, I found it 

was rarely referred to explicitly in the policy analysis I was encountering. Colleagues of my 

generation knew of Williams’ work, but the younger ones did not. Yet the work that Williams 

undertook was similar to the kind of work my colleagues are doing. Keyword analysis and 

policy analysis seemed to have a natural affinity, which was largely underdeveloped. 

Yet while keyword analysis can provide an account of knowledge and skills as words, it is 

unable to satisfactorily account for the meanings of these words, their ‘lexical semantics’, in 

the seemingly ubiquitous phrase knowledge and skills. Crucially, phrases are more than simply 

collections of words. The meanings of words change when they occur in phrases. It is phrases, 

particularly those used frequently and unquestionably, that carry meanings that become 

naturalised through use and form the assumptions underlying ways of thought. It is through 

this level of micro-reproduction that vocationalist discourse works. 

I decided that I needed to develop a conceptual framework for examining not just keywords 

but key phrases, the phrases in which the keywords occur. I believed a focus on the lexical 

semantics of the words and phrases could extend and enhance the keyword approach by going 

beyond the limitations of its primary focus on conceptual meanings as words5 to engage with 

their associative meanings in phrases as well.  

1.3 The loss of the ‘voice of knowledge’ 
An encapsulation of the problem and the theoretical framing of the study came from a paper 

by Michael Young in 2009. Young’s starting point is what he calls “a problem that is perhaps 

better expressed as a contradiction” (Young, 2009, p. 193).  He notes that ‘knowledge’6 is 

frequently found in the educational policies of organisations and governments, primarily as an 

                                                           
5
 Conceptual meanings come from ‘inside’ a word and relate to a culturally-shared mental construct. 

Associative meanings come from ‘outside’ a word, from its surrounding words or from the life 
experiences of users, whether an individual or a group. 
6
 The single quotes are Young’s. By this I take him to be referring to the word itself rather than its 

meaning, since it the apparent absence of meaning that is the subject of his paper. Throughout the 
present study I use italics for words referred to as objects of attention in this way. 
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“organising category”. Knowledge occurs on its own, but also frequently in association with 

other words in phrases such as knowledge society and knowledge workers. He then introduces 

the contradiction: within these policies “the meaning of knowledge is at best implicit and at 

worst virtually empty of content” (Young, 2009, p. 193).  

Young’s claim is a manifestation of a wider concern among sociologists of education that 

knowledge is weakening in its influence over the school curriculum. This problem is not 

restricted to England, to which Young is referring, but is occurring in Australia (Wheelahan, 

2010; Yates and Collins, 2010) New Zealand (Rata, 2010; Ormond, 2014), South Africa (Young & 

Gamble, 2006) and the United States (Barrett, 2014). 

The result of this loss of a clear conceptual meaning of knowledge is that the policies do not 

address the issue of access to the types of knowledge that are central to the purpose of 

education, by which Young means the abstract, disciplinary knowledge that traditionally 

underlies subjects in formal education. This knowledge is powerful, in the sense that it has 

generative capacities that enable its users potentially to transcend their immediate 

circumstances. The implications of the weakening of this knowledge are serious: “If I have 

accurately identified this trend and it continues, it is a highly problematic heritage that we 

leave to future generations – namely that there is no explicit knowledge that is important 

enough to be ‘transmitted’ to the next generation” (Young, 2009, p. 193). 

The implications are both narrow and broad. Of most immediate concern is the possibility that, 

as Young puts it in relation to Foundation degrees in England, “…by failing to specify 

knowledge (they) may well reproduce the problems they are designed to overcome” (Young, 

2008, p. 150). Could this criticism apply to skills degrees in the mixed sector in Australia as well 

as Foundation degrees in the UK Further Education sector? 

The broader concern is to do with equity. A central concern of the sociology of education has 

always been with equity of access to educational opportunities. This problem of the weakening 

of the knowledge adds a further element to this concern. The problem is now not just who 

access is for, but what access is to. The sources and types of knowledge to which access is 

provided are equally important issues.  Young’s preface to Wheelahan (2010), invoking 

Bernstein, makes the following claim:  

The point about access to ‘theoretical knowledge’ that Wheelahan’s book makes is the 

extent to which disciplinary or domain-based contents are bearers of concepts. It is 
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after all concepts that are the tools we have for thinking about and changing the world 

and engaging in ‘society’s conversations’. (Young, in Wheelahan, 2010, p. xiii) 

I agree. But there is something missing. Concepts may be the tools for thinking, but it is 

language that is the means of shaping and sharing those thoughts. Access to language, and 

more specifically vocabulary in the form of keywords such as knowledge, is just as necessary 

for access to ‘society’s conversations’.  

1.3.1 Aims and research questions 

My aim is to make a contribution in three ways. The first is to contribute to the debate about 

the weakening of knowledge in the vocational education curriculum through an investigation 

of the linguistic behaviour of knowledge and skills in vocational education policy in Australia. 

Secondly, this investigation will contribute to an understanding of how such phrases in 

vocational education policy have shaped and been shaped by vocationalist discourse. Thirdly, 

the investigation will contribute to policy analysis by developing and modelling a language-

oriented method accessible to non-linguists. 

The core of this thesis is a study of knowledge and skills as language items. Knowledge and 

skills are at the heart of vocational education, yet are continually contested terms. The focus is 

the apparent weakening of the ‘voice of knowledge’ (Young, 2009; Muller & Young, 2013) in 

vocational education policy. The investigation of this phenomenon forms the basis of the 

research questions. Young’s case for the loss of the voice of knowledge depends on a positive 

answer to his rhetorical statement: “If I have accurately identified this trend and if it 

continues…” (Young, 2009, p. 193).  In the study I attempt to uncover whether or not this is the 

case, that is, has he accurately identified a trend towards a loss of meaning of knowledge in 

education policy, and if so, how is it manifested, and what is likely to be the result?  Based on 

an examination of the linguistic patterns of knowledge and skills in vocational education policy 

in Australia over a forty year period, the period of the ascendance of vocationalism, the study 

addresses three questions:  

What are the meanings of knowledge and skills as keywords? How have these meanings 

changed over time?  

What are the meanings of knowledge and skills in key phrases such as knowledge and 

skills? How have these meanings changed over time?  

What are the implications of the changes for vocational education? 
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1.3.2 Scope 

The research questions relate to semantic meanings, which are the meanings of words and 

phrases as the basic structural elements of language as a system. Clarifying the meanings of 

meaning is usually the first task of any discussion of semantics. However, Leech (1974), 

referring in particular to Ogden and Richards’ The meaning of Meaning, considers this a “red 

herring” (p. 4), since meaning always depends on a range of interlocking factors.  

Following Leech, in this study I will begin with the term meaning in its non-specialist sense, the 

sense in which it is used in policy analysis.  In the course of the study I will gradually build a 

more complex notion of word and phrase meanings from the perspective of lexical semantics, 

the formal linguistic study of word and phrase meanings. In so doing my intention is to limit 

this more complex notion of meaning so that it remains accessible for non-linguists. 

The study is not addressing pragmatics, which is to do with how these lexical items are 

interpreted and understood by the participants in acts of communication. In other words, I am 

concerned with how meaning is conveyed in language as a system rather than in 

communication as a social action, or, more simply, with language usage rather than language 

use (Widdowson, 2004).  

My concern with words also means that there is a focus on morphology, the way words change 

their shape, as well as syntax, the sequences in which words occur. However, I am not 

concerned with sentence level grammar, nor with genre, the ways in which clauses and 

sentences combine into texts for a particular purpose. 

What I offer here is a specialist reading of certain linguistic forms, one that offers a disciplined 

reading of the context, and a systematic analysis of the linguistic behaviour in the policy texts 

that links this to the arguments I have referred to above.  Although it is a specialist reading, I 

argue that the method is potentially accessible to non-specialists. I am not seeking to show the 

actual effects on users of the texts, neither the general reader nor the specialist analyst. 

Although I offer an explanation for the observation of the patterns of knowledge and skills, this 

is not tested in the study.  

What I also offer is a response to the observation that “most … education theory policy using 

discourse theory has not augmented social analysis with fine grained linguistic analysis” 

(Taylor, 2004, p. 435). This thesis enhances discourse analysis by developing and applying an 

analytical method which is of potential value for policy analysts wishing to undertake such a 

‘fine grained’ analysis. It provides policy analysts with a method of analysing the linguistic 
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patterns which occur in education policy texts so as to improve their understanding of the 

meanings of key terms in education policy discourse. 

The focus is on vocational education rather than school or higher education.  This of course 

reflects the motivational starting point, but it is also the point at which the knowledge and 

skills debate is particularly vehement. The focus is on mixed-sector colleges and skills degrees, 

since it is here that the tectonic plates of knowledge and skills grind together most 

dramatically. But the earthquakes and aftershocks occur in other sectors as well. 

The focus is on Australia. Australia has a strongly centralised vocational education system that 

distinguishes it from other systems. The particular policy formulation of HE in VET makes 

Australia, and Victoria in particular, possibly the most extreme version of the global 

phenomenon of skills degrees. No other system allows tertiary colleges to develop and deliver 

degree courses without the involvement or approval of the universities themselves. Australia, 

and Victoria in particular, is the mixed sector canary in the vocationalist coal mine. 

This study is inevitably cross-disciplinary. For the first time it brings together social realist 

perspectives from the sociologies of education and knowledge and from applied linguistics to 

address an issue in policy studies. It is an example of what might be called ‘practical applied 

linguistics’, where the application is to supporting policy analysis rather than the more 

common application to language teaching (Sealey & Carter, 2004, p. 63).  

As Young and Muller (2010) point out, “boundary-crossing”, such as is undertaken in this 

study, involves the risk that the distinctive disciplinary knowledge within each discipline may 

be diffused. However Young and Muller also acknowledge the importance of both “(b)oundary 

maintaining and boundary crossing as conditions for the creation and acquisition of new 

knowledge in the emerging global context” (Young & Muller, 2010, p. 19). Such an approach is 

their preferred scenario for the future development of knowledge in coming decades. This 

study is therefore intended be, in Young and Muller’s words, “a demonstration of what a social 

realist theory of knowledge can offer and why it is needed if our alternatives for the future are 

to have any degree of reliability” (Young & Muller, 2010, p. 19). 

1.4 Structure of the study 
This study is concerned with the changing agendas of knowledge and skills in vocational 

education policy in Australia and with the role of policy language in these agendas. In 
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particular it seeks to understand the lexical semantics of knowledge and skills as keywords in 

shaping and being shaped by those agendas. To achieve its goal the thesis proceeds as follows: 

1. Language and skills degrees – the problem of knowledge  

The present chapter has introduced the motivation for the study, the tensions and questions 

surrounding knowledge and skills in the vocational curriculum. It began with my own 

experiences as a project manager developing skills degrees, the bachelor degrees developed 

by tertiary colleges, such as TAFE institutes in Australia, in response to government policy 

initiatives. These institutes form part of a mixed sector of VET and HE in Australia.  

The emergence of the mixed sector is the result of continuing reforms of vocational education 

in Australia taking place in recent decades. My experiences illustrated here showed that there 

was an ambiguity or lack of clarity about the meanings of knowledge and skills in the debates 

associated with these reforms. It also suggested that aspects of meanings of the words 

knowledge and skills themselves played some role in the ambiguities and problems being 

experienced.  

The chapter has located these experiences as part of a wider concern among sociologists of 

education concerning the apparent weakening of knowledge and the emptying of its meaning 

in curriculum documents.  

This thesis, then, aims to develop a systematic analysis of policy documents concerned with 

VET from 1968 to 2013, with a specific focus on how the ‘key’ words knowledge and skills were 

being deployed, both as individual words and in phrases. In contrast and as a complement to 

existing research the focus on these terms will pay central attention to their functioning as 

lexical items. In doing this the thesis aims to extend the ways in which the language of policy 

documents may be examined, that is, to add to existing linguistically-focused forms of 

education policy analysis.  

The thesis thus arises from broader concerns about reforms of vocational education and the 

place of knowledge, and aims to take up a particular focus on the meanings, the ‘lexical 

semantics’, of the words and phrases associated with knowledge and skills. A lexical semantic 

perspective broadens the analytical focus to include associative as well as conceptual 

meanings.  In doing this it will develop a systematic way of examining whether this policy 

language does support an argument for a weakening of the ‘voice of knowledge’ over the past 

two decades.  
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2. The effects of vocational education policy on knowledge in the curriculum of TAFE 

institutes in Victoria 

The second chapter contextualises the problem of the weakening of knowledge by showing 

how vocational education policy has influenced TAFE institutes in Victoria, Australia, in their 

response to the imperatives of the knowledge economy.  

The chapter uses a conventional policy sociology approach in depicting change in terms of 

context, texts and consequences to give an overview of the policy moves that led to the 

emergence of the skills degrees in some TAFE institutes.  

The chapter examines the relationship between knowledge and skills in the curriculum of 

those TAFE institutes which went from a focus on VET to a focus on both VET and HE, leading 

to the emergence of the mixed sector described in the previous chapter.  

The chapter shows how an initial socially-oriented focus on vocational education and training 

was gradually replaced by an emphasis on an economically-oriented focus on the skills of 

individuals.  

The TAFE institutes themselves had their broadly social focus progressively narrowed, forcing 

them to seek alternative opportunities for growth by moving into HE. This resulted in the 

tensions described in Chapter One which are the motivation for this thesis. 

3. The weakening of knowledge in education policy  

The third chapter advances the study by examining the curriculum literature and providing a 

more detailed, critical examination of the claims concerning the weakening of knowledge.  To 

achieve this purpose the chapter moves from notions of discourse and policy to the general 

claims made about changes in meanings of knowledge and skills, then to the specific claims 

about the weakening of knowledge.  

The chapter begins by making a distinction between vocational education policy, the subject of 

the previous chapter, and vocationalist discourse, which is argued by critics to have influenced 

and shaped education policy in general as well as vocational education policy in particular.  

The chapter then presents a conceptual model of knowledge and skills drawing upon recent 

academic literature. This serves as a reference point for the examination of knowledge and 

skills that follows in later chapters.  
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The chapter goes on to examine claims of the effects of vocationalist discourse on the 

meanings of knowledge and skills in education policy. 

The chapter focuses on one of the most detailed and trenchant criticisms of the effect of 

vocationalist discourse, that of the social realist group of writers in the sociology of knowledge 

and education. The notion of ‘de-differentiation’ is invoked by these writers to account for the 

effects on knowledge in policy.  

Focusing on one particular account, the chapter shows the limitations of the way that language 

is treated and puts the case for a more linguistically-focused analysis.   

4. A metatheoretical and linguistic framework for the examination of vocabulary in 

education policy   

The fourth chapter sets out the detailed methodological rationale and approach of the 

analysis.  It begins by arguing for critical realism as a metatheoretical framing for the proposed 

lexicological and phraseological analysis.  

Drawing upon the work of social realists in knowledge and education and social realists in 

applied linguistics the chapter develops a ‘domain-specific’ analytical model of keywords and 

key phrases in policy documents.   

The chapter shows that language in general, and vocabulary in particular, has not been treated 

clearly and systematically in policy sociology nor in its most frequently used textually-oriented 

approach, critical discourse analysis.  

Drawing upon lexicology and phraseology, I argue for an approach to vocabulary analysis that 

adds the examination of co-text7, the words in the immediate vicinity of each other, to these 

existing approaches.  This approach draws upon notions from lexical semantics, the linguistic 

study of words and phrases. Lexical semantics emphasises the importance of associative as 

well as conceptual meanings. 

In response to the aim of the thesis to carry out the analysis in a way that is accessible to non-

linguists the chapter examines different notions of keywords and develops the notion of the 

key phrase as the basis of an approach to vocabulary analysis that draws upon concepts from 

linguistics while remaining accessible to policy sociology.  

                                                           
7
 This and other specialised words are defined in the relevant chapter and in the Glossary. 
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The chapter concludes by bringing these elements together into an analytical approach based 

on lexical semantics. 

5. The design of a lexical semantic analytical technique 

This chapter explains the design of the specific linguistic framing used in thesis.  

The analytical model developed is based on the knowledge corpus, a diachronic collection of 

policy documents with a focus on knowledge, as the source of the data for analysis. The model 

includes a standardised template for the detailed and systematic analysis of the documents in 

the corpus. 

The chapter describes and justifies the selection of the individual policy documents that make 

up the knowledge corpus, as well as their conversion into text files and concordance files that 

facilitate their quantitative and qualitative analysis. It explains the development of a template 

to ensure consistency of data analysis between documents and with other potential analysts.  

6. Knowledge and skills as words in the knowledge corpus 

The sixth chapter reports and interprets the findings of the analysis of those sections of the 

template that concern the lexical semantics of knowledge and skills as individual words. In so 

doing it provides evidence in relation to the first of the research questions, to do with the 

changes in the meanings of knowledge and skills as individual words in the knowledge corpus. 

The chapter examines the frequencies, denotations, connotations, derivations, and metaphors 

of knowledge and skills to build a lexical profile of each word. Under each of these headings 

the data are summarised and interpretations of the observations are presented. 

This analysis reveals the vastly more numerous occurrences of skills than of knowledge in the 

corpus, and the strengthening of that disproportion over time. It also reveals the limited range 

of literal and figurative senses of knowledge that occur compared to the extensive range of 

senses of skills. Skill is shown to be far more flexible conceptually and morphologically than 

knowledge.  

7. Knowledge and skills in key phrases in the knowledge corpus 

The seventh chapter reports and interprets the findings of the analysis of those sections of the 

template that concern the lexical semantics of knowledge and skills as members of key 

phrases, primarily, but not restricted to, knowledge and skills. In so doing it provides evidence 
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in relation to the second of the research questions, to do with the changes in the meanings of 

knowledge and skills as a phrase in the knowledge corpus.  

The chapter examines the collocations of knowledge and skills, focusing on their range, their 

patterns, and the phrases with which they are associated. Under each of these headings the 

data are summarised and interpretations of the observations are presented. 

The analysis reveals that knowledge and skills is highly reversible, that is, occurrences of both 

knowledge and skills and skills and knowledge are almost equal. This has not changed over 

time, and the pattern is similar in other corpora.  The chapter also reveals that there are many 

more binomial phrases like knowledge and skills in the corpus. These phrases vary in their 

reversibility.   

8. Discussion of the research questions  

The eighth chapter draws on the findings discussed in chapters Six and Seven  to address the 

research questions at the heart of the thesis. To achieve this purpose it recontextualises the 

findings of the previous two chapters to address the questions specifically and in detail. 

In relation to words, the subject of the first research question, I argue that the ubiquity of skills 

and the changing status of knowledge as a vocational and cultural keyword account for the 

weakening of knowledge, but that it is not emptied of meaning. I argue that the patterns of 

pluralisation of words such as skill in the corpus represent a means of attempted control over 

the discourse. I also argue that the tension between words with apparently similar meanings, 

such as change and reform, have much greater significance when their associative meanings 

are considered. 

In relation to phrases, the subject of the second research question, based on the high 

reversibility of knowledge and skills, I argue that knowledge is partially delexicalised – it is 

weakened but not emptied of meaning.  I also argue that the reversibility of policy binomials 

provides traces of the discursive struggle for control over the vocational curriculum. 

In relation to vocational education, the subject of the third research question, I argue that it is 

likely to be subjected to an increasingly violent dominance of skills, against which the 

individual will find resistance more difficult than envisaged by most commentators. 
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9. Conclusions on the aims of the thesis 

The final chapter returns to the aims of the thesis and considers the contribution that it has 

made in relation to these aims. 

I conclude that the ‘voice of knowledge’ will continue to be ‘seen but not heard’, not just in 

vocational education policy, and that the discursive prospects for ‘powerful knowledge’, as 

proposed by the social realists, are uncertain. This study shows the value of an understanding 

of the associative meanings as well as the conceptual meanings of such key phrases in drawing 

such conclusions. 

I conclude that key phrases in vocational education policy provide an insight into the 

functioning of the language device at the micro level of cultural reproduction, and that an 

examination of these recurrent patterns reveals traces at the linguistic level of social struggles 

over the curriculum. 

I also conclude that a lexical semantic addition to established policy analysis, though not 

necessarily as complex as the one provided in this study, can provide useful insights into how 

discourse more broadly achieves its effects in policy.  
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2 The effects of vocational education policy on 

knowledge in the curriculum of TAFE institutes 

in Victoria 
The previous chapter introduced the problem at the heart of this thesis, the apparent 

weakening of the meanings of knowledge in vocational education policy.  It focused on the 

work of a course development team at one large TAFE institute in the state of Victoria, 

Australia. It showed how the problem of the weakening of knowledge was manifested in the 

development of skills degrees in the mixed sector in Australia. It argued for a linguistic analysis 

of the phrase knowledge and skills as a means of understanding this apparent weakening, as 

well as improving our understanding of the influence of vocationalist discourse.  

The purpose of the present chapter is to contextualise the problem of the weakening of 

knowledge within vocational education policy by showing the effects of policy discourse on 

TAFE institutes in the state of Victoria, Australia.  

To achieve its purpose the chapter examines the relationship between knowledge and skills in 

the curriculum of those TAFE institutes which went from a focus on vocational education and 

training (VET) to a focus on both VET and higher education (HE), leading to the emergence of 

the mixed sector described in the previous chapter.  

The chapter begins with a brief overview of the VET sector in Australia. It continues with an 

examination of the pressures on the VET curriculum and their effects on knowledge within the 

curriculum. The chapter examines four key policies in Victoria that led to the tensions 

described in the previous chapter. It shows how these policies heightened the pressure to 

respond to the needs of the ‘innovation economy’. One key policy initiative allowed TAFE 

institutes to offer skills degrees, which in turn led to the emergence of the mixed sector. The 

chapter goes on to examine the emergence of the mixed sector in more detail and its effects 

on knowledge in the HE curriculum.  

This chapter draws upon a conventional policy sociology approach (Taylor et al., 1997) by 

examining political contexts, the texts that arose from them, and the consequences for TAFE 

institutes.  The aim is to show the effects of the discourse on policies and the effects of the 

policies on vocational education providers. The chapter thus provides a reference point for the 

subsequent focus of this study, which is on how these social effects are achieved linguistically. 
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The chapter argues that while there was always tension between knowledge and skills in the 

VET curriculum prior to the emergence of the mixed sector, the requirement of external 

accreditation of HE courses that accompanied the emergence of the mixed sector has 

exacerbated these tensions. 

2.1 The vocational education and training sector in Australia 
Technical education began in the nineteenth century in the form of mechanics institutes and 

schools of arts, and continued in the form of technical colleges until the mid-twentieth 

century. In the state of Victoria there has always been strong decentralization and many of the 

early technical colleges have survived, in one form or another, to the present day (Goozee, 

2001, p. 13). Several have become universities. 

Education in Australia is divided into three sectors – Schools, Vocational Education and 

Training, and Higher Education8. VET and HE make up the tertiary education system in 

Australia. Formal VET offers a range of nationally recognised qualifications, from certificates 

through to advanced diplomas that generally require two years of post-school study. This type 

of education is commonly known internationally as technical vocational education and training 

or further education.  

VET is provided by TAFE institutes, adult and community education providers, private 

providers, community organisations, industry skill centres, and commercial and enterprise 

training providers. Some universities and schools provide VET courses. 

VET is largely funded by the Australian Government and state and territory governments. 

However, companies and individuals also contribute to the cost of training. Companies can 

contribute by purchasing training for their employees, while students contribute through the 

payment of course and administrative fees. Some students pay all their fees without receiving 

any government subsidies. 

VET is regulated by the Australian Skills Quality Authority (ASQA) which ensures that the 

sector's quality is maintained through the effective regulation of vocational education and 

training providers, accredited VET courses, and the delivery of courses to overseas students. 

ASQA applies a VET Quality Framework aimed at achieving greater national consistency in the 

way providers are registered and monitored and how standards in the sector are enforced. 

 

                                                           
8
 The remainder of this section draws upon NCVER (2007). 
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2.2 Tensions surrounding the role of TAFE institutes as VET providers 
The appointment of the Whitlam Labor government in 1972 led to a major change in status 

and role for technical education in Australia. In support of its social justice agenda the 

government established the Australian Committee on Technical and Further Education, with a 

broad brief to cover the post compulsory area not covered by schools, industries and 

universities. The resulting Kangan Report (Kangan, 1974), led to the creation of TAFE institutes, 

and a TAFE sector, which previously had been “…scarcely thought of as a sector in its own 

right” (Marginson, 1997, p. 30).  

However, “by the mid-1980s the post Kangan consensus had broken down” (Noonan, 2002, p. 

5), and there was a move to bring TAFE priorities more strongly into line with economic and 

social priorities, which resulted in the establishment of the National Training Reform Agenda 

and the Australian National Training Authority (ANTA). There was no longer a broad sectoral 

category of TAFE. The word TAFE now came to refer to the TAFE institutes. These ‘TAFEs’ were 

now part of a national VET system, directed by industry and the Commonwealth, which 

included an increasing range of public and private providers. 

Although ANTA had a strong access and equity focus and seems to have broadly supported the 

Kangan vision, key reports in the early 1990s began to direct TAFE institutes towards economic 

needs. The Carmichael Report (Carmichael, 1992), for example, recommended that “TAFE 

should develop as institutions with a predominant (but not exclusive) focus upon advanced 

vocational education and training” (p. viii).  

This was the national policy background to the policy framework initiated at the turn of the 

millennium in Victoria, and which shaped knowledge in the TAFE curriculum in that state. 

Victoria has always had a tense relationship with the Commonwealth and there has always 

been resistance in Victoria against centralising tendencies. "In Victoria, during the 1920s and 

1930s there was conflict between those who favoured central control and those who favoured 

the continuation of a separate identity and autonomous functioning of the technical system"  

(Goozee, 2001, p. 17).  

Whatever form it took, “(t)hroughout its history, there has been conflict between technical 

education and the other sectors of education, particularly universities, about what has been an 

appropriate role” (Goozee, 2001, p. 9). This was exacerbated by the increasing focus on an 

emerging ‘innovation economy’ as the new millennium dawned. Four key vocational education 
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policies built upon this theme and shaped the work of the Victorian TAFE institutes in the first 

decade of the twenty-first century. 

2.2.1 The Kirby Report (2000) 

In January 2000 the Victorian Government announced a review of the education and training 

needs of young Victorians, and the provision of programs and support services in the post 

compulsory years. The resulting Kirby Report (Kirby, 2000) was released in August. 

The effects of the report were far-reaching. The Kirby Report produced a number of 

innovations and established the idea that the then standard school system and qualifications 

pathways were letting too many students down. As a result Victoria became a national leader. 

“In implementing many of the recommendations of the Kirby report on post-compulsory 

education and (Victoria) became the national youth transitions policy pathfinder during the 

early 2000s” (Long, 2005, p. ii). 

The proposed lines of reform in the Kirby Report affected all providers. One post-compulsory 

education group which received specific attention was the TAFE institutes, which were 

specifically addressed in one of the twelve sets of findings and recommendations that make up 

Part Three of the Report. The section on post school education and training is divided into 

three sections, the VET sector, including TAFE institutes, Adult and Community Education 

(ACE), and Universities. It lists six roles of TAFE (Kirby, 2000, p. 105), and notes the advantages 

of TAFE institutes. 

The VET sector was seen by Kirby to have a critical role in higher level skills training, but the 

Report argued its compensatory role should be reduced due to reforms in the school sector. 

The Report saw the need for a change in funding, recognition of the differences between TAFE 

institutes, and an improvement in their “value-added rather than compensatory role” (Kirby, 

2000, p. 108). The Report notes the “important role of the non-TAFE VET sector. This sector 

has greatly expanded the supply and diversity of the training market in Victoria, and there is 

evidence of its capacity to initiate and implement innovative approaches towards VET, 

especially work-based training” (Kirby, 2000, p. 108). 

Kirby noted that “the competitive model, more advanced in Victoria than elsewhere in 

Australia, has had an impact upon the role of the public provider” (Kirby, 2000, p. 106) and 

noted the tension that follows the requirement of being a provider for community needs, the 

requirement for advanced training for industry while also building a valuable export industry, 

and the need for a balance between these three sets of demands. The task of re-stating the 
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role of TAFE institutes was framed within recommendations allowing other VET providers to 

take on those roles as well, thereby allowing for the growth of future challenges to TAFE 

institutes within a competitive environment. 

A direct outcome of Recommendation 8 of the Kirby Report was a research paper, The Role of 

TAFE (Noonan, 2002). This research paper emphasised the importance of TAFE institutes’ 

qualities and achievements in a state, national and international context (Noonan, 2002, p. v). 

The following nine roles were listed in the terms of reference. They fall into three broad 

categories which might be termed Community, Industry and Individuals (Noonan, 2002 pp. 1-

2). In the Community category we find education for citizenship and community participation, 

building the social cohesion and economies of local communities, enhancing local cultural life 

and identity, and providing local employment. In the Industry category we find providing 

training and development for local businesses and community organisations, setting high 

standards in education and training, supporting labour mobility, meeting identified local 

vocational education and training needs, and assisting with implementation of 

government/economic policy. In addressing Individuals, the key focus of Kirby, we find just 

two: assisting the reduction of youth unemployment, and youth pathways.  

The Noonan paper’s findings were mixed. “On one set of measures – growth, diversification, 

efficiency, revenue generation, adoption of national reforms, innovation and response to 

competitive pressures – Victorian TAFE institutes have performed well. … However, these are 

largely external measures of performance. On another set of measures – the cumulative effect 

of reduction in per capita funding, the financial position of some institutes, ongoing needs for 

capital investment, the consequences of some amalgamations, the pace and complexity of 

change, staff morale and a sense of loss of TAFE identity within the context of the move to the 

broader concept of vocational education and training – a less rosy assessment can be made” 

(Noonan, 2002, p. 4). 

Unlike other providers in the VET sector, TAFE institutes are ‘public’, owned by the state of 

Victoria, notwithstanding the relatively high degree of autonomy they enjoy. Noonan (2002) 

identified two sets of reasons for the existence of a public provider. The “residual” reasons are 

essentially to ensure continuity of supply and resources, “doing things other providers cannot 

or will not do” (p. 42). The more proactive argument is that the public provider would provide 

the skills and knowledge for the emerging knowledge-based economy. This would require the 

institutes themselves to model best practice of the skills of the emerging knowledge economy.  
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Noonan (2002) made eight key points, with related conclusions and suggestions. In relation to 

the Community, “the report presents a rationale for the role of TAFE as the public provider, 

which emerges from its role as the principle provider of new knowledge and skills in the 

transition to a knowledge-based economy” (Noonan, 2002, pp. v-vi). In relation to industry 

“…the report identifies the substantial role TAFE institutes play in meeting local needs and 

assisting with the implementation of industry/economic policy. The report suggested that TAFE 

institutes…should be encouraged to play a more active role in developing responses to 

industry policy and in attracting investment to Victoria…” (Noonan, 2002, p. vi).   

In relation to individuals (not just young people) “the report identifies the growing role of TAFE 

institutes in the provision of learning pathways for young people…(and so)…a clearer policy 

and resourcing framework is required to ensure cooperation rather than competition at the 

local level…”(Noonan, 2002, p. vi). It also noted the importance of entrepreneurship and 

innovation in TAFE product and services. The research paper suggested that TAFE institutes’ 

role in supporting innovation in industry should be recognized and supported (Noonan, 2002, 

p.vi), a third extension of the institutes’ role. 

Overall the research paper confirmed the “richness and diversity of TAFE’s activities” (Noonan, 

2002, p. 42) in meeting its established roles. Institutes are employers, purchasers of services, 

bridges between groups, symbols of community pride and purpose. This is not recognised 

adequately, yet it is the vision that motivates many in TAFE at all levels. It is not so much a lack 

of clarity of the roles, but the lack of recognition. Each role was confirmed in the research 

paper and the list of roles was lengthened. Perhaps surprisingly, in the light of the Kirby 

recommendation and these extensions, a redefinition of the role was not proposed. 

Noonan sought to reinforce the potential of TAFE institutes, but as well as re-stating, he 

extended their roles, recommending they become the provider of an as yet unspecified set of 

new “knowledge and skills”. In doing so he referred to a third TAFE revolution, which 

“recognises the crucial and active role TAFE must have in knowledge creation and innovation, 

as well as knowledge deployment” (Veenker and Cummins, 2001, p. 2). This was in addition to 

TAFE institutes’ core role as VET provider, and in addition to their community, industry and 

individual roles. Thus the work and the requirements became more complex, and the 

standards and expectations were higher.  

Over the next six years Victorian ministerial statements continued to damn TAFE institutes 

with faint praise, with a constant report-card tone of ‘could do better’. From this point on, 
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actual discussion of the role of TAFE institutes was almost non-existent. The focus of 

government was on efforts in addressing Industry needs of all VET providers, not just TAFE 

institutes. The focus was also clearly now on knowledge and skills. 

2.2.2 Knowledge and Skills for the Innovation Economy (2002) 

Knowledge and Skills for the Innovation Economy (Kosky, 2002a) was the first major statement 

of Victorian government VET policy after the publication of the Kirby Report. It reflected 

Growing Victoria Together (Department of Premier and Cabinet, 2001), the government’s 

“vision for making Victoria a stronger, more caring and innovative state” (Kosky, 2002a, p. i). It 

followed an earlier discussion paper (Department of Education, Employment and Training, 

2001), the title of which introduced words which would recur for a decade - Knowledge, 

Innovation, Skills and Creativity. 

The ministerial statement introduced a new sectoral categorisation – formal and informal. 

“The VET sector comprises a formal VET sector of public (mainly TAFE institutes) and private 

providers delivering nationally recognized VET programs and services, and an informal VET 

sector of equivalent size offering mainly non-recognised training – through in-house training 

by businesses, commercial providers and fee-for-service activity by TAFE institutes” (Kosky, 

2002a, verso). TAFE institutes were now not seen to be the only public providers, the others 

being, presumably, schools and universities. TAFE institutes’ roles were not actually stated, but 

were implicit. “TAFE institutes are publicly owned enterprises that deliver vocational education 

and training programs and services to satisfy client expectations and to contribute to the social 

and economic development of Victoria” (Kosky, 2002a, verso).   

VET had become primarily about training, and it was in need of reform. “Victoria needs a 

training system that is responsive to the needs of existing and emerging industries, innovative 

and able to specialise in key industry areas” (Kosky, 2002a, p. i). (Kirby’s use of quotation 

marks around system are gone, and the terms system and sector seem to be used 

interchangeably.) The VET sector’s clients are diverse. “They include individual students, 

businesses and industry sectors” (Kosky, 2002a, p. 3). Of the three sets of roles in Noonan, 

one, industry, was key. Of course individuals need skills too, so that they can participate 

successfully in the innovation economy. Communities no longer appeared at all. 

There were three key strategies, none of which would appear likely to strengthen TAFE 

institutes. One was to “increase the value to Victorian businesses and the community of the 

$1.3b invested in TAFE institutes” (Kosky, 2002a, p. 1). Another was that “VET providers will 
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also specialise in responding to the diverse needs of different communities in Victoria” (Kosky, 

2002a, p. 3). Thirdly, “the innovation economy will only accelerate the need for diverse 

responses and our existing funding models must evolve at the same pace” (Kosky, 2002a, p. 3).  

In the section on “Broader role for TAFE institutes” the statement addressed the institutes’ 

role as public provider. Reflecting Noonan, they included being “principle players in the 

transition to an innovation economy” (Kosky, 2002a, p. 4). However, their roles also included 

helping build and sustain Victoria’s diverse communities, providing initial and lifelong learning 

pathways. To be successful they needed to improve relationships, have a highly skilled 

workforce and reshaped planning, accountability and resourcing arrangements. The statement 

called for public debate on how investment in training should be funded, including how these 

should reflect the benefits to individuals, business and industry. The responsibility needed to 

be shared. There were five steps required, the first of which was to “reinvigorate” TAFE, 

through innovation funding, workforce development, and “a new dialogue” on financing and 

accountability.  

Knowledge and Skills for the Innovation Economy can be seen to have picked up on the 

extended role suggested by Noonan, but within a context that supports the providers in the 

formal and informal sectors as well. Though indirectly it restated and, Noonan 

notwithstanding, redefined the role, at the same time it foreshadowed stronger governance 

and a reliance on other providers and other funding sources. It appears that the Adult 

Community Education (ACE) sector was being positioned to take up the lower end of the VET 

scale, while TAFE institutes and private providers competed for the upper end of the scale.  

“The innovation economy increases the relevance of ACE because of its achievements in 

lifelong learning, access, innovation and innovative learning, education for the ageing and its 

ability to provide basic and generic skills to adults” (Kosky, 2002a, p. 12). These seem to be the 

very matters that the TAFE institutes were currently responsible for as well.  

There was an increase in funding to improve skills in provision and management – the kind 

necessary to allow other providers to take on a greater role. Since four of Victoria’s nine 

universities had a TAFE component, they were also well positioned to take on the roles of 

institutes. The suggested workforce development would potentially benefit all the providers, 

not just institutes, since staff could move around the system. At the same time, members of 

the informal sector, where the innovative practice was likely to take place, could become 

formal any time they want by becoming a Registered Training Organisation (RTO). The formal 
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sector had to deliver nationally accredited (hence slow to change) courses. The statement’s 

call for reinvigoration of TAFE suggested torpor and was, in effect, a form of negative 

positioning. 

2.2.3 Maintaining the Advantage: Skilled Victorians (2006) 

Maintaining the Advantage: Skilled Victorians (Department of Education and Training (DET), 

2006) “…builds on our knowledge and skills for the innovation economy statement of 2002” 

(DET, 2006, p. 2). Prior to the release of the statement an inquiry was held, similar to the role 

of the Kirby Review, which “continues and strengthens the directions set in the 2002 

Ministerial Statement” (DET, 2006, p. 6). The Inquiry had an emphasis in the recommendations 

of growth in VET, but made no specific mention of TAFE institutes.  Another significant 

research paper informing the statement was Shah and Burke (2006), quoted by both the 

inquiry and the statement, which predicted a gap of over 120,000 in people with higher level 

VET skills. 

VET and TAFE institutes were addressed in the inside front cover in the previous statement: in 

Maintaining the Advantage they were relegated to an appendix. There was no specific 

addressing of the roles of the TAFE institutes. They were simply included in the list of 

education and training providers, which included schools, universities and HE providers, 

private RTOs, Adult Community Education providers, Group Training Organisations and 

industry. They, were, however, described as the “core” of the system (DET, 2006, p.46). 

Various funding measures were announced, but these supported all providers, not just 

institutes. Funding specifically to do with institutes related only to infrastructure, which is 

owned by the government. It may be coincidence, but in the same year as Maintaining the 

Advantage Barden (2006) proposed an “engagement function” for what he called the 

“community providers” in the ACE sector, a role apparently expected to be vacated by TAFE 

institutes. 

2.2.4 Securing Jobs for Your Future: Skills for Victoria (2008) 

The notion of skills reform was strongly embraced by the Victorian government in Securing 

Jobs for Your Future: Skills for Victoria (Department of Innovation, Industry and Regional 

Development (DIIRD), 2008). This statement was preceded by a discussion paper Securing Our 

Future Economic Prosperity, a Discussion Paper on Skills Reform (Victorian Government, 2008). 

The essence of the case put for discussion was that although the Victorian system is the best in 

Australia, there was still a need for more individuals with higher skills, which meant the system 

required (further) reform, focusing on accessibility and responsiveness. This would require a 
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new approach to current funding, access and delivery of VET policies including improved 

choice and contestability for funding among VET providers. The Discussion Paper made 

reference to Shah and Burke’s (2006) predicted shortfall of 123,000 higher level VET 

qualifications by 2015. Although the Discussion Paper did not address the role of TAFE 

institutes, the issue was addressed in one of the background papers it drew upon (Allen 

Consulting Group, 2006), which found private providers were in some cases seen as more 

responsive to industry needs, and recommended more competition between private providers 

and TAFE institutes (pp. 91-97). 

Skills Reform, part of the title of the Discussion Paper, was a central theme of the subsequent 

ministerial statement (DIIRD, 2008). The statement referred to the training system, but also 

reiterated the “skills challenge” and promised a new “skills system”, which would be demand 

driven and would focus on informed users (individuals, businesses and industry) who would 

have more choice and fairer fees. All funding would become contestable. To ensure supply, 

there would be an improvement in facilities, connectivity and teaching. There was no mention 

of the role of TAFE institutes (referred to as the TAFE system), but a “commitment to world 

class TAFE facilities” (DIIRD, 2008, p. 27). The funding for this would come from, among other 

things, asset sales and the use of retained institute earnings (DIIRD, 2008, p. 27). Governance 

changes were signalled to help TAFE institutes meet these challenges. There were also moves 

to strengthen the ACE sector, including “shared service centres … to assist providers to be in a 

better position to compete for funding and respond to increased demand” (DIIRD, 2008, p. 28).  

Six years after the seeds of contestability were sown, the flowers were about to bloom. 

The discourse of the three statements moved from opportunity, to challenge, and finally to 

crisis, and from education, to training and finally simply to skills. By the time we get to Securing 

Jobs For Your Future the focus is firmly on the individual (“Your future” has replaced the 

community-oriented “our future”). In one sense, this echoed Kirby’s focus on the individual as 

well, but it is now on the individual as an economic rather than social agent, a very different 

entity. As the largest provider group, TAFE institutes now appeared to be simply first among 

equals, a strong, but not unassailable, position in the emerging contestable environment. 

The state level policies set out in the ministerial statements reflected wider national directions, 

which in turn reflected the global adherence to the “Education Gospel” (Grubb and Lazerson, 

2004), the belief that the changing nature of work and the emergence of the knowledge 
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economy required ever higher levels of skills, together with the late twentieth century belief in 

the role of markets in the distribution of services.  

The Kirby Report reflected this discourse, but an earlier one as well. At the time there was 

tension between the earlier view of educating individuals within an access and equity 

discourse and the emerging training (now skilling) human capital view. It was the middle of the 

second TAFE revolution (Noonan, 2002, p. 6), the late ANTA period, with the Liberal 

government’s human capital agenda growing in strength. The Kirby Report can therefore be 

seen as a rear-guard action, balancing the extremes of the varying stakeholder views. It is as if 

the Kangan vision was under threat from a burgeoning industry and economic focus, and the 

original community focus required re-stating.  

Ten years after the Kirby Report the questions about the role of TAFE institutes were still being 

asked. In spite of the calls there had been no restatements, redefinitions, reinvigorations, 

repositionings or renewals. Marginson (2009) suggested the continual underfunding may yet 

result in the withering of the modernization process of TAFE institutes. Perhaps TAFE institutes 

were destined to be, at best, ‘jack of all trades, master of none’? At worst, could TAFE 

institutes actually disappear, or are they, like some victims of the global financial crisis, ‘too big 

to fail’? Schofield (1998) argued that TAFE institutes required radical surgery to avoid “the slide 

into palliative care and then into the museum of historical curiosity” (p. 46). Her cure, 

autonomy through corporatisation, has been applied, in Victoria at least. Some institutes are 

stronger as a result, others less so. Marginson (2009) argued that in policy making there was “a 

presumption in favour of the status quo, no change, unless there is a political problem that 

needs fixing” (p. 6). Perhaps the political problem of closure of a public provider would be just 

too great.  

By 2014, in response to pressures from all sides, TAFE institutes in Victoria had indeed 

changed. Most had removed the word TAFE from their names and much of their branding. 

Some were struggling financially. And some had moved beyond the VET sector into higher 

education.  

2.3 Knowledge in the VET curriculum of Victorian TAFE institutes 
The nature and role of knowledge in the VET curriculum of TAFE institutes reflects the 

changing priorities reflected in the policies in the forty years since the Kangan Review. These 

priorities moved from a broad concern with education and training, through a focus on 

competencies to a narrow focus on skills. 
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2.3.1 Education and training 

A broad liberal concept of education in a form that would benefit the individual, the 

community and the employer has been at the heart of technical education from its inception. 

"Working men's colleges did not aspire to be technical or industrial colleges but were created 

to be places where subjects could be taught which would have a liberalising effect on students 

by extending their knowledge or understanding" (Goozee, 2001, p. 12). The Kangan Report 

(1974), took a broad view of the overall role of education, and looked forward to the 

substitution of the term ‘further education’ for ‘technical education’ by no later than 1980 

(Noonan, 2002, p. 4). It saw education as a means for individuals to make progress towards 

occupational qualifications and knowledge and skills for personal development or enrichment. 

This vision became the basis for the TAFE institutes in the nineteen seventies (Noonan, 2002). 

A characteristic of the nineteen eighties was greater influence of Commonwealth policy and 

industry as drivers of TAFE curriculum. As a result, "Tensions existed between TAFE and DEIR 

[Department of Employment, Industry and Resources] because of the fundamental differences 

in their philosophies and functions. On the one hand, TAFE saw its function as delivering a 

broad vocational education which provided the skills and knowledge needed to allow mobility 

between enterprises within a given occupation and which would provide a recognised 

credential. On the other hand DEIR had a strong employment focus which emphasised short, 

intensive courses to provide a narrow range of vocationally specific skills" (Noonan, 2002, p. 

55). 

In 1987, with the establishment of the Commonwealth Department of Employment, Education 

and Training (DEET), education joined with employment. The placing of Employment ahead of 

Education reflected the fact government labour market policies would now drive the TAFE 

curriculum. At this time the Australian Council of TAFE Directors (ACTD) initiated the 

development of national core curricula (Goozee, 2002, p. 59). 

An emerging curriculum tension between an education focus and skills focus started to 

become apparent. A new system of classification of awards was developed by the ACTD. 

"However, almost from the beginning there was considerable dissatisfaction within TAFE with 

this system as it was believed that it did not adequately reflect the educational characteristics 

of TAFE courses" (Goozee, 2002, p. 59). Nevertheless a standard system of nomenclature of 

awards, to be aligned with the advanced education sector, was developed. The establishment 

of an Australian Council of Tertiary Awards reflected the movement towards a national system 

of TAFE awards. 
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2.3.2 Competency-based training 

The late nineteen-eighties marked a critical moment in the TAFE curriculum. Nationally, three 

key policy elements were introduced that directly affected TAFE institutes’ curriculum – award 

restructuring, contestability of funding and competency-based training. Award restructuring 

was a response to the emerging knowledge economy, and contestable funding was part of a 

process of marketisation of education, both described earlier. Competency-based training 

(CBT) requires the specification and assessment of performance of employment-related tasks, 

narrowly or broadly conceived.  Tasks are based on industry standards and learning outcomes, 

encapsulated in ‘training packages’.  

Training packages are a key resource for registered training organisations, employers 

and students. They are an essential part of Australia’s system of competency-based 

training and comprise a set of competency standards and qualifications developed by 

industry through industry skills councils. A training package sets out the competencies 

but does not prescribe how the training should be delivered, nor the time taken to 

deliver it. It is the responsibility of the registered training organisations to develop 

teaching strategies and assessment methods to meet the needs, abilities and 

circumstances of the students and industry. (National Centre for Vocational Education 

and Training, 2007, p. 5) 

Competency-based training in Australia assumes, but does not usually account for, underlying 

capacity or capacities that are utilized in the performance of the tasks, and may or may not 

specify the processes whereby such competence is acquired.  

These policy drivers tended to reinforce sectoral boundaries. The West Report (West, 1998) 

was an example.  

The submissions that our committee received supported the widespread view that VET 

should continue to teach competencies and maintain the strong focus on skills and HE 

should cultivate attributes. Each sector should have clearly expressed goals. There 

should be articulation and credit transfer between the sectors, and, where possible, 

facilities should be shared as well in order to effect economies. The curricula, however, 

should be clearly defined and discrete. (West, 1998, as cited in Goozee, 2002, p. 10) 

By the beginning of the new century education appeared no longer to be one of TAFE 

institutes’ multiple roles. In 2006, thirty years after Kangan, the word education, in the Kangan 
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sense of assisting ‘self developers’, appears again, but in relation to adult community 

education (ACE), not TAFE (Bardon, 2006, p. 13).  

By this time the terms education, training and skills appeared to be used interchangeably, but 

the use of skills was becoming dominant, as evidenced by the renaming, in 2008, of the 

Victorian Office of Training and Tertiary Education as Skills Victoria.  

Just as there has been a continuing debate about the balance of education, in the sense of a 

broad life preparation, including work, and training, in the narrow sense of job preparation 

and the broader sense of employment preparation, so too has there been a continuing debate 

about the relative position of knowledge and skills in the VET curriculum. 

2.3.3 The role of knowledge and skills 

The place of knowledge in the VET curriculum had been debated from the inception of 

competency-based training, yet by the end of the first decade of the new century it remained 

contentious: “… a core issue in VET debates for perhaps two decades (has been) how to retain 

the benefits of the competency movement, represented by training packages, while 

recognising the concerns of many that there is a need for a more curriculum-focused, 

knowledge-based approach” (Ryan, 2010, p. 10). 

But what is meant by a “knowledge-based approach”? Recent policy work provides little 

guidance. Knowledge does appear, but it is rarely clearly delineated and has increasingly 

become part of the phrase “skills and knowledge”, as for example, in one of the terms of 

reference for a national review (National Quality Council, 2009, p.  3). 

Guthrie (2009) noted the influence on the Australian CBT approach of the UK National 

Vocational Qualifications. “Like its counterpart, the Australian conception has tended to 

downplay the importance of underpinning knowledge and a holistic view of the ‘craft concept’ 

compared with, say, the German and Austrian models of competence” (p.  6). Mulder, Weigal 

and Collins (2007) also show the uncertainties of the CBT approach in four OECD countries and 

in particular the varying definitions of competence underlying the approaches.  

Training Packages have added to curriculum complexity, even though they had been seen 

originally by some to have been “…liberating for practitioners, giving them increased freedom 

to develop their learning system free of prescribed curriculum” (Guthrie, 2009, p. 13). In 

general teachers still require a great deal of support to make them effective. 
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As Moodie (2010) put it: “…epigrammatically: competency-based training trains today in 

yesterday’s competencies for tomorrow’s challenges” (p. 48). Guthrie notes, however, that 

there remains support as well as critique among industry, providers and academics, and that 

“… no case has been put forward for an alternative approach” (Guthrie, 2009, p. 25). However, 

a number of commentators have proposed a greater emphasis on broad occupational 

capabilities than on narrowly-defined competencies (for example, Wheelahan, 2010; Corbel et 

al., 2014). 

Priest (2009) summarised the knowledge in VET issue: “The advent of higher-level vocational 

qualifications equivalent to some university postgraduate qualifications raises the issue of the 

inclusion of theoretical knowledge in the competency-based format of the vocational 

qualifications” (p. 3). Priest’s work examines “how ‘traditional’ knowledge and theory 

associated with higher-level qualifications can be accommodated within the framework of 

competency-based training…” (Priest, 2009, p. 3). Wheelahan (2010) argued that ‘traditional’ 

knowledge is not the issue and that access to generative disciplinary knowledge is a necessary 

focus which is not possible within the current CBT-based VET curriculum in Australia.  

2.4 The emergence of TAFE institutes as Higher Education providers 
As a consequence of the policies of the first decade of the twenty-first century, and the 

perceived limitations of the VET curriculum, some TAFE institutes in Victoria moved towards 

the development and provision of HE courses.  

2.4.1 Sectoral tensions 

Although TAFE institutes have never had a formal role in the delivery of HE, in the past decade 

an informal role has developed. Previously there had always been a strong belief that the 

separateness of the sectors reflected a difference in focus, with the universities focused on the 

theoretical and generalisable and the TAFE institutes on the practical and applied. In 1957, for 

example, the Murray Report warned that… “a technical college… which is performing 

excellently its proper function...may be led by a false sense of values to try its hand at 

producing another type, the professional…” (as cited in Goozee, 2001, p. 9). 

Recommendations of the Martin Review in 1961 led to the establishment of Colleges of 

Advanced Education (CAEs) to deal with increasing numbers of students requiring tertiary 

study (Goozee, 2001, p. 21). The creation of an additional tertiary sector would seem to have 

reinforced the separateness of technical colleges by allowing CAEs to offer the more 
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vocationally-oriented HE awards. By the mid-nineteen seventies tertiary education in Australia 

had three sectors – universities, CAEs, and TAFE. 

The sectoral demarcation was reinforced by the Williams Report (1979), which recommended 

“that specialisation between sectors should be maintained” (p. iii). The Australian 

Qualifications Framework (AQF), introduced in 1995, also reinforced the partition of the 

sectors, with a formal separation between VET and HE. Moodie (2007) describes it as “an 

unusually tight coupling of the institutional and programmatic designations of…sectors” (p. 2). 

In 1998 the West Report also reinforced the sectoral divide.  

Although TAFE institutes have had multiple roles over the decades, providing a pathway to HE 

has not been one of them. Until 1998 this function was carried out by the Colleges of 

Advanced Education (Moodie, 2008). Their conversion to university status left a clear gap that 

some TAFE institutes were keen to fill. The issue was addressed by the Nelson Report (1998), 

the first major review of TAFE since Kangan, which addressed the matter of “vocational 

degrees in areas not well served by universities” (p. 65). The Report quotes an extract from 

Box Hill TAFE’s submission which emphasises the “vocational” (p.65). Another submission had 

suggested that vocational degrees would enhance the status of vocational education in 

secondary education. Other submissions preferred better articulation and collaborative 

arrangements.   

The latter view prevailed. In a statement that neatly captures the subsequently recurring 

concerns about roles and standards, the Nelson Report concluded:  

The Committee does not favour TAFE institutes offering degrees in their own right. 

TAFE’s core responsibility is to meet the needs of industry and students by offering high 

quality vocational education and training. While there is limited substantive evidence on 

the subject, the Committee’s informed view is that the effort required to meet and 

maintain accreditation standards to offer degrees to a very small proportion of students 

risks diverting TAFE’s attention from its central role to the detriment of its main clients. 

(Nelson, 1998, pp. 65-66) 

The report was welcomed by TAFE institutes but ignored by the Commonwealth. It was not 

ignored, however, by the state of Victoria. 
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2.4.2 Innovation in Victoria 

Innovation was at the heart of the Victorian Government’s strategy for the future in the first 

decade of the twenty-first century. It was a “whole of government approach” (Ferrier, 2005, p., 

1), which involved articulating a central set of objectives and implementing a strategy to meet 

them. The Victorian Government’s “vision for making Victoria a stronger, more caring and 

innovative state” (Department of Premier and Cabinet, 2001 (2005), p. i) had been a dominant 

policy theme for a decade. 

In 2002 a ministerial statement (Kosky, 2002a) had addressed the role of VET in preparing 

Victoria for success in the emerging “innovation economy”, defined as “…an economy that can 

apply its rapidly increasing knowledge effectively in work and social situations to increase 

productivity and general well-being, and to create and apply new knowledge” (Kosky, 2002a, p. 

1). This was expected to lead to the development of an “innovative state”.  

All Australian states encouraged their VET providers to “develop new resources, products and 

services to meet changing skill needs” (Ferrier,  2005, p. 2), and Victoria was no exception. The 

state-level policies set out in the ministerial statement reflected wider national directions, 

which in turn reflected the global adherence to the “Education Gospel” (Grubb and Lazerson, 

2004), the belief that the changing nature of work and the emergence of the knowledge 

economy require ever higher levels of skills. 

At the turn of the millennium there was a wide range of education providers in Victoria, many 

of which crossed sectors, particularly in relation to VET. In Victoria the VET sector now 

comprised a formal VET sector of registered training organisations (RTOs) which included TAFE 

institutes, universities, schools, Adult Community Education centres, private training 

companies and industry associations, and “an informal sector of equivalent size offering mainly 

non-recognised training – through in-house training by businesses, commercial providers and 

fee-for-service activities by TAFE Institutes” (Kosky, 2002a, verso).  

In 2002 the Victorian Government extended the already extensive role of TAFE institutes to 

include being “principle players in the transition to an innovation economy” (Kosky, 2002a, p. 

4). TAFE institute roles would also include helping build and sustain Victoria’s diverse 

communities, providing initial and lifelong learning pathways. To be successful they would 

need to improve relationships, have a highly skilled workforce and reshaped planning, 

accountability and resourcing arrangements. The “multiple dilemmas” inherent in such a 
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comprehensive mission are common to tertiary colleges such as TAFE institutes worldwide 

(Grubb, 2003). 

Funding has always been an issue for TAFE institutes. The minister called for public debate on 

how investment in training should be funded, including how it should reflect the benefits to 

individuals, business and industry (Kosky, 2002a). The responsibility would need to be shared 

and “a new dialogue” on financing and accountability was required. This reflected the 

underlying theme of the marketisation of VET (see, for example, Karmel, 2009; Ferrier, 

Dumbrell & Burke, 2008) that had dominated national VET policy since the Fitzgerald Report in 

1994, and remained central to Commonwealth and State Government policy (see, for example, 

Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2008). 

A second ministerial statement in 2002 (Kosky, 2002b) focused on universities. The HE sector 

in Victoria “…comprises nine public universities, a private university, and 34 accredited private 

providers” (Kosky, 2002b, p. 1). Four of the universities had a TAFE component. However, 

neither this nor a subsequent statement (Department of Education and Training, 2005) 

mentions the role of TAFE institutes in HE. This is perhaps a reflection of the strong formal 

distinction between the sectors in the AQF at that time (though subsequently removed). This 

sectoral division is an unusual arrangement.  “No country has tertiary institutes that are 

completely segregated, though TAFE colleges in Australia probably come the closest” (Grubb, 

2003, p. 18). 

2.4.3 The emergence of skills degrees 

But the pressure from TAFE institutes for a role in HE continued. In late 2001 the Victorian 

government commissioned an investigation into the desirability and feasibility of allowing 

TAFE institutes to seek approval to deliver vocational degrees. The subsequent report (Smart, 

2002) recommended that the TAFE institutes should be allowed to deliver bachelor and the 

proposed associate degrees, but no others “at this stage” (p. 12).  

Smart specifically did not recommend the separate titling of the degrees as “vocational”. Yet a 

separate naming, and the subsequent confusion, was already becoming established. 

Mackenzie (2002), for example, refers to “TAFE” degrees and “applied” degrees. Though no 

such distinction is made in the Australian Qualifications Framework, the term “vocational” was 

used, by, for example, the Northern Melbourne Institute of TAFE (2001), and the ministerial 

statement on vocational education and training (Kosky, 2002a, p. 10). The emergence of a new 

type of HE provider and a new type of ‘vocational’ degree, which would somehow be the same 
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as, but different from, university degrees, had begun. It is these that were informally referred 

to as ‘skills degrees’ in the previous chapter. 

Karmel (2008) suggests we can think of tertiary education in terms of providers and 

qualifications. The ministerial statement examined earlier (Kosky, 2002a) introduced an 

innovation that covered both: TAFE institutes were now able to become a new type of HE 

provider and to award both the existing HE qualification (the bachelor degree) and a new HE 

qualification, the associate degree.  

The government would “(a)llow TAFE Institutes to offer degrees in niche areas, such as 

viticulture, aquaculture, information technology and biotechnology” (Kosky, 2002a, p. i). The 

first three of these areas were lifted directly from the submission to the Smart Review by one 

of the major TAFE institutes, a reflection perhaps of how influential the lobbying had been. The 

statement continued: “TAFE is now an important destination for university graduates seeking a 

more vocationally oriented qualification. It appears there are requirements for a mixture of 

vocational, academic and generic skills not usually available through current qualifications. The 

practical experience of TAFE and universities in other countries is that there is a high demand 

for new courses of this type from both individuals and businesses” (Kosky, 2002a, pp. 9-10). 

This apparently envisaged that the courses would appeal as a second degree or as a first 

degree for dissatisfied existing customers of universities. 

The statement continued: “The market in this area should be tested in two ways. First, TAFE 

Institutes will be invited to make submissions to deliver degrees in niche markets on a fee-for-

service basis” (Kosky, 2002a, p. 10). This ignored the suggestion (Mackenzie, 2002) that the 

first two years could be funded through recurrent funding. Nor would TAFE institutes be the 

first non-university providers in Victoria. “TAFE Institutes will be able to seek approval to 

deliver degrees under the same processes that currently apply to other providers approved to 

offer higher education courses under the Tertiary Education Act 1993” (Kosky, 2002a, p. 10). 

Significantly, although the statement refers to delivery of degrees, TAFE institutes would in 

fact be able to award the degrees, which would not require a partnership of some kind with a 

university. 

Although Smart (2002) had rejected the creation of a separate type of TAFE degree, there still 

appeared to be an expectation of difference. “It would be expected that these degrees would 

be strongly vocational in focus and show clear linkages to the Training Package competencies 

in the relevant industry sector” (Kosky, 2002a, p. 10). It remained unclear what specifically is 
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meant by vocational. Many existing degrees (including medicine, accounting, and engineering) 

lead to an employment outcome, and have strong industry connections. The reference to 

industry perhaps implied that the degrees were expected to target traditional TAFE trade and 

paraprofessional areas, rather than the ‘professional’ employment outcomes of a university 

degree. This was reinforced by a reference to required linkages to Training Packages. 

The statement then addressed the new associate degree: “… all training providers will be 

invited to make submissions to offer nested qualification structures, including vocationally 

oriented Associate Degrees, with credit transfer between the qualifications and multiple entry 

and exit points” (Kosky, 2002a, p. 10). Although only TAFE institutes could offer bachelor 

degrees, this opportunity was offered to all existing HE providers and potentially all two 

thousand or so registered providers of VET.  

The two-year associate degree was only formally established in the AQF in 2003 (Moodie, 

2007, p. 5), and so was very new at the time of the ministerial statement. The associate degree 

is an example of a short cycle HE qualification (Moodie, 2007, p. 5). The area of tertiary or 

higher education “short cycle” education, which is complex enough in Europe (Kirsch, 

Beernaert and Norgaard, 2003), actually represents a “missing link” in Australia (Moodie, 

2003). Moodie also notes that “(t)here is no formal role for the associate degree and the 

qualification is not promoted by governments” (Moodie, 2007, p. 5). The Victorian government 

may be considered an exception in the light of this innovation. 

It has been suggested that the introduction of associate degrees was in response to a 

particular market need. “The associate degree…is designed as a two-year, early exit point from 

a bachelor’s degree and is aimed at the overseas student market for whom the diploma did 

not have the same cachet…” (Karmel, 2008, p. 8). It had a further attraction for TAFE institutes. 

As Wheelahan (2004) points out, “Associate degrees…allow TAFE institutes to get around 

many of the problems that are perceived with training packages…and allow TAFE institutes to 

offer high level programs based on full fees in new economy areas” (p. 4), which, as we saw 

earlier, was one of the new roles TAFE institutes were expected to take on.  

The immediate response to the announcement of the innovation was mixed. Scott (2002) 

suggested that “the boundaries of the playing field were redrawn by the government”. Scott 

notes that it “…sets up an element of competition between the two types of providers, 

blurring the distinction between vocational and higher education”. Scott noted potential 



39 

 

competition between La Trobe University and neighbouring NMIT, for example, though this 

was dismissed by the CEO of NMIT. 

Scott (2002) also noted that the TAFE institutes were entering a market already occupied by 

universities and a range of theological colleges, professional associations and private colleges 

in specialist areas. Two concerns were mentioned – the standards of the degrees and the 

effect on the TAFE institutes’ capacity to meet their core purpose. Yet this was recognised as a 

reason for the innovations’ attractions: “For TAFE, struggling to fulfil its charter and provide 

public education and training – this opens up a potentially lucrative new source of revenue” 

(Scott, 2002). 

2.4.4 The emergence of the mixed sector 

Several large metropolitan TAFE institutes responded to the opportunity with alacrity. The first 

degree course was offered by NMIT in 2004. Rood (2004) made it clear that the expected focus 

of the degrees was on areas not covered by universities. He quotes the CEO of NMIT as saying 

that the courses would fill the vacuum left by the demise of the colleges of advanced 

education. He refers to opposition from professional associations based on the perceived 

lower quality of the degrees, even though they would face rigorous accreditation 

requirements. 

In the following years, of the fourteen stand-alone TAFE institutes in Victoria, three large 

metropolitan TAFE institutes each introduced around fifteen vocationally-oriented degrees and 

associate degrees. Each focused on areas of established strength, though the degrees 

themselves became broader in scope over this period. (They did not need to be ‘niche’ to be 

accredited). Two smaller institutes introduced one or two degrees.  

There were three other groups of providers in the HE sector with an interest in the innovation. 

These were the four dual sector (VET and HE) universities, the universities themselves, and 

private providers. Each group had increasingly emphasised its vocational relevance in response 

to broader calls by government and industry to improve the employability of graduates.  

Moodie (2007) refers to this as “vocational drift” counterbalancing the “academic drift” of 

some TAFE institutes. 

The dual sector universities already had the capacity to offer degrees through their university 

component. All have been emphasising their vocational orientation in recent years. There was 

particular interest by several dual sector institutes in the provision of associate degrees, some 

by their TAFE component, others by their university component. 
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Among the universities, a leading Victorian university, the University of Melbourne, had 

introduced the ‘Melbourne Model’, which combines a three year generalist undergraduate 

degree with two years of specialist postgraduate study, clearly distinguishing it from all other 

providers. Other universities were seeking to increase their vocational relevance by partnering 

with TAFE institutes and engaging with major and local industry (Trounson, 2009a).  

A handful of small specialist private providers offered bachelor degrees in niche areas such as 

myotherapy. At least one private provider, Melbourne Institute of Technology, had a broader 

vision and is committed to establishing university college status (Hare, 2009a).  

The situation was summed up by Moodie et al. (2009): “TAFE institutes now offer full-fee 

associate and bachelor degrees in five states. This provision is likely to increase as a 

consequence of policies in the Australian and state governments, which encourage diversity 

and competition among educational providers in both the VET and higher education sectors” 

(p. 7). 

The report by Moodie et al. (2009) noted a number of trends, including the emergence of 

“mixed” as well as dual-sector VET/HE institutes, which have “at least 3% but no more than 

20% of their student load enrolled in their minority sector” (p. 9); an increasing overlap in what 

the sectors do “in the middle” (p. 10); the return of universities to sub-bachelor programs and 

the vertical integration of services (p. 11); and the erosion of TAFE institutes’ position from 

below through the expansion of VET in schools.  

In response to the Review of Higher Education (Bradley, 2008) the Commonwealth 

Government set a target of 40% of 25 to 34 year olds having a bachelor degree by 2025 and 

20% of low SES students having a bachelor degree by 2020, a target many expected TAFE 

institutes to help to meet (see, for example, Wheelahan, 2009). Of course the universities 

looked at this opportunity as well (Trounson, 2009b) and expected to be able to meet it. 

Funding remained a key issue. In a contradictory policy move TAFE institutes and all private 

providers of HE were largely excluded from receiving Commonwealth supported funds for 

students (Hare, 2009b). 

In 2010 the effects of the global financial crisis and lower student numbers were beginning to 

be felt. There was also the emergence of an alternative model to the dominant standalone 

model exemplified by NMIT, that of the network or franchise, which was supported by the Lee 

Dow report on HE in Victoria (Lee Dow et al., 2010), and which had many vocal supporters. 
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Also in 2010 there was a notable increase of the discourse surrounding “vocational” degrees in 

the media, and, for the first time, attacks from the universities (see, for example, Young, 2010), 

an indication that the increased role of TAFE institutes in HE was having an impact. 

Contributors to a publication entitled The Future of VET: a Medley of Views (Beddie & Curtin, 

2010) showed no doubt that the TAFE institutes’ role in HE, though still taking shape, was 

undeniable. Russell (2010) argued that “TAFE will be reshaped, with further education 

qualifications being amalgamated with those from the higher education sector” (p. 24), though 

the nature of this amalgamation is unclear. Shreeve (2010) predicted a bifurcation. “On one 

end of this spectrum will be providers who concentrate on the institutional delivery of a range 

of qualifications from both the traditional VET and the higher education sectors. They might 

even be less competency-based” (p. 33). 

Yet by 2015 neither of these trends was evident. The place of HE in TAFE institutes remains 

uncertain. Growth in HE in the mixed sector appears to have slowed. The move to HE has not 

shielded the TAFE institutes from the depredations of the market-based approach to VET 

which has been a feature of marketised vocational education in Victoria. 

2.5 Knowledge in the TAFE Higher Education curriculum  
One of the attractions of HE for TAFE institutes was that it potentially freed them from the 

constraints of competency-based training, which in Australia is based on industry-mandated 

specifications of outcomes in the form of ‘training packages’. “In explaining why TAFE offered 

higher education several interviewees argued that higher education programs were more 

flexible than programs based on training packages” (Wheelahan et al., 2009, p. 22). The source 

of this inflexibility for providers is the fact that the VET curriculum is based on national 

competency standards, developed externally by industry, and delivered by a very large number 

of registered training organisations, all of whom are required to meet standardised quality 

control specifications.  

In the HE sector, on the other hand, curriculum is developed by discipline-based academics, 

often with reference to professional associations, and delivered by universities and a range of 

Non-Self Accrediting Institutes (NSAIs) including TAFE institutes. It is thus less tightly framed 

than the VET curriculum. The potential appeared to be there for knowledge in TAFE institutes 

to escape the limitations of the VET curriculum. 
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2.5.1 Course development and accreditation 

The registration of HE providers, both universities and non-self-accrediting providers such as 

TAFE institutes, and the accreditation of HE awards are governed by the National Protocols for 

Higher Education Approval Processes (MCEETYA, 2007). Responsibilities were initially 

delegated to state authorities, such as the Victorian Registration and Qualifications Authority 

(VRQA). The VRQA provided templates, based on the National Protocols, which formed the 

basis of course development. This role has been taken over by the national Tertiary Education 

Quality Standards Agency (TEQSA).  The Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) descriptors 

for associate and bachelor degrees must be specifically addressed and courses must exemplify 

the elements of the AQF descriptors. 

In one sense then, HE courses, like VET courses, are externally framed. The difference is that 

the framing in VET takes the form of training packages, which allow the selection of content 

and assessment from a range of choices. It does not specify delivery. In HE, the accreditation 

template requires specification of content, assessment and delivery, but the actual content 

and assessment is decided by the developer. The template does provide strong guidance on 

what sort of issues need to be addressed under these headings, and the external assessment 

panel is guided by this in making its decisions.  

The HE templates do not require specification of a teaching and learning approach. However, 

the framing of content in the unit/subject template is strongly consistent with the constructive 

alignment course design approach exemplified by the work of Biggs and Tang (2011), with its 

integration of learning outcomes, content, delivery and assessment. Quality control is provided 

by the requirements for re-accreditation and re-registration, usually after five years, under the 

auspices of TEQSA, which also audits non-self-accrediting providers as well as universities.  

The HE curriculum is traditionally seen as different from the VET curriculum. In reality, as 

Garrod and Warr (2009) point out, the differences are less than traditionally assumed and 

there is considerable convergence in relation to an increasing focus on outcomes and the 

emergence of graduate attributes and employability skills.  The main difference remains in 

assessment, which in HE allows for gradations rather than the binary assessment reporting 

associated with the VET curriculum in Australia. 

2.5.2 The place of knowledge  

Knowledge is not prominent in the VET curriculum. The training package approach does not 

require the explication of disciplinary knowledge in the package itself. This is in contrast to the 



43 

 

HE curriculum in the mixed sector. In the development and accreditation of HE courses, TAFE 

institutes, along with all non-self-accrediting providers, are required to address disciplinary 

knowledge directly.  

The first line of the AQF description of the characteristics of a bachelor degree is “(t)he 

acquisition of a systematic and coherent body of knowledge, the underlying principles and 

concepts, and the associated communication and problem-solving skills” (Australian 

Qualifications Framework Council [AQFC], 2013, p. 9). All TAFE HE course accreditation 

applications are required to explain how this requirement will be met. This requirement thus 

sets them apart from university courses, which are not obliged to make such a formal 

statement in AQF terms, although presumably some may do so in practice. This is because, 

until recently at least, universities appear to regard the AQF descriptors as optional reference 

points rather than formal statements against which their course may be judged. 

TAFE HE course designers, in creating vocational rather than academic courses, face an 

additional challenge to the challenges for course developers in academic disciplines. This 

challenge comes from the focus in the TAFE institutes on emerging rather than established 

disciplines. “The classification of knowledge within vocational qualifications is weaker than in 

academic pathways because the principles used to select and translate knowledge are the 

requirements of the field of practice rather than the structures of disciplinary knowledge” 

(Wheelahan, 2010, pp. 156-7). This means that skills degrees lack an established and defined 

body of knowledge to build upon. This may be seen as more of a challenge to the TAFE 

institutes than to the universities because of the TAFE institutes’ vocational focus. Yet many 

university courses already have or are developing a vocational focus, and so, in principle, face 

similar issues.  

The TAFE institutes, however, have gone beyond a vocational focus to more of a skills focus in 

their HE courses, thus presumably increasing the challenge of addressing disciplinary 

knowledge. The more they focus on skills as a point of differentiation from universities, the 

less attention there may be to knowledge (Young, 2010). 

2.6 Conclusion 
In examining the trajectory of TAFE institutes in Victoria this chapter has shown how 

vocational education policy, with an ever-increasing focus on skills, has shaped the activities of 

TAFE institutes as VET and HE providers.   
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Although the notion of a knowledge (or innovation) economy was part of the millennial 

moment in Victoria, the tensions between education and training can be traced to earlier 

manifestations of a vocationalist discourse in Australia.  Vocationalist discourse did not lead to 

tensions between knowledge and skills in the Australian vocational curriculum, but it did 

provide a new imaginary, the knowledge economy, as its focus. In Victoria this imaginary was 

recontextualised as an ‘innovation economy’, but the underlying rationale was the same. 

Tensions surrounding knowledge and increasingly skills have always been central to the 

debates over the purposes of the TAFE curriculum. Knowledge is not frequently referred to but 

it remains current over the forty years in which TAFE institutes have existed.  It has been 

implicitly downplayed as the policy emphasis has moved from a focus on education, then to 

training, and finally to skills. 

From around the turn of the century TAFE institutes found themselves under pressure from 

other VET providers, and, at the same time, with the opportunity to escape the curriculum 

restrictions of competency-based training by moving into HE. Rather than simplifying matters 

the result was even greater uncertainty about knowledge, and an emerging concern for its 

apparent weakening, as exemplified in the vignettes in the previous chapter.  

Whereas the previous chapter provided examples of the uncertainty surrounding knowledge 

and skills, this chapter has provided a clearer understanding of sources of this uncertainty and 

how the apparent weakening of knowledge has been shaped by the tensions surrounding the 

role of TAFE institutes and the place of knowledge in their curricula. This provides a firm 

foundation for the study by establishing the context within which the problem of the 

weakening of knowledge can be examined. 
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3 The weakening of knowledge in education policy 

The previous chapter revealed the effects over time on Victorian TAFE institutes of policy 

tensions concerning their role. It showed how policy pressures and opportunities led some to 

move towards the development and provision of higher education (HE) as well as vocational 

education and training (VET) courses. The tensions surrounding knowledge in the VET and HE 

curricula provide a context for the focus of the study, the apparent weakening of knowledge in 

vocational education policy. 

The purpose of the present chapter is to advance the study by providing a more detailed, 

critical examination of the recent theories and arguments in the literature concerning the 

weakening of knowledge.  

The chapter focuses on one of the most detailed and trenchant criticisms of the effect of 

vocationalist discourse, that provided by the social realist groups of writers in the sociology of 

education. The notion of ‘de-differentiation’ is invoked by these writers to account for the 

effects on knowledge in policy. 

The chapter begins by making a distinction between vocational policy, the subject of the 

previous chapter, and vocationalist discourse, which is argued by critics to have influenced and 

shaped education policy in general. 

The chapter then presents and analyses a model of knowledge and skills in the vocational 

curriculum, drawing upon recent literature. This serves as a reference point for the 

examination of knowledge and skills that follows. 

The chapter goes on to examine claims of the effects of vocationalist discourse on the 

meanings of knowledge and skills in education policy in general. 

The chapter identifies a number of gaps in one particularly influential account of the 

weakening of knowledge. These gaps are a result of the uncritical acceptance of the role of 

language in policy texts found in the work of other commentators as well. 

3.1 Vocationalist discourse and vocational education policy 
In the first chapter ‘vocationalism’ was briefly defined as a set of assumptions based on the 

instrumentalist notion that the purpose of education is to empower individuals to respond to 

the needs of the knowledge economy.  The influence of vocationalist discourse on vocational 

education policy is at the heart of this study. Studying this influence requires making a clear 
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distinction between vocationalist discourse, the dominant, overarching set of assumptions 

about the vocational curriculum, and vocational education policy, the actual texts and 

processes through which the discourse is manifested.  

3.1.1 Discourse and discourses 

This section builds upon the classic distinction in policy analysis between policy as discourse 

and policy as text made by Ball (1993). Fairclough, an applied linguist with an orientation 

towards social theory, makes the same distinction between discourse in the ‘social theoretical’ 

(Foucauldian) sense and discourse in the ‘text and interaction’ sense (1992, p. 4). Gee (1999) 

refers to “big D discourse” and “little d discourse” to make the same distinction between 

discourse as social practice and discourse as text.  

‘Discourse’ (“big D discourse”) as social practice is not seen as the simple application of a set of 

grammatical rules but as framed by existing semiotic conventions. Meanings are not within the 

language but are formed interactively as the language is used for particular social purposes. 

This view of discourse draws upon Foucault’s argument that social action both frames and is 

framed by discourses. Policy documents are thus social as well as physical objects, which both 

shape and are shaped by discourse.  

Discourse in the ‘big D’ social practice sense is not just text or language, but a whole array of 

socially mediated semiosis that constitutes the ways in which a social practice can and cannot 

be carried out. Discourse is combined with both power and knowledge, so that the ways in 

which a discourse is manifested in a text (written or spoken) reflects both of these effects 

(Olssen, Codd & O’Neill, 2004). In his later work Fairclough uses the term ‘semiosis’ rather than 

(big D) discourse to distinguish it from discourses, and to emphasise the complexity and 

multifaceted dialectical relationship between the elements of discourse as social practice.  

 ‘A discourse’ (“little d discourse”) is a way of signifying an area of experience from a particular 

perspective. A discourse in this sense provides a linguistic framing of an aspect of social 

practice that, again, both shapes social practice and is shaped by it. “Nodal discourses” 

(Fairclough, 2005, p. 55) are particularly influential. Examples of nodal discourses in the 

domain of education include the ‘knowledge economy’ and ‘lifelong learning’, which present a 

particular set of assumptions and values about the nature of the social world. These 

assumptions find their way into policy documents in the form of representations of social 

reality or as predictions (‘imaginaries’) about social reality. 
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‘Vocationalism’ is the dominant (small d) discourse that influenced the policy texts described in 

the previous chapter. Vocationalism, what Grubb (2006) called “the shrill harping on the 

importance of skills” has a long history in the United States but dates in England to the early 

eighties (p. 29). Vocationalism is a nodal discourse, the centre of a web of a number of other 

discourses, including that of the knowledge economy. The notion of a knowledge economy lies 

at the heart of these discourses as both a description of the economy and as a social 

imaginary.  

3.1.2 The knowledge economy 

The essence of the concept of the knowledge economy is that economic growth and 

competitive advantage increasingly lie not with the traditional factors of production (labour, 

land and capital) but with the accumulation and application of a more intangible factor, 

knowledge. The concept encapsulates the reality that the most valuable economic activity to 

generate growth is increasingly the manipulation of symbols rather than objects.  This is 

facilitated by the increasing speed and independence of location within which such symbol 

manipulation takes place. The focus is on speed and innovation in what is now known as ‘new’ 

or ‘fast’ capitalism (Gee, Lankshear & Hull, 1996). 

Critics of the knowledge economy point out that it fails to account for the fact that while this 

type of activity may be increasingly valuable it cannot be the basis of every person’s work 

(Brown, Lauder & Ashton, 2008). However the alternative to knowledge-based work is 

increasingly not the middle ground of traditional manufacturing, but the increasingly 

casualised services sector, into which an increasing number of jobs now fall9.  The overall 

effect on any economy may well be a decline in standards of living for many and an increase in 

the gap between the wealthy and others (Livingston & Guile, 2012). There has been a 

replacement of the Keynesian welfare state vision of the late sixties with what Jessop (1993) 

calls the “Schumpeterian workfare state” (p.7), in which economic risk is increasingly taken on 

by individuals with ever decreasing support from the state10. In political economy terms, there 

has been a move from the classical liberalism of the nineteenth century, through the welfare 

liberalism of the mid twentieth century to the neoliberalism of today (Olssen, Codd & O’Neill, 

2004). 

                                                           
9
 Reich (1992) made the now classic distinction between symbolic analysis, routine production and in-

person services as the emerging categories of work. 
10

 It is called Schumpeterian because of its derivation from the work of Joseph Schumpeter, whose 
reference to gales of creative destruction regularly reinvigorating capitalism gave rise, via the work of 
Christenson and Rayner (2003), to the current popularity of the word disruption in the discourse of 
business, and now education. 
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Language plays a key role in the discourses influenced by neoliberalism, including that of the 

knowledge economy. The term knowledge economy itself is vague. It lacks definition and its 

use reflects a failure to understand its social or historical context on the part of its users 

(Peters, 2001). The language surrounding the knowledge economy typically simplifies the 

concept and exaggerates its effect. It is both descriptive and prescriptive of a new social 

imaginary. 

3.1.3 Policy texts as discursive events 

Any instance of a discourse is a ‘discursive event’. As a manifestation of discourse, each 

discursive event is shaped by existing language and social domain or institutional conventions, 

and also potentially shapes these conventions. It is not fully socially determined, nor is it 

completely free of constraint. A discursive event reflects ‘genres’, the norms and conventions 

of language associated with the acting out of a particular purposive social activity.  Individuals 

involved in this process will also be engaged in adopting a certain ‘style’, a form of identity-

framing associated with social roles, such as ‘manager’. The creation of an education policy is 

an example of a discursive event. A government department (institution), with responsibility 

for education (the social domain), undertakes the development and distribution of a certain 

type (genre) of policy (text).  

A discursive event is the result of the application of ‘discursive practices’, the particular ways in 

which language is used in the production and consumption of texts in certain settings. Social 

domains and institutions have a variety of discursive practices, which may be in conflict. Any 

policy document will therefore be the result of a struggle for control among the various 

stakeholders – politicians, industry, teachers, academics - of the discursive practices used in its 

creation. Control of the discourse means control of what is able to be asked and not asked and 

hence be considered problematic. Policy is not simply a response to a problem but a part of 

the process of the creation of problems (Bacchi, 2000).  

Any text is thus the result of the application of discursive practices. Texts can be spoken or 

written, and combine a range of media. A written text provides a lasting trace of the particular 

discursive practices manifested in a particular discursive event. In policy development the 

outcome of a discursive event is a written text which provides a lasting trace of the discursive 

struggle in its creation. Any discursive event and its related text will be interdiscursive and 

intertextual in that they contain elements of previous discursive events and texts.  
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The ‘order of discourse’ of an institution or social domain is its full range of discursive practices 

and relationships. The combination of local orders of discourse is the societal order of 

discourse, and increasingly global orders of discourse, such as the network of social practices 

embedded in the “neoliberal global order” (Fairclough, 2003, 2006). Any policy document will 

reflect the characteristics of different discourses within an order of discourse.  

At any time a particular discourse will be ‘hegemonic’ and the subject of struggle for control 

among stakeholder groups (Bacchi, 2000; Olssen, Codd & O’Neill, 2004; Mautner, 2010; 

Holborow, 2012; Mulderrig, 2012). There is potential tension at the boundaries of orders of 

discourse as stakeholders contest for control of discursive practices. There is likely to be 

struggle and contestation as to which of these becomes dominant and influential. Bacchi 

(2000) argues that the common view of how power affects policy is oversimplified, and fails to 

account for how “outgroups” (p. 54) can engage in the discourse, or, in social realist terms, 

how they can achieve access to ‘society’s conversations’. 

The development of skills degrees in the Australian context is framed by vocational education 

policy, which is a textual manifestation of the vocationalist discourse. Governments have 

presented a range of positions and taken a range of actions in response to the purported 

needs of the knowledge economy. These positions and actions are thus “normative, expressing 

both ends and means” (Rizvi & Lingard, 2010, p. 4). These ends and means can be seen in the 

series of policies that began with the formation of TAFE in Australia and culminated in the 

mixed sector in place today.  

3.2 A model of vocational knowledge  
Before examining the purported weakening in meanings of knowledge as a result of the 

influence of vocationalist discourse it is appropriate to consider what these meanings might 

have been to begin with. In the context of the vocational education curriculum there are two 

potential sources – the work of academic analysts of the nature of the vocational curriculum, 

and the work of the government agencies that produce the documents that frame the courses 

that manifest the vocational curriculum.  

The first source of guidance about knowledge in the vocational curriculum is the academic 

literature on the nature of vocational knowledge. This is drawn upon by the critics of the 

influence of vocationalist discourse on vocational education policy.  One of the most detailed 

analyses of vocational knowledge internationally comes from Winch (2010), upon whose work 

this section draws.   
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The view of knowledge and skills presented here builds on what Winch calls the notion of a 

“paradigm case”. 

A paradigm case is an example of a ‘central core’ of usage, the oldest and still most 

commonly used part of the conceptual ‘house’, a point of reference when examining 

conceptual change and the starting point for hermeneutical consideration of the 

development of a concept over time. Crucially, paradigm cases can be used to form 

judgements about whether or not the terminology employed in a conceptual expansion, 

employing as it does the words used in paradigm cases, retains enough links to the 

original case to warrant continuing to be judged to be conceptually connected to such 

cases. One can even ask whether such conceptual expansion continues to leave anything 

coherent in the new usage or whether it merely results in confusion. (Winch, 2010, p. 43) 

This notion of the paradigm case of skills, and its association with a strongly differentiated 

view of knowledge, will serve as a reference point for examining the changes in the meanings 

of knowledge and skills that are the focus of the study. The remainder of this section 

elaborates this model. Such an elaboration is necessary because the focus of the study is on 

the meanings of the words and phrases surrounding knowledge and skills, as well as the words 

knowledge and skills themselves. 

Winch’s starting point is the well-known distinction made in the philosophy of language 

between two kinds of knowledge – ‘know-that’ and ‘know-how’. The relationship between the 

epistemological categories has been the source of extensive debate (Winch, 2010) and lies at 

the heart of the vocational curriculum. 

Know-that is also called propositional or declarative knowledge. It is knowledge of both 

individual facts (propositions) as well as interconnected and organised series of facts 

(theories). Know-how is also called practical knowledge or functioning knowledge (see, for 

example, Biggs & Tang, 2011). It is demonstrated in the performance of tasks. 

Skill is manifested in action and so is observable. It can be subjected to comparative 

description and appraisal. This amenability to appraisal of knowing-how is not a feature of 

knowing-that, so knowing-how is more than simply another form of knowing-that (Winch, 

2010).  

A related distinction is made by Gamble in relation to knowledge that is independent of its 

context and knowledge that is embedded in the context. This distinction is made between 
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different forms of knowledge – contextualised and decontextualised (Gamble, 2004, 2006). 

Gamble argues that underpinning knowledge, like embedded knowledge, needs to be 

retrieved from its embedded or supporting status and made the focal point of investigation 

(Gamble, 2006, p. 88). These core distinctions between types of knowledge are presented in 

Table 3.1. 

Table 3.1 Types of knowledge 

 Types (kinds, forms) 

knowledge 

know-that/ 

propositional knowledge/ 

declarative knowledge 

decontextualised knowledge 

 

know-how /  

practical knowledge/ 

functioning knowledge 

contextualised knowledge 

Each type of knowledge has two elements. Know-that comprises individual facts or 

propositions and combinations of these facts into theories. Know-how comprises skills and 

aspects (the manner in which skills are performed). These are summarised in Table 3.2. 

In its paradigmatic sense a skill is a subset of practical knowledge. A skill is a personal ‘ability’ 

which is able to be subjected to normative appraisal (Winch, 2010, p. 41). Ability tends to be 

considered innate, although an individual may have the ‘capacity’ to acquire an ability. Skill on 

the other hand is usually attained through learning. Skill relates not simply to the doing of a 

task, but to how well the task is done.  

Capacities, abilities and skills are the properties of individuals. Techniques, which relate simply 

to what is done, are the properties of tasks or collections of tasks associated with jobs.  

What distinguishes know-that from know-how, as manifested in skilled performance, is subject 

to appraisal using ‘intelligence epithets’, or, in the language more familiar to vocational 

educators, ‘descriptors’. These are typically adverbs relating to how skilfully a task is done.  In 

this view, a skill is manifested in performance and so is amenable to observation and critical 

review, and can be described using judgemental terms. A skill resides within an individual, who 

may well have a number of skills.  
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There is another element, or ‘aspect’, of know-how, which relates to the way a task is done. 

The concept of ‘virtue’ includes human qualities such as honesty and patience, and relates to 

the manner in which a task is carried out. It captures the idea of doing “the (morally) right 

thing in the right way at the right time” (Winch, 2010, p. 60) or ‘phronesis’.  The elements of 

propositional and practical knowledge are presented in Table 3.2. 

Table 3.2 Elements of propositional and practical knowledge 

 Types Elements 

knowledge 

 

know-that/ 

propositional knowledge/ 

declarative knowledge 

decontextualised knowledge 

theories/ 

connections between facts 

 

facts 

  

know-how /  

practical knowledge/ 

functioning knowledge 

contextualised knowledge 

skills 

 

aspects/  

how a skill is performed 

Sources of knowledge in the school curriculum may be from disciplines via subjects and from 

students via their own experience. In the vocational curriculum knowledge is from these 

sources and also from occupations and industries as well as firms and workers. Importantly, 

each source has its own know-that and know-how, and each of these its own legitimate ways 

of connecting theories and facts, and judging performance in the application of skills. The 

relationship between sources, types and elements of knowledge is presented in Table 3.3.  

Table 3.3 Relationship between sources, types and elements of knowledge  

Sources Types Elements 

Discipline/ Subject 

Occupation/Industry 

Firm/Individual 

 

know-that/ 

propositional knowledge/ 

declarative knowledge 

decontextualised knowledge 

theories/ 

connections between facts 

 

facts 

  

know-how /  

practical knowledge/ 

functioning knowledge 

contextualised knowledge 

skills 

 

aspects/  

how a skill is performed 

This model presents a differentiated and ramified view of vocational knowledge. In the model 

skill is clearly located as a subset of knowledge. Each kind of knowledge, propositional and 
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practical, may be explicit or tacit (Winch, 2010, p. 117). Tacitness does not make the 

knowledge inchoate or inaccessible, however. This accessibility is significant for the curriculum 

because it means that the tacit as well as the explicit properties of both kinds of knowledge are 

amenable to instruction and improvement.  

The second source of guidance about knowledge in the vocational curriculum is the documents 

produced by government agencies. These are the documents used in the course development 

projects described in Chapter One. Of these the most important is the Australian Qualifications 

Framework (AQF) (AQFC, 2013). In Australia the AQF provides a common reference point for 

courses in all sectors of Australian education. The AQF provides standards in relation to which 

all Australian qualifications are developed, accredited and delivered.  All course developers 

need to take into account the national standards against which their course will be judged for 

accreditation.  

The AQF identifies different types of knowledge – breadth, depth, integrated, expert, and 

underpinning knowledge. It also refers to different “…kinds of knowledge (which) range from 

concrete to abstract, from segmented to cumulative” (AQFC, 2013, p.11). Skill is defined simply 

as “what a graduate can do” (p. 100). While there are echoes in the AQF descriptors of the 

vocational knowledge model developed above, no consistent model is presented there. A full 

description of the framing of knowledge and skills in the AQF is presented in Appendix 11.1.  

3.3 The de-differentiation of knowledge and skills in the VET 

curriculum 
According to the social realist group of writers in the sociology of education11  the 

differentiated model of vocational knowledge presented above is under attack world-wide.  

This attack is a reflection of a larger issue of the “de-differentiation” (Young, 2010, p. 6) of 

aspects of knowledge which is one of the primary causes of the weakening of knowledge in the 

curriculum.  

The emergence of national qualifications frameworks, such as the AQF, the shift to learning 

outcomes, and the move from subject-specific to generic skill criteria in national curricula 

worldwide are based on an assumption of a need for de-differentiation. The notion of de-

differentiation is a characteristic of the pervasive vocationalist discourse based on the notion 

of the knowledge economy, with its emphasis on concepts such as flexibility and lifelong 

                                                           
11

 This section draws on key social realist works such as Muller (2000), Moore (2007), Young (2008), 
Wheelahan (2010), Maton and Moore (2010), Rata (2012), Barrett and Rata (2014). 
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learning and a focus on skills. The result of de-differentiation is the downplaying of the 

specialised aspects of disciplinary concepts, subject matter, learning sites and the work of 

teachers (Robertson, 2007).  

The notion of the differentiation of knowledge lies at the heart of the social realist concerns 

about the place of the knowledge in the vocational curriculum. Social realists in knowledge and 

education emphasise the distinctions between knowledge and experience, types of 

institutions, disciplinary domains, and formal and informal learning.  Reflecting their 

Durkheimian and Bernsteinian influences, the most significant social realist differentiation is 

made between abstract knowledge from external sources such as disciplines and knowledge 

from personal experience.  Although abstract disciplinary knowledge is produced by individuals 

within a particular social and historical context, it has emergent properties that allow it to 

transcend its context and its possessor. This knowledge is typically produced in disciplinary 

communities located in universities. Such knowledge, rather than the instrumentalist needs of 

the government, should be the basis of the curriculum. Student interests, on the other hand, 

belong to the realm of pedagogy. Social realists therefore differentiate between what is to be 

taught (curriculum) and how it is to be taught (pedagogy). 

The social realist critique emphasises the difference between educational institutions such as 

universities and schools, which exist to provide education, and other institutions (such as those 

in the world of work) which exist to provide something other than education. For social realists 

a central purpose of an educational institution is to take the students beyond the world of 

everyday concepts to more theoretical understandings, whereas a workplace may only be able 

to provide context-bound experiential knowledge. It is this difference that makes abstract 

subject-based knowledge more powerful in that it allows students to move beyond their 

immediate circumstances. 

A challenge to the dominance of knowledge that emerges from formal educational institutions 

has accompanied the rise of vocationalism. An important element of the discourse was the 

notion that a new mode of knowledge production was emerging, one which contrasted with 

the earlier discipline-based mode.  

Whereas Mode 1 knowledge production is investigator-initiated and discipline-based, 

Mode 2 knowledge production has a number of distinguishing characteristics: the 

context of application, transdisciplinarity, heterogeneity, reflexivity, and modified 

forms of quality control. (Gibbons, 2008, p. 2) 
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The notion of Modes 1 and 2 knowledge has been widely influential (Young & Muller, 2013). In 

Australia the emerging influence of Mode 2 knowledge was apparent in a major review of 

Training Packages (Schofield & McDonald, 2004) which found that one of the reasons for the 

need for changes in training packages was “changing knowledge”, which is “less foundational 

or discipline-based and is rarely the product of individuals, but arises through collaborations 

and networks that exist within specific sites and particular contexts” (Schofield & McDonald, 

2004, p. 10). The workplace rather than the educational institution is seen as the source of this 

Mode 2 knowledge. It is also the location of genuine communities of practice.  

When Mode 2 knowledge is valued the workplace is therefore an important potential site of 

learning (Stevenson, 2007). The accrediting agencies for courses in both VET and HE (TEQSA 

and ASQA) refer to Workplace Based Learning in their curriculum documents. Yet workplace 

learning is more complex than is often assumed. Workplace knowledge is both context- 

dependent and independent (Gamble, 2004). Workplace knowledge is also both tacit and 

theoretical (Guile, 2010). Essentially workplace based learning is “messy” (Bathmaker, 2011).  

There are thus problems in relying solely on the workplace as the source of knowledge. There 

may be a lack of structure in the workplace, and the individual’s available experiences may be 

incomplete. There are differences between individual workplace and broader occupational 

knowledge. This makes it hard for personal theorising of abstract relationships. While work-

based learning and personal experience is important pedagogically, it cannot be the only form 

of curriculum coherence.   

For social realists there are important differences between disciplines, which are more than 

simply historical artefacts. Each has a particular type of knowledge structure and this affects 

how it is recontextualised or translated for teaching in school subjects. Though socially-based, 

all disciplines share a commitment to processes that allow for objectivity of the knowledge 

produced. The purpose of each discipline is to produce objective knowledge about its subject 

matter. This knowledge is not fixed, nor simply determined by those with social power, but 

may change over time based on continuing research. 

In higher education course development a body of knowledge may be drawn from one or 

more disciplinary sources. In the case of the AQF, “(a) body of knowledge refers to the 

complete set of concepts, terms and activities that make up a field of study” (AQFC, 2013, p. 

93). Yet the field of study may be the same as a field of work and its work activities. This 

downplays the significance of the discipline, an important traditional source of knowledge. 
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Another weakening influence concerns knowledge and its relationship to pedagogy, that is, 

teaching, learning and learners. In the AQF knowledge is defined in terms of the knower. 

Learner is not defined, but is cross referred to student, which is “…a person enrolled in a 

formal program of learning in an educational institution and/or workplace setting” (AQFC, 

2013, p. 100). This is an odd narrowing of meaning, because learning is a much broader 

concept by which “a person assimilates information, ideas, actions and values and thus 

acquires knowledge, skills and/or the application of knowledge and skills” (AQFC, 2013, p. 97). 

The key verbs in the learning process are not educate, teach, learn, train but assimilate and 

acquire, both of which are done, apparently without pedagogic effort, by the learner. This 

learning can be formal, non-formal or informal, and it is lifelong. There is a separation of 

learning from institutions whose sole purpose is formal learning. 

There is a lack of strong differentiation in the AQF between professional work and/or learning 

or indeed between work and learning in any context, which is defined as “the circumstance 

within which a graduate applies knowledge and skills” (AQFC, 2013, p. 93). Yet there are 

“boundaries that define the context of learning and /or work” (AQFC, 2013, p. 98), though they 

seem to relate more to the framing of a particular task being undertaken. 

The lack of differentiation is exacerbated by a process whereby credit is given towards a 

qualification based on factors such as previous work undertaken.  The AQF provides a 

definition of Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) and attributes its source as the “National 

Quality Council Training Packages glossary” (AQFC, 2013, p. 99). The TEQSA Application Guide 

reproduces the same definition (TEQSA, 2012, p. 50) without this attribution. This is an 

example of the ways in which documents are discursively interconnected and interrelated, 

sometime formally and sometimes informally. 

For the AQF the result of learning is outcomes, and these are knowledge and skills which are 

embedded in the individual. The AQF does not suggest any more complex notion of an 

individual’s internal state. The term attributes is a catch-all that obscures the lack of 

theoretical framing underlying the language of graduate attributes (Barrie, 2004). Attributes is 

equated with capabilities, which are in turn equated with outcomes. Competence, which might 

be thought to complement the frequent reference to skill, occurs only as a potential element 

in a qualification, and is not defined. Like training packages, which are a key feature of the VET 

curriculum, the AQF levels are focused on observable outcomes. The personal internal 
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characteristics that may underlie performance are of no concern. Nor to any extent is the 

teaching and learning undertaken to achieve it.  

The notion of de-differentiation is helpful in framing the linguistic analysis of the weakening of 

knowledge that is the focus of this thesis. It suggests that the semantic differentiation between 

knowledge and skills needs to be considered in accounting for their observed effects in 

vocational educational policy. 

3.4 Changes in the meanings of knowledge and skills  
The influence of vocationalist discourse on knowledge and skills in vocational education policy 

has been the subject of a wider critique as well as the one presented by the social realist 

group.  This critique focuses on the words knowledge and skills themselves. 

3.4.1 The weakening of knowledge  

A detailed early analysis of the language of what they called “fast capitalism” was provided by 

Gee, Lankshear and Hull (1996). They focus on management texts rather than education policy, 

but, like policy texts, management texts also create what they purport to describe. Gee, 

Lankshear and Hull describe knowledge as having “honorific connotations”(p. 28) in terms like 

knowledge work and knowledge society.  Knowledge may not mean what it did traditionally, 

but this is deliberate. Using a newer or clearer term would negate the whole effect of language 

in these texts, which “…use words that name things that nearly all of us like, but which, on 

reflection, are seen to mean slightly (and sometimes very) different things in fast capitalist 

texts than they might mean to many of us: words like ‘liberation’, empowerment’, ’trust’, 

’vision’, ’collaboration’, ’teams’,’ self-directed learning’, ‘quality’, and many more” (Gee, 

Lankshear & Hull, 1996, p. 29).  

In another early commentary Robins and Webster (1999) saw knowledge as essentially 

information that is valued for the ease with which it can be circulated. Its lack of referential 

meaning facilitates this circulation. In a more recent detailed analysis of commentaries on the 

knowledge economy Carlaw et al. (2012) conclude that “… ‘quantifiable’, ‘non-circular’ 

definitions are frustratingly absent; however, ‘knowledge’ and the resultant role of IP creation 

and protection are a key component in all the cited authors’ discussions” (p. 8). This suggests 

that while knowledge retains a central role in the discourse, it is not abstract disciplinary 

knowledge potentially available to all, but another kind, amenable to ‘creation and protection’. 

The openness of Robins and Webster’s notion of knowledge is gone. 
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In an overview of education policy documents Peters (2001) noted the endlessly repeated 

claims about the nature and implications of the knowledge economy. He refers to futurist 

clichés becoming entrenched and the “language games” needed to provide some variation to 

the tedium of repetition. For Peters, knowledge has come to prominence as part of this 

process. It is not that there is no substance behind the claims, just that there is a lack of 

differentiation in the uses of the terms.  There is also a lack of differentiation are between the 

terms knowledge and information, knowledge economy and language society, learning and 

knowledge. There is also a lack of differentiation between economic, social and philosophical 

definitions of knowledge. Nor is there a clear definition offered of the knowledge economy 

itself, or any real evidence for its existence. 

Whitty (2010, p. 34) referred to a “slippage of terminology” in relation to knowledge in 

documents related to curriculum reform in response to the needs of the knowledge economy. 

Whitty argues that it is not always possible to distinguish between knowledge in general, 

knowledge as it is manifested in school subjects, and knowledge as it is manifested in academic 

disciplines. Whitty argues that even as they address the new “skills, knowledge and 

dispositions” needed in the knowledge economy, some curriculum documents are devoid of 

specified knowledge content. Whitty suggests that this can further disadvantage already 

disadvantaged students.   

In her examination of knowledge in vocational educational curriculum in England Bathmaker 

(2013) found knowledge to be in a “complicated and unstable” state (p. 87), requiring more 

depth of attention to ensure appropriate progression is possible for students. Bathmaker 

found that the meaning of skill had both “expanded and transformed” from its focus in the 

1950s on physical dexterity to the present focus on “generic, personal and any other skills 

deemed to enhance ‘employability’” (Bathmaker, 2013, p. 91). Like the social realists, 

Bathmaker suggests that the absence of a clear meaning of knowledge serves to disadvantage 

students. "The issue of knowledge is not just a technical question, but relates to questions of 

equity and justice” (Bathmaker, 2013, p. 88). 

3.4.2 The strengthening of skills 

The changes in knowledge are aligned with changes in meanings of skills. A number of critics 

have drawn attention to a number of problems to do not with the weakening but with the 

strengthening of the meanings of skill.  
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Cairney (2000) criticised the process in which the meaning of skill has broadened from the 

traditional ‘hard’ areas of technical abilities to a new area of soft skills which are increasingly 

like personal characteristics. This broadening allows skill to be expanded so much that it covers 

the whole economy, what he calls a “high skill knowledge economy” (p. 10). He describes this 

as a “sleight of hand” which devalues older concepts of skills.  

Payne (2000) referred to the “unbearable lightness of skill” and argues that current usage is 

applicable to a low skill economy. 

Indeed … the great ideological virtue of skill resides in its essential ambiguity and 

diffuseness, coupled with the fact that it now offers policy makers a moveable feast 

with an application broad enough to span the UK economy in toto. In rhetoric of the 

`knowledge-driven economy’, any real distinction between high and low skill sectors is 

thereby dissolved into nothingness. Official views of skill and knowledge, therefore, 

contain an Orwellian `double-speak’ whereby we move inexorably towards the post-

Fordist nirvana while, in reality, remaining firmly trapped within the low skill, neo-

Fordist cage. (Payne, 2000, pp. 362-3) 

Kearns (2001), in a review of the research on generic skills, found that the needs of the 

knowledge economy required an even broader framework than what was in place at the time.  

Not much later, however, Hayward and Fernandez (2004) concluded that in spite of the 

apparent demand from industry, policy intended to develop such skills had not achieved the 

required results. Hayes, Marshall and Turner (2007) are even more critical, describing “… the 

perverse consequences of being skills crazy” (p. 13). For them the ‘skills’ agenda in the UK is 

intended to manage unemployment. They argue that the outcome of new “therapeutic” 

training in generic skills is the creation of a new dependency in the form of lifelong learning (p. 

18).  

Canning (2007, p. 23) saw the “linguistic confusion” of “conflation” and “convergence” at work 

in relation to core skills since these are sometime conflated with quite different concepts, such 

as basic skills, or converged with similar concepts such as key skills. In Australia there has been 

a lack of support and much confusion among trainers regarding generic competencies, the 

Australian equivalent of generic skills (Cushnahan, 2009).  

Winch (2010) accepts the moderate inflation of the meaning of skills to include mental as well 

as physical skills. He argues, however, that inflation of skills to include thinking, problem 
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solving and social skills is “immoderate” (Winch, 2010, p. 51), since these require both 

contextual and ethical framing within certain tasks, and cannot be emptied of content. 

Changes are not just to do with conceptual meanings, however. Pring (2004) argued that the 

problem is not that skills has inflated its meaning, but that it still carries its earlier, narrower, 

technical connotations, and as a result, “Too much is made to hang on it. Although used 

elastically where that proves to be useful, it cannot discard the baggage which the word carries 

in everyday use" (p. 113).  Williams (2005) saw the main meanings of skills as metaphorical. 

This is one of the few studies that consistently and coherently addresses the non-conceptual 

meanings of knowledge and skills. 

3.5 Gaps in the analysis 
The arguments presented for the weakening of knowledge have certain features in common – 

they lack textual references, they are impressionistic with regards to language, they are 

restricted to non-specialist terminology in discussing language, and they are largely, though 

not wholly, focused on conceptual meanings.  

A more detailed examination of the paper by Young referred to in Chapter One reveals how 

these gaps are manifested. In the paper Young suggests the trend towards the weakening of 

knowledge is manifested in “the new education policy literature” (Young, 2009, p. 194) in 

three ways. Firstly, knowledge is not defined and its referents are unclear. Secondly, its 

inclusion seems not so much to do with its meanings as with its associations, its “public 

association with ideas such as certainty, reliability and objectivity and even truth” (Young, 

2009, p. 194). The third is through changes in meanings of certain words and phrases.  

Young suggests that changes in the meanings of words and phrases take one of three forms. 

The first is the emergence of new phrases. Young refers to “the popularity of the slogans 

‘personalised learning’ and ‘individual learning styles’” (Young, 2009, p. 195). The second is the 

replacement of one word or phrase with another, which Young describes as “…the gradual 

replacement of the terms education, school and college with their assumed elitism by learning 

and learning centres” (Young, 2009, p. 195). The third is the blurring of distinction between key 

concepts. Young refers to “…the increasing tendency to blur distinctions between the 

production of knowledge and its acquisition and between knowledge and skills…” (Young, 

2009, p. 195). 
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Young makes a heartfelt and persuasive case about knowledge. But it relies as much on its 

rhetorical effectiveness as it does upon evidence. Has Young accurately identified a trend? 

What exactly is the trend? Has it continued?  Has he accurately identified how the changes in 

meanings occur? Unfortunately it is not possible to know from what we are told in the article. I 

suggest that there are four shortcomings in his discussion of the elements of language that 

Young calls upon to support his case.   Addressing these shortcomings would strengthen the 

argument he presents. 

Firstly, Young, in common with much education policy writing, uses “policy” to refer to policy 

as social practice, and implicitly as discursive practice, but not at all as text. Two “illustrations” 

of the trend under discussion are provided, but no actual textual examples. Although Young 

refers to “the new education policy literature” (Young, 2009, p. 194), none is actually 

referenced.   

Secondly, and as a result of the first, the discussion of language is inevitably impressionistic: 

“(a) brief glance… indicates…” (Young, 2009, p. 193); “(t)he striking thing about the many 

publications…is…” (p. 194); “I suspect that the reason for this is…” (p. 194); “(t)he category 

knowledge appears to be…” (p. 196). We do not know if these impressions are in fact backed 

up by examples, and if so how many, or whether they are true for other documents as well.  

Thirdly, language is described in terms of everyday terms such as meanings, associations and 

slogans. These terms are themselves undefined though their intended sense seems clear. Or is 

it? Is slogan intended to have negative associations, for example?  

Fourthly, it is not just conceptual meanings but also associative meanings that matter in the 

process of “thinking about and changing the world”, referred to in Chapter One. Although 

there is some awareness of the role of metaphor and connotation in debates about knowledge 

and skills, this does not systematically extend beyond individual items of vocabulary. 

3.6 Conclusion 
There is an awareness among critics that something is happening to knowledge as an element 

of language, yet they lack the means (or, rightly enough, the desire) to frame their concerns 

more linguistically. Such a framing would not replace, but could enhance, the critique they 

present. 

As an applied linguist who is seeking to engage positively with this critique of the state of 

knowledge and the curriculum, I believe that the case can be strengthened through the 
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addition of some simple linguistic insights and framings. The shortcomings of these critiques 

are also related to the limited relationship of the arguments to actual policy documents, that 

is, with texts. I suggest that the addition of a more formal textual analysis of a range of 

vocational policy documents would confirm, clarify and perhaps modify the arguments being 

presented.  
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4 A metatheoretical and linguistic framework for 

the examination of vocabulary in education 

policy 

The two previous chapters have provided the context for the linguistic analysis of knowledge 

and skills at the heart of this thesis. Chapter Two showed how vocationalist discourse had 

influenced Australian vocational education policy and the effect this had on TAFE institutes in 

the state of Victoria, some of which have moved into the provision of higher education (HE). 

Chapter Three examined critiques of the effects of vocationalist discourse on the meanings of 

knowledge and skills in education policy. A shortcoming of these critiques was that the effects 

of language on the weakening of knowledge in education policy are referred to but not 

examined in detail.  

The purpose of the present chapter is to establish a rationale for an approach that will 

enhance established approaches by undertaking a more detailed linguistic analysis of the word 

knowledge and its relationship with the word skills. The chapter sets out the broad meta-

assumptions for the design of the thesis by reviewing the literature and applying it to the 

study. In terms of the broad methodological positioning of the study, the chapter brings social 

and linguistic strands together with an argument for a focus on lexical semantics, the study of 

lexical items including both words and phrases.  

The chapter begins by arguing for critical realism as a metatheoretical framing for the 

proposed phraseological analysis. The critical realist framing of emergence is used to justify a 

‘domain-specific’ analytical model of keywords and key phrases in policy documents.   

Having established a metatheoretical framework for the study the chapter critically examines 

existing approaches to policy vocabulary, moving from socially-oriented approaches through to 

more linguistically-oriented approaches. Within policy studies there are calls for a finer grained 

analysis of policy texts, to which this study is responding.  Within critical discourse analysis 

there are gaps in its treatment of vocabulary.  The chapter examines a number of corpus-

enhanced discourse studies which address these gaps by examining large numbers of texts. 

Although there has been some awareness of the role of vocabulary in analysis, no attention 

has been paid to the role of phrases as opposed to words.  
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The chapter then moves on to more linguistically-oriented approaches to complement the 

socially-oriented approaches. It begins with lexicology and examines the various notions of the 

keyword and their place in education policy analysis. The chapter then considers phraseology 

and examines previous phraseological studies of the phrase knowledge and skills.  

The chapter concludes by making a case for an innovative phraseological extension of the 

notion of keyness to include key phrases.  This is presented within a lexical semantic 

framework. 

4.1 Critical realism as a metatheory 
Along with (post) positivism and social constructionism12, critical realism is one of three major 

metatheories from the philosophy of science that are influencing research in the social 

sciences (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2009, p. 15). Critical realism is explicitly drawn upon by some 

sociologists of knowledge and education, particularly Wheelahan (2010) and Moore (2013), 

and by a small number of applied linguists, such as Fairclough (2005b) and Sealey and Carter 

(2004). These writers use critical realism to frame their examination of the mechanisms 

underlying the emergence of knowledge and language and so provide a relevant 

metatheoretical starting point for this study. 

Commentators in the different disciplines use the term critical realism slightly differently. In 

education policy, Wheelahan (2010) makes a distinction between social realism and critical 

realism in her discussion of knowledge. Willmott (2002) refers to both realist social theory and 

critical realism.  In applied linguistics Sealey and Carter (2004) use the term social realism to 

mean what Wheelahan refers to as critical realism, while Fairclough uses the term critical 

realism throughout his work. In practice, however, they are referring to the same set of 

concepts drawn from the work of Bhaskar and Archer.  

My intention is not to dismiss the other theoretical perspectives out of hand. For example, my 

intention to develop a method that is transparent and replicable is very much in the 

positivist/post-positivist tradition. I also accept the social constructionist view that meanings in 

the social world both shape and are shaped by language, and that my approach to texts is very 

much in the post-structural deconstructionist tradition.  However, critical realism is particularly 

                                                           
12

 Alvesson and Skoldberg (2009) use the term social constructionism, while the social realists in the 
sociology of education use the term social constructivism. In the literature the terms seem to be broadly 
interchangeable, with constructionism perhaps being more related to the social results of underlying 
processes, and constructivism focusing on the work done by the individual as a part of that process. The 
distinction is not important for the arguments being presented in this thesis and I will use the terms 
according to their original context. 
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relevant for my specific focus - a study of the changes in meaning of knowledge and skills as 

keywords and as a key phrase. 

Whereas other philosophies of science such as (post)-positivism and social constructionism 

emphasise the empirical, critical realists emphasise the need to theorise about underlying 

mechanisms. Critical realism posits a real world independent of our knowledge and awareness 

of it. At its core are entities or mechanisms, through the interactions of which actual events 

are manifested. We encounter these events as empirical experiences. Critical realism thus 

posits a ‘depth’ ontology of the real (underlying and unobservable mechanisms that give rise 

to, but do not determine, events), the actual (patterns within and between events unobserved 

by individuals) and the empirical (observations by individuals). 

Critical realism has a fallibilist epistemology. The mechanisms underlying the real are not 

amenable to our direct experience. Our knowledge can never be about the objects at the level 

of the real. Our transitive knowledge of the object is not the object itself, which remains 

intransitive.  Our knowledge is always partial and subject to change, hence fallible.  However, 

the creation of certain types of knowledge in certain circumstances allows for a claim of 

objectivity. The characteristics of disciplinary knowledge allow it to claim objectivity. 

Critical realism has a strong view of causality. Underlying mechanisms do indeed cause the 

events that occur as the level of the actual, a stronger claim than is made by empiricists. It sees 

social objects and structures as well as natural objects as real and hence having causal powers. 

The implication is that the most appropriate approach to investigation is not one of induction 

or deduction, but of abduction (Alvesson & Skoldberg, 2009, p. 6), the process of working 

backwards from empirical phenomena by asking what must be the case at the level of the real 

for such phenomena to occur.  

Critical realism has a complex view of emergence and complexity, which allows it to provide an 

account of how changes occur at the level of the empirical over time. Critical realism thus 

provides a way of accounting for changes in the meaning of knowledge over time by 

encouraging a diachronic approach to analysis. Taking a diachronic perspective also provides a 

way of interrogating the trend identified by Young, described in Chapter One, which is the 

focus of this study. Critical realism is therefore used in this study to frame the methodology 

and to provide an explanatory framework in the discussion of the findings. 
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4.2 Implications of critical realism for methodology 
The notion of emergence is central to critical realism and is of particular significance for the 

present study, which is seeking to explain how new meanings emerge at the micro level of 

language. The notion of emergence is used in philosophy to account for the process whereby 

phenomena are created which are themselves more than the sum of and are irreducible to 

their components.  It is invoked as an explanatory mechanism by both methodological 

individualists and collectivists in sociology and economics. Critical realists such as Archer and 

Bhaskar use it to “ground sociological realism” (Sawyer, 2001, p. 552).  

As Sealey and Carter (2004) summarise (quoting Archer, 1995): “…the defining features of 

emergent properties are threefold: relative endurance; necessary, not contingent relations 

between the constituent elements; and the possession of causal powers” (p. 14). Sealey and 

Carter use the institution of marriage to exemplify the concept. Marriage itself, though it has 

changed over time, reflects existing social and legal systems and understandings. These 

understandings and systems are necessary elements: other aspects, such as the sex of the 

partners, are contingent. The institution of marriage has the capacity to influence individuals in 

their decision-making about social practice. 

The changes in meaning of words and phrases can be accounted for in critical realist terms as 

well. Archer’s model of morphogenesis is able to provide an account of how structural changes 

in language, such as the emergence of new meanings, occur over periods of time. 

Morphogenesis is the process whereby complex interchanges lead to changes in the form or 

structure of a system (Archer, 2010). It accounts for how new elements of a system can 

emerge. In the case of a system such as language these may be new meanings of words or 

phrases, or entirely new words and phrases. These new emergent entities are more than 

simply the sum of their parts. They have causal powers in their own right. In the case of 

language the meaning of an emergent phrase cannot simply be inferred from its component 

words. Morphogenesis provides an account of how changes in a structure such as a language 

are the result of the agency of many individuals over time, but not of any one individual at any 

particular moment in time. 

Archer (2011) argues that an examination of changes in social phenomena over time requires a 

dualist analysis, one which analytically separates structure and agency while acknowledging 

their interaction.  This allows an analysis of the relationship of individual events in relation to 

their context.  This means that we can examine an example of a language pattern in a text in 
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relation to its occurrence in a range of other texts over time.  A dualist approach is in contrast 

with analyses which emphasise structure or agency to the exclusion of the other. It also 

contrasts with approaches which conflate the two, such as structuration. Such a dualist 

approach is rejected by Stubbs (1996, 2001), a key figure in corpus-based applied linguistics. 

Stubbs argues for structuration as an account of the findings of corpus linguistics as a way of 

escaping “unfortunate dualism” (2001, p. 244). Yet if corpus linguistics does reveal patterns at 

the level of the actual, it seems a wasted opportunity to then subsume this distinction in 

further analysis. An analytical dualism, based on a diachronic analysis, is necessary to make the 

most of the corpus findings. It is the approach taken in this study. 

A further implication of a critical realist framing is that theorising that arises from a depth 

ontology requires a process of abduction, that is, asking what an underlying mechanism must 

be like in order to account for what we observe. Unlike induction and deduction as analytical 

processes, abduction is deliberately focussed on underlying mechanisms as well as the 

observed patterns of events. The manifestation of forces at the level of the real into 

phenomena at the level of the actual depends on the unpredictable interplay of these forces. 

This means that the resulting theory explains causality (albeit fallibly) but is not deterministic.  

This can help account for the variability in the order of the elements of the phrase knowledge 

and skills.  

Alvesson and Skoldberg (2009, p. 4) describe a research process in which interpretations from 

individual cases are strengthened by further observations, and the developing theory is thus 

continually refined. This cyclic process is facilitated by the use of corpus data through a process 

described by Mautner (2007) as “oscillation” between analytical levels. In this study the 

findings of study of knowledge and skills can reasonably be generalised to other words and 

phrases. 

4.3 A domain-specific methodological model for the study 
Critical realism is not a methodology or indeed a method: it cannot be applied directly to a 

research problem. Critical realists provide a general theory – a ‘metatheory’ – that can supply 

some guiding precepts about key sociological concerns such as the relationship between 

structure and agency. This means it is the task of the individual researcher to develop specific 

theories in the course of their empirical research (Cruickshank, 2003). In a research project 

there is always a need for a “domain-specific meta-theory” (Cruickshank, 2003, p. 8). This 

involves providing an immanent critique using the existing terms of reference on a topic.   
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Domain specific accounts of knowledge and language have been developed by some members 

of the social realists in knowledge and education and also by a small group of social realists in 

applied linguistics. This study will draw upon and extend these for the phraseological domain 

in the analysis of discourse. 

Developing a domain-specific methodology will begin by creating a systematic, defensible and 

rigorous approach to the empirical data based on policy texts. The goal is not simply to 

describe the patterns of language that are occurring at the level of the actual, but to relate 

these patterns to the underlying mechanisms at the level of the real. Bernstein’s (2000) notion 

of the “language device” and key notions from phraseology provide the basis for theorising 

such a mechanism in this study. 

4.3.1 Elements of a domain-specific model from the sociology of knowledge and 

education  

From social realists in the sociology of knowledge and education this thesis takes Bernstein’s 

notions of the pedagogic device and the language device (Bernstein, 2000). Bernstein’s model 

addresses the question of how the cultural reproduction of vocationalist discourse proceeds 

and what the role of language in the process may be. Although Bernsteinian scholars have 

developed methodologies based on the notion of the pedagogic device, there has been no 

methodological application of the notion of the language device such as the present study is 

undertaking. 

A key element of Bernstein’s model of cultural reproduction through education is the 

“pedagogic device”. The pedagogic device is a “model for analysing the processes by which 

discipline or domain-specific expert knowledge is converted or pedagogised to constitute 

school knowledge…” (Singh, 2002, p. 572). Maton and Muller (2007, p. 18) summarise the 

arena of the pedagogic device as shown in Table 4.1 (my additions in bold). 
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Table 4.1 The arena of the pedagogic device (based on Maton & Muller, 2007, p. 18)  

Field of practice Production Recontextualization Reproduction 

Forms of regulation distributive rules recontextualizing rules evaluative rules 

Kinds of symbolic 

structure 

knowledge structure curriculum pedagogy and 

evaluation 

Principal types hierarchical and 

horizontal knowledge 

structures 

collection and integrated 

curricular codes 

visible and invisible 

pedagogies 

Typical sites research papers, 

conferences, 

laboratories 

curriculum policy, 

textbooks,  

learning aids 

classrooms and 

examinations 

  qualifications 

frameworks 

accreditation guidelines  

course development 

projects 

The Recontextualisation column is the most relevant for the present study. It is here that the 

tensions are mediated between the production of knowledge by disciplinary communities, and 

the reproduction of knowledge by teachers. It is in the use of qualifications frameworks and 

accreditation guidelines in course development projects that the tensions described in Chapter 

One emerge. 

Bernstein (2000) saw curriculum development as a process of recontextualisation, in which 

knowledge is converted into a form that makes it accessible to learners. It is this process that 

he calls the “pedagogic device”. There is constant contestation and struggle between two 

groups, the “official recontextualising field” (ORF) and the “pedagogic recontextualisation 

field” (PRF) for control of the pedagogic device. 

Agents of the state in the official recontextualising field seek to exert control over education by 

modifying (recontextualising) knowledge away from its original disciplinary forms and into 

forms more amenable for teaching in ways that reflect the dominant ideology of the state. At 

the present time, as we have seen, this ideology is vocationalist.  It is manifested in policy 

statements, qualifications frameworks and curriculum guidelines. 

Members of the pedagogic recontextualisation field include educational academics and 

teachers. They too want to recontextualise knowledge but according to a different set of 

ideological principles. For Bernstein there is a fundamental tension between the work of the 

two groups.  This tension is manifested in the debates over the weakening of knowledge 

presented in the previous chapter. 
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Although Bernstein did not list course developers as members of the pedagogic 

recontextualisation field, the work of the course development teams described in the opening 

chapter is an example of this work. Course developers are both recipients of recontextualised 

knowledge and recontextualizers themselves. They are at the cutting edge of the ORF/PRF 

struggle, and move between both camps at different times. They utilise official 

recontextualisation field texts (such as guidelines) and create ORF texts (such as accreditation 

applications13). Members of these course development teams are a new type of agent, 

spanning production, recontextualisation and reproduction.  

For Bernsteinians such as Maton and Muller (2007) the pedagogic device encouraged an 

examination of knowledge. The issue of knowledge has subsequently been firmly addressed by 

social realist writers and others. For this study, however, the pedagogic device opens (or-

reopens) the path to the issue of language. Bernstein’s notion of a parallel “language device” 

provides a framework for the examination of how the assumptions of vocationalist discourse 

and the knowledge economy find their way into education policy. This is central to 

understanding the tensions surrounding knowledge and skills. 

Bernstein describes the language device as “a system of formal rules which govern various 

combinations that we make when we speak or write” (Bernstein, 2000, p. 26). The language 

device operates in a manner similar to the pedagogic device. After a very brief outline of the 

language device, Bernstein moves on to the pedagogic device that is the focus of most of his 

work, and the work of subsequent Bernsteinians. The language device receives an occasional 

mention (Clark, 2001; Davis, 2004), but always as a brief underpinning to a more detailed 

examination of the pedagogic device. An aim of the present study is to begin a more detailed 

theorising of the language device. 

Linguistically the language device operates at a number of different levels. Bernstein, following 

Halliday (1994), gives as an example the grammar of sentences and the structure of texts. 

These rules are not ideology free but “reflect the emphasis on the meaning potential created 

by dominant groups” (Bernstein, 2000, p. 27). There is however a third language level that is 

not mentioned by Bernstein but is relevant to the approach to analysis being developed in this 

thesis – the level of vocabulary. As was shown in Chapters One and Three, vocabulary is the 

level of language with which non-linguist policy commentators have regularly engaged. It is the 

                                                           
13

 This text type involves interaction between text and user. It falls into the areas of pragmatics and 
hence is outside the scope of the present study. 
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aspect of language most accessible to non-linguists in both the ORF (such as policy developers) 

and the PRF (such as policy analysts).  

It seems reasonable to assume that the struggle for control of the pedagogic device may be 

manifested in the language of vocationalist discourse and traces will be evident in aspects of 

the language device. One such indicator would be tensions and contestation around words and 

phrases such as knowledge and skills in the main types of documents used by the ORF and PRF. 

The language device thus provides an important conceptual link with the focus on patterns of 

words  and phrases, and their broader social context, that is being developed in this study. It is 

consistent with a widely held view, accepted in this study, that “(c)ultural assumptions 

connoted by such patterns, especially when they are repeated and become habits, are an 

important aspect of socialization”(Stubbs, 1996, p. 169). Through frequent and unconscious 

repetition such patterns become naturalised and unlikely to be questioned.  

Stubbs locates the issue of recurrent language patterns in a Bernsteinian framework: 

Bernstein (1990, p. 170) demands of a theory of cultural reproduction that it must 

‘translate micro into macro and macro into micro’. We must be able to specify not only 

the message but also ‘the structure that allows it… to be carried…that structure that 

makes the message possible’ (p. 169). (Stubbs, 1996, p.195) 

Stubbs links this notion to Bernstein’s language device, as does Davis (2004): “(t)he language 

device is that which mediates between the meaning potential of a discursive order and the 

actual meanings realized” (p. 45). Or, put more simply, recurring language patterns are the 

(metaphoric) ‘device’.  The approach being developed here, with its focus on words and 

phrases, will thus throw light not just on knowledge and skills but on the broader issue of 

micro-level cultural reproduction.  

What has not been considered previously is the relationship between recurrent phrases and 

the language device ‘rules’.  Substituting phrase for rules in two key statements shows how 

close the relationship seems to be. Firstly, “…the rules (phrases) which constitute the device 

are relatively stable, but they are not entirely stable over periods of time” (Bernstein, 2000, p. 

26). The present study is seeking to provide evidence of the relative stability of phrases, and 

also shows how new phrases emerge over time. Further, “the rules (phrases) of the language 

device are not ideologically free…the rules (phrases) reflect emphases in meaning potential 

created by dominant groups” (Bernstein, 2000, p. 27). The present study is investigating how 
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the assumptions of those groups with a vocationalist agenda are encoded in phrases and 

embedded in texts in the knowledge corpus. 

4.3.2 Elements of a domain-specific model from applied linguistics 

The domain-specific methodological design in this chapter also draws upon critical realism in 

applied linguistics.  By far the strongest engagement with critical realism comes from Sealey 

and Carter (Carter & Sealey, 2000, 2004; Sealey, 2007, 2009; Sealey & Carter 2004) 14. In 

relation to critical realism’s depth ontology of the real, the actual and the empirical, Sealey and 

Carter conclude: “The domain of the real, then, in relation to language, includes both the 

mechanisms which make language processing possible and those properties and powers of 

language which enable intersubjective communication…what is real about language is its 

intersubjective as well as its intrasubjective properties” (Sealey & Carter, 2004, p. 70). 

In language the actual refers to “…those linguistic phenomena which may ‘actualize’ the 

powers and properties of language, some of which may not become manifest at the level of 

the empirical” (Sealey & Carter, 2004, p. 71). The most obvious example of the actual domain 

in language is the different languages in existence in the world. Any individual’s experience of 

their own language is inevitably limited by their own experience, yet there is no doubt of the 

existence and influence on individual and group behaviour of entities called English, French 

and German.  These entities emerge from the interplay between agency in the form of 

individual use of language resources for communication, and structure in the form of the 

sociological efforts of government to establish standardisation for political purposes. The 

emergence of linguistic entities at the level of the actual is not just at the macro level of 

individual languages such as English or French, however, but at the micro level of phrasal 

patterns, such as knowledge and skills.  

A “possible scenario” for the process of emergence, whether it involves deflation, inflation or 

conflation of meaning, is presented by Cruse (2011): 

Word W has established literal sense S1. 

Some creative person uses W in new figurative sense S2 

                                                           
14

 The term social realism is used by Sealey and Carter to describe the work of Bhaskar and Archer. 
Other writers call this critical realism. Sealey and Carter use critical only in the critical discourse analysis 
(CDA) sense. Although the common link is critical rather than social realism, I will continue to use Sealey 
and Carter’s terminology to emphasise the connections between social realism in knowledge and 
education and in applied linguistics. 
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S2 ‘catches on’, and becomes established (i.e. laid down as an entry in the mental lexicons 

of members of the speech community), so that W becomes polysemous between S1 and 

S2. S1 is still seen as literal and S2 as figurative. 

S1 begins to become obsolescent. S2 begins to be perceived as literal and S1 as figurative. 

S1 is lost, at which point meaning of W has changed from S1 to S2. (p. 260) 

Cruse’s scenario is consistent with Archer’s model of morphogenesis (Archer, (1982)2010, 

2011) in providing an account of how language changes at the micro level of lexical semantics. 

It will be used as a reference point for this study. 

Some realists, such as Collier (1998), have seen a connection with critical realism’s depth 

ontology and Chomsky’s underlying generative mechanisms or universal grammar. This is 

rejected by Jones (2003) as being “…an illegitimate reduction of the social and cultural to the 

biological, a reduction motivated by idealist philosophical principles” (p. 103). Bernstein’s 

notion of the language device provides a more useful framing and incorporates a social 

perspective lacking in Chomsky’s linguistic work, even though Bernstein (2000) apparently saw 

a potential connection between the language device and Chomskyan deep structure. In the 

context of this study, however, the focus will be on developing a more socially-oriented 

account by extending Bernstein’s language device model.  

Other than the work of Sealey and Carter presented above there is very little reference to 

critical realism within the applied linguistics literature. Corson (1997) suggested that critical 

realism could prove “an emancipatory philosophy for applied linguistics”, but this did not 

prove to be the case.  Work by Larsen-Freeman and Cameron (2008) falls within the tradition 

without making the connection. The domain-specific model for a phraseological analysis of 

policy being developed in this study will address this gap. 

4.3.3 A domain-specific model for a phraseological analysis of policy 

As was seen earlier, critical realism does the work of “under-labouring” methodology 

(Cruickshank, 2003) but is not a methodology or method in itself. It does, however, require the 

development of a ‘domain-specific’ model as the basis of research on a particular issue. In this 

case the study needs to examine appropriate texts over time for evidence of emergence of 

new lexical items, in particular those related to knowledge and skills.  

Methodology needs to be driven by the research question. If the starting point of analysis is a 

pattern of events we need to work backwards to the causal mechanism.  When the starting 
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point is a causal mechanism we need to “… explain those powers in the terms of the internal 

structure of the thing in question” (Carter & New, 2004, p. 19).  

In this study the underlying causal mechanism of the linguistic behaviour of knowledge and 

skills, as words and as a phrase, is posited as the rules of the language device. In Bernstein’s 

model the language device provides the rules by which discourse is manifested in text. The 

starting point of the analysis will therefore be a detailed examination of a pattern of events, 

the occurrences of knowledge and skills in texts. 

The ‘patterns of events’ in the present study are the phrases that occur in policy in a wide 

collection of policy documents. It is  likely that the observed patterns will be caused but not 

determined by the tension between individual and systemic forces that frame the creation of 

the documents (Sealey & Carter, 2004, p. 105). The occurrence of phrasal patterns will be 

contingent and dependent on circumstances and context. Yet they are generalizable beyond 

the individual occurrences, since they reflect forces at the level of the real, and give some 

indication of the nature of these forces. 

The present analysis of knowledge and skills starts with the policy documents within which 

these patterns are manifested and analyses the patterns with a view to identifying the sources 

of their causal powers, assumed in this case to be vocationalist discourse, manifested via the 

language device as text. Within this pattern of textual events, the sequencing of the words 

knowledge and skills in the phrase knowledge and skills can be observed and a mechanism to 

explain the regularities can be proposed.   

The identification of patterns requires a collection of texts, known in applied linguistics as a 

‘corpus’. Sealey and Carter (2004) suggest that: “As a body of language behaviour, the corpus 

points towards the unobservable but nevertheless real structures underlying that behaviour 

and towards the equally real, but not exhaustive, empirical evidence of language in use which 

we can observe everywhere around us” (p. 75). They quote Stubbs to the effect that corpus 

linguistics has identified ‘a newly visible layer of order’.  Sealey and Carter do not explicitly 

label this layer, but it seems clear that they are referring to the domain of the actual.  

An example of a language entity at the level of the actual is any commonly occurring phrase 

identifiable across a corpus. Individual instances of these patterns are discernible at the 

empirical level by the reader of a text, but their overall distribution across many texts is not 
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discernible, since no single reader will encounter all of them.  Yet their existence shows they 

are widely shared and are evidence of the intersubjective meanings of language.  

4.4 Vocabulary in policy sociology  
Having established a domain-specific approach to the examination of words and phrases it is 

now necessary to locate it in relation to existing approaches, and to show how it will enhance 

previous work. The focus throughout is on policy texts. Although policy texts have the least 

immediate impact on the development of skills degrees in the mixed sector, their assumptions 

underlie the guidelines and frameworks that shape the work not just of course developers but 

of all stakeholders, from parents to politicians. This important role means that a more detailed 

examination of policies is a natural extension of the interrogation of the weakening of 

knowledge begun in the previous chapters.  

The existing approaches examined in this chapter are all textually-oriented in some way, 

though they vary in their relative emphasis on text, context and ‘co-text’. Context refers to the 

social and discursive environment within which a text, such as a policy document, occurs. Co-

text refers to the other words in a text within which a particular word, such as knowledge, 

occurs (Widdowson, 2004, p. 58). This distinction is not commonly made in policy studies, with 

co-text usually undistinguished from context. However it is vital in understanding the problem 

of meanings of not just words but phrases such as knowledge and skills.  

Some approaches are more socially-oriented, others more linguistically-oriented. The socially-

oriented approaches addressed are policy sociology and critical discourse analysis. The 

linguistically-oriented approaches are lexicology and phraseology. The focus throughout is on 

the ways these approaches deal with vocabulary, and in particular words such as knowledge 

and skills as words and in phrases. 

The social realist studies in education referred to in the previous chapter fall broadly into Rizvi 

and Lingard’s (2010) category of ‘policy sociology’. Studies in this category are almost wholly 

concerned with the social context within which a text occurs. They not only draw upon the 

sociology of education but on sociocultural studies of language and literacy as well as political 

economy and social theory.  

These studies acknowledge the significance of texts, but do not undertake detailed analyses of 

them. An example is the work of Ball (1993) referred to earlier. Although Ball did not provide 

textual analysis he recognised the “compromise”, “negotiation” and “serendipity” in policy 
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creation. The result is that “sometimes the effects of quibbling and dissensus result in a 

blurring of meanings, in public confusion and dissemination of doubt” (p. 11). The previous 

chapters have provided evidence of such uncertainty. While recognizing the limited effects on 

the reader of a single text, Ball (1993) notes, “the effects of a single policy may be limited but 

the general effect of ensembles of policies of different kinds may be different (i.e. cumulative 

and stronger)” (p. 15).  

Taylor et al. (1997) present an analytical focus on context, text, and consequences. Context 

includes social, economic and historical factors.  Text analysis identifies assumptions and 

linguistic strategies. Consequences relate to the reading and implementation of the policy (pp. 

44-53). This broad framework implicitly underlies the other studies in the policy sociology 

group.  Young’s (2009) opening paragraph, and the paper itself, referred to in the opening 

chapter, provide a good example of the method. 

This policy analysis framework was expanded upon by Rizvi and Lingard (2010) into Contextual 

Issues, Policy and Textual Issues, and Implementation and Outcomes Issues. Rizvi and Lingard 

provide a more detailed list of questions under each of these three categories. Procedures and 

techniques are implicit but are based on interpretations of policy documents as unanalysed 

examples of broader issues.  Rizvi and Lingard emphasise the role of reflection in the process, 

and a self-awareness of the researcher’s role in the process, including the researcher’s own 

purposes for undertaking the study.   

Within policy sociology studies there may be references to grammar, but little to vocabulary. 

Words are treated in passing, but are not usually a focus. Context is almost exclusively to do 

with social rather than discursive practices. There is no attention paid to co-text. There is 

limited use of textual examples. 

Taylor et al. (1997) also call for more methodologically sophisticated approaches to policy 

analysis, ones which take language more into account. They note the move to discourse 

analysis based on social theory, and some other more “fine grained” analyses of policy texts. 

However, as Taylor (2004) points out “…most of this education policy analysis using discourse 

theory has not augmented social analysis with fine grained linguistic analysis” (p. 435). 

Rizvi and Lingard (2010) suggest that “To fully understand the written text the policy analyst 

has to ‘world’ the text, situate it in its context. Fine grained textual analyses of policies can 

thus produce many insights into the politics of policy production and policy processes and 
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provide insights into likely policy effects.”   It is just such a fine grained analysis that a focus on 

vocabulary can provide. 

4.5 Vocabulary in critical discourse analysis 
Critical discourse analysis (CDA) seeks to show, as Fairclough puts it, “how discursive effects 

are brought off” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 204), echoing Ball’s (2003) reference to ‘policy effects’. 

CDA studies are concerned with the social context of language use, as well as with the formal, 

structural elements of texts. Fairclough, a central figure in CDA, draws upon critical realism in 

his work. CDA therefore provides a suitable language-oriented basis for the study of 

vocabulary in policy. 

4.5.1 Social practices, discursive practices and texts 

CDA eschews fixed approaches and methods, but Fairclough’s version may be summarised as 

Social Practices, Discursive Practices and Texts. Fairclough used a similar phrase to distinguish 

these studies from studies such as those in the policy sociology category (Fairclough, 1992, p. 

37).  

CDA combines a social perspective with a language focus and an overt political agenda. It is 

concerned with the integration of social practices, discursive practices and texts. As with policy 

sociology it is concerned with the role of power within each of these. Unlike the policy 

sociology approach CDA undertakes detailed linguistic analyses of texts. It has an explicit 

agenda for social change and transdisciplinarity (Fairclough, 2005, p. 60).  

Unlike the Context – Text – Consequences approach of policy sociology, CDA works within an 

explicit, influential and well-documented linguistic framework, that of systemic functional 

linguistics (Halliday, 1994), which is widely used in education studies (Rogers et al., 2005). The 

following overview draws upon Fairclough’s (1993, 2003, 2006) summaries of his version of the 

CDA approach. Fairclough’s model is summarised in Table 4.2 below. 

4.5.2 Words and phrases in CDA 

Fairclough’s earliest versions of the model have text embedded within discursive practices, 

which are in turn embedded within social practices (Fairclough, 1992, p. 10, p. 73). This is 

represented by columns 3, 4 and 5 in Table 4.2.  Fairclough later expanded this to the macro 

level with the addition of Bhaskar’s ‘explanatory critique’ (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999; 

Fairclough, 2001) and the expansion of the concept of discourse into a broader concept of 

semiosis. These are shown in columns 1 and 2 in Table 4.2.  
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Reading left to right in the table shows how the levels are embedded. The second Stage of 

social change, for example, includes three Aspects of social semiosis, and so on. Under the 

third Dimension of discursive events he includes four linguistically-focused Elements 

(Fairclough, 2001). Each of these elements is analysed in relation to the other, addressing 

semantic relations, grammatical relations, vocabulary or lexical relations and phonological 

relations (Fairclough, 2003, p. 57).  Although Fairclough does not refer to an Element called 

phrase, it is included in the table where it would naturally occur.  

As it stands Fairclough’s model provides a framing of words, but not phrases. Ultimately the 

language focus is still on a limited set of notions about words and vocabulary, rather than on 

the more linguistically-oriented notions underlying lexical semantics.  

Table 4.2 Fairclough’s model of CDA 

1 Stages of 
social change 

2 Aspects of 
social semiosis 

3 Aspects of 
Discourse 

4 Dimensions of 
discursive events 

5 Elements of 
Texts 

Focus on a social 
problem that has a 
semiotic aspect 

    

Identify obstacles 
to tackling the 
problem 

Network of 
practices (the 
social order) 

   

 Relationship of 
semiosis to other 
elements 

   

 The discourse (the 
semiosis itself) 

(Social) structural 
analysis (Orders of 
discourse) 

  

  Interactional analysis 
(events) 

Social analysis of 
interaction 

 

   Interdiscursive analysis 
of interaction 

 

   Linguistic/semiotic 
analysis of text  

Whole-text 
language 
organisation 

    Clause 
combinations 

    Clauses 

    (Phrases) 

    Words 

  Interdiscursive 
analysis 

  

  Linguistic and 
semiotic analysis 

  

Does the social 
order ‘need’ the 
problem 

    

Ways     

Reflection     
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4.5.3 Meanings of words, ‘wording’ of meanings 

The meaning of words is a minor element within Fairclough’s model. It receives greatest 

attention in the early work. In the first version of the model (1992) he addresses word 

meaning, ‘wording’ and metaphor in some detail, but vocabulary receives a single brief 

paragraph in later versions (2003) and is subsequently reduced to an example of “wordplay” 

(2006). Fairclough distinguishes between selecting one particular existing word meaning to 

achieve a discursive effect, and using a word to express a meaning in a particular way. The 

latter is called “wording” and may involve metaphor. 

Fairclough’s concern with word meaning is manifested in his early work focused on the 

discourses associated with New Labour in the UK (1992, 1993, 2001). In one case study he 

examines a number of individual keywords within the discourse of policy in the UK. A typical 

example of changes in a word is the use of enterprise in a number of speeches by a minister of 

the Thatcher government.   

Fairclough discusses the “meaning potential”, that is, the range of possible meanings that 

enterprise might have in the text. He notes that the context within the text occurs usually 

makes it clear which of the potential meanings is intended, but that there is a possibility of 

ambivalence in meaning. It is the location of any word in relation to other words in the text 

which gives one particular meaning “salience”.  Fairclough argues that there is a movement 

within the speeches towards a restructuring of the meaning potential of enterprise. This 

elevates one sense over the others and forms part of a “Tory enterprise strategy” (Fairclough, 

1992, p. 189) which extended into education and training.  

The process of “wording” is one of interpreting experience from a particular perspective. It 

involves deciding which word to use to express a particular meaning. It also involves creating 

new words or phrases for meanings. Fairclough gives the example of the phrase “nose 

refinement” which he argues gives cosmetic surgery a higher scientific status. This selection is 

both shaped by existing social forces and, through its continued use, shapes them (Fairclough, 

1992, p. 191).  

Fairclough introduces the notion of “over-wording”, the way in which some policy texts have a 

relatively high number of wordings, which refers to the number of different words used in the 

text. Drawing on Halliday he also refers to “re-wording”, which refers to the creation of new 

words (Fairclough, 1992, p. 193). Fairclough sees these processes as a deliberate attempt to 
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project certain ideological perspectives, but offers as evidence only impressions based on a 

single text. 

The use of metaphor is the third way in which words are used in the shaping of social reality. 

Metaphors have a non-literal meaning, but are nonetheless important in shaping our 

perceptions of social reality. As Fairclough (1992) puts it: “Metaphors structure the way we 

think and the way we act, and our systems of knowledge and belief, in a pervasive and 

fundamental way” (p. 194).  

Critical discourse analysis provides a strong framework for the present study. It has previously 

been used as the basis of a “critical discourse analysis frame” (Hyatt, 2013, p. 833) for helping 

doctoral students engage with educational policy analysis. Hyatt’s approach explicitly seeks to 

provide a finer-grained analysis such as that called for by Taylor (2004). He addresses 

vocabulary, but not in the systematic manner proposed in this study. A systematic analysis of 

vocabulary requires a more linguistic orientation to words and phrases. 

4.6 Lexicology and keywords 
A specific concern with all aspects of words is the realm of lexicology. Lexicology is concerned 

not with just with the structure and semantics of words but with their history. This makes 

lexicology relevant to areas like cultural and educational studies, and to the concerns of this 

study, which are concerned with changes in words over time. 

Within lexicology there is a notion that certain words are ‘key’, in that they have a particular 

relevance or salience for particular discourses that makes them significant. Most specialists in 

any field could provide a list of such keywords. It is this intuitive feeling of keyness that leads 

policy analysts to comment on certain words, as was described in Chapter One. In this study I 

will refer to the words that a VET specialist would intuitively accept as being key to the field as 

vocational keywords.  

However, the keyness of some words may also extend beyond a specialised area into wider 

public discussion and debate. Such words transcend specialist boundaries and are central to 

public discussion and debates about social issues. These are known as cultural keywords.  

The notion of a keyword also occurs in the field of corpus linguistics. Corpus keywords are 

words which are the focus of a search of a large number of documents. or which are relatively 

prominent in a particular set of documents (Adolphs, 2006, p. 137).  Both senses are used in 

this study.  
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A fourth sense of keyword is that referred to by Young in Chapter One as an “organising 

category”. This is the sense in which keyword is used when it accompanies an abstract in an 

academic journal or in the organisation of a database. All four types of keyword are relevant to 

the examination of knowledge and skills. The first three are examined in detail below. We 

return to the fourth sense in Chapter Seven. 

4.6.1 Vocational keywords   

A vocational keyword is a word that is salient in vocational discourse. It is recognised as 

standing out in some way and having some significance. In this sense knowledge and skills are 

vocational keywords. It is precisely the reason they have been chosen as the focus of this 

study. Other vocational keywords might include words that have been used in the previous 

chapters, such as education, training, competencies and qualifications. 

No detailed and systematic examination of vocational keywords has previously been 

undertaken. There is, however, a very detailed examination of key concepts in adult education 

(Tight, 2002) that serves as a useful reference point for the approach to keyword analysis 

being built in this chapter. 

In Key Concepts in Adult Education and Training (2002) Tight covers very similar issues and 

words to those in vocational education. Tight suggests a number of ‘key concepts’ in the field 

of adult education. Tight acknowledges the personal nature of the selection of the key 

concepts he discusses. He does not offer an explanation for his choices. He is writing as a 

generalist for those in the field, rather than as a specialist in a particular discipline, avoiding 

jargon and “the kind of conceptual analysis practised by philosophers or linguists” (Tight, 2002, 

p. 2).  

Knowledge and skill are key concepts in adult education and training for Tight. Concepts are 

“labels for ideas that are of key importance to us”. They have a “resonance that can go beyond 

more ordinary words” (Tight, 2002, p. 2). These meanings vary according to their use by 

different interest groups and across time and space. They are equally applicable to vocational 

education and training in the post-compulsory sector.  Tight does not define key concepts, nor 

does the term occur in his index. However the list in Table 4.3, presented as the organisation 

of the book, appears to contain the key concepts to which his title refers. 
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Table 4.3 Key concepts in adult education (Tight, 2002, p. 5) 

Core Concepts adult, education, training,  

learning, teaching, development 

International  Concepts lifelong, learning organization,  

the learning society 

Institutional Concepts further and higher,  

adult and continuing,  

community, 

formal, non-formal, informal 

Work-related Concepts human capital, 

human resource development, 

career, professional, 

social capital 

Learning Concepts distance, open, flexible, 

experiential, problem-based, 

independent, self-directed, 

andragogy, conscientization, 

communities of practice 

Curricular Concepts knowledge and skill15, 

capability and enterprise, 

competence, 

quality 

Structural Concepts access and participation, 

accreditation and modularization,  

success and dropout, 

social inclusion 

Tight notes the discussion of the core concepts “… is commonly organised in terms of 

oppositions or dichotomies, or of inclusion and exclusion” (Tight, 2002, p. 12). He gives as an 

example the possibility that teaching and learning may be considered in opposition, and so, 

presumably, may be seen as complementary. He gives no indication of which of these 

relationships, opposition or complementarity, might be implied by the occurrence of the 

phrase teaching and learning in actual language use, or the significance of the alternative 

sequence learning and teaching. 

Knowledge and skill are seen by Tight as the more ‘traditional’ concepts (single quotes in 

original) in curriculum development. They both “underpin” and “embody the opposition 

between” education and training. Tight highlights the tension between complementary and 

oppositional interpretation of the relationship between knowledge and skill. He begins with a 

                                                           
15

 Tight refers to skill, not skills. While discussing his work I will maintain his usage. 
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quote that makes a distinction between propositional knowledge, such as is found in libraries, 

and the personal knowledge people bring to a task. This personal knowledge includes public 

propositional knowledge and personal procedural knowledge, and hence skills. In this view, 

knowledge and skill are thus linked and complementary. However, knowledge and skill also 

represent the oppositional dichotomy between education and training, as in the list, intuitively 

compiled by Tight, in Table 4.4. 

Table 4.4 Oppositional dichotomies in key concepts (Tight, 2002, p. 124) 

education versus training 

knowledge versus skill 

understanding versus experience 

theory versus practice 

academic versus vocational 

Tight suggests that the members of each pair in the right hand column are seen as useful and 

related to the ‘real’ world, whereas those in the left hand column are not. This is a commonly 

held view, including among “those with power to influence education and training” (Tight, 

2002, p. 124), by which is presumably meant policy makers. 

I accept Tight’s insights into the popular notion of both complementary and oppositional 

relationship between knowledge and skills. Yet Tight’s analysis is, as he admits, personal and 

impressionistic. It therefore suffers from the same limitations identified in Chapter Three in 

relation to Young’s (2009) discussion of the weakening of knowledge. It lacks references to 

actual examples, it is imprecise, and it uses everyday language. It is interesting, but limited. 

Ultimately it lacks evidence and potentially overlooks details. 

In describing his framework for analysis Tight draws upon “a variety of disciplinary traditions” 

(Tight, 2002, p. 9) though he rejects the techniques of philosophers and linguists. This may be 

short-sighted of him. Their inclusion would add some needed rigour to the conceptual framing 

of key concepts in general and to knowledge and skills in particular, even for a non-specialist 

audience. 

4.6.2 Cultural keywords  

A cultural keyword is “a socially prominent word (e.g. in art, industry, media or society) that is 

capable of bearing interlocking, yet sometimes contradictory and commonly contested 

contemporary meanings” (Keywords Project, Homepage).  
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The tradition of cultural keyword analysis is exemplified by the seminal work of Williams 

(1976)16. Williams’ goal was: 

...to analyse, as far as I could, some of the issues and problems that were there inside 

the vocabulary, whether in single words or habitual groupings. I called these words 

Keywords in two connected senses: they are significant, indicative words in certain 

activities and their interpretation; they are significant words in certain forms of 

thought. (Williams, 1976, p. 13) 

 What Williams calls “certain forms of thought” can be seen as a reflection of the constitutive 

roles of these words in particular discourses. He did not seek to resolve the ambiguities and 

uncertainties of the meanings of the words, but to bring an “extra edge of consciousness” 

(Williams, 1976, p. 12) to their analysis. He used comparative and historical sociological 

discussion to show the origin of particular terms (such as liberalism) and the different ways 

these have been used (for example, its different meanings in philosophical and political 

discourse, and in the USA compared with Europe). 

These certain forms of thought become naturalised assumptions and hence shape what 

Bourdieu called “habitus” (Thompson, 1991) and is also called “ideology” (for example, 

Holborow, 2012). The relationship between language patterns and social patterns is thus of 

great importance. At the heart of this concern is the way in which patterns of language use 

become patterns of thought, which in turn become naturalised assumptions which underlie 

ideology and discursive practices. These discursive practices in turn both shape and are shaped 

by social practice.  

Williams’ work was explicitly left unfinished by Williams himself. It has been continued by 

Grossberg et al. (2005) and online in the Keywords Project. The authors of this project provide 

a summary of the features of cultural keywords. Firstly, keywords are likely to be currently in 

use with both an everyday application but also a specialised technical or disciplinary 

application. They are not only frequent but used widely across different media. Secondly, 

keywords are polysemous – they have multiple senses. They may appear vague and open to 

different construals according to the context, and may therefore be a source of confusion. 

Thirdly they are categorical, which means that they themselves create the categories they 

name. They are therefore likely to be relatively abstract nouns. Fourthly, they are actively 
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 The term is of course widely used by non-specialists: Camus (1957, p. 97), for example, referred to 
freedom as a “keyword”.  
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contested, hence their appearance in settings such as professional conferences. They may go 

beyond specialist settings, however, to form part of wider public debates. Finally they are 

typically part of a cluster of interrelated co-occurring words, Williams’ “habitual groupings”.   

Williams established a tradition that is exemplified by the number of references to keywords in 

the titles, not to mention the texts, of commentators on education policy. Some, such as Jay 

(1998), continue Williams’ approach by producing personal reflections on collections of words. 

Others, such as Moore (2014), explicitly draw on Williams’ approach in the study of single 

words, in his case critical. Others, such as Teubert (2001), extend the concept. Teubert 

discusses ‘stigma’ and ‘banner’ keywords, the former with negative associations and the latter 

with positive associations.  

Some linguistically-oriented policy analyses explicitly invoke Williams’ notion of keywords.  The 

work of Fairclough in critical discourse analysis is an example. Fairclough’s concern with word 

meaning as manifested in his early work focuses on the discourses associated with New Labour 

in the UK (1992, 1993, 2001). In one case study he examines a number of individual keywords 

within the discourse of policy in the UK. A typical example of changes in a keyword is the use 

of enterprise in a number of speeches by a minister of the Thatcher government, which was 

referred to earlier.  

Holborow (2012) examined the keywords deregulation, human capital, and entrepreneur in 

neoliberal discourse.  Holborow goes beyond CDA in arguing that the issue of neoliberalism in 

official texts is a matter of ideology rather than discourse. For her it is of fundamental 

importance who produces keywords, and she notes the roles of international think tanks in 

this production. Holborow argues that the hegemony of neoliberalism is open to contestation 

and challenge.  

Leitch and Davenport (2007) examined “…the ways in which strategic ambiguity (Eisenberg, 

1984) in the use of keywords (Williams, 1976/1983) served an enabling function within a 

discourse marked by conflict and ideological divisions” (Leitch & Davenport, 2007, p. 43). In an 

examination of the keyword sustainability in government biotechnology policy documents 

they found: “First, strategic ambiguity lent an internal and intertextual coherence to the texts 

(albeit superficial). Second, it allowed multiple perspectives and objectives to co-exist. Third, 

strategic ambiguity facilitated the participation of discourse actors who subscribed to 

ideologies that were more or less incommensurable” (p. 43). Again we find that the loss of 

meaning of keywords is not neutral, but apparently suits the purposes of the producers of the 
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documents. In this case it allows different opinions to be held within the same document. They 

conclude that “…our research has shown that, far from being simply a problem to be clarified 

or tolerated, ambiguity, when strategically deployed within discourse, constitutes a complex 

practice worthy of further attention by discourse scholars” (Leitch & Davenport, 2007, p.  59). 

The influence of the cultural keyword notion extends beyond these who formally invoke the 

analytical tradition of Williams. Some of the cultural keyword features listed above can be seen 

to underlie, to some extent, other discussions of vocabulary in the knowledge economy 

discourse as it relates to education policy. As with knowledge, a common theme is the 

apparent loss of meaning of the keyword under discussion.  

An early study found that the word training was used differently by the general population 

than by training professionals and that there was a “fuzzy boundary between training and 

education for most people” (Campanelli & Channell, 1994, p. 1281), which had implications for 

the design of surveys concerning training.  

Readings (1996) explored the implications of the adoption by universities of one of the key 

terms in management texts, excellence. The prominence of the term reflects the universities’ 

loss of their nineteenth and early twentieth century culturally-focused, nation-building role. In 

the absence of such a role there is no longer any specific knowledge that must be taught. The 

aim therefore becomes not to teach particular content but to achieve a certain vague, 

unspecified level of ‘excellence’. He argues that excellence is ‘dereferentialised’ in use. Based 

on an examination of a typical university document he argues that although excellence no 

longer has identifiable references it does have positive associations. No one knows what it 

means, but everyone has an idea of what it might mean, and so it is, in effect, meaningless. 

This meaninglessness is a “singular advantage”. Once the term has been accepted in this way 

there is no longer any need to argue about definitions.  He argues that although the discourse 

of excellence is non-ideological, the lack of meaning is. His argument is developed further by 

Allan (2007). 

The implication is clear: excellence and excellent have become effectively meaningless 

terms in such contexts. While such an assertion seems naive from a linguist’s 

perspective, it certainly appears that the word has been subject to a process of 

semantic change, and this process can be traced through its increased use in mission 

statements, governmental initiatives and education journals. (p. 54) 
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In discussing New Labour in the UK, Beck (1999) noted in their policy pronouncements a 

central hollowness and emptiness. He argues that the “dominant buzz-words”, new and 

modernising, which are “content-free”, reveal this emptiness.  It is not that there is nothing 

new taking place, but that the “core identity” of these terms is missing. One effect of the usage 

of these terms is the positioning of those who may question the changes under way as being 

simply ‘outmoded’.  Resistance is simply evidence of ‘inflexibility’ (p. 234). 

Even policy itself may be a losing meaning. Taylor et al. (1997) note that “the distinction 

between public and private has become less clear in recent years” (p. 2). They note the 

significance of words in policy texts, describing them as “carefully selected and much revised in 

light of the objections of various interests” (p. 15). In spite of this the actual definitions of 

terms that are included in policy documents may still be unclear. Taylor et al. also comment on 

the use of the “rhetorical language of reform”, suggesting “…it has become one of the most 

over-used words in the political vocabulary” (p. 5). They note that governments use it to 

present their policy initiatives in a way that suggests they are the only possible way of 

proceeding. They see the frequent use of reform as based on the assumption that the reform is 

clearly necessary and that the need is self-evident.  

Drawing on systemic functional linguistics, Hasan (2003) referred to the phenomenon of 

“glibspeak”, a variety of English used by “the chieftains of globalized industry and trade”.  She 

asks of this phenomenon: “If the meanings of long-established linguistic patterns are being ‘hi-

jacked’ in order to disarm objections by those to whom the locution is addressed, the 

interesting question is: how is this achieved? Equally important, what properties of language 

allow the systematic production of such devices?” (p. 438). Hasan shows how language 

features such as “an inherent elasticity of meaning” and hyponymy (the relationship between 

member of a word class and sub-class) facilitate changes of meaning (p. 439). She draws upon 

Bourdieu in noting the distinction between the denotations and connotations of a word. Hasan 

suggests that the changes happening under this “re-semanticization” are changes not just to 

the personal associations of words but to communal associations of words as well.  

A number of commentators have noted how the constant repetition of some keywords comes 

to shape experience. Hasan draws upon Bourdieu’s concept of habitus to explain how the 

glibspeak terms come into use. “If language is viewed as a system of systems of choices, then, 

in a manner of speaking, all its use has to be seen as ideological: in the final analysis, the actual 

choice, albeit unconscious, lies with speakers, who in the nature of things are socially 
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positioned, and thus ideology-specific; their inclination towards this choice or that is a matter 

of their habitus, their mode of orientation to experience” (Hasan, 2003, pp. 439-10). With a 

background in linguistics, Hasan is more explicit than most commentators about the semantic 

processes involved in changes in vocabulary.  

Trowler (2001) discussed an earlier commentary (Bowe, Gewirtz & Ball, 1994) that suggests 

some policy has been ‘captured by the discourse’ of new capitalism, particularly through the 

uncritical acceptance of the language of ‘choice’.  Trowler extends the metaphor of ‘capture’ in 

reference to academics within “new higher education” institutions shaped by neoliberal 

discourse.  He concludes there is still the possibility of resistance, but warns against “the 

danger of complacency based on a belief in a semiotic democracy founded on the over-

extension of a deconstructionist position which sees no inherent meanings in texts” (p. 197).  

Trowler’s concern about extreme constructivist approaches is shared by the social realist 

writers in education discussed earlier. Trowler is suggesting that the possibilities of individual 

or group agency against the dominant discursive structures, or orders of discourse, will require 

substantial effort.   

Bourdieu and Wacquant (2001) referred to a “NewLiberalSpeak”, a “new planetary vulgate” (p. 

2) which is the result of a new kind of cultural imperialism.  Neoliberals, under “cover of 

‘modernization’, intend to remake the world”. Bourdieu and Wacquant provide a list of words, 

such as globalization and flexibility, which “appear to have sprung out of nowhere” (p. 2).   

Yet Bourdieu and Wacquant’s discussion gives no examples from actual texts, and indeed no 

evidence for their claims, which for Fairclough shows the need for such social research to 

include discourse analysis. It is not clear how the effects they identify are ‘brought off’, as 

Fairclough puts it. The same criticism has also been made of the work of Fairclough and others 

in CDA (Widdowson, 2004). Indeed, it can be made of the work of Williams himself.  

4.6.3 Corpus keywords  

CDA has been criticised for its tendency to limit its analysis to extracts from single texts 

(Widdowson, 2004). Some writers have sought to address this criticism by incorporating the 

examination of the occurrence of words in a large numbers of texts, known as a ‘corpus’.  

Using techniques from corpus linguistics, they seek to provide more transparency to the 

analytical process and at the same time to identify patterns not amenable to individual 

introspection.   
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Piper (2000a) examined lifelong learning to shed light on the larger discourse of which it is a 

part, that of human capital theory, which itself forms part of the global neoliberal order of 

discourse. Piper describes lifelong learning as a “grand soundbite” which subsumes within it 

many other frequently occurring policy phrases. She concludes:  

The results of the study suggest that 'lifelong learning', while a managed and 

commodified socioeconomic process inseparably entangled with other such processes, 

is most particularly related to human capital theory by its linguistic participants, 

especially by its association with individuals. In theoretical terms, the study 

demonstrates that the recurrent wordings which occur in the environment of learning 

are extending its meaning as a socioeconomic activity, making it possible to show how 

‘linguistic categories become social categories' (Stubbs 1996: 194). (Piper, 2000a, p. 

109)  

There are two implications for this thesis in these findings. The first implication is that the 

meaning of lifelong learning is constructed through its relationship with other words, in 

particular individuals. The second implication is that it provides evidence of how this meaning 

of a keyword, beginning as a linguistic pattern, becomes a social pattern through frequent 

repetition.  This is an example of how assumptions and hence ideology are potentially shaped 

through recurrent use of unconscious language forms. 

Graham and Rooney (2001) sought to identify the views on knowledge held by the creators of 

a large corpus of policy documents, including education, on a range of knowledge-related 

topics. They found a technical and instrumental orientation to knowledge as a commodity with 

primarily economic purposes.  This conclusion was derived from their analysis, the purpose of 

which was " … to draw out the evaluative patterns that are overtly intrinsic to the hortatory 

function of the policy corpus” (p. 61).  

Charteris-Black (2004) used “critical metaphor analysis” to examine the language of a range of 

areas, including the discourse of New Labour in England. He drew explicitly upon CDA and 

corpus linguistics, and his analysis involved identification of keywords in metaphors. In an 

examination of a corpus of party political manifestos he found that both political parties 

shared similar underlying “conceptual keys”, that is, statements that show the relationship 



90 

 

between underlying conceptual metaphors17 (p. 22).  These included LIFE IS A STRUGGLE FOR 

SURVIVAL and SOCIETY IS A PERSON.  

Mautner (2005) examined keywords in the managerial discourse of universities. Mautner did 

not address policy, but was working within the domain of education, albeit a different 

institutional setting to this study, that of universities. The same colonization of discourse that 

has influenced vocational educational policy was evident. “The textual data that this paper is 

based on … show that entrepreneur, entrepreneurial, enterprise, and enterprising are 

ambiguous in denotation and rich in connotation, making them susceptible to processes of 

semantic appropriation to suit particular agendas” (p. 95). Mautner is also drawing attention 

to the distinction between the lessening importance of conceptual meanings and the increased 

importance of associative meanings.  

Orpin (2005) used a corpus to enhance her CDA-based analysis of words semantically related 

to corruption in politics. She argues that words with a noticeably negative connotation tend to 

be used when referring to activities that take place outside of Britain, while less negative 

words are used when referring to similar activities in British contexts” (p. 37). There was also 

noticeable semantic overlap as well as divergence between words such as sleaze and 

corruption. 

Gillies (2008) carried out an analysis of quality and equality in education policy texts. He 

focuses on these two “key, chosen words” (p. 687). His focus was on the relationship between 

the two words, the meanings of which he found were conflated in the policy text. This resulted 

in the masking of issues relating to inequality.  

Mulderrig (2008) carried out an analysis of keywords in policy education texts. Unlike Piper 

and Gillies, she allowed the words to emerge from the texts through the use of corpus 

linguistic techniques. Also unlike Piper, she examined changes in the keywords over time. She 

concluded that: “… the analysis identifies three successive educational policy concerns: a 

technocratic focus on educational outputs under Thatcher’s neo-liberal government; a 

visionary discourse of competitiveness under Major’s caretaker government; and a strategic 

policy aimed at building an internationally competitive, skills-based, economy under Blair’s 

New Labour Government” (p. 149). 

                                                           
17

 A notional underlying metaphor that accounts for all the metaphors associated with a semantic field. 
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Koteyko (2010) examined what she called “carbon compounds” in climate change discourse on 

the Web. These are two-word phrases based on the word carbon, such as carbon footprint. 

Such compounds position readers in certain ways. She notes that there has been little study of 

such “short term changes on the lexical plane” (p. 656). Her concordance-based study draws 

explicitly on Williams, Fairclough and Stubbs to examine the interpretive struggle around 

climate change. She found evidence of the struggle in changes of meanings of existing 

compounds and the emergence of new compounds.  

The notion of the keyword, whether explicitly evoked or not, is pivotal to these analyses. 

Keywords are “a contextually reduced form of evaluative discourse, a “discursive shorthand"” 

(Garrett et al, 2003, as cited in Garrett, Williams & Evans, 2005, p.  4). As such they are useful 

for capturing and encapsulating broader aspects of discourse in policy analysis. This 

examination of existing keyword analyses has provided examples of three overlapping types of 

keyword – vocational, cultural and corpus. There are aspects of each type that will be drawn 

upon in designing a method for analysing knowledge in vocational educational policy.  

4.7 Phraseology and key phrases 
Although the keyword notions examined above are well established they have an important 

shortcoming. As was seen above, keyword analyses tend not to make distinctions between 

words and phrases. An exception was Rotheim (2006), who examined the “persuasive devices” 

by which disciplinary assumptions are promoted and naturalised. He quotes Marcuse’s 

reference to “… self-validating, analytical propositions … which function like magic-ritual 

formulas. Hammered and re-hammered into the recipient’s mind, they produce the effect of 

enclosing it within the circle of the conditions prescribed by the formula” (Marcuse, 1962, as 

cited in Rotheim, 2006, p. 621). Rotheim goes on to describe how a loss of meaning results 

from this constant hammering. “Meaning becomes closed in the sense that words and phrases 

are juxtaposed, ringing almost naturally to our ears, so that we do not envision or comprehend 

those codified and declared meanings that give rise to their compound natures.”  

Rotheim’s (and Marcuse’s) commentary, as was typical of commentaries on vocabulary in 

Chapter Three, is impressionistic and metaphoric. The central methodological innovation of 

this study is to examine knowledge and skills more rigorously, not just as keywords but in ‘key 

phrases’, that is, any phrase which contains a keyword.  The particular focus is the phrase 

knowledge and skills, which contains both keywords. This additional focus on phrases as well 
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as words is necessary because the meanings of words may change when they are in phrases. 

The study of this phenomenon is the realm of phraseology. 

4.7.1 Recurring patterns of language 

Phraseological studies focus on the phrase, a multiword unit of meaning in language between 

the level of the word and the level of the sentence. These studies examine recurring patterns 

within language such as formulaic language and idioms. Phraseology is, in Ellis’s terms, both 

“the periphery and the heart of language” (Ellis, 2008, p. 1). It is at the periphery because its 

subject matter, such as common expressions and idioms, does not lend itself to ready 

classification. These phrases are seen as fixed and, as such, are not seen as part of the 

creativity of language. Yet phraseologists argue that much more of language is fixed than has 

previously been realised. According to Sinclair’s “idiom principle” (Sinclair, 2004) much more 

language is formulaic and prefabricated than is generally understood. Not just idioms, but 

many more phrases used in everyday language are relatively fixed. Patterns vary in their 

degree of ‘fixedness’ and may change according to context and over time.  

There are two types of research focuses in phraseology (Weinert, 2010). The first is 

psycholinguistically-oriented. The assumption underlying phraseology is that the object of 

study are groups of words that are stored and produced as single entities (Wray, 2002; 

Weinert, 2012) which are not subject to analysis of their components by users. This is not just 

in relation to idioms but potentially to all language patterns. Through a process of lexical 

priming (Scott & Thompson, 2001), also called semantic priming (Baker, 2010), certain patterns 

become fixed and used automatically. This provides a psycholinguistic explanation of how 

linguistic patterns become social patterns (Stubbs, 1996; Piper, 2000a). The applied linguistic 

notion of lexical priming aligns with a concern for the importance of “underlying assumptions” 

held by many in the policy sociology field. At least fifteen of the references for this study, from 

Bowe, Gewirtz and Ball (1994) to Young (2012,) refer to underlying assumptions in this way.  

The second type of research in phraseology is linguistically-oriented. Corpus-based studies 

focus on identifying and describing language patterns and how they change over time. This 

concerns the lexicalisation of phrases, that is, to what extent a phrase acts grammatically like a 

single word or ‘lexical item’. Phrases can become lexicalised, and, at the same time, words 

within phrases can become delexicalised.  

Early phraseological analysis was based on researcher insights and observation, as are most 

cultural keyword studies. However recent work, such as Mollin (2012, 2013) and 
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Motschenbacher (2013), is corpus-based, as are the studies examined above that build on 

critical discourse analysis. 

Nowadays phraseological studies use corpus analysis techniques. There is a focus on the co-

text of words and phrases, but much less focus on their discursive or social context. There is a 

growing awareness, however, that the motivations (Wray, 2012) and social structures 

(Motschenbacher, 2013) underlying usage need to be considered. 

The place of language patterns (phrases) in micro-level cultural reproduction in the process of 

policy production and consumption is captured in Table 4.5 (to be read from left to right as 

two sentences). 

Table 4.5 Processes of policy production and consumption  

A policy  

producer  

has 

 assumptions  

 

which are 

encoded as 

language patterns 

 

and embedded in 

texts  

 

which 

influence 

social 

practice 

 

A policy 

consumer  

encounters 

social 

practice  

accompanied 

by  

texts  

 

comprising 

language patterns 

 

embodying 

encoded 

assumptions  

This table provides the theoretical link between the language device and its phraseological 

manifestations. It is a link between the two domains, the social realism in the sociology of 

education and social realism in applied linguistics, from which the methodological model in 

this study is being developed. 

4.7.2 Phraseology in education policy discourse analysis 

There have been no detailed phraseologically-oriented studies of educational policy discourse. 

Although there are frequent references to phrases such as knowledge and skills and education 

and training in policy studies they are not examined as phrases in any detail, as opposed to 

words, nor are any explanations offered about their structure or behaviour. However one 

study has provided a partial treatment of related issues. 

As well as examining the phrase lifelong learning, Piper (2000a) discussed various 

combinations of learning and teaching, finding that seven percent of all occurrences with 

learning are in the phrase teaching and learning or learning and teaching. Piper makes a 

distinction between learning on its own and learning as part of learning and teaching. On its 
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own learning is part of governmental attempts to control people’s lives though undertaking a 

never-ending, lifelong process. The phrase teaching and learning rarely stands on its own, but 

as a premodifier in phrases like teaching and learning activities, and a post-modifier in phrases 

like a practical tool for teaching and learning (p. 127). The deflation of the meaning of teaching 

Piper describes is similar to that of the deflation of knowledge in knowledge and skills. 

Piper (2000a) noted that although the numbers of occurrences are about the same, the great 

majority of occurrences of learning and teaching occur in a single significant government 

report. Piper observes that “(t)he two words are used as if they were just one – teaching-and-

learning – endlessly repeated in a combination whose comprehensive validity as a unitary 

concept is unquestioned” (p. 127). Although she has a focus on phrases, she does not provide 

a phraseological analysis of the ordering and reversibility she observed. 

4.7.3 Binomial phrases 

The two words at the heart of this study are knowledge and skills. Both occur in the key phrase 

knowledge and skills. Knowledge and skills is a ‘nominal binomial’ phrase.  It is comprised of 

two nouns and a conjunction (Mollin, 2012). Other examples of nominal binomials include 

odds and ends, fish and chips, and checks and balances.  Binomials are “pairs of words from 

the same word class, restricted to the lexical classes of noun, verb, adjective, and adverb (since 

other word classes only rarely combine into binomials) and coordinated with the conjunction 

and” (Mollin, 2012, p. 169). Binomials have been a minor focus of study for several decades, 

but there has been an increase in interest since large collections of texts have been available 

for computer-based study.   

4.7.4 Ordering and reversibility of binomial phrases 

Studies of binomials typically focus on ordering and reversibility. Studies of ordering ask why 

the preferred sequence is A + B and not B + A, or vice versa. Studies of reversibility examine 

the extent to which the second sequence is possible. A key indicator of the weakening of the 

words within a binomial phrase is whether the order of the words within the phrase is fixed or 

whether it can be changed. If the phrase is fixed, the words are likely to be weakened. 

Explanations of ordering have focused on the meanings of the words themselves, as well as 

with issues to do with rhythm and pronunciation, and word frequency (for example, Benor & 

Levy, 2006; Mollin, 2012). A summary of Mollin’s constraints on order is presented in Table 

4.6. The right-hand column indicates my own intuition of the ordering of knowledge and skills 

implied by each constraint. Question marks indicate uncertainty. 
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Table 4.6 Summary of ordering constraints (Mollin, 2012, p. 91) 

Semantic 

constraints 

power A’s referent will be more powerful. K&S? 

S&K? 

 iconicity A’s referent will precede B’s temporally or logically. K&S? 

 perceptual 

markedness 

A’s referent will be perceptually 

less marked. 

K&S 

 formal markedness A will be structurally less marked. S&K 

Metrical 

constraints 

number of syllables B will have more syllables than A. S&K 

 avoidance of lapse The binomial will be ordered so as to result in the 

smallest number of consecutive weak syllables. 

S&K 

 avoidance of 

ultimate stress 

B will not have ultimate stress. S&K 

(Non-metrical) 

phonological 

constraints 

vowel length B’s main vowel will be longer than A’s. equal 

 vowel backness B’s main vowel will be more back than A’s. S&K 

 vowel height B’s main vowel will be lower than A’s. S&K? 

 initial consonants B will have more initial consonants than A. S&K 

 final consonants B will have more final consonants than A. K&S 

 syllable openness B’s main syllable will be closed if there is a 

difference in openness between the main syllables 

of A and B. 

K&S? 

 syllable weight B’s main syllable will be heavier than A’s. S&K? 

 initial sonority B’s initial segment will be less sonorous than A’s. S&K 

 final sonority B’s final segment will be more sonorous than A’s. S&K 

Other constraints word frequency A will be more frequent than B. S&K 

Notwithstanding any preferred order, most binomials are reversible. Studies of large language 

corpora show that very few binomial phrases are irreversible (also known as being ‘fixed’ or 

‘frozen’). Most are reversible to a greater or lesser extent.  Early work focused on frozen 

binomials, such as fish and chips, where the sequence is fixed or irreversible. Some recent 

work has examined more reversible binomials (Mollin, 2012). Other recent studies such as 

Mollin (2013, 2014) have examined the process of fixing and unfixing diachronically, that is, 

over a period of time.  

Although many binomial phrases have been studied, the phrase at the heart of this study, 

knowledge and skills, appears in just a single study (Mollin, 2012) though not from an 

educational perspective.  It is provided simply as an example of a frequently occurring, highly 

reversible binomial phrase.  
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Mollin (2012) studied ordering and reversibility synchronically. She found knowledge and skills 

to be more reversible than many others, with both sequences occurring equally frequently in a 

large general collection, the British National Corpus (p. 81).  She concludes that “(l)ess 

reversible binomials (like rich and famous) are more likely to satisfy important semantic and 

metrical constraints than more reversible ones (like knowledge and skills).” (p.102). Mollin did 

not offer an explanation for the reversibility of knowledge and skills in particular.  This is a gap 

that the present study is filling. 

4.7.5 A social perspective on binomial phrases 

A handful of studies have brought a social perspective to the ordering and reversing processes. 

Although in an early binomial study Malkiel (1959) posited “… priorities inherent in the 

structure of society” (p. 145) as one of his six types of ordering constraints, social factors have 

not been widely considered until recently.  

Bastow (2008, 2010) examined a specialised corpus of defence department documents.  He 

concluded that the reversible binomial friends and allies varies in its connotations according to 

the sequence, with friends and allies being “a familiar but conveniently vague phrase” (Bastow, 

2008, p. 154), while the use of allies and friends may invite more attention being given to the 

meaning of each word.  

Mollin (2012) found the power constraint, which suggests that the more powerful or dominant 

element will be in initial position, accounted for a wide range of binomial sequences. Mollin 

(2013) concludes that the example of gender binomials shows that sociocultural changes may 

be reflected in linguistic changes (p. 168).  

Motschenbacher (2013) studied the ordering and reversibility of personal binomials in English. 

He argues that “the ordering of conjuncts in personal binomials may be subject to mechanisms 

quite different from those that are relevant for structures like pots and pans, wash and go, 

nice and slow, or up and down. This difference results from the connection of personal nouns 

and pronouns to issues of social identity and the fact that the coordinative order of these 

forms also constructs a relationship between the social groups denoted by the conjuncts” (p.  

213). Motschenbacher found that lexical gender provides the strongest indicator of the order 

of terms such as men and women. This explanation reflects Malkiel’s earlier explanatory 

concept of ‘social priorities’, that is, relations of social power. 

Motschenbacher (2013) also found that ordering is changing and varies between country, with 

“southern hemisphere varieties” being more progressive (p. 215). He makes a case for the 
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potential for change in ordering in response to social changes.  He concludes that ordering of 

personal binomials is linguistically and socially constructed, and hence amenable to change: “In 

actual linguistic performances, they may choose to use forms that revolt against such 

discourses or at least do not further entrench them” (p. 237).   “Unfreezing” of binomial 

sequences over time is thus possible. This is happening in cases where the male term is in 

initial position. However, the few binomials in which the female form is preponderant (as in 

ladies and gentlemen) are actually freezing. This could be seen as positive if the words are 

weakened, but the problem, Motschenbacher argues, is that it actually entrenches domain-

specific gender stereotypes. 

Phraseological studies tend to focus on decontextualised phrases selected from large corpora 

based on their frequency. Motschenbacher’s is the only contextually-framed study of a 

particular group of binomials, in his case gendered binomials. Bastow’s is the only study of a 

certain category of texts, in his case from the field of defence. The present study identifies and 

examines for the first time another group of binomials, those associated with vocational 

education policy, of which knowledge and skills is an example.   

The connection to social practice is thus underdeveloped in phraseology, and the present 

thesis is an attempt to make the connection stronger. Wray (2012) concludes her overview of 

recent studies of formulaic language in terms that reflect an understanding of the need for a 

connection to social practice to complement a focus on language patterns:  

If we are sensitive to frequency and salience, if we can break things down and build 

things up, if we use large units and small units, that is part of the story, but context is 

more than just the words that collocate with other words. It [social context] is about 

who we are and how we use language to express our identity and manipulate our 

world. (Wray, 2012, p. 249) 

4.8 Lexical semantics 
One of the aims of this study is to develop a language-oriented analytical approach that will be 

accessible to non-linguists. At the same time, as noted in Chapter One, it is necessary to 

introduce a very limited number of specialist concepts to enable the analysis to move beyond 

everyday notions of ‘vocabulary’ and the ‘meanings of words’. This final section introduces 

concepts from the linguistic studies of semantics. It brings together elements of lexicology and 

phraseology, examined above, under the heading of lexical semantics. By doing this it provides 

a more nuanced conceptual toolkit for the analysis that is presented in the following chapters. 
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Lexical semantics is a subfield of linguistics. As such it is concerned with the examination of 

individual words as well as the structural patterns and relationships of words and phrases in 

general. Unlike lexicology, its focus is synchronic rather than diachronic. It provides two 

important perspectives that enhance an analytical model based on keywords and key phrases. 

Firstly it distinguishes between types of meanings, and, secondly, it treats words and phrases 

as lexical items. These broad notions are explained below. They will form the basis of the 

analytical enhancement that is used in the linguistic analysis of knowledge and skills in this 

study. 

4.8.1 Types of meanings 

Meaning is created when one of the senses of a word is construed as part of an act of 

communication. There are three broad categories of meaning into which these construals of 

word senses may fall. These have been labelled conceptual, associative and thematic (Leech, 

1974), or ideational, interpersonal and textual (Halliday, 1994). Conceptual meaning is also 

referred to as descriptive, referential, logical or propositional (Cruse, 2011). Leech’s model of 

types of meaning is intended for non-specialists, so is appropriate as the basis of an analytical 

model for non-specialists. It is summarised in Table 4.7.  

Table 4.7 Seven types of meaning (Leech, 1974, p. 26) 

CONCEPTUAL MEANING or sense Logical, cognitive or denotative meaning 

ASSOCIATIVE 

MEANING 

CONNOTATIVE MEANING What is communicated by virtue of what language refers 

to 

STYLISTIC MEANING What is communicated of the social circumstances of 

language use 

AFFECTIVE MEANING What is communicated of the feelings and attitudes of the 

speaker/writer 

REFLECTED MEANING What is communicated through another sense of the same 

expression 

COLLOCATIVE MEANING What is communicated through association with words 

which tend to occur in the environment of another word 

THEMATIC MEANING What is communicated by the way in which the message is 

organized in terms of order and emphasis 

When used in communication words have elements of each of these types of meaning. 

Thematic meanings are the province of grammar and genre and outside the scope of the 

study. The focus of this study is on conceptual and associative meaning.  

4.8.2 Conceptual meanings 

Conceptual meanings are the type of meaning related to a culturally-shared mental construct 

of something. Conceptual meanings can relate outwards to the world and/or inwards to ideas. 
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The denotation of a word relates to its external orientation. It is concerned with membership 

of a category of entities in the world. On any occasion the use of a word will refer to a 

particular member of the category, that is, its reference.  

Alternatively the meaning of a word may have an internal orientation and relate to a mental 

representation of some kind. This is the sense of a word. A word may have a number of 

conceptual meanings. The context of use usually makes the sense or reference clear. If 

meaning in use is unclear it may be necessary to ask what someone is referring to or in what 

sense they are using a word (Cruse, 2011, p. 46).  

Conceptual meanings can and do change. Cowie (2009, p. 67) recommends referring to the 

dictionary as a source of exemplifications of major semantic themes such as changes in word 

meaning over time. In the case of knowledge changes in conceptual meaning are clear from an 

examination of its entry in the same dictionary twenty years apart. The 1992 hard copy of the 

Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary (Hornby, 1992), one of the most widely used dictionaries 

by language learners worldwide, contains the following definitions of knowledge: 

understanding: A baby has no knowledge of good and evil. 

all that a person knows; familiarity gained by experience: I have only (a) limited knowledge of 

computers. My knowledge of French is poor. 

everything that is known; organized body of information: all branches of knowledge, the sum of 

human knowledge on this subject (p. 501) 

In the second and third definitions we can see a differentiation between personal and 

disciplinary knowledge, with the second focusing on the experience of the knower and the 

third on knowledge as being abstract, implicitly discipline-related and independent of the 

knower.  

Consulting the same dictionary online some twenty years later reveals the following definitions 

of knowledge: 

the information, understanding and skills that you gain through education or experience  

practical/medical/scientific knowledge  

knowledge of/about something He has a wide knowledge of painting and music.  

There is a lack of knowledge about the tax system. 

the state of knowing about a particular fact or situation  
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She sent the letter without my knowledge.  

The film was made with the Prince's full knowledge and approval.  

She was impatient in the knowledge that time was limited.  

I went to sleep secure in the knowledge that I was not alone in the house.  

They could relax safe in the knowledge that they had the funding for the project.  

He denied all knowledge of the affair. 

knowledge economy/industry/worker working with information rather than producing goods  

the emergence of consultancy as a knowledge industry  

the shift toward a knowledge economy (Oxford University Press, 2013) 

In comparing the 1992 version with the 2013 version several things are immediately obvious. 

There is no longer a differentiated view of knowledge, such as was represented by the second 

and third of the three meanings in the earlier edition. Skill is now included in the definition, 

but is undifferentiated from knowledge.  Also undifferentiated are education and experience. It 

is all knower-based. It is what “you” gain. The purpose of knowledge is now framed within the 

discourse of the knowledge economy, which has become the primary reference point against 

which the application of knowledge is judged.  

Skill, on the other hand, has undergone a more subtle change. The earlier (1992) definition is 

(at something/doing something) ability to do something well: show great skill at driving, telling 

stories, playing billiards 

Particular type of skill: the practical skills needed in carpentry (Hornby, 1992, p. 853) 

The focus is on manual or verbal dexterity. The current, online, definition of skill is: 

1 the ability to do something well  

The job requires skill and an eye for detail.  

skill in/at something/doing something What made him remarkable as a photographer was his skill in 

capturing the moment. 

2 a particular ability or type of ability  

We need people with practical skills like carpentry.  

management skills (Oxford University Press, 2013) 



101 

 

There is a subtle ‘conceptual inflation’ (Winch, 2010) of meaning in the current definition. The 

reference to carpentry remains, but the change from driving, story-telling and billiards to 

“capturing the moment” suggests a move towards a view of skill as a form of insight or 

creativity as much as manual or even mental dexterity. The addition of “management skills” 

also serves to broaden the definition to include, presumably, personal and interpersonal as 

well as mental skills. 

In this case it is clear that the dictionary is capturing a change in conceptual meanings of both 

knowledge and skills, with knowledge subtly contracting and skills subtly expanding in scope.  

This supports the impressions of commentators in the previous chapter. It is important 

because it also provides evidence for these impressions. 

4.8.3 Associative meanings 

The works cited earlier in this chapter tend to focus on conceptual meaning, the meaning(s) 

‘within’ the word. This is exemplified in the discussion of the ‘emptying’ of meaning. In 

addition, this study is concerned with the associative meanings, meanings which come from 

‘outside’ the word, from its context or from the individual user. It is this type of meaning that 

is under-examined and under-theorised in existing policy analysis, and has the greatest 

potential for providing insights into the weakening of knowledge. Of these associative 

meanings the most relevant types of meaning for the enhancement of keyword analysis are 

connotative meaning and collocative meaning.  

Connotation is what a word means to an individual, or to a particular group or community. 

Unlike the general ‘dictionary’ meaning of denotation, connotation is the subjective 

associations that arise from experience. In the absence of any clear sense or reference to a 

denotational meaning it is likely that it is the word’s connotation that carries substantial 

meaning in any particular text. Connotation is a word which is sometimes used by policy 

analysts, including some of those previously quoted. Its generalist sense and specialist usages 

are quite similar. Indeed, since one sense of connotation relates to the associations a word has 

for any individual, it is perfectly appropriate for it to be used by anyone.  

 Knowledge has generally positive connotations within the education community. As 

Robertson (2007) puts it: “Who can be against knowledge?”(p. 6). Other commentators, such 

as Young, also comment on use of terms such as knowledge for their positive associations.  

This is the ‘rhetorical notion’ of knowledge referred to in Young (2009).  
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It is widely recognised that the circumstances in which a word is used (its context) will affect 

the sense in which it is construed. What is far less widely recognised is that even the words 

immediately surrounding it (its co-text) have strong effects on a word’s meaning. The positive 

connotations of knowledge can be easily undermined by its co-text. The expression ‘a little 

knowledge is a dangerous thing’ suggests more negative connotations of the word. The term 

‘carnal knowledge’ is likely to have negative connotations as well.  

Patterns of co-text are called collocations. Collocation refers to words that consistently ‘co-

locate’ with a particular word. These collocations have a major influence on a word’s meaning. 

As the leading British linguist J.R. Firth famously put it: “You shall know a word by the company 

it keeps” (as cited in Stubbs, 1996, p. 173). 

There is therefore a need to examine not just the denotations but the connotations and 

collocations of words such as knowledge and skills. They need to be examined not just as 

words but as phrases. This requires us to make a distinction that has not been made in the 

keyword literature until this point. Keywords analysts from Williams to Tight, and many others 

in between, even those who undertake corpus analysis, consistently fail to make this 

distinction. Making the distinction between conceptual and associative meanings provides an 

improved understanding of the sources of tension in discussion of knowledge and skills as 

keywords and as a key phrase. 

4.8.4 Lexical items 

So far the terms word and phrase have been used in an everyday and unproblematic sense. 

The final task is to problematise these everyday notions about words and phrases. 

A word is the smallest structural unit in written language, and is usually assumed to be the 

smallest unit of meaning, and in many cases this is so. Yet meanings are very often carried by 

groups of words, or phrases. Based on the work of Sinclair (2004) some linguists argue that 

these phrases actually function as individual units of meaning.  

Sinclair argued however, that much more language is structured in this way than is usually 

presupposed. He proposed that the building blocks of language are not words and sentences 

but phrases. In communication we may sometimes produce utterances by selecting their 

content word by word. In practice however, far more frequently than is realised, we do it 

phrase by phrase. 
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Some of these formulaic phrase types have names, including idioms, proverbs, routines, 

commonplaces, slogans, quotations, maxims and so on. These phases are fixed in their 

sequence and cannot usually be altered except perhaps for amusing effect. Other phrases are 

in common use but are not necessarily fixed in their sequencing. 

The membership of phrases may alter meanings of individual words in several ways. One is 

that they become ‘delexicalised’, that it, in a phrase a word no longer means what it does on 

its own.  At the same time, the phrase itself may become lexicalised, that is, it comes to 

function as a single item with an emergent meaning that is not the same as the sum of its 

parts. Once a phrase has become lexicalised it is treated as a single entity in constructing 

sentences.  Its component words lose semanticity, or, to put it another way, become 

weakened. 

Cruse (2011) argues that the degree of semanticity in a formulaic phrase varies from 0 to 

100%. Examples of semanticity within idioms are pull someone’s leg (zero), sweeten the pill 

(partial), bread and butter (full). Cruse argues that bread and butter in its idiomatic sense has a 

different meaning from bread and butter in its non-idiomatic sense. In the non-idiomatic sense 

bread and butter may be two items on a shopping list. In the idiomatic sense bread and butter 

has an additional meaning to do with sliced bread with butter spread on it served as part of a 

meal.  A central issue in phrasal analysis therefore is the extent to which the sense of 

individual words within a phrase can be easily construed, and whether the meaning of a 

phrase can be construed from its component words.  

Understanding a phrase as an emergent entity in critical realist terms is the final element of 

the lexical semantic approach that is at the heart of the methodology of this study. It is this 

that moves the study beyond the existing focus on vocabulary in policy to a focus on lexical 

semantics in policy. A consideration of phraseology as well as lexicology will provide insights 

into knowledge and skills as a key phrase as well as keywords. 

4.9 Conclusion  
This chapter has shown how the bringing together of social realist notions from the sociology 

of education and from applied linguistics provides an advance towards the purpose of this 

thesis – an improved understanding of the mechanisms at work in the discursive weakening of 

knowledge in vocational education policy. The approach developed proposes a rigorous 

examination of the empirical while positing an underlying mechanism, the language device, 

that is manifested as language patterns. 
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The chapter has shown that existing keyword studies can provide a useful foundation for 

analysis of the semantic properties of vocabulary in vocational education policy. It has also 

shown their limitations. An investigation of the weakening of knowledge requires an approach 

which accounts for its conceptual and associative meanings as a keyword. This approach also 

needs to examine knowledge in relation to skills as words and in phrases. The additional notion 

of the key phrase has therefore been established as the basis for analysis. It has the advantage 

of accounting for associative meanings based on collocation as well as connotation.   

It has become even clearer in this chapter that knowledge must be observed together with 

skills. Their associative meanings need to be taken into consideration.  An examination of a 

previous study of knowledge and skills showed that, as a binomial phrase, it has characteristics 

that may account for its observed weakening in policy discourse.  The approach needs to go 

beyond the individual texts to examine the occurrences of keyword phrases across a corpus of 

policy documents. 

The analytical approach developed here extends existing approaches through the addition of 

an analysis of the co-text of keywords, in this case knowledge and skills, to include their lexical 

semantics in key phrases. The approach provides a phraseological framing enhancement to the 

policy studies approach through the addition of co-text. The analytical approach becomes one 

of Context – Text – Co-text – Consequences. This is the first time such a combination has been 

made.  

The chapter has laid the foundations for a lexical semantic approach to the analysis of key 

phrases in policy, which is developed in the next chapter.  Such an approach will be the basis 

for the design of an analytical method that can be applied to knowledge and skills in vocational 

education policy in Australia. It will fill what might be called a ‘phraseological gap’ in existing 

studies, the absence of attention to an important though overlooked aspect of language in 

education policy, the recurrent patterns that underlie the assumptions of vocationalist 

discourses such as the knowledge economy. 
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5 The design of a lexical semantic analytical 

technique 

The three previous chapters have built the broad rationale for the methodology and focus of 

this thesis by showing and critically analysing the policy and linguistic contexts of this study.  

The previous chapter set out the methodological rationale and approach of the analysis.  Two 

aspects of critical realism, its depth ontology and the notion of morphogenesis, were used to 

justify a domain-specific analytical model of keywords and key phrases in policy documents.  It 

showed the need for the development of a domain-specific approach which would use a 

transparent and rigorous examination of empirical data to identify patterns in texts which are 

the manifestation of underlying language mechanisms. 

In this chapter the domain-specific design of this study for the lexical semantic analysis of 

knowledge and skills as words and as a phrase, developed in the previous chapter, is explained 

and justified in detail. The methodology comprises: 

1. Establishing an appropriate corpus of policy documents spanning a period of time 

long enough to identify emergent patterns 

2. Developing a systematic method for eliciting data from the policy documents that 

will facilitate the analysis of the patterns of keywords and key phrases 

3. Designing a template to ensure the consistent examination and presentation  of 

the data analysis 

The chapter describes and justifies the selection of the individual policy documents that make 

up the ‘knowledge corpus’, as well as their conversion into text files and concordance files that 

facilitate their analysis and interpretation. It explains the development of a template to ensure 

consistency of data analysis between documents and between other potential analysts. It 

describes and justifies each of the elements of the template. It concludes with a consideration 

of the limitations of the method. 

5.1 Establishing the knowledge corpus  
The development of skills degrees in the mixed sector is framed by three types of document – 

curriculum guidelines, qualifications frameworks and policy statements. Although policy 

statements have the least direct impact on developers, their indirect influence is strong, and 

they have been chosen as the focus of the study. Policy statements from other settings, 
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particularly the UK, have been the focus of other commentators, as was seen in Chapters 

Three and Four. 

The knowledge corpus contains 24 documents.  Because the focus of the study is a diachronic 

investigation of changes in language patterns over time, in particular the weakening of 

knowledge, the corpus documents were selected to span the maximum period possible, a total 

of 44 years.  The corpus documents are listed by date in Table 5.1. Authors, titles and sources 

have been shortened for ease of reference. Full details are in the references. The remainder of 

this section provides details of the selection, sources and preparation of the documents. 
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Table 5.1 The knowledge corpus by year 

Year Author  Title Source  

1969 Tregillis The training of skilled workers in Europe Cwlth Cttee 

1974 Kangan TAFE in Australia: Report on needs in technical and further 
education 

Cwlth Cttee 

1979 Williams Education, training and employment Cwlth Cttee 

1980 Newman Victorian TAFE Strategy State Cttee 

1988 Dawkins A changing workforce Cwlth Cttee 

1990 STB Apprenticeship reform: Policies and action plan State Agency 

1991 Crawford Skills training for the 21st century Cwlth Cttee 

1992 Mayer Key competencies Cwlth Cttee 

1994 Fitzgerald   Successful reform: Competitive skills for Australians and 
Australian enterprises 

Consultancy 

2000 Collins Aspiring to excellence  Cwlth Cttee 

2001 DEET Knowledge, innovation, skills and creativity State Govt 

2002a Kosky Knowledge and skills for the innovation economy (VET) State Govt 

2002b Kosky Knowledge and skills for the innovation economy (HE) State Govt 

2003 Campbell Bridging the skills divide Cwlth Cttee 

2004 Kosky Future directions for adult community education in 
Victoria 

State Govt 

2005 Button Victoria: Working futures State Govt 

2006 DET Maintaining the advantage: Skilled Victorians State Govt 

2007 Misko The recognition of non-formal and informal learning in 
Australia 

Consultancy 

2008 DIIRD Securing jobs for your future: Skills for Victoria Cwlth Dept 

2009 Bullock Foundations for the future Cwlth 
Agency 

2010 Bullock Australian workforce futures: A national workforce 
development strategy 

Cwlth 
Agency 

2011 Bullock Skills for prosperity: A roadmap for vocational education 
and training 

Cwlth 
Agency 

2012 Gillard Skills for all Australians Cwlth Govt 

2013 Bullock Future focus: 2013 national workforce development 
strategy 

Cwlth 
Agency 

 

 



108 

 

5.1.1 The knowledge corpus as a specialised corpus 

An examination of the linguistic behaviour of knowledge and skills in vocational education 

policy requires a collection of policy documents as its basis.  Such a collection is referred to as 

a ‘corpus’. “A corpus is a large, principled collection of naturally occurring examples of 

language stored electronically” (Bennett, 2010, p. 2). The term “principled” highlights the fact 

that a corpus is designed for a purpose. This distinguishes it from other, random, collections of 

electronic text resources (Adolphs, 2006). The term “naturally-occurring” distinguishes it from 

a collection of texts specially generated as data for research purposes.  

A ‘general’ corpus is a very large collection of documents (Adolphs, 2006) compiled and made 

available for research purposes, such as The British National Corpus (BNC). Increasingly the 

Web itself is being used as a corpus (Kehoe & Gee, 2009; Davis, 2011; Fletcher, 2011; Sha, 

2011). The corpus at the heart of this thesis is an example of a ‘specialised corpus’. A 

specialised corpus is based upon a particular text type (Adolphs, 2006) or created in response 

to a specific research issue. Piper (2000a, 2000b), for example, created a 900,000-word 

specialized corpus of British and EU contemporary political and educational policy texts 

addressing lifelong learning.   

The British National Corpus and the Web will be used as reference corpora for the findings 

from the specialised knowledge corpus to ascertain whether findings are restricted to 

Australian policy texts or apply more widely.  The specific applications used are Phrases in 

English (Fletcher, n.d.), WebCorp (Research and Development Unit for English Studies, 1999-

2015), Google Books Ngram Viewer (Google, n.d.), and Google Books American English Corpus 

(Davis, 2011). Phrases in English is based on the British National Corpus. WebCorp and both 

Google Books applications are based on the Web.  

5.1.2 Content selection for the knowledge corpus 

The purpose of the knowledge corpus is to provide data concerning the weakening of 

knowledge over time. The corpus documents therefore need to provide a reasonable number 

of “naturally-occurring” examples of knowledge. While the focus is on knowledge it does not 

exclude skills. Based on the literature review in Chapter Three it was anticipated that a corpus 

based on knowledge would include the word skills and the phrase knowledge and skills, but a 

corpus based on skills would be very much larger and might not necessarily include knowledge. 

A corpus focused only on knowledge and skills as a phrase would be too limited. 
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The first potential source of content for the knowledge corpus was a hard copy collection 

maintained by the Research and Development (R&D) department at the TAFE institute 

described in Chapter One. The collection was begun in the late 1990s, though it contained 

earlier material. It had been boosted in the decade during which the institute had been 

developing higher education (HE) qualifications. It was not formally documented or 

catalogued. It occupied approximately six standard library shelving bays. 

Although there had been no formal collection policy, the collection represented a reasonable 

sample of the texts that had been part of the vocational policy discourse from 2000 to 2010 

described in Chapter Two. When the department was closed at the end of 2010 the collection 

was to have been destroyed, so with the permission of the institute a subset of the documents 

was retained. This collection focused on mixed sector curriculum issues most relevant to the 

discourse, comprising about one sixth of the original collection. Selection was focused on those 

which addressed the role of knowledge in the VET and HE curricula.  

The document sources were from three levels (state, national and international) and from 

both fields of the pedagogic device. Sources of the documents in the R&D collection are 

summarised in Table 5.2. 

Table 5.2 Sources of R&D collection documents 

Source 

 

Official Recontextualisation Field Pedagogic Recontextualisation 

Field  

Victoria Ministerial statements   

 Consultant reports  Submissions to enquiries  

  Media reports 

Australia Ministerial statements   

 Consultant reports  Submissions to enquiries  

 Industry reports  

 

Disciplinary, professional 

association, provider association 

and union reports 

 Quality standards templates, guides 

and audits  

Australian Qualification Framework 

 

  Media reports 

International Consultant reports  

The Research and Development collection proved inadequate as the basis for the knowledge 

corpus for three main reasons. Firstly, although it was loosely focused on curriculum it did not 

have a principled focus on knowledge or skills. Secondly, because it was in hard copy it was not 

possible to search the collection electronically for keywords and phrases. Thirdly, documents 
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such as these are examples of ‘grey literature’, documents produced by entities for whom 

publishing is not their primary function, often making them hard to categorise (White et al., 

2013). In this context hard copy collections are increasingly superseded by electronic versions. 

These would be more amenable to the planned analysis. 

Fortunately an electronic source of resources was available in the form of VOCEDPlus.  

VOCEDPlus is a free research database for tertiary education, especially as it relates to 

workforce needs, skills development, and social inclusion. It encompasses vocational 

education and training (VET), higher education, adult and community education, 

informal learning, and VET in Schools. It is international in scope and contains over 

44,000 English language records, many with links to full text documents. (VOCEDPlus) 

VOCEDPlus searches can be filtered using terms from a group of six categories, including 

Subjects, Keyword, Authors, and Resource Type. Each category has a range of terms which can 

be used to filter further searches. The number of occurrences of knowledge in each of these 

categories provides a glimpse of its range across the 44,000 documents in the entire database.  

Subjects 

The Subjects category has 52 subcategories. The subcategories in which knowledge most 

frequently occurs are presented in Table 5.3. 

Table 5.3 Occurrences of knowledge by subject category in VOCEDPlus 

Skills and knowledge (12959)  

Teaching and learning (11998)  

Research (8032)  

Vocational education and training (7982)  

Employment (7639)  

Providers of education and training (5927)  

Workforce development (5214)  

Industry (5006)  

Governance (4057)  

Outcomes (3985)  

Policy (3957)  

Higher education (3380)  

Management (3113)  

Labour market (2987)  

Students (2531)  

Participation (2403)  

Qualifications (2368)  

Technology (2137)  

Economics (2108)  

Evaluation (1922)  

Keywords 

The Keywords category contains 607 sub-categories (most of which are actually phrases rather 

than words). The most frequent occurrences are presented in Table 5.4. Knowledge does not 

exist on its own as a keyword. It is found in five keyword phrases, none of which occurs in the 

http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Skills%20and%20knowledge%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Teaching%20and%20learning%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3AResearch
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Vocational%20education%20and%20training%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3AEmployment
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Providers%20of%20education%20and%20training%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Workforce%20development%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3AIndustry
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3AGovernance
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3AOutcomes
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3APolicy
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Higher%20education%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3AManagement
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Labour%20market%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3AStudents
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3AParticipation
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3AQualifications
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3ATechnology
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3AEconomics
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3AEvaluation
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top 20: Knowledge economy (486) , Knowledge level (129) , Knowledge management  (145) , 

Knowledge sharing (54). Knowledge is clearly connected with skill development. There are 

around three times as many occurrences as the next occurrence. 

On the face of it, the occurrences in keywords are not related to curriculum and pedagogy.  

Keywords in this sense are those that are used to identify categories and to facilitate 

searching. This sense of keyword comes from information science. They were referred to as 

category keywords in the previous chapter. The absence of knowledge as a keyword is perhaps 

an indicator that knowledge is not seen as a vocational keyword after all. The subcategory 

under which knowledge most commonly appears is “Skills development” (5609).  

Table 5.4 Occurrences of knowledge by keyword in VOCEDPlus 

Skill development (5609)  

Case study (1879)  

Education and training system (1681)  

TAFE (1642)  

Training (1581)  

Research project (1371)  

Education and training reform (1351)  

Adult education (1287)  

Competence (1279)  

Workplace learning (1245)  

Educational policy (1207)  

Skill shortage (1187)  

Survey (1153)  

Employees (1102)  

Employability (1058)  

Outcomes of education and training (1039)  

Education and training needs (1027)  

Curriculum (998)  

Teachers (939)  

Education (934)  

Authors 

In the Authors category government and semi-government agencies are the most prolific 

producers of texts in the knowledge discourse in Australia. Two individuals, one a consultant 

and one an academic, are significant contributors. The most frequent occurrences are 

presented in Table 5.5.  

http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm:%22Knowledge+economy%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm:%22Knowledge+level%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm:%22Knowledge+management%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm:%22Knowledge+sharing%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Skill%20development%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Case%20study%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Education%20and%20training%20system%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3ATAFE
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3ATraining
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Research%20project%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Education%20and%20training%20reform%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Adult%20education%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3ACompetence
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Workplace%20learning%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Educational%20policy%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Skill%20shortage%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3ASurvey
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3AEmployees
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3AEmployability
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Outcomes%20of%20education%20and%20training%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Education%20and%20training%20needs%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3ACurriculum
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3ATeachers
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3AEducation
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Table 5.5 Occurrences of knowledge by author in VOCEDPlus 

Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) (354)  

National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) (284)  

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) (257)  

European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (Cedefop) (213)  

Institute for the Study of Labour (Germany) (IZA) (198)  

Great Britain. Department for Education and Skills (DfES) (163)  

Learning and Skills Council (Great Britain) (LSC) (130)  

European Training Foundation (ETF) (123)  

Australia. Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST) (122)  

National Institute of Adult Continuing Education (England and Wales) (NIACE) (90)  

Australian Flexible Learning Framework (AFLF) (88)  

Great Britain. Department for Education and Employment (DfEE) (82)  

Mitchell, John (81)  

Billett, Stephen (78)  

Institute for Employment Studies (Great Britain) (IES) (78) 

Resource types 

In the Resource Type category, the range is much greater than that suggested by the hard copy 

R&D collection listed above. The work of the pedagogic recontextualisation field is dominant.  

Table 5.6 Occurrences of knowledge by resource type in VOCEDPlus 

Report (7091)  

Article (5740)  

Conference (3122)  

Paper (1214)  

Book chapter (879)  

Teaching and training material (826)  

Book (823)  

Guide (685)  

Working paper (586)  

Discussion paper (535)  

Journal issue (456)  

Policy document (391)  

Annual report (137)  

Occasional paper (135)  

Statistical resource (81)  

Thesis (66)  

Journal (54)  

Audiovisual (30)  

Website (11)  

Legislation (5) 

5.1.3 Document selection for the knowledge corpus 

Selection focused on those documents which were amenable to electronic analysis, were of 

the most common types and were produced by or on behalf of government agencies. The goal 

was to maximise the timeframe, while keeping the number of documents manageable. 

http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_creator%3A%22Australian%20National%20Training%20Authority%20%28ANTA%29%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_creator%3A%22National%20Centre%20for%20Vocational%20Education%20Research%20%28NCVER%29%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_creator%3A%22Organisation%20for%20Economic%20Co-operation%20and%20Development%20%28OECD%29%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_creator%3A%22European%20Centre%20for%20the%20Development%20of%20Vocational%20Training%20%28Cedefop%29%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_creator%3A%22Institute%20for%20the%20Study%20of%20Labour%20%28Germany%29%20%28IZA%29%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_creator%3A%22Great%20Britain.%20Department%20for%20Education%20and%20Skills%20%28DfES%29%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_creator%3A%22Learning%20and%20Skills%20Council%20%28Great%20Britain%29%20%28LSC%29%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_creator%3A%22European%20Training%20Foundation%20%28ETF%29%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_creator%3A%22Australia.%20Department%20of%20Education%2C%20Science%20and%20Training%20%28DEST%29%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_creator%3A%22National%20Institute%20of%20Adult%20Continuing%20Education%20%28England%20and%20Wales%29%20%28NIACE%29%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_creator%3A%22Australian%20Flexible%20Learning%20Framework%20%28AFLF%29%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_creator%3A%22Great%20Britain.%20Department%20for%20Education%20and%20Employment%20%28DfEE%29%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_creator%3A%22Mitchell%2C%20John%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_creator%3A%22Billett%2C%20Stephen%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_creator%3A%22Institute%20for%20Employment%20Studies%20%28Great%20Britain%29%20%28IES%29%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3AReport
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3AArticle
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3AConference
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3APaper
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3A%22Book%20chapter%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3A%22Teaching%20and%20training%20material%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3ABook
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3AGuide
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3A%22Working%20paper%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3A%22Discussion%20paper%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3A%22Journal%20issue%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3A%22Policy%20document%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3A%22Annual%20report%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3A%22Occasional%20paper%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3A%22Statistical%20resource%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3AThesis
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3AJournal
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3AAudiovisual
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3AWebsite
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/knowledge?filters=sm_metadata.resourcetype%3ALegislation
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VOCED can be searched top-down by category or bottom-up by search term18. Entering 

knowledge as a search term provided 22,867 entries, which is far too many to allow individual 

texts to be examined. The search was therefore carried out top-down using categories and 

sub-categories relevant to the topic. For accessibility reasons, only linked documents were 

considered. Linked documents are those which can be retrieved, searched and manipulated 

electronically.  

VOCED has several special collections, one of which is called Australian Landmark Reports. It 

comprises National Reports, State and Territory Reports and National Higher Education 

Reports. The first of these categories, National, was chosen, and from the second category, 

Victoria was chosen. Each category has a choice of subcategories. The two most relevant 

subcategories were Skills and Knowledge and Policy.  

A search of National combined with Policy produced 30 entries.  An examination showed many 

were on topics other than knowledge. A narrower search of National and Policy combined with 

Knowledge and Skills produced just nine entries. A search of National combined with Skills and 

Knowledge produced 29 entries, including the previous nine.  Of these 21 were available 

online. 

A search of State, Victoria and Policy document produced eight entries, of which seven were 

available online. A further four entries to do with Victoria which had not come up in the search 

but were known from the Research and Development collection to be relevant were found 

individually and added. This provided a total for both National and Victoria of 32 entries. The 

earliest entry was from 1969 and the most recent was 2013, a range of 44 years.   

The function of a diachronic corpus is to provide a reasonably comprehensive coverage of the 

relevant the time period. The goal in this case was a minimum of one entry per year. There 

were gaps, mainly before 2000, and some years post-2000 had more than one entry.  Where 

there were two documents in a year, the least significant in relation to knowledge was 

removed, except where one policy was national and the other Victorian. Where there was a 

gap post-2000 a further search of VOCEDPlus on National and Policy combined with (year) 

provided entries from which one was chosen. No attempt was made to fill the pre-2000 gaps 

due to the paucity of relevant entries in the pre-knowledge economy era. 

                                                           
18

 The search was carried out on 7 November 2012. The actual number of entries is continually 
increasing. 
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It was subsequently found that several of the older documents were not able to be converted 

to text files. This meant they were unable to be used for the preparation of concordances, 

which was essential to an examination of phrasal patterns. Teubert (2001) argues that 

selection of documents for a specialised corpus based on their electronic accessibility, is 

“principled” and hence appropriate. These documents were therefore removed from the list.  

The final 24 documents were from four types of source - committees (state and 

commonwealth), governments (state and commonwealth), agencies (state and 

commonwealth) and consultants (public and private sector).  

The presentation of the corpus (Table 5.1 above) is by year, but it can also be presented by 

decade, political party in power nationally, level (state or commonwealth), text type, author 

and audience. The corpus is presented under these headings in Appendix 11.2. 

The twelve previous versions of the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF), covering 

roughly the same forty year period, are also available electronically. These were be used for 

reference and comparison during analysis. 

5.2 Developing the data  
The purpose of the data was to provide evidence for changes in the meanings of keywords and 

key phrases, and in particular knowledge. The analysis required data in the form of the lexical 

semantic patterns surrounding knowledge. In addition, to meet the aim of transparency and 

rigour, the data needed to be in a form that allowed it to be replicable by other researchers. 

An examination of the lexical semantic patterns of knowledge and skills in the knowledge 

corpus requires two types of data – frequencies and concordances. Frequencies of keywords 

and key phrases are a form of quantitative data. Concordances are a form of textual 

presentation in which a document is presented line by line centred around each of the words 

in the document in alphabetical sequence. This displays the co-text of each word. The text 

itself is also accessible. This is also quantitative in the sense that concordances are 

automatically generated. A sample concordance is included in Appendix 11.3. 

5.2.1 Software selection 

The software used in data gathering and analysis needed to enable the gathering of both types 

of data, frequencies and concordances. Two categories of software were available, Computer 

Assisted Qualitative Data AnalysiS (CAQDAS) software and Computer Assisted Language 

Learning (CALL) software.   
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CAQDAS software focuses on qualitative data analysis and is commonly used in the social 

sciences. Qualitative Data Analysis focuses on information in texts generated by the researcher 

(primary sources). A typical product is NVivo19. 

CALL software focuses on quantitative data and is commonly used in applied linguistics. It 

focuses on the language in texts generated by others (secondary sources) in natural, non-

observational circumstances. A typical product is WordSmith Tools (Scott, 2012).  

WordSmith Tools was chosen because it is among the most frequently used products in similar 

projects (see, for example, Piper, 2000a, 2000b; Flowerdew, 2003; Baker et al., 2008; 

Mulderrig, 2008; Sealey, 2009). It is a well-established and well-supported product, though it 

reflects its small-scale origins with a rather dated and unattractive interface. It has Frequency, 

Concordance and Keyword20 functions. A proof of concept trial (Corbel, 2014) confirmed the 

suitability of WordSmith Tools for this study.  

WordSmith Tools was complemented by Adobe Acrobat and Reader. Acrobat was required for 

conversion of some pdf documents to text format to enable concordancing. The Advanced 

Search function of Reader presents search terms in a rough concordance format that allows for 

quick checking of hunches during analysis. Acrobat requires a fee, but Reader is free. There are 

also freeware products that can carry out the pdf to text conversion. 

5.2.2 Preparing the data  

The software was used to create a standard set of files for each document. The data files are 

presented in Table 5.7. 

Table 5.7 Data files for a document 

Name Description 

voced The VOCED database entry for the document 

document The ‘official’ published version downloaded from VOCED 

text A text version of the document for use by WordSmith Tools  

word list A frequency file generated by WordSmith Tools 

indicator words A frequency file generated by WordSmith Tools 

cumulative list A frequency file generated by WordSmith Tools 

prominent words A frequency file generated by WordSmith Tools 

                                                           
19

 http://www.qsrinternational.com/product 
20

 Keyword in WordSmith Tools refers to relative frequency in the corpus.  
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index (3) A frequency file generated by WordSmith Tools (3 files) 

clusters A frequency file generated by WordSmith Tools 

conc knowledge A concordance file generated by WordSmith Tools 

conc skills A concordance file generated by WordSmith Tools 

conc xxx A concordance file generated by WordSmith Tools 

conc yyy A concordance file generated by WordSmith Tools 

phrame A completed template in the form of a Word file 

Details of the creation and management of these files are presented in Appendix 11.4. The files 

themselves are available from the author, or can be reconstructed based on the procedure 

described below. 

5.3 Designing the template 

5.3.1 Design principles 

An aim of this study is to carry out the analysis in a way that would allow others to apply the 

method for other words and phrases. In this my aim mirrored that of Piper in her examination 

of lifelong learning: 

If one is to claim, as I am, that it is possible to generalize about a significant 

contemporary sociopolitical discourse on the basis of recurrent lexico-grammatical 

patterns and that 'the cultural assumptions connoted by such patterns, especially 

when they are repeated and become habits, are an important component of 

socialization' (Stubbs 1996: 169), of ideology and of social institutions, then it is vital 

that the basis of such a claim is methodologically clear and replicable. (Piper, 2000a, p. 

113-114) 

The purpose of the analysis was to identify associative patterns relating to knowledge and skills 

within and between documents, in a way that was transparent and consistent. This would 

enhance the analysis of knowledge and skills as keywords and a key phrase, and also provide a 

framework for further analysis of other keywords and phrases. 

An analytical technique was needed that would facilitate the management of the data and the 

associated observations made during data collection. Because of the study’s focus, the analysis 

begins with the keywords knowledge and skills, rather than having the keywords emerge from 

the data.  This distinguishes it from those studies, such as Garrett, Williams and Evans (2005) 

and Mulderrig (2008), which allow the keywords to emerge from the data. 
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An initial structure for the template was provided by the concepts of keywords and key 

phrases, and associated concepts from lexical semantics, so a grounded theory method, based 

on an absence of preconceived structure, was not appropriate.  

5.3.2 Choosing Template Analysis 

A technique that offered a way to achieve the aim of transparency and consistency was 

Template Analysis (TA) (King, 2012). TA is “…a style of thematic analysis that balances a 

relatively high degree of structure in the process of analysing textual data with the flexibility to 

adapt it to the needs of a particular study” (p. 426). Although mainly focused on primary data, 

templates can be used for secondary data, such as concordances, as well.  TA is flexible enough 

to be tailored to the researcher’s requirements (p. 428).  

TA provides a way of extending the work in the corpus enhanced discourse studies tradition 

which seeks to improve CDA by enhancing transparency through researcher objectivity and 

coding reliability (Kidd, 2008, as cited in King, 2012, p. 427). TA also aligns with the 

epistemological framing implied by a critical realist metatheory. It facilitates working from an 

assumed causal mechanism to observed occurrences and from observed occurrences to causal 

mechanisms. 

A final benefit of TA was that it involves a form of what is known in project management as 

‘rapid prototyping’, in which developing and testing proceed in a continuous cycle. TA involves 

creating an initial template based on a subset of the data. “(A)nalysis progresses through an 

iterative process of applying, modifying and re-applying the initial template” (King,  2012, p. 

430).  

5.3.3 Developing the template 

Developing a template proved more complex than anticipated. The development process went 

through four iterations. The main problem was the relationship between the data and the 

observations on the data. Three partial cycles of analysis were required before the final version 

of the template was established and completed for each of the documents.  

The amount of data grew smaller over each developmental iteration. The inclusion of other 

types of material, copied directly from the original document, proved unhelpful or unwieldy 

and was abandoned in later versions of the template.  

During development the template was annotated with detailed explanations and guidelines for 

its use. This assisted the completion of the phrames by providing a reminder of where to find 
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certain data and why it mattered. These explanations would potentially serve the same 

function for another analyst using the template, although this was not tested in this study. 

A parallel narrative to accompany the template was carried out during development as a 

reflection on key themes, meanings and language features emerging from the individual 

documents. The process involved examining the data for each document, from earliest to most 

recent.  Reference was made to a concordance of the full corpus to check impressions about 

items in the documents. This meant that when a word is noticed for the first time in any of the 

documents it can be quickly checked for previous and future occurrences.  

However, there was uncertainty about the relationship between the Observations in the 

templates and the Reflections in the narrative. In earlier documents the Observations were 

largely descriptive, while in later documents they were more interpretative. Thus there 

emerged a tendency in the Reflections of the later documents to largely reproduce the 

Observations, or to focus mainly on issues arising from the new data.  

Ultimately, in order to ensure consistency and distinctions between data listing, description, 

interpretation and explanation, the focus of the template became simply on lists and 

observations about the lists. The observations are located as close to the lists as possible. The 

narrative was extracted from the phrames and was subsequently included in the Findings.  

In retrospect, the multiple iterations of the developmental cycle were inevitable and 

beneficial, and consistent with the Template Analysis process described by King (2012). I agree 

with King that the approach was flexible and easy to use. I did not find the structure a 

constraint, since I was able to modify it. Such a process requires a disciplined set of protocols 

for document management and version control, however. Project management skills are an 

advantage. 

5.3.4 Structure of the template 

The template is in three main sections – Words, Co-text and Context, each with subsections. 

These three main sections reflect the focus of the study, which is to enhance the analysis of 

individual words, to extend the analysis of words to their co-text, and to engage, to a limited 

extent, the broader linguistic, social and political context in the analysis of words and phrases.  

The headings of the templates broadly align with the three research questions. The structure 

and alignment are presented in Table 5.8. 
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Table 5.8 Structure of the template 

Headings Data Research questions 

Words Knowledge and Skills a  Knowledge (i) frequency (ii) denotations  

(iii) connotations (iv) derivations  

(v) metaphors  

1 K and S as keywords 

   b Skills (i) frequency (ii) denotations  

(iii) connotations (iv) derivations  

(v) metaphors  

1 K and S as keywords 

   c Knowledge/Skills Ratio 1 K and S as keywords 

 Other words d All words 3 Implications for the discourse 

   e Content words  3 Implications for the discourse 
   f Indicator words  3 Implications for the discourse 
   g Prominent words – keyness 3 Implications for the discourse 

   h Word cloud 1 K and S as keywords 
Co-text Collocations Knowledge i Knowledge range 1 K and S as keywords 
   j Knowledge patterns 2 K&S as a phrase 

   k Knowledge phrases 2 K&S as a phrase 

  Skills l Skills range 1 K&S as keywords 

   m Skills patterns 2 K&S as a phrase 

   n Skills phrases 2 K&S as a phrase 

  Skill o Skill range 1 K and S as keywords 

   p Skill patterns 2 K&S as a phrase 

   q Skill phrases 2 K&S as a phrase 

  Skilled r Skilled range 1 K and S as keywords 

   s Skilled patterns 2 K&S as a phrase 

   t Skilled phrases 2 K&S as a phrase 

  (K&S) u (K&S range) 2 K&S as a phrase 

  (S&K) v (S&K range) 2 K&S as a phrase 

 Phrases  w Keyword phrases 2 K&S as a phrase 

   x All phrases 3 Implications for the discourse 
   y Phrase cloud 3 Implications for the discourse 
Context Sources  z Abstract 3 Implications for the discourse 
   aa Keywords and subjects/Content 1 K and S as keywords 

   bb  Preface 3 Implications for the discourse 
 Fields and 

motifs 

 cc Fields and motifs 3 Implications for the discourse 

All the data types align with a template heading except those bracketed. Bracketed items are 

to be picked up in the observations. 

The template requires two types of entry – lists and observations. The lists are usually the top 

ten items in the list generated by the relevant file. There is a maximum of ten entries simply 

for convenience, though the number could be larger or smaller if required. The observations 

are made about the contents of the lists.  
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At the beginning of each section in the template there is a brief statement of the purpose and 

procedures for the section.  The template is thus intended as a guide for the analyst as well as 

simply a form to be completed. 

5.4 Rationale for the categories of the template 
The purpose of the template is to enhance the rigour and transparency of the analysis. To 

facilitate this, the template provides prompts for the analyst under each of the category 

headings. These prompts are explained below. The indented text in the remainder of this 

section is the text as it appears in the actual template. It is addressed to ‘the analyst’, who in 

this case is the author, but could be another person using the template.  

The template begins with following statement:  

This is the template file for a phraseological analysis of a document in a specialised 

policy corpus. It generates a quantitative phraseological framing, or ‘phrame’, for the 

document to support subsequent qualitative analysis. This phrame focuses on the 

keywords knowledge and skills. Completing the phrame requires access to WordSmith 

Tools and the following files: document, voced, text, word list, indicator words, 

prominent words, clusters, conc knowledge, conc skills, conc (xxxx), conc (yyyy).  

These files can be created by the analyst or another person. The files include the document 

itself, to facilitate the ‘oscillation’ between the detailed contents of the lists and their context 

within the document.  

5.4.1 Words 

The section on Words in the template is intended to enhance analysis by showing the 

frequencies of the keywords that are the focus of the investigation, as well as other words 

which are key in a frequency sense.  

Word frequency files have been generated from WordList and KeyWord functions in 

WordSmith Tools. Abbreviations, individual letters and numbers have been excluded. 

Acronyms specific to vocational education are included.  

Exclusions are made to reduce the number of extraneous items in the frequency lists. 

Abbreviations are likely to be known to the analyst and so are unnecessary. Individual letters 

are usually simply the result of errors in the file conversion process, and numbers are usually 

page numbers. The exclusion list can be modified or removed. 
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Observations on other words in the files can be added. Less-frequently occurring 

words are noted if they are related to the research questions, the literature review, 

previous lists in the document, previous documents, emerging themes, or emerging 

language features. 

This instruction encourages the analyst to pursue hunches or impressions, just as in existing 

text analysis. The phraming process allows these hunches to be checked quickly and 

accurately, rather than through manual scanning and skimming of the text.  

In making observations of language features no specialist linguistic knowledge is assumed. 

Notions such as denotation, connotation, derivation and metaphor are likely to be understood 

and potentially used by non-specialists, as are terms such as prefix and suffix. The most 

important new concept is collocation, which is explained in the study and within the software 

itself.  

Knowledge (a)21 and Skills (b) 

The initial analytical focus is on the keywords that are the predetermined focus of the study, in 

this case knowledge and skills. 

This includes all occurrences of knowledge, skill and their variants. Data are from the 

frequency tab of the word list file, using the Find function on the Word column with 

*know* and *skill*.  Occasional occurrences of accidental word concatenations22 are 

ignored. The Knowledge/Skills Ratio (KSR) is occurrences of knowledge divided by 

occurrences of skills x100. 

Word Frequency  Sequence 

Knowledge (a)   

Skills (b)   
23   

An Observations instruction encourages the analyst to consider both conceptual meanings and 

associative meanings.  

                                                           
21

 These letters are provided for ease of reference to Table 5.8 Structure of the template. They are not in 
the template itself. 

22 Word concatenations are instances where two words are accidently joined in the process of 

conversion from the original format to the WordSmith format. 

23
 These tables are presented with ten rows in the actual template. 
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Observations are made on each of the words under the headings of (i) Frequencies – the 

number of occurrences of the word, (ii) Denotations – the conceptual senses in which the 

word is used, (iii) Connotations – the associations the word evokes, (iv) Derivations – the 

number and type of variants of the word, and (v) Metaphors – the metaphors associated with 

the word.  

The Knowledge/Skills Ratio is ___ (c) 

The Knowledge/Skills Ratio shows the number of occurrences of the word knowledge for every 

100 occurrences of skills. It shows the relative frequency of knowledge and skills.  Relative 

frequency of content words is a broad indicator of their influence over each other within the 

text or corpus. An examination of the KSR over time can indicate the relative influence of one 

term over the other. (This ratio can be used with any terms, not just knowledge and skills.) 

Other words 

Although the focus is on the keywords knowledge and skills, it is helpful to examine the other 

words that occur in the text or corpus. Such an examination may give clues for further 

searches. It can also facilitate comparison with other studies of keywords, where the 

occurrence or non-occurrence of keywords in other settings can give clues to the extent of 

broader discursive connections. 

All words (d) 

All words include function and content words. Most of the most frequently occurring words in 

a text or corpus are words like a and to. These function words carry out a grammatical 

function, and are not of interest in a lexical semantic analysis such as this, which is concerned 

with words which have independent meanings, the content words. 

The Type/Token Ratio is the ratio between the number of separate words (types) and the total 

number of words in a text or corpus.  

Data are from the statistics tab of the word list file. 

Tokens (words in the word list)  

Types (distinct words)  

Type/Token Ratio (TTR) %  

Standardised Type/Token Ratio (STTR) %  

Because some words occur more than once there are always more tokens than types. Because 

this ratio is affected by the length of the text(s) it is standardised by basing the ratio on every 
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1000 words within the text or overall corpus. The STTR is a very rough indicator of lexical 

density. The higher the ratio, the more content words there are and by implication, the more 

complex the document24. 

Lexical density tends to be higher in written than spoken texts (Carter, 1998, p. 92). Ure (as 

cited in Carter, 1998) studied 34 written texts totalling 21,000 words. Lexical density ranged 

from 36 to 57, with an average of 40%. These were not standardised to account for variations 

in document size however. 

Observations are usually simply comparisons between the present and other documents in the 

corpus. 

Content words (e) 

Our concern is with content words, like knowledge and skills, rather than function words. 

These are the most frequently occurring nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs, 

including adjectival pronouns. Data are from the frequency tab of the word list file. 

The first ten words are included. A visual scan of the full file may reveal other words 

for noting under Observations.  

Word Frequency Sequence 

The analyst is again encouraged to scan the whole list for items of interest or surprise, which 

can then be followed up quickly and easily. Although the technique is quantitative, it is not 

only quantitative and allows for interpretation of hunches through further searches. 

The analyst is encouraged to look for words that have been encountered elsewhere as 

indicators of a certain discourse, in this case the discourses of the knowledge economy and 

vocationalism. These may indicate support for other analyses or give insights into unsuspected 

occurrences. 

Indicator words (f) 

Indicator words are all the words that occur in the titles of the corpus documents. This very 

broad-brush informal database gives an indication of the subject matter of the corpus. The 

higher the number of indicator words, the more typical the document may be thought to be of 

the vocationalist discourse in this setting.   

                                                           
24

 Lexical density is not the same as semantic density (Martin & Matruglio, 2010) which refers to the 
degree of contextualisation provided for a word within a text. 
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These words are indicative of the dominant discourses. Data are from the frequency 

tab of the indicator words file. The first ten words are included. A visual scan of the 

full file may reveal other words for noting under Observations. 

Word Frequency  Sequence 

 There are ___ of the 66 Indicator words in the document. 

Prominent words (g) 

Prominent words are those which are relatively frequent in any document in comparison with 

all the previous documents, in date terms, in the corpus. They can give indications of emergent 

terms.   

These words are a reflection of concepts rising and falling in significance. Frequencies 

of words in the current document are compared with the frequencies in a cumulative 

collection of all previous documents. Data are from the KWs tab in the prominent 

words file. The five most frequent and the five least frequent words are listed. If there 

are fewer than five in either category, the other category is extended to total ten. A 

visual scan of the full file may reveal other words for noting under Observations. 

Word Keyness  Sequence 

More frequent    

Less frequent   

Observations: 

Word cloud (h) 

The Word Cloud is a visual presentation of the contents of the Content Words list. Its 

presentation, with the most frequent word at the centre, emphasises its lexical surroundings in 

a way that other forms of presentation do not. 

This is taken from the Compute/Word Cloud option in the Wordlist word list file. 

Observations are frequently similar to those for the Content Words list. 

5.4.2 Co-text 

In the previous section the focus was on words and enhancing their analysis through a more 

detailed examination of their senses and relationships with other words in the same paradigm. 

This section is concerned with extending the analysis beyond the individual word to the words 

that surround it.  
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The data for these lists are derived from the examination of files generated using the 

three main functions of WordSmith Tools.  The lists and observations are filled in from 

the accompanying WordSmith Tools files, which are examined on screen. For reasons 

of manageability lists do not normally go beyond ten entries. Observations are 

optional. The document file is a pdf version of the document which can be used 

concurrently for checking context, capturing key extracts and fine-tuning observations 

during the examination of the files. 

Collocations  

Collocations are the patterns formed by the frequent co-occurrence of the keywords and other 

words. These phrasal patterns influence the meanings of the keywords more strongly than is 

usually understood. 

Collocations are included for knowledge, skills and their two most frequent variants. 

Data are from the conc (node word) files. 

In this study the focus is on knowledge, skills, and their two most frequent variants in each 

document. Any number of node words or variants could be examined. In this case it is 

restricted to four simply for manageability. If there are no frequent variants of the keyword, 

they may not need to be included.  

The collocations of each of the four node words, the two keywords and their most frequent 

variants, are examined according to their range, their patterns and their existence as phrases. 

A pattern has to occur in the document or corpus three times for it to register as a collocate. 

Three occurrences is the default setting in WordSmith Tools, and so it was accepted as an 

informal standard number, though it can be reset.  

Collocation analysis is intended for large corpora. This study is using it for a smaller specialised 

corpus and for individual documents. This is to make the technique accessible to policy 

analysts who are not corpus specialists. However, using collocation analysis with individual 

documents may not generate many results, and these are not necessarily indicators of 

underlying patterns.  

Knowledge 

The following section refers to the node word knowledge. It is repeated in the template for 

skills and the two most frequent variants. 
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Data are from the conc knowledge file.  

Knowledge Range (i) 

The first list, Range, shows the most frequently occurring collocates irrespective of their actual 

position in relation to the node. The significance of this is that these words are always around, 

sometimes right next to the node, sometimes further away. Just as the planets are sometimes 

close to the sun, sometimes further away, so the ‘gravity’ of the node word keeps these 

collocates circling. 

These are the most frequently occurring content words within a range of three to the 

left and three to the right of the node word. Data are from the collocates tab. 

Word Frequency  Sequence 

The range in this case is three on either side of the node, which is the standard range in 

collocation studies. It could be more or less depending on the analyst’s view of the strength of 

the ‘gravitational pull’ of the node. Extending beyond three is unlikely to be meaningful in a 

single document. 

Knowledge Patterns (j) 

This list restricts the collocates to the actual position in which they occur. This is an indication 

of stronger connections than the previous list. It includes clusters as well as phrases. 

These are the most frequently occurring content words to the left and right of the 

node word. Data are from the patterns tab. 

L2 L1 Keyword R1 R2 

Collocates may occur in more than one column. The third column to the left and right are 

omitted in this study because the strength of these collocates in a single document is weak and 

the columns are frequently empty. 

Knowledge Phrases (k) 

This list is restricted to the phrases that occur among the collocates of the node word. Most, 

though not all, will contain the node word. 

These are the most frequently occurring three-word clusters among the collocations of 

the node word that function as phrases. Data are from the clusters tab. 

Phrase Frequency Sequence 
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The headings and data for Skills (l,m,n), Skill (o,p,q) and Skilled (r,s,t) are found here in the 

template. They follow the same patterns as for Knowledge. 

Collocations for the phrases knowledge and skills (u) and skills and knowledge (v), if any, are 

included here. 

Phrases 

Phrases are groups of words which have an internal grammatical relationship that enables 

them to function as a single structural unit in a sentence. For example, a common phrase in 

the AQF is “the application of knowledge and skills”, which can be both subject (as in, ‘The 

application of knowledge and skills is important’) or object (as in, ‘This course examines the 

application of knowledge and skills’). “Knowledge and skills” is also a phrase within the larger 

phrase. 

Phrases are distinguished from clusters, which are groups of commonly occurring words which 

do not have a grammatical relationship. An example would be “the application of”, which is a 

common cluster in the AQF, but has no grammatical or semantic meaning and hence is not 

considered a phrase. 

Data are from the WordList clusters file. 

The clusters file presents a frequency list of clusters, just as the Wordlist file presented 

individual words. Only three-word clusters are listed, because the focus of the study is the 

three-word phrase knowledge and skills. The cluster size can be set to more or less than three 

if required to investigate hunches about other patterns.  

There are always many more clusters than there are phrases in a document or corpus. 

Although it is technically possible for the software to sort the phrases from the clusters, this is 

a major task and beyond the needs of the policy analyst. It is therefore up to the analyst to 

identify the phrases among the clusters. This can be done quite quickly and has the advantage 

of allowing the analyst to see patterns that, although not phrases, might lead to further 

investigation within the document or corpus.  

Keyword phrases (w) 

The number of clusters is manageable in a single document but can be very large in a corpus. 

This study is focusing on the phrase knowledge and skills, which is ‘binomial’ (containing two 

words of the same grammatical type), so the initial listing is restricted to phrases with the 

same pattern.  
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These are all binomial phrases containing either of the keywords or their variants. Data 

are from the frequency tab of the clusters file and by using the Find function on the 

Word column with *and*. Only occurrences of three or more are displayed. The pdf 

Advanced Search function in the document is used to identify frequencies of less than 

three. Other frequent keyword phrases are noted. 

Phrase Frequency  Sequence 

Two- and four-word phrases may be noted if relevant. Rather than reset the cluster size in 

WordSmith Tools, the analyst is prompted to use the pdf Advanced Search function as a quick 

way to check for smaller phrases. Overall, the analyst is encouraged to use the functions of 

existing general purpose software, such as Word and Adobe Reader, rather than the specialist 

software. This is intended to encourage analysts to follow up lexical semantic hunches in their 

everyday work. 

Although the focus is on binomial phrases, other frequently occurring phrases including either 

keyword are noted. This allows for the identification of patterns in comparisons between 

phrames (completed templates). 

All phrases (x) 

Although the focus is on knowledge and skills we want to continue to engage with the wider 

discourse of which knowledge and skills is a part, so other frequently occurring phrases are 

included. 

These are the ten most frequently occurring three-word clusters that function as 

phrases. Data are from the frequency tab of the clusters file. Binomial phrases are 

found by using the Find function on the Word column with *and*.   

Phrase Frequency  Sequence 

The analyst is directed in this case to other phrases with the same patterns as knowledge and 

skills. As was seen in Chapter Four, binomial phrases have particular features, such as 

reversibility and ordering constraints, that may shape, or be shaped by, their broader 

discursive environment. 

Phrase cloud(y) 

The Phrase Cloud functions in the same way as the Word Cloud, presenting the most 

frequently occurring phrases surround the key phrase, in a frequency sense, in this document 

or corpus. 
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This is taken from the Compute/Word Cloud option in the Wordlist clusters file. 

A comparison between the Word Cloud and the Phrase Cloud may offer insights into 

unsuspected patterns. 

5.4.3 Context 

This is the third major section of the template. It is included to provide a connection to the 

broader context of the keyword and key phrase analysis in the previous sections. Context here 

refers not to the actual text of the document, which is always available during the completion 

of the template. Context refers to the social, political and discursive environment in which the 

document occurs. 

This material is included to contextualise the phrame. 

Sources 

This section presents summaries and syntheses already carried out by VOCEDPlus.  

Abstract (z) 

The Abstract is copied from the NCVER database. It presents an overview of the document 

prepared by an information specialist.  

This is a key paragraph taken from the abstract of the document.  

The Abstract provides a quick reference point for the analyst while immersed in the detail of 

the lexical semantic analysis. 

Keywords and subjects (aa) 

Like the Abstract, the Keywords and Subject are copied from the VOCEDPlus database.  

These are the subjects and keywords taken from the voced file. The observations are 

based on the data in Content Words (below). 

Both these categories provide keywords and are thus useful points of comparison with the 

results of analytical approach presented in this study. The keywords in the phrame may align 

with the NCVER keywords or may indicate a word or concept as key that was not observed by 

the information specialist. 

Preface (bb) 

Whereas the previous contextual material was prepared by a third party, the preface or cover 

letter was prepared at the time of the report by a person connected with the document. This 
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type of text may also take the form of a ministerial forward or equivalent. Such a text not only 

provides a summary but also provides insights into political priorities and anticipated 

outcomes (Gillies, 2008, p. 686). 

This is a key paragraph taken from the cover letter for the document.  

Fields and motifs (cc) 

The analyst is encouraged to identify a different kind of keyness, key themes or analytical 

categories (Mautner, 2005). 

Field refers to a lexical field, a group of words or phrases with associated meanings. 25 

Motifs are recurrent themes in the documents, particularly those associated with 

knowledge and skills, or “an analytical category capturing content” (Mautner, 2005, p. 

101). 

This is the closest that the template comes to the bigger discursive picture that is the focus of 

most policy discourse analysis. It is intended to be complementary to such analysis, not a 

substitute for it. 

The template is presented in Appendix 11.4. 

5.4.4 Creating a ‘phrame’ 

Completing the template produces a ‘phraseological framing’ of a document, and so is referred 

to as a ’phrame’ for short. A completed template, or phrame, is an intermediate entity 

between an individual text and the corpus as a whole. Examination of the phrames facilitates 

the identification of changes in the lexical semantics of knowledge and skills over time. 

Analysis requires “oscillation” (Mautner, 2007) between the multiple levels of co-text captured 

within the files in the file set.  The phrame is the ‘pivot’ of the oscillation.  

Producing a phrame may also involve going beyond the current document to refer to any of 

the reference corpora – the specialised corpus, the generic corpus or the Web. The phrames 

are a midpoint between the individual documents and the specialised corpus. They provide a 

combination of context and co-text that is intended to facilitate the identification of changes in 

phrasal patterns within groups of documents. Once a phrame is completed, the analyst can 

                                                           
25

 A lexical field is “the organisation of related words and expressions into a system that shows their 

relationship to one another” (Richards et al., 1985, p. 164). It is also known as a semantic field, a lexical 

or semantic set, or a lexical or semantic domain. 
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return to it as often as necessary for further analysis rather than having to refer to the original 

document. 

The use of a template to prepare mezzo-level data26  in the form of a phrame for each 

document to facilitate corpus analysis is an innovation of this study. The procedure draws 

upon the recommendations of Mautner (2005) based on her proposal for the development of 

a discursive profile of keywords.  

Drawing up the discursive profile, then, involved: (a) cataloguing key usages; (b) 

examining frequent and salient collocations of the keywords in question … with 

particular attention being paid to semantic prosody; (c) mapping out the motifs that 

cluster around the keywords, and (d) identifying the rhetorical devices used to talk the 

keywords up and down, respectively. (Mautner, 2005, pp. 100-101) 

The technique developed in this study has built upon Mautner’s but reshaped it with a more 

phraseological focus.  It uses a template to create a deeper but narrower profile – a lexical 

profile rather than a discursive profile.  

A sample phrame is presented in Appendix 11.5. The 24 phrames used in the study are not 

included but are available from the author. 

5.5 Summary of the methodology 
The purpose of the development of a knowledge corpus, data categories and template 

described and justified in the chapter has been to find rigorous, replicable empirical evidence 

of the lexical semantic patterns surrounding knowledge and skills and for the weakening of 

knowledge. 

The analytical method developed in this chapter allows a non-specialist to create a corpus, 

prepare it for analysis and use a template to generate a collection of phrames to assist in the 

examination, interpretation and explanation of the lexical semantics of the patterns in the 

individual documents and the corpus as a whole. 

The choice of methodology and approach were done in such a way as to contribute to the 

work of vocational education policy analysis through the development and application of an 

innovative technique to investigate the lexical semantics of knowledge and skills as keywords 

and as a key phrase in vocational education policy in Australia over a forty year period.  

                                                           
26

 Mezzo level refers to the data between the macro level of the full text and the micro level of the 
frequency counts. A phrame is a mezzo-level entity. 
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The examination of each individual document using a standardised template allows for more 

detail than would be possible through the examination of all 24 documents as a single corpus. 

This analysis would not otherwise have been available from simple introspection or 

observation of individual texts.  Using the phrames rather than the individual documents as 

the basis for analysis allows for a mezzo-level focus, oscillating between the macro level of the 

documents and the micro level of the data files.  

Given the scope of the study, set out in Chapter One, there are inevitable limitations. The data 

is restricted to a specialised corpus of policy documents which is relatively small, meaning 

some linguistic patterns might not have been identified. Use of reference corpora is suggested 

but not required. Both of these factors reflect the policy analysis focus rather than a linguistic 

focus. For the same reason there is little use of the statistical options in the software.  

The emphasis is only on three-word phrases, due to the focus on knowledge and skills. This can 

easily be modified within the template, where any phrases of any length can be examined. The 

focus has been on binomial phrases, primarily nominal binomial phrases. This was again the 

result of the focus on the relationship between knowledge and skills and can easily be 

changed. 

Although reference is made to context, the focus is on co-text, which is a methodological 

innovation of the study. While acknowledging the value of the insights from co-text, 

Widdowson (2004) insists that co-textual and contextual relationships are different. The 

approach in this study accepts this distinction and is intended to complement rather than 

replace an analysis of context.  
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6 Knowledge and skills as words in the knowledge 

corpus 

The purpose of the present chapter is to report the findings of the analysis of knowledge and 

skills as individual words in the knowledge corpus. The following chapter will report on the 

findings of the analysis of knowledge and skills in key phrases in the knowledge corpus. 

The chapter provides evidence in relation to the first research question: What are the 

meanings of knowledge and skills as keywords? How have these meanings changed over time?  

The chapter draws upon an analysis of the Word section of the phrames, which concerns the 

lexical semantics of knowledge and skills as individual words, as well as other words that are 

frequent or significant in some way. The findings are presented under the headings used in the 

template, which was presented in Chapter Five. 

Findings are presented under each of the template headings as Data and Interpretation. The 

data are lists compiled from the frequency and concordance sections of a phrame, as 

described in the previous chapter. The lists in this chapter are drawn from a single phrame of 

the entire knowledge corpus. 

The interpretations are based on the lists from the corpus phrame, as well as the lists and 

observations of the phrames of the 24 individual documents in the knowledge corpus.  

Reference is made to individual phrames by author and the year of publication of the 

document on which they are based.  The list of corpus documents was presented in Table 5.1.  

6.1 Knowledge as a word  

6.1.1 Frequency 

Data 

Knowledge is the 132nd most frequently occurring word in the corpus. It is relatively infrequent 

not just in the corpus but in individual documents. It does not occur in any of the lists of ten 

most frequent words in any document in the corpus.  

Interpretation 

The relative infrequency of knowledge in the corpus is surprising, considering that the 

documents were chosen because of their connection to knowledge. Had it not been chosen in 

advance as a vocational keyword, its frequency alone would not have justified a focus on 
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knowledge. This finding reflects the limitations of a reliance on frequency alone in identifying 

keyness. 

The lack of overall frequency may be considered an indicator of weakness. Frequency, 

however, is not the only indicator of strength. What is equally significant is the salience of a 

word, its relevance to the issues under discussion. In vocational education policy knowledge 

may well be as salient as skills.  It may be that it simply ‘goes without saying’ that knowledge is 

important. Knowledge has remained salient, if not frequent, over time within the corpus. 

6.1.2 Denotations  

Data 

There are no formal definitions of knowledge offered in any of the corpus documents. Vague 

descriptions of related terms may be provided, such as the suggestion that knowledge work “is 

more context specific” (Campbell, 2003)27. The same document laments the lack of definitional 

clarity and calls for “better ways of defining and measuring skills over time” (Campbell, 2003): 

just skills, however, not knowledge. 

Whenever knowledge occurs, the sense intended therefore needs to be construed from the 

co-text. In many cases no such construal can be readily made. When a meaning can be 

construed there is some evidence of the sources and types of knowledge in the model of 

vocational knowledge presented in Chapter Three. Knowledge in the sense of an abstract body 

of related propositions, valorised by the social realists in knowledge and education, is 

strongest in the first document (Tregillis, 1969). There are 35 occurrences of the phrase 

theoretical knowledge in the corpus, most of which are in the first document (Tregillis, 1969). 

Of the 338 occurrences of theoretical, only 21 occur after 1980.  

The series of statements from the Victorian government (Kosky, 2002a, 2002b and 2004) 

addressing vocational education and training (VET), higher education (HE), and Adult and 

Community Education (ACE), reflect the tensions in the corpus between abstract theoretical 

disciplinary knowledge and other types and sources of knowledge. 

In Kosky (2002a), concerning VET, the focus was on Mode 2 knowledge. Mode 2 knowledge is 

theoretical knowledge generated not within universities but within firms. The document 

emphasises connections with industry – network occurs nine times.  There is a knowledge 

development role for teaching staff in TAFE: 
                                                           
27

 Page numbers are not included in the findings chapters, Six and Seven, since the quotations are taken 
from the phrames. The phrames contain the page numbers of the quotations in the original document. 
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As professional workers in TAFE, where knowledge products and services are core 

business, the Institute workforce is more valuable than ever. Institutes will need to 

attract and retain people with the qualities needed in an innovation economy – 

creativity, flexibility, and the know-how to design and produce better solutions – and 

they must become exemplary managers and developers of their people. (Kosky, 

2002a) 

This is a rare reference to the role of TAFE staff, who are usually positioned as being out of 

touch with industry, and part of the problems with TAFE described in Chapter Two. 

A more complex view of knowledge comes from the one document concerned with higher 

education (Kosky, 2002b). Because it focuses on HE, knowledge is relatively frequent. 

Disciplinary knowledge is not presented in a positive light, however. Discipline(s) occurs four 

times, each with a negative framing relating to the need for disciplinary departments to focus 

on needs and avoid duplication. Even though knowledge dominates skills in frequency, and the 

focus is universities, it is not disciplinary knowledge that is valued. Indeed the few occurrences 

of the terms are framed as requiring change. There is a suggestion that students’ own 

experiential knowledge is important as well. “Students have a right to expect high-quality, 

highly relevant education that builds upon their knowledge and understanding” (Kosky, 

2002b).  

In the document which focuses on adult and community education (ACE), the Victorian 

government sees an expansion of meanings of “specialised skills and knowledge”.  

Communities (whether geographical communities or communities of interest) might 

form learning partnerships to build the knowledge and skills to address local 

challenges. These challenges would be of sufficient magnitude to need community 

learning partnerships, drawing on the specialised skills and knowledge of ACE, 

vocational education and training, and higher education. (Kosky, 2004) 

 

Here there are implications of specialised knowledge in all three sectors and local 

communities. It is not clear what type of knowledge is intended. The motivation for using both 

sequences, knowledge and skills and skills and knowledge, is not apparent.  
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At about the same time as these three state-level documents emerged, a statement at the 

national level (Campbell, 2003) captured the emerging conflation between knowledge and 

skills described in Chapter Three.  

In Australia, particularly since the training reform agenda, the main mission of VET is 

seen to be vocational, skills-based education and training (although it also provides a 

level of general post-secondary education) with higher education more concerned 

with theoretical understanding, the mastery of a body of knowledge and the 

development of cognitive skills and critical thinking. In practice, these distinctions have 

become blurred over recent years, with the introduction of courses with a significant 

practical component, such as nursing and teaching, into higher education. (Campbell, 

2003) 

Interpretation 

There are several possible explanations of why knowledge is not formally defined as a word in 

the corpus. As noted above, where a word is highly salient its meaning may simply be taken for 

granted. Its meaning ‘goes without saying’. The lack of formal definitions may simply be a 

result of its salience. Referential meaning must always be derived from the co-text and 

context, so vagueness in itself is not a major concern.  

On the other hand vagueness may actually be ‘strategic ’. The notion of strategic ambiguity 

refers to "...instances in which language was intentionally deployed in ambiguous ways in 

order to accomplish organizational goals” (Eisenber, 1984, as cited in Leitch & Davenport, 

2007, p. 44). The turn of the century was just at the point at which the tensions around 

knowledge might be expected to increase, as TAFEs started developing and delivering skills 

degrees, as described in Chapter Two. It captures the conceptual framing of HE among 

universities underlying the tensions in the opening chapter.  

Knowledge has a complex, interconnected and overlapping set of denotations, based on 

different senses of the word. Different types and sources of knowledge are in play, of which 

only a handful of examples are presented here. This range of denotations, and the difficulty of 

ascribing actual reference to any one of them, is characteristic of a cultural keyword.   

Given the characteristics of cultural keywords noted in Chapter Four, it would not be surprising 

that the senses of knowledge overlap and the sense or reference of a particular example of the 
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word is hard to pin down.  Vagueness itself is a characteristic of cultural keywords (Mehl, 

2013), so its presence may indicate the cultural keyness of knowledge.  

6.1.3 Connotations 

Data 

Knowledge almost always has neutral or positive connotations in the corpus, as it generally 

does in everyday usage. Even if it is not possible to construe a particular sense for knowledge, 

it is reasonable to assume that its positive connotations will carry some meaning. In general 

the occurrences of knowledge in the corpus bear this out.  

Interpretation 

Although knowledge is generally assumed to have positive connotations (Robertson, 2007; 

Young, 2009), and this is borne out in the corpus, some occurrences of knowledge appear to 

have negative connotations. A submission to an early enquiry laments the focus on theoretical 

knowledge and its divorce from practical knowledge (Williams, 1979). In Kosky, 2002b, as was 

noted above, even where the frequency of knowledge is relatively high, its reference appears 

to be disciplinary knowledge, but this is not presented in a positive light. Even though 

knowledge dominates skills in frequency, and the focus is universities, it is not disciplinary 

knowledge that is valued. The criticism is primarily aimed at one type of knowledge, 

disciplinary knowledge.  The problem is that such distinctions are not formally made and the 

implication is that there is a problem with all abstract knowledge. The phrase body of 

knowledge provides the strongest link to the notion of disciplinary knowledge, but Mode 2 

knowledge is an increasing focus. 

Although knowledge might be expected to be significant due to its place in the knowledge 

economy, knowledge itself is neither praised nor criticised. If anything, it is ‘damned with faint 

praise’. It is assumed to be positive, but is rarely the object of positive comment, and is 

sometimes actually criticised. The behaviour of knowledge in the corpus thus supports the 

suggestion that knowledge is used as an honorific term (Gee et al., 1996) rather than for its 

conceptual content.  

6.1.4 Derivations  

Data 

The variants of the root word know in the corpus are presented by frequency in Table 6.1. 
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Table 6.1 Frequencies of know and its variants 

Word Frequency28 Sequence29 

knowledge 921 132 

known 158 976 

know 62 1,947 

unknown 51 2,197 

knowledge-based  13 4,639 

know-how, knowhow 12,1 5,045/18,650 

knows 9 5,604 

knowing 6 6,850 

knowledgeable 4 8,288 

knowledge-intensive 2 11,666 

well-known 2 13,201 

knowledge-economy 1 18,653 

knowledge-sharing 1 18,654 

lesser-known 1 18,904 

unknowingly 1 24,049 

unknowns 1 24,050 

Although the root, know, is a verb, by far the most frequent form is the noun knowledge. 

Knowledge occurs across the whole period of the corpus and clearly predates it.  Other items, 

such as knowledge-based only appear in the corpus30 in 2000. There are relatively few variants 

based on the word knowledge in the corpus. These are usually adjectives created with 

hyphenation, as in knowledge-based. 

Know-how, as presented in the model of vocational knowledge in Chapter Three, is not 

frequent. It is associated more with capability than skill (Bullock, 2011). By 2013 know-how is 

presented as different to competency: “In the future the capacity to combine and connect 

know-how and competencies into high-value networks will be key” (Bullock, 2013).  The 

distinction being made between know-how and competencies is unclear. Know-that does not 

occur in the corpus. 

The different word forms of know are presented by grammatical category in Table 6.2  

                                                           
28

 Frequency is the number of occurrences of an item in the corpus. 
29

 Sequence shows the frequency of each item in relation to all others in the corpus. Knowledge, for 
example, is the 132

nd
 most frequently occurring item. 

30
 First occurrences in the corpus are not claimed to be first occurrences in the wider discourse. 
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Table 6.2 Variants of know by grammatical category 

nouns verbs adjectives adverbs 

knowledge know known unknowingly 

unknowns knows unknown  

know-how, knowhow  knowing  

knowledge-economy  knowledgeable  

  well-known  

  lesser-known  

  knowledge-based  

  knowledge-intensive  

   knowledge-sharing  

As an individual word knowledge changes meanings through the use of affixes and 

hyphenation. Nine of the sixteen changes in morphology31 come through affixes (prefixes and 

suffixes). Affixes tend to be based on the verb know. Knowledge has just one affixed form - 

knowledgeable. The other changes come through the use of hyphenation32.  

Interpretation 

Most derivations are based on the noun (knowledge) rather than the verb (know). 

Morphologically knowledge is not easily amenable to affixes. Knowledge can be said to be 

‘morphologically inflexible’.  

The relative morphological inflexibility of knowledge may be characteristic of other cultural 

keywords, which are typically abstract uncountable nouns. Knowledge is an uncountable (or 

mass) noun.  The use of the adjective unknown as the countable noun unknowns is an example 

of semantic conversion from an adjective to a noun, though its single occurrence in the corpus 

(Bullock, 2013) came a decade after Rumsfeld’s famous reference to ‘known unknowns’.  

Most of the words derived from knowledge are based on hyphenation, and hence appear 

somewhat awkward. Hyphenated adjectives based on knowledge appear strongly in the corpus 

in 2005. These sentences capture the tone (underlining added): 

                                                           
31

 Morphology refers to the shape of a word, specifically, the way its spelling and structure changes 
according to its different meanings. 
32

 The frequency of knowledge contrasts with the treatment of know and knowledge in grammatically-
focused reference works such as Quirk et al. (1972) and Leech and Svartvik (1975), both of which 
provide an extensive treatment of know, but in neither of which knowledge appears.  
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Increasing the competitiveness, adaptability and capacity of Victoria’s workforce 

means the continual acquisition and upgrading of skills to maintain skills currency. It is 

important to note that the trend to knowledge-based skills exists even in the 

traditional trades because of rapidly changing technologies. 

A large proportion of Victoria’s industry comprises small to medium–size enterprises 

that are increasingly knowledge-based and reliant on a creative and highly skilled 

workforce. These enterprises rely on highly skilled individuals in knowledge-intensive 

areas such as financial services, property and business services, advertising, 

architecture, and software design and publishing, and need to be responsive to 

changing consumer and product demands. (Button, 2005) 

Knowledge-intensive areas seem to be those in which ‘symbolic analysts’ (Reich, 1992) 

dominate. Although their work deals with abstractions it is more to do with information than 

abstract disciplinary or professional knowledge. Although the phrase information and 

knowledge elsewhere in the document would appear to align with this type of work it actually 

refers only to information in the form of government data.  

Perhaps the remarkable phrase knowledge-based skills is intended to capture the type of 

information upon which highly skilled individuals depend. There are no examples of skill-based 

knowledge in the corpus.  

Hyphenated words are treated as a single word in the corpus, which is common corpus 

practice. Some of these, such as knowledge economy, occur more frequently unhyphenated as 

a phrase. The occurrence of the hyphenated and the unhyphenated forms reflects changes in 

language over time, as some hyphenated words lose their hyphen as the two words become 

joined as a single word.  

The debate surrounding knowledge and skills in the model of vocational knowledge presented 

in Chapter Three was framed around the notions of knowing-how and knowing-that. The 

relative infrequency of know-how and the complete absence of know-that indicates that those 

words are part of a different discourse to the one manifested in the policy documents 

examined here. They are used within the debates of the pedagogic recontextualisation field 

rather than between the PRF and the official recontextualisation field. 
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6.1.5 Metaphors  

Data 

A metaphor is the use of a word or phrase outside its usual lexical field in a way that causes 

semantic tension. The most frequent metaphoric words associated with knowledge are: 

foundation, underpinning, underlying 

framework, design, architecture 

heavy lifting, laying the railway tracks 

unlock 

Examples of the frequent metaphors relating to underlying and underpinning (apparently 

interchangeable) are found in this paragraph (my underlining): 

Underlying knowledge and skills in National Training Packages. A common criticism of 

National Training Packages is that they have a narrow, task-based focus and lack 

provision for underpinning knowledge and skills. There has been a requirement since 

1990 for customary task-based standards to include underpinning knowledge and 

skills. It is evident that in some National Training Packages the specification in Evidence 

Requirements of underpinning knowledge and skills is not well expressed and lacks an 

appropriate degree of detail. Specification is often so broad or general that a teacher 

or trainer cannot make a judgement about what is required. This is more likely to be 

the case with earlier National Training Packages. The lack of specificity can become a 

greater problem when the teacher or trainer may not have sufficient expertise or 

experience to 'unpack' the specifications. (Collins, 2000) 

Yet it is precisely this broad, ‘generic’ sense that industry appears to require, as indicated in 

the following: 

The importance of underpinning knowledge and skills is argued strongly in many 

submissions. The study commissioned by the Australian Industry Group, Training to 

Compete, found that the knowledge and skills most valued by employers as a 

foundation for all others are the generic, core skills needed for work, a mix of specific 

competencies, personal attributes and interpersonal skills. (Collins, 2000) 
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Interpretation  

Metaphors are typically thought to be novel, in which the semantic tensions between the 

literal and metaphoric meanings are highlighted. However, the vast majority of metaphors are 

conventional, in which the semantic tension is hidden (Charteris-Black, 2004). Their status as 

metaphors is not obvious and they appear quite routine. Most metaphors in the corpus are 

conventional rather than novel. 

A conceptual metaphor is one which that accounts for the metaphors surrounding a lexical 

field and brings together otherwise unconnected terms. KNOWLEDGE is the FOUNDATION of a 

STRUCTURE (found in Mayer, 1992; Collins, 2000; DEET, 2001) provides a conceptual metaphor 

for knowledge in the corpus.  

The FOUNDATION conceptual metaphor includes framework, underpinning and underlying. The 

most common associations of FOUNDATION are with aspects of a structure that are hidden from 

observation. My own intuition, somewhat supported by a simple search of the British National 

Corpus, is that underpinning and underlying have slightly negative connotations. Both are 

associated with something hidden, which may turn out to be problematic. In an evidence-

based era, knowledge may therefore in some way be suspect. 

FOUNDATION then acts as the node word for a lexical field which builds the metaphor. Thus we 

encounter framework (Mayer, 1992), underpinning (Collins, 2000), lay the foundations (DEET, 

2001) and underlying (Campbell, 2003). This metaphor is broadened through the reference to 

design and architecture in the creation of a BUILDING metaphor (Bullock, 2009, 2010). 

By 2012 the structural aspect of the metaphor becomes more organic. This document is rich in 

metaphor, from the government’s own “heavy lifting” and “laying of the railway tracks”, to the 

nature of skills which are both “the lifeblood of a modern economy and the key to a more 

prosperous future”, which will “open the doors of training and skills development” (Gillard, 

2012).   

The metaphor of doors and keys are linked to the broader use of the term unlock, associated 

with potential, which occurs in each of the last four documents in the corpus.  It is as if evil 

forces have contrived (perhaps through excessive regulation and welfare dependence!) to lock 

individuals in unproductive dungeons, and as a result the national lifeblood is unable to flow. 

The government will wave the skills wand and free them! Grubb and Lazerson (2004) referred 

to the assumptions underlying vocationalist discourse in the late twentieth century as an 
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‘education gospel’. Perhaps a ‘skills fairy-tale’ might be a more apt description of the twenty-

first century version.  

Conventional metaphors become unquestioned, unconscious and naturalised, so that their 

metaphoric quality disappears. They become, in effect, descriptions of reality, in that they 

embody assumptions upon which social actions are based.  They are, in Lakoff’s famous 

phrase, ‘metaphors we live by’ (as cited in Charteris-Black, 2004). The problem is that we 

forget that they are metaphors, but we live by them anyway. In doing so, the meanings of the 

words are not immediately accessible and in the metaphor they are weakened. 

6.2 Skills as a word  

6.2.1 Frequency  

Data  

Skills is the third most frequently occurring word in the corpus, after training and education. It 

is the most frequently occurring word in several of the corpus documents.  Only training and 

education are more frequent. Skills is four times more frequent than skill and skilled, the most 

frequent variants. 

Interpretation  

Skills is highly frequent in the corpus even though the corpus documents were chosen because 

of their focus on knowledge. Unlike knowledge, skills is frequent as a vocational keyword as 

well as salient.  

Both knowledge and skill were given by Tight as key concepts in Adult Education. However it is 

skills, rather than skill, which is a keyword terms of frequency in the vocationalist discourse 

captured in the knowledge corpus.  This finding exemplifies the subtle differences between the 

results of informed individual intuition and the examination of a corpus. 

6.2.2 Denotations  

Data  

Skills and its variants are never directly defined. Some documents offer definitions of related 

words and phrases. Bullock (2010) provides definitions of certain phrases such as workforce 

development, specialised occupations, and innovation. It explains industry and education 

provider.  It provides explanations of several key phrases.  For example,  “(t)he term ‘skill 

shortage’ refers to job vacancies that result from the lack of suitable applicants, while the term 

‘skills gap’ refers to workers with lower than required skills”.  
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Interpretation  

Skills seems, on the face of it, a less complex and contested term than knowledge. It is a count 

rather than a mass noun and seems less vague than knowledge. Perhaps for this reason skills, 

skill, skilled and skilling are never directly defined; it is simply assumed that their meanings are 

known and shared. The lack of definitions may reflect the genre of the documents in the 

knowledge corpus. Judging by the knowledge corpus, policy statements are less likely than 

frameworks or guidelines to provide definitions in the form of a glossary of terms. 

Although the know-how/know-that distinction was not apparent in relation to knowledge 

there is one statement relating to skills that seems to be referring to the notion that abstract 

knowledge involves not just knowing-that but knowing-how. “Emerging industries require new 

skills – skills to develop new knowledge and to apply the knowledge we already have in new 

ways” (Bullock, 2013). This is unlikely to refer to disciplinary ways of knowing, and is 

presumably yet another, unspecified, generic skill. 

Like skills, skill and skilled are presented as essentially unproblematic, probably because like 

skills they are seen to be essentially observable and measurable, in line with the paradigm 

meaning of skills. It is this quality that is at the heart of the core conceptual meaning of skill in 

the model of vocational education in Chapter Three.  However, over time there is an ever 

greater departure from the paradigm sense of a skill as the performance of a task in a way that 

is amenable to observation and judgement.  

6.2.3 Connotations  

Data  

On their own, skill, skills and skilled might be expected to have positive or neutral connotations 

in general use, and this is borne out in the corpus.  

Interpretation  

Although connotations of skills seem neutral to positive on their own, negative connotations 

arise as part of the negative prosody33  of some phrases of which skill and skills form a part.  

An example comes about because skill and skills collocate frequently with shortages. This 

creates a negative prosody in the resulting phrases which is counteracted in the case of skills 

by its other positive connotations. (It may also be the case that shortage has positive as well as 

negative connotations, in that for a shortage of something to be of concern, that thing must be 

                                                           
33

 Prosody refers to the broadly evaluative tone of a phrase, either positive or negative. 
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valuable in some way.) Possibly as a result of loss of impact through repetition, the phrase 

extends to become critical skills shortages (DIIRD, 2008).  However, in STB (1990) we 

encounter overcoming skills shortages, which asserts a more positive tone.  There are no 

occurrences of knowledge shortages. 

These alternating prosodies are unlikely to have an effect on the connotations of skills as a 

word on its own, since there are so many counteracting influences of other words associated 

with skills, as will be seen in Chapter Seven. 

6.2.4 Derivations   

Data  

The frequencies of skill and its variants are presented in Table 6.3. 

Table 6.3 The frequencies of skill and its variants  

Word Frequency  Sequence 

 skills 6,052 3 

 skilled 1,647 52 

 skill 1,583 54 

 semi-skilled 99 1,427 

 unskilled 80 1,632 

 skilling 55 2,101 

 upskilling  50 2,198 

 upskill 18 3,887 

 skillshare 15 4,283 

 myskills 10 5,278 

 multi-skilled 10 5,279 

 reskilling 9 5,527 

 multi-skilling 8 5,914 

 low-skilled 8 5,935 

 skillsbase 7 6,219 

 reskill 7 6,247 

 cross-skilling 7 6,482 

 lower-skilled 6 6,860 

 higher-skilled 6 6,804 

 re-skilling 5 7,268 

 over-skilled 5 7,359 

 up-skilling 4 7,861 

 skillsinfo 4 7,991 

 skills-based 4 7,992 

 semiskilled 4 8,009 

 high-skill 4 8,372 

 re-skill 3 9,133 

 multiskilled 3 9,406 
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 deskilling 3 9,898 

 aeroskills 3 10,199 

 well-skilled 2 10,295 

 skills-related 2 10,782 

 skill-related 2 10,785 

 skillmax 2 10,786 

 skill-based 2 10,789 

 skilful 2 10,790 

 over-skilling 2 11,336 

 jobskills 2 11,868 

 high-skilled 2 12,068 

 unskill 1 14,019 

 underskilled 1 14,134 

 skils 1 15,521 

 skillworks 1 15,522 

 skills-strategy 1 15,525 

 skills-reform 1 15,526 

 skillsforce 1 15,531 

 skills-driven 1 15,533 

 skillsdmc 1 15,534 

 skillfully 1 15,536 

 skill-focused 1 15,537 

 skilled-occupations 1 15,539 

 skilled-based 1 15,540 

 reskilled 1 16,259 

 overskilling 1 17,520 

 out-skill 1 17,571 

 non-skilled 1 18,066 

 multiskilling 1 18,344 

 monoskill 1 18,427 

 making-skills-work 1 18,902 

 low-skill 1 19,005 

 lowest-skilled 1 19,011 

 life-skills 1 19,138 

 lifeskills 1 19,139 

 job-skills 1 19,658 

 job-skill 1 19,659 

 high-skills 1 20,474 

 fully-skilled 1 20,995 

 de-skilling 1 22,342 

There are 68 variants of skill in the corpus. This is a very long list, but it is strongly 

concentrated in the top three word forms. There is a very long tail of neologisms based on 

affixes.  The variants of skill by grammatical category are presented in Table 6.4. 
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Table 6.4 The variants of skill by grammatical category  

nouns verbs adjectives adverbs 

skill skill skilled  

  skilful skillfully 

 unskill unskilled  

skills    

skilling    

upskilling, up-skilling upskill   

deskilling    

reskilling, re-skilling reskill, re-skill reskilled  

 out-skill   

multi-skilling, multiskilling  multi-skilled, multiskilled  

  fully-skilled  

  higher-skilled  

  high-skilled  

  high-skill  

  high-skills  

  well-skilled  

  semi-skilled, semiskilled  

  low-skilled  

  lower-skilled  

  lowest-skilled  

  low-skill  

  underskilled  

  non-skilled  

skills-strategy    

skills-reform    

cross-skilling    

over-skilling, overskilling  over-skilled  

skillsbase  skills-based  

  skill-based  

  skills-related  

  skilled-based  

  skill-related  

  skills-driven  

  skill-focused  

  skilled-occupations  

Myskills    

Skillshare    

aeroskills    

skillsinfo    

skillmax    

skillworks    

skillsforce    

skillsdmc    
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making-skills-work    

monoskill    

life-skills, lifeskills    

job-skills    

job-skill    

A comparison of Tables 6.4 and 6.2 reveals the far greater range and scope of the variants of 

skills than those of knowledge. 

Interpretation  

The long list of variants of skill reflects the expansion of skills and its associated word forms in 

the knowledge corpus. The list reveals that skill is morphologically highly flexible through the 

uses of affixes such as de- and -ing, through conversion to a new grammatical category and by 

compounding with another word through hyphenation.  

Because the form of skill does not change between noun and verb, and because it is highly 

amenable to affixes, both inflectional and derivational, skill is highly adaptable. The creation of 

compounds and proper nouns is morphologically simple. This facilitates the process of creating 

new words. This unusual quality of skill is that it is ‘syncretic’. There is no morphological 

distinction between noun and verb forms. It is thus amenable to conversion from one 

grammatical category to another without requiring any morphological change at all, which 

adds to its semantic and discursive flexibility.  

The emergence over time of new word forms based on skill is reflected in the occurrence of 

hyphenated and unhyphenated forms, which reflect newly created words in the process of 

becoming fixed. The patterns with the form adjective-skilled can also function as nouns. Words 

can easily take on new grammatical categories.  

The corpus reveals skill as having a high degree of morphological flexibility which allows for the 

continual emergence of new word forms. Compared to knowledge (see Table 6.1 above), skill 

may be said to have relatively high morphological and conceptual flexibility. 

6.2.5 Metaphors   

Data  

Skills frequently occurs with knowledge with terms such as underpinning. As with knowledge, 

the associated conceptual metaphor is: skills are the FOUNDATION of a STRUCTURE. 

There are four additional conceptual metaphors that distinguish skills from knowledge. 



149 

 

Skills are a POOL, which is DEEP and WIDE.  

Skills are the contents of a CONTAINER. 

Learning is being SHAPED. It may involve formation34. 

Change/Reform is a JOURNEY. 

Interpretation  

Skills is associated with the FOUNDATION conceptual metaphor as is knowledge. Their 

combination is contradictory, since the key difference between the paradigm senses of 

knowledge and skills is the hiddenness of the former and the observability of the latter. 

Equating skills with foundations suggest that they too are hidden. This is in indicator of the 

conflation of meanings of knowledge and skills. 

The POOL conceptual metaphor is introduced in Fitzgerald (1994) with the sonorous alliteration 

of the phrase “deep, diverse and dynamic national skill pool”. It is the stuff of Arthurian 

legends. The image creates a sense of vagueness, not detail. It is the language that matters, 

though, not the image, which doesn’t really make much sense. This is reinforced by the use of 

skill, the uncountable form of the mass noun, rather than skills, the countable noun, though 

skills emerges later.  The metaphor resonates down the years, emerging Excalibur-like from 

time to time. By the time of Campbell (2003) this has combined into the mixed (though poetic) 

metaphor of “founding a skills pool that it both deep and wide”. It is also frequent in Bullock 

(2010). 

A SHAPING conceptual metaphor for learning reflects terms in the lexical field surrounding 

LEARNING such as acquire (Dawkins, 1988) and formation. The notion of the skills profile 

reinforces the metaphor, as does the T-shaped person (Bullock, 2013). 

A JOURNEY conceptual metaphor for learning was associated with skills, with words like 

pathways, and lifelong (Kosky, 2002a, 2002b). In Kosky (2002b) the JOURNEY metaphor is 

invoked with references to maps, first steps and crossroads. The (state) government is leading 

the journey. Skills currency (Button, 2005) appears to align with this metaphor but is intended 

in a different sense.  

                                                           
34

 The work of Brockman, Clark and Winch (2008) examines the relationship between meanings of 
vocational vocabulary in English and German. The link with formation in English and formation meaning 
training in French has not been explored, as it is beyond the scope of this study. 



150 

 

The CONTAINER conceptual metaphor was firmly established by the term training packages. This 

aligns with images evoked by terms like skills portfolio (Misko, 2007), which also suggests a 

collection of items. Once this metaphor became established the metaphoric replacing of 

teaching with unpacking soon followed. The metaphor ‘unpack’ is used for curriculum, course 

and session development.   

While the CONTAINER metaphor, in the form of package, has now become naturalised, its 

metaphorical nature is reflected in the reference to needing experience and expertise to 

‘unpack’ the specifications.  ‘Unpack’ is still in quotes in relation to training packages in Bullock 

2011, but in Bullock (2013), in relation to unpack(ing) data, they are gone. 

Understanding training packages as a metaphor helps to explain the tensions that surround 

the use of the term described in Chapter Three. The CONTAINER conceptual metaphor evokes 

the deeper conceptual metaphor of the EMPTY VESSEL well known to educators (members of the 

pedagogic recontextualisation field) and anathema to many. The associative meanings as well 

as the conceptual meanings of training packages are therefore challenged by educators 

(members of the pedagogic recontextualisation field), though the industry developers 

(members of the official recontextualisation field) may be unaware, or simply accepting, of 

them.  There is continual though unacknowledged tension between the PRF conceptual 

metaphor and the ORF conceptual metaphor. 

6.3 The knowledge/skills ratio   

Data  

The Knowledge/Skill Ratio (KSR) shows how many occurrences of the word knowledge there 

are for every 100 occurrences of skills in a particular document, expressed as a percentage. A 

KSR of 100 would mean an equal number of occurrences of both knowledge and skills. The 

lower the figure, the greater is the gap between knowledge and skills, and hence the relative 

dominance of skills over knowledge in the document.   

The KSR for the corpus documents, from the lowest to highest, is presented in Table 6.5. 
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Table 6.5 The KSR for the corpus documents, from the lowest to highest  

Year Author Title KSR 

2012 Gillard Skills for all Australians 1.2 

2008 DIIRD Securing jobs for future: Skills for Victoria 2.6 

2009 Bullock Foundations for the future 3.5 

2011 Bullock Skills for prosperity: A roadmap for vocational education and training 3.7 

2010 Bullock Australian workforce futures: A national workforce development 

strategy 

3.9 

1990 STB  Apprenticeship reform: Policies and action plan 5.1 

2013 Bullock Future focus: 2013 national workforce development strategy 8.1 

2003 Campbell Bridging the skills divide 10.4 

2006 DET Maintaining the advantage: Skilled Victorians 10.7 

2005 Button Victoria: Working futures 12.3 

1991 Crawford Skills training for the 21
st

 century 12.8 

1988 Dawkins A changing workforce 14.0 

1994 Fitzgerald   Successful reform: Competitive skills for Australians and Australian 

enterprises 

16.2 

2007 Misko The recognition of non-formal and informal learning in Australia 23.5 

2002a Kosky Knowledge and skills for the innovation economy (VET) 40.4 

2000 Collins Aspiring to excellence  41.9 

2004 Kosky Future directions for adult community education in Victoria 42.6 

1992 Mayer Key competencies 51.1 

1979 Williams Education, training and employment 52.7 

1980 Newman Victorian TAFE strategy 53.8 

1974 Kangan TAFE in Australia: Report on needs in technical and further education 64.2 

2001 DEET Knowledge, innovation, skills and creativity 78.6 

1969 Tregillis The training of skilled workers in Europe 88.6 

2002b Kosky Knowledge and skills for the innovation economy (HE) 137.5 

It was noted earlier that knowledge occurs far less frequently in the corpus than skills.  The KSR 

shows the variability in these frequencies between documents.  

The result for Kosky (2002b) reflects the fact that, uniquely, its focus was on universities, and 

so the frequency of knowledge was higher than for skills. As a group, the later documents, 

particularly those by Skills Australia (Bullock, 2009, 2010, 2011), have the lowest KSR, that is, 

the highest relative occurrences of skills in relation to knowledge. 
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How the knowledge/skills ratio changed over the period spanned by the corpus is shown in 

Figure 6.1.  

 

Figure 6.1 The knowledge/skills ratio over the period spanned by the corpus 

Interpretation  

There is a trend towards the relative dominance of skills over knowledge indicated by the K/S 

Ratio line trending downward over time. There is clear variation between individual 

documents; however, showing the process is not smooth. The disparity between the Skills 

Australia documents (Bullock, 2009, 2010, 2011) and those by other authors is clearly shown.   

6.4 Other words 
The previous section examined the frequencies of the keywords knowledge and skills as 

individual words in the corpus. To understand the lexical semantics of knowledge and skills it is 

helpful to know more about the other words that feature strongly in the corpus.  There are 

four sets of words captured by the template to assist in this understanding – All words, 

Content words, Indicator words and Prominent words.  

6.4.1 All words   

The Type/Token Ratio is the ratio between the number of distinct words (types) and the total 

number of words (tokens) in a text or corpus. Since many words are repeated, there are more 

tokens than types. 
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Data  

Statistical information about the words in the corpus is presented in Table 6.6. 

Table 6.6 Statistical information about the words in the corpus 

Tokens (words in the word list) 1,287,977 

Types (distinct words) 24,867 

Type/Token Ratio (TTR) % 2.05 

Standardised Type/Token Ratio (STTR) % 36.46 

These figures may be used as an indication of lexical density, the proportion of types to tokens 

in a document. It is not possible to make definitive statements about the lexical density of the 

knowledge corpus. There is no clear external reference point for the comparison, since we do 

not know how these figures would compare with 24 (or 240, or 24,000) novels or journal 

articles. Ure (as cited in Carter, 1998), referred to in the previous chapter, found an average 

lexical density of 40% for a collection of documents, but the genres are not specified35. 

Interpretation  

Most of the frequently occurring words in a text or corpus are words like a and to. These 

function words carry out a grammatical function, and are not of interest in a lexical semantic 

analysis such as this, which is concerned with content words, which have independent 

meanings. 

The Standardised36 Type Token Ration (STTR) is a very rough indicator of lexical density –  the 

higher the ratio, the more unique content words there are and by implication, the more 

complex the document. A ratio of 100% would mean every word is distinct. This is never true 

in a document, where there are many function words as well as content words in English, and 

content words are always repeated to some extent. Likewise 1% would mean the same word 

endlessly repeated. Intuitively the range seems to fall naturally between 20 and 40. 

However, if we take the corpus STTR as an indicator for policy documents, we can see how 

much each document varies from the average 36.46 and the median of 36.32. The fact that the 

average and median are close together indicates a reasonably symmetrical distribution 

between the documents. This is in contrast to the findings of Ure (as cited in Carter, 1998). The 

range is less and the average is lower than that quoted by Ure.  

                                                           
35

 The method presented here is the simplest way of identifying lexical density. Ure used a slightly more 
complex method. For details this and other approaches see Baker et al. (2008). 
36

 Standardised means that the ratio is calculated for every 1,000 words in the text. This enhances 
comparability between texts of different lengths. 
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The STTR for each document, from highest to lowest, is presented in Table 6.7. 

Table 6.7 The STTR for each document, from highest to lowest  

Year Author  Title STTR % 

2009 Bullock Foundations for the future 39.84 

2010 Bullock Australian workforce futures: A national workforce development 

strategy 

39.80 

1988 Dawkins A changing workforce 39.72 

2011 Bullock Skills for prosperity: A roadmap for vocational education and training 39.40 

1994 Fitzgerald   Successful reform: Competitive skills for Australians and Australian 

enterprises 

39.09 

2006 DET Maintaining the advantage: Skilled Victorians 39.02 

2002a Kosky Knowledge and skills for the innovation economy (VET) 38.70 

2003 Campbell Bridging the skills divide 38.57 

2002b Kosky Knowledge and skills for the innovation economy (HE) 38.20 

1990 STB Apprenticeship reform: Policies and action plan 37.72 

1980 Newman Victorian TAFE strategy 37.59 

1991 Crawford Skills training for the 21
st

 century 37.46 

2012 Gillard Skills for all Australians 37.19 

1974 Kangan TAFE in Australia: Report on needs in technical and further education 37.19 

  Average/Mean 36.46/36.32 

2013 Bullock Future focus: 2013 national workforce development strategy 36.26 

1969 Tregillis The training of skilled workers in Europe 36.25 

2001 DEET Knowledge, innovation, skills and creativity 35.60 

2008 DIIRD Securing jobs for future: Skills for Victoria 35.56 

2000 Collins Aspiring to excellence  35.53 

1992 Mayer Key competencies 35.44 

1979 Williams Education, training and employment 34.72 

2005 Button Victoria: Working futures 33.26 

2007 Misko The recognition of non-formal and Informal learning in Australia 32.20 

2004 Kosky Future directions for adult community education in Victoria 31.37 

Four of the five most complex documents are produced by semi-autonomous agencies or 

consultants. The documents by Skills Australia (Bullock, 2009, 2010, 2011) are the most 
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complex by this measure. The complexity dropped in 2012 when Skills Australia become the 

Australian Workforce Productivity Agency (Gillard, 2012). Of the two consultancy papers, the 

one by a consultancy firm (Fitzgerald, 1994) rated high in complexity, whereas the one by 

academics (Misko, 2007) rated lower.  

6.4.2 Content words   

Content words are the most frequently occurring nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs, 

including adjectival pronouns. 

Data  

The most frequently occurring content words are presented in Table 6.8. 

Table 6.8 The most frequently occurring content words 

Word Frequency Sequence 

training 13,275 1 

education 10,907 2 

skills 6,052 3 

industry 4,345 4 

per, cent 3,811/3,110 5,10 

national 3,736 6 

Australia, Australian 3,563/3,130 7,9 

more 3,202 8 

development 3,076 11 

students 3,042 12 

Education and training, one of Tight’s “oppositional dichotomies” are most frequent. 

Education and Training are in the name of the sector. As was seen earlier, skills is in this group, 

but not knowledge. The role of industry in shaping training is reflected in the frequency of the 

term. More and development capture in two words the thrust of all the policy documents. 

National and Australia reflect the importance of skills in the nation’s struggle in a competitive 

world. Per cent captures the analytical and budgetary focus of the documents. 

Interpretation  

It is not surprising that training is first as it is in the title of the sector, though it does not seem 

to be as current as it used to be, nor as complex or contested.  Interestingly, however, one of 

the earliest studies of a keyword was focused on training (Campanelli & Channell, 1994) found 

different interpretations of the meaning of training among human resource developers and 

non-specialists, particularly regarding the nature of informal and non-formal training. Perhaps 

the complexity and contestation underlying training has now passed. 
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Education is the second most frequent content word, perhaps slightly surprisingly given the 

move away from Education in TAFE (Technical and Further Education) since the Kangan Review 

(1974) as discussed in Chapter Two.  Again, having education in the sectoral title Vocational 

Education and Training probably helped to maintain the frequency.  (Vocational is 20th most 

frequent, slightly more frequent than the acronym VET.) 

Education is often associated with the setting (school, university) and training with the 

purpose – skills for a particular job. There is a further distinction between education and 

training – a long term investment view, in which the learning is “saved” for future use, and the 

cashing out of learning in the short term. The educational investment can be used not just for 

employment but for individual and civic life roles. In practice the distinction is hard to 

maintain, with many examples able to be given of courses of learning in different settings, with 

both sets of outcomes.  

The role of industry is interesting too, since the most frequent panacea in government policy 

reform to this day is more industry involvement. Industry is deeply embedded in the vocational 

policy discourse.  

The frequency of students is a slight surprise, given the focus away from formal learning over 

the period of the study. Clearly no other term within this lexical field (such as learners) 

achieved as high a level of frequency.  

There is an influence of organisational titles and document titles on frequency. Some corpus 

studies omit titles in headers and footers. They were included in the knowledge corpus, as 

they contribute to the repetition of language patterns that is the focus of the study.   

The most frequent words in the AQF are qualifications and learning. A comparison of the 

frequency of these words, and knowledge and skills, in the knowledge corpus and the AQF is 

presented in Table 6.9. 
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Table 6.9 Comparison of keyword frequencies in the knowledge corpus and the AQF 

Corpus    AQF   

Word Frequency Sequence  Word Frequency Sequence 

skills 6,052 3  skills 605 10 

learning 2,093 33  qualification(s) 570(553) 11,12 

qualifications 1,715 48  knowledge 511 13 

knowledge  921 132  learning 502 14 

Skills dominates both the corpus and the AQF. Notwithstanding the different sizes of the 

corpus and the AQF, knowledge is relatively much more frequent in the AQF than the corpus. 

This is an indicator of the difference between the priorities of policy statements and 

qualifications guidelines.  

6.4.3 Indicator words   

Indicator words are all the words that occur in the titles of the corpus documents. This very 

broad-brush informal database gives an indication of the subject matter of the corpus. The 

higher the number of indicator words, the more typical the document may be thought to be of 

the vocationalist discourse in this setting.  These words are considered indicative of the 

dominant discourses, both vocational policy discourse and probably of the broader 

vocationalist discourse as well.  

The 66 Indicator Words are as follows: 

21st century, achieve,  action, adult, apprenticeship, architecture, aspiring, Australia, 

Australian, Australians, bridging, divide, changing, competitive, creativity, curriculum, 

design, development, dynamic, economy,  education, employment, enterprises, 

excellence, focus, foundations, further, future, directions, futures, governance, 

innovation, jobs, key competencies, knowledge,  recognition, informal, non-formal, 

learning, market, national, needs, plan, policies, proposals, prosperity, reform, 

reforms, roadmap, securing, skilled, skills, strategy, successful, system, TAFE,  

technical,  training, Victoria, Victorian, Victorians, vocational, workers, workforce, your  

Data  

The number of indicator words in each of the corpus documents (not the number of actual 

occurrences of the words) is presented in Table 6.10. 
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Table 6.10 The number of indicator words in each of the corpus documents  

Year Author  Title Indicator 

words 

2011 Bullock Skills for prosperity: A roadmap for vocational education and training 62 

1979 Williams Education, training and employment 61 

2003 Campbell Bridging the skills divide 61 

2013 Bullock Future focus: 2013 national workforce development strategy 60 

2010 Bullock Australian workforce futures: A national workforce development 

strategy 

58 

2007 Misko The recognition of non-formal and informal learning in Australia 57 

2009 Bullock Foundations for the future 57 

1993 Fitzgerald   Successful reform: Competitive skills for Australians and Australian 

enterprises 

55 

2005 Button Victoria: Working futures 55 

2006 DET Maintaining the advantage: Skilled Victorians 52 

2002a Kosky Knowledge and skills for the innovation economy (VET) 51 

1974 Kangan TAFE in Australia: Report on needs in technical and further education 50 

1992 Mayer Key competencies 50 

1988 Dawkins A changing workforce 49 

1991 Crawford Skills training for the 21
st

 century 49 

2002b Kosky Knowledge and skills for the innovation economy (HE) 48 

2012 Gillard Skills for all Australians 48 

2008 DIIRD Securing jobs for future: Skills for Victoria 47 

1969 Tregillis The training of skilled workers in Europe 44 

2000 Collins Aspiring to excellence  43 

2001 DEET Knowledge, innovation, skills and creativity 43 

1980 Newman Victorian TAFE strategy 42 

1990 STB Apprenticeship reform: Policies and action plan 41 

2004 Kosky Future directions for adult community education in Victoria 41 
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Interpretation  

Naturally enough the broader the focus of the document the higher the number of indicator 

words it contains. The high level of indicator words among some earlier documents shows that 

many of the same words circulate over time. There is a continuity of the themes captured by 

these words that underlies the changes in format and presentation of the actual documents, 

which become visually more sophisticated over time. 

The documents by Skills Australia (Bullock, 2009, 2010, 2011) are particularly indicative of the 

knowledge economy discourse by this indicator. Agency and consultancy documents such as 

these are likely to reflect and promote trends and thus include the words and phrases in 

current and emerging use. The inclusion of Williams (1979) at number 2 suggests this is not a 

recent phenomenon. 

6.4.4 Prominent words   

The idea of prominent words in the knowledge corpus collection is to identify words as they 

emerge and to chart their significance over time. Prominent words are those which are 

relatively more frequent in any single document compared with all the previous documents in 

the date sequence. Conversely, ‘unprominent’ words are those that are relatively infrequent 

compared to all the previous documents in a sequence.  

Data  

The five most prominent and unprominent words for each document are presented in Table 

6.11. 
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Table 6.11 The five most prominent and unprominent words for each document 

 Most 

prominent 

        Least 

prominent 

1974 should Australian TAFE colleges commission schools school workers skilled training 

1979 universities advanced university commonwealth colleges engineering work final must  completed 

1980 TAFE strategy facilities curriculum programs skilled apprenticeship school(s) universities training 

1988 assistance government market reform adjustment advanced vocational school technical courses 

1990 training apprentice- 

ship 

system skills development TAFE market policies  action plan 

1991 training entry-level young committee providers colleges commission skilled advanced technical 

1992 competencies key performance assessment competency labour skilled technical colleges courses 

1994 enterprise(s) reform(s) training national market students technical school committee education 

2000 VET national quality packages ANTA    courses education 

2001 employment education innovation creativity learning      

2002a VET innovation businesses economy institutes      

2002b Victoria higher our universities government     training 

2003 skill VET skills submission shortages technical advanced education courses colleges 

2004 adult community-

based 

community organisations learning     students 

2005 workforce participation Victoria older care students TAFE education committee training 

2006 skills Victoria(n)(s) higher-level government our     courses 

2007 RPL recognition frequency non-formal learning apprentice-

ship 

training school(s) should committee 

2008 skills securing fee Victoria(n) your      

2009 governance Australia skills national foundations employment workers skilled apprenticeship technical 

2010 workforce literacy skills numeracy language apprentice-

ship 

school TAFE training courses 

2011 VET skills roadmap prosperity funding recognition education colleges technical  committee 

2012 Australians economy students loans skills universities TAFE schools should education 

2013 workforce skills development Australia(n) strategy competencies TAFE education technical training 

 

Interpretation  

There are initially relatively few documents with which to make a comparison. With each new 

document the number of previous documents grows. In some cases the lists of prominent 

words became quite long. Longer lists indicate that a document is relatively different from its 

predecessors.  In some cases few or no words are relatively prominent or unprominent. Such 

gaps indicated that a document is strongly aligned with the previous ones. This gives insights 

into the strengths of the “manifest intertextuality” (Fairclough, 1992, p. 117) between policy 

documents which create a kind of discourse ‘chain’ over time. 

A number of patterns of movement can be seen37. The movement of a word from top left to 

lower right indicates a sudden rise to prominence followed by a strong decline. TAFE is a good 

example. Others, such as student, fall then rise.  Skills continues to appear in the prominent 

words indicating the steepness of its continuing relative rise in relation to other terms. 

Conversely training is always relatively low, indicating an increasing rate of decline. Its 

continuation may well be simply due to its existence in the phrase education and training. The 

relative decline in training occurs notwithstanding its high number of actual occurrences.  

                                                           
37

 The changes are within the corpus only and may or may not be a strong indicator of wider trends. 
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6.4.5 Word cloud   

The Word Cloud presents the frequencies as emanations from the key terms at the centre.  

Data  

The word cloud for the corpus is presented in Figure 6.2. 

Figure 6.2 The word cloud for the corpus 

 

As in the previous categories, the dominance of training and education in the corpus is 

apparent. The word cloud shows the lexical field that shapes vocational education in Australia. 

Training and education are dominant, and roughly equal. Skills is hovering close to training. 

Knowledge is hard to find. 

Interpretation  

As in the previous list, training seems salient. Comparing this to the presentation of training in 

prominent words (Table 6.1), however, shows the different types of information available from 

a diachronic examination and a synchronic presentation. The Word Cloud is synchronic and 

puts training at its centre. The prominent words table gives a diachronic presentation. The 
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overall frequency of training is less apparent in the prominent words, but its downward 

trajectory over time is more apparent there than in the Word Cloud. 
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7 Knowledge and skills in key phrases in the 

knowledge corpus 

The previous chapter reported the findings of the analysis of knowledge and skills as individual 

words in the knowledge corpus. 

The purpose of the present chapter is to report and interpret the findings of the analysis of 

knowledge and skills in key phrases in the knowledge corpus. It is the second of two chapters 

that present the findings of the study.  

The chapter provides evidence in relation to the second research question: What are the 

meanings of knowledge and skills in key phrases such as knowledge and skills? How have these 

meanings changed over time?  

The chapter draws upon the findings of the analysis of the Co-text and Context sections of the 

phrames, which concerns the lexical semantics of knowledge and skills as a phrase and as 

words in other phrases. It also reports on skill and skilled, the most frequent variants of skills, 

as well as the phrases knowledge and skills and skills and knowledge. The findings are 

presented under the headings used in the template, which was presented in Chapter Five. 

Findings are presented under each of the template headings as Data and Interpretation. The 

data are lists compiled from the frequency and concordance sections of a phrame, as 

described in the previous chapter. The lists in this chapter are drawn from a single phrame of 

the entire knowledge corpus. 

The interpretations are based on the lists from the corpus phrame, as well as the lists and 

observations of the phrames of the 24 individual documents in the knowledge corpus.  

Reference is made to individual phrames by author and the year of publication of the 

document on which they are based.  The list of corpus documents was presented in Table 5.1.  

7.1 Collocations of knowledge  

7.1.1 Range of knowledge collocates  

Data 

The collocates of knowledge are presented in Table 7.1. These are the words that most 

frequently occurred in any position within a range of three left or three right of knowledge. 
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Table 7.1 The collocates of knowledge  

Word Frequency  Sequence No. texts 

skills 399 5 24 

their 83 11 17 

innovation 71 12 10 

economy 51 18 8 

new 45 20 13 

theoretical 44 21 7 

skill 43 22 11 

required 38 26 14 

experience 36 27 11 

work 36 28 11 

The word most closely associated with knowledge is skills. It is four times more closely 

associated than any other. This is the case for each individual document as well as the corpus 

itself. 

Interpretation 

This list gives insights into the lexical fields of which knowledge is a part. Lexical fields are 

groups of words for which knowledge has a semantic relationship, or a  ‘semantic preference’. 

Based on the associations revealed here knowledge shows a semantic preference for terms 

associated with the knowledge economy, such as innovation, creation and new. This list reveals 

a slightly different type of semantic relationship to those based on denotational and 

metaphoric meanings discussed in Chapter Six. 

The high collocation of knowledge with theoretical gives the impression of a greater 

significance than it actually has. In fact 39 of the 44 occurrences of theoretical knowledge 

occur in the first document in the corpus (Tregillis, 1969). The collocation weakens strongly 

over time. 

It seems likely that the phrase knowledge and skills for the innovation economy, the title of an 

influential Victorian document (2002a) accounts for many occurrences of the most frequent 

collocates. It shows the effect of “manifest intertextuality” (Fairclough, 1992, p. 127), whereby 

a policy statement refers explicitly to earlier statements. This is a particular feature of the 

Victorian statements (Kosky, 2002a, 2002b and 2004) and the Skills Australia documents 

(Bullock, 2009, 2010, 2011). 
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Their is an unexpected collocate. It most often refers to knowledge in the sense of awareness 

or information, and it refers to individuals, students, employers, Victorians. The examination of 

possessive adjectives is beyond the scope of the present study38. 

One possessive adjective usage which is worth noting in the knowledge corpus, however, is the 

use of our with reference to universities but not with TAFE institutes. Our occurs 106 times in 

Kosky (2002b), which is focused on HE. There is very frequent use of university and universities 

in this document. Of these, 41 occurrences are preceded by our.  

What is particularly striking is the different way in which the relationships with key institutions, 

universities and TAFE institutes, are framed. Our, mentioned above, frequently relates to 

universities, which are presented as a source of pride. No such commitment to TAFE exists in 

the previous document (Kosky, 2002a), where there are just 12 occurrences of our and no 

occurrences of the phrase our TAFE(s) at all.  

Presumably through the use of our the state government wants to create a bond with the 

people of Victoria. It also wants to ‘own’ the universities but is less keen to ‘own’ TAFE 

institutes. 

7.1.2 Patterns of knowledge collocates   

Data 

The most frequent patterns in which knowledge occurs are presented in Table 7.2. Unlike 

Table 1 they are presented in the actual position in which they occur in a sentence. L1 means 

first word to the left, for instance. The columns are based on frequency, not phrases. There is 

no phrase ‘skills theoretical knowledge’, for instance. Skills and theoretical are simply the most 

frequently occurring words in this position. 

                                                           
38

 An examination of a related grammatical feature, personal pronouns, has featured in a number of 
other works on policy discourse, such as Mulderrig’s (2012) examination of the use of we to achieve an 
effect of inclusiveness by the Blair government. 
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Table 7.2 The most frequent patterns in which knowledge occurs  

L2 L1 Keyword R1 R2 

skills theoretical knowledge economy understanding 

body(ies) underpinning  skills experience 

update foundation  innovation their 

application skills  required attitudes 

foundation technical  base(d) industries 

their detailed  intensive new 

lack practical  creation practical 

apply required  transfer theory 

specialised general  work motor 

vocational  industry  necessary economy 

These patterns reveal the important role of modifiers in column L1 in shaping the meanings of 

knowledge. Most of them are adjectives.   

Interpretation 

The types of knowledge indicated by the contents of L1 range though theoretical, technical, 

practical and general. Theoretical and practical knowledge are most frequent. This gives a 

stronger indication of senses in which knowledge is used in the corpus than does the word 

considered on its own. The collocation with industry suggests Mode 2 rather than Mode 1 

knowledge.  

Technical does not have knowledge economy connotations. It reflects an older view of 

knowledge in vocational work. Other than theoretical, theory and bodies of knowledge there is 

no semantic preference for terms relating to universities or disciplinary knowledge. Much of 

the association are to do with processes, such as creation and transfer in column R1.  

These patterns reveal the significance of two-word phrases in the corpus. Although these are 

not the focus of the study, they are one of the main mechanisms through which changes in the 

meanings of knowledge take place. This process of modifying knowledge by adding a noun or 

adjective before or after the node word to create new meanings is also a feature of the AQF 

where four of the 19 patterns involving knowledge involve an adjective or noun plus a 

modifier.  These patterns are presented and discussed in Appendix 11.1. 
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7.1.3 Three-word phrase collocates of knowledge   

Data 

The phrases, rather than words, that occur most frequently in the co-text of knowledge are 

presented in Table 7.3.  

Table 7.3 The phrases that occur most frequently in the vicinity of knowledge 

Phrase Frequency Sequence 

knowledge and skills 144 1 

skills and knowledge 112 2 

knowledge and skill 26 11 

skills and creativity 22 13 

a knowledge economy 18 16 

the knowledge economy 17 17 

skills and understanding 15 19 

knowledge and experience 10 30 

knowledge and understanding 10 34 

body of knowledge 9 39 

The two variants of the key phrase knowledge and skills are by far the most frequent. Two of 

the most commonly occurring phrases in association with knowledge do not actually include 

the word knowledge. A/the knowledge economy is the only phrase in which knowledge is not 

joined by and with another term. 

Interpretation 

The close relationship between knowledge and skills is shown again in its collocation with skills 

and skill within five of these phrases. With two exceptions, knowledge does not collocate with 

phrases other than those of which it forms a part. Both skills and understanding and skills and 

creativity are thus associated with knowledge. 

The phrase the knowledge economy might have been expected to be more dominant. It is 

often used to name the discourse which is the focus of this study. It can be seen as 

knowledge’s main ‘claim to fame’. Yet knowledge consistently requires the addition of nouns 

and adjectives to provide an identifiable meaning.  
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7.2 Collocations of skills   

7.2.1 Range of skills collocates   

Data 

The collocates of skills are presented in Table 7.4. These are the words that most frequently 

occurred in any position within a range of three to the left and three to the right of skills. 

Table 7.4 The collocates of skills  

Word Frequency  Sequence No. texts 

Australia 1,039 9 14 

development 417 11 18 

prosperity 408 12 3 

knowledge 399 13 24 

workforce 397 14 14 

training 390 15 23 

roadmap 362 17 2 

industry 356 18 19 

national 318 21 16 

future 277 24 14 

There is a noticeable drop from the very high collocation with Australia to the remaining 

collocates. The first five of the remainder, including knowledge, are all of a similar strength.  

Although knowledge collocates primarily with skills, skills does not collocate primarily with 

knowledge. This indicates the broader semantic scope of skills, and the narrow scope of 

knowledge. 

Interpretation 

The collocations reveal membership of a broader, vaguer lexical field that includes notions well 

beyond the paradigm senses of skills as to do with observable performance.  This difference 

can be seen in a comparison of Table 7.1 and 7.4, the most frequent collocates for knowledge 

and for skills. This comparison is presented in Table 7.5.  
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Table 7.5 A comparison of the most frequent collocates for knowledge and for skills  

knowledge  skills  

skills Australia 

skill development 

their prosperity 

innovation knowledge 

economy workforce 

new training 

required roadmap 

theoretical industry 

experience national 

work future 

This comparison reveals the difference in the broader lexical fields of which knowledge and 

skills are a part. Skills shows a semantic preference for terms which are less to do with the 

details of work itself, but more to do with its discursive presentation. For example, prosperity 

and roadmap occur very frequently, though in a small number of later documents. They are 

not technical terms but marketing terms – the slogan of the day as captured in the titles of 

departments and their documents. This takes skills beyond its denotational lexical field, which 

includes competence, capacity and capability.  

The knowledge field could be glossed as:  The knowledge/innovation economy requires new 

knowledge/skills, based on experience and work. The skills field could be glossed as:  

Australia’s development/prosperity/future involves a roadmap (directions) for 

knowledge/training. It is the roadmap for skills-based prosperity for which the government 

sees itself responsible, not the provision of practice-based knowledge. 

It is as if skills has escaped over time from its traditional semantic boundaries. Winch describes 

a similar process in which skill had moved beyond its paradigm case, as discussed in Chapter 

Three. He wonders whether the result of conceptual expansion leaves anything coherent or 

simply results in confusion (Winch, 2010, p. 43).  The semantic preferences of skills revealed 

here are of a scope and vagueness that the question may well be asked whether both 

knowledge and skills are being emptied of meaning. 

7.2.2 Patterns of skills collocates 

Data 

The most frequent patterns in which skills occurs are presented in Table 7.6. Unlike Table 7.4 

they are presented in the actual position in which they occur. L1 means first to the left, for 
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instance. The columns are based on frequency, not phrases. There is no phrase ‘knowledge 

VET skills’ for instance. Knowledge and VET are simply the most frequently occurring words in 

this position. 

Table 7.6 The most frequent patterns in which skills occurs 

L2 L1 Keyword R1 R2 

knowledge VET skills Australia prosperity 

national future  development knowledge 

workforce foundation  formation workforce 

Australia their  councils Victoria 

training employability  shortages council 

employment numeracy  needs fund 

demand generic  required experience 

higher new  deepening training 

develop basic  training their 

agreement national  investment qualifications 

Skills has very many more collocates than knowledge.  It is modified by an extensive range of 

terms. The list presented here provides only the ten most frequent. In some documents (e.g. 

2010) these lists contain up to 80 items. 

Interpretation 

The list of patterns extends the list of morphologically-derived words, and hyphenated words, 

based on skill identified in the previous chapter. Combined with skills the modifiers (adjectives 

and nouns in L1 and the nouns39 in R1) produce a very extensive list of two-word phrases 

focused on skills, very few of which involve knowledge.  

Early collocates of skills provide more nuanced and specific meanings in some individual 

documents. In Mayer (1992), for example, nine of the ten words in L1 are types of skills (office, 

core, basic, communication, essential, interpersonal, foundation, numeracy, personal), whereas 

for knowledge there is just one – foundation. The collocates of skills range across types and 

levels. The scope of meaning expands over time, from basic to advanced, from manual to 

mental and social (1974). They vary from the specific to the general (2003). Over time the 

phrases based on the collocates of skills become broad, vague and non-disciplinary. 

Whereas over time knowledge came to require creation and transfer, skills came to require 

development and formation.  Skills have come to be located within the individual, as well as in 

                                                           
39

 Technically required is not a noun, but the general pattern is clear. 



171 

 

industry and the nation. Knowledge is usually located outside the individuals, in industry, 

unless it simply relates to personal awareness. 

Within individual documents other relationships are evident. Skills collocates strongly with 

reform in Fitzgerald (1994), and reform collocates with skills but not knowledge. Skills 

collocates with acquisition more than learning in Williams (1979). Skills collocates with 

qualifications but knowledge does not (DET, 2006). In general formation is more dominant 

than training as the way in which teaching and learning actually takes place. 

Skills is part of a number of overlapping lexical fields. As with knowledge, the types of 

meanings in these collocational fields differ from the denotational, derivational and 

metaphoric fields. This range of overlapping lexical fields extends the meanings of skills in 

multiple directions. The combinations of skills with words from L1 or R1 represent an 

expansion and broadening of meanings, in contrast to the relative limited range of knowledge. 

This broadening comes in the form of a range of new two-word phrases. Unlike knowledge, 

which mainly expands in meaning through combination into two-word phrases, skills does not 

rely on this form of expansion, but benefits from it nevertheless. 

7.2.3 Three-word phrase collocates of skills   

Data 

The phrases, rather than words, that occur most frequently in the vicinity of skills are 

presented in Table 7.7.  

Table 7.7 The phrases that occur most frequently in the vicinity of skills 

Phrase Frequency Sequence 

skills for prosperity 360 1 

knowledge and skills 145 8 

industry skills councils 112 9 

skills and knowledge 111 10 

literacy and numeracy 100 13 

Australian workforce futures 55 29 

skills investment fund 53 30 

demand for skills 41 43 

skills formation council 39 45 

the innovation economy 38 46 

The first and sixth phrases are the title of documents. The two variants of the phrase 

knowledge and skills are frequent for skills, but not as frequent as for knowledge. 
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Interpretation 

Skills is clearly associated with knowledge. However it is also closely associated with important 

initiatives (such as industry skills councils and skills investment funds) and grand goals 

(Australian workforce futures, prosperity), while knowledge is associated with more 

individually-oriented matters like creativity and understanding. These phrase collocates seem 

to be something of a reversal of the meanings of the word collocates in 7.6. 

7.3 Collocations of skill and skilled   
The template allows for an examination of the next two most frequent variants of either of the 

keywords. Skill was by far the most commonly occurring variant, followed by skilled40.  

7.3.1 Skill – range, patterns, phrases   

Data 

Skill occurred in every document in the corpus. In twenty of the twenty-four documents it was 

the most frequent variant of skills. In the remaining four documents it was the second most 

frequent variant. Skill collocates strongly with enhancement. Skill collocates with generic, as 

does skills. 

Interpretation 

Skill frequently collocates with shortages (for example, in Collins, 2000; Kosky, 2002a; 

Campbell, 2003; Kosky, 2004). Because of this a negative prosody develops in some phrases 

involving skill, for example, when used with persistent (Campbell, 2003), which has negative 

connotations of being continual to the point of irritation.  

Another example of negative prosody of phrases containing skill is in the following, where the 

underlined words build a slightly negative prosody: “Training providers and state training 

systems struggle to respond quickly enough to skill shortages and emerging skills needs” 

(Gillard, 2012). 

Address (verb) is the most common collocate in L1 in this document. Address has slightly 

negative connotations though its association with problems, adding to the negative prosody of 

the phrases containing skill. 

Skill contracts in meaning over time as a result of its collocations. Its negative prosody, plus the 

association with a lexical field relating to LEVELS, gives it a prosaic aura. Although at times 

                                                           
40

 For reasons of space the findings relating to range, patterns and phrases have been combined, and 
the lists have not been included. 
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apparently interchangeable with skills, skill nevertheless developed a restricted life of its own 

over time. At the same time, its relative morphological flexibility gives it the great derivational 

meaning potential which upon which skills is based. 

However, skill also shows a richness of collocation and amenability to inclusion in emerging 

complex phrases, as is captured by this concluding paragraph to a consultant’s report (my 

underlining).  

By the turn of the new century, Australia can aim to have in place a leading edge 

national skill formation strategy and vigorous national training market underpinning 

competitively optimal skill formation in enterprises and better employment outcomes 

for individual Australians in what is ultimately a global competition for the best jobs. 

(Fitzgerald, 1994) 

7.3.2 Skilled – range, patterns, phrases 

Data 

Skilled was slightly more frequent in the corpus than skill, although it registered collocations in 

fewer documents (18 as opposed to 24). 

Interpretation 

Skilled showed strong semantic preference for terms associated with the lexical field of 

ECONOMIC CATEGORY, such as skilled workers. In the first four documents skilled was more 

frequent than skill, indicating the focus of these documents on established workforce 

categories. From 1980 onwards this meaning of skilled became less prominent, and a new 

vaguer sense emerged, leading ultimately to the vague notions of a skilled Australia (Crawford, 

1991) and a skilled society (Kosky, 2002b). 

Skilled thus gradually came to require propping up through membership of phrases, as in 

skilled and job-ready (DIIRD, 2008) or through intensifiers such as highly (Bullock, 2009). The 

pattern intensifier + skilled + ECONOMIC CATEGORY, as in highly skilled workforce (Gillard, 2012), 

became common in the most recent documents. In this way skilled behaved less like skill and 

more like skills. It lost its initial association with expert vocational practitioners and moved 

from specified economic categories, to become part of vague market categories. Yet it is less 

morphologically flexible than skills and less frequent. 

There are several additional fields involving skilled that do not involve knowledge. These tend 

to be associated with the other most frequent forms, skill and skilled. Skill and skilled are 
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associated with narrower lexical fields. Skilled is associated with the lexical fields of ECONOMIC 

CATEGORY and WORK. Membership of this lexical field is broadened to include Australia itself 

(Crawford, 1991). Skill is associated with LEVELS, which includes needs, requirements and 

qualifications. Skilled becomes associated with larger social abstractions, whereas skill is 

associated more with individuals. 

The narrowing of meanings of skill, skilled and skilling is in contrast to the expansion of 

meanings of skills. Skills rises above the tensions that arise from both negative and positive 

prosodies due to its very large number of collocations. It seems as if there is nothing that 

cannot become a skill, simply by ‘wording’ it as one.  

7.4 Collocations of knowledge and skills (K&S) and skills and knowledge 

(S&K) 
A lexical semantic approach, as explained in Chapter Four, differs from a simple examination of 

vocabulary by taking as its focus the lexical item. Lexical items may be words or phrases. 

Importantly, the phrases may act as individual entities, like words. However, when words are 

in phrases they have characteristics that are not the same as when they are considered in 

isolation. Phrases are more than the sum of their parts. 

This section examines the findings relating to the most important key phrase, the one which 

contains both keywords. Both orders of the phrase are examined and compared with 

knowledge and skills. There are thus four lexical items under consideration – knowledge and 

skills (K&S) and skills and knowledge (S&K), as well as knowledge and skills. Observations are 

based on similarities in terms of shared collocations and associated lexical fields. 

7.4.1 Range of K&S and S&K collocates  

Data 

The most commonly occurring collocates in any position for knowledge and skills and skills and 

knowledge compared to knowledge and skills as words are presented in Table 7.8. 
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Table 7.8 The most commonly occurring collocates in any position for knowledge and skills, 

skills and knowledge, knowledge and skills  

knowledge and skills skills and knowledge knowledge skills 

innovation their skills Australia 

economy required their development 

their new innovation prosperity 

application through economy knowledge 

work individuals new workforce 

development need theoretical training 

education job skill roadmap 

training access required industry 

underpinning informal experience national 

process develop work future 

Interpretation 

The lexical fields of knowledge and skills, skills and knowledge and knowledge seem to be 

based around the individual in the economy. The lexical field surrounding skills on its own is 

based around broad yet vague abstract nouns. 

7.4.2 Patterns of L1 collocates for K&S and S&K 

Data 

The most frequently occurring collocates in column L1 for knowledge and skills and skills and 

knowledge compared to knowledge and skills as words are presented in Table 7.9. 

Table 7.9 The most frequently occurring collocates in column L1 for knowledge and skills, skills 

and knowledge, knowledge and skills 

knowledge and skills skills and knowledge  knowledge skills 

underpinning their theoretical VET 

integrates right underpinning future 

their adaptive foundation foundation 

apply apply skills their 

training world-class technical employability 

foundation specific detailed numeracy 

using employment practical generic 

underlying acquired required new 

transfer existing general basic 

little-used required industry national 

Interpretation 

Underpinning, underlying and foundation feature before both knowledge and skills and 

knowledge. The word knowledge may be triggering the FOUNDATION conceptual metaphor in 

both cases. 
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The lists for knowledge and knowledge and skills seem similar. The lists for skills and skills and 

knowledge also seem similar. This suggests that the associations of the phrases are strongly 

influenced by the initial term in the phrase. 

7.4.3 Patterns of R1 collocates for K&S and S&K 

Data 

The most frequently occurring collocates in column R1 for knowledge and skills and skills and 

knowledge compared to knowledge and skills as words are presented in Table 7.10. 

Table 7.10 The most frequently occurring collocates in column R1 for knowledge and skills, 

skills and knowledge, knowledge and skills 

knowledge and skills skills and knowledge knowledge skills 

required required economy Australia 

gained through skills development 

effective already innovation formation 

should gained required councils 

needed RPL base(d) shortages 

  intensive needs 

  creation required 

  transfer deepening 

  work training 

  necessary investment 

Interpretation 

The lists for knowledge and skills seem similar. The lists for knowledge and skills and skills and 

knowledge also seem similar. In other words, the words are more like each other than either of 

the phrases, and the phrases are more like each other than they are like the words. The 

behaviour of the phrases may be driven by their status as phrases rather than by whichever 

word is first or second in the phrase. 

7.4.4 Three-word phrase collocates of K&S and S&K 

Data 

The most common phrases among the collocates of knowledge and skills and skills and 

knowledge compared to knowledge and skills as words are presented in Table 7.11. 
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Table 7.11 The most common phrases among the collocates of knowledge and skills, skills and 

knowledge, knowledge and skills 

knowledge and 

skills 

skills and 

knowledge 

knowledge skills 

knowledge and skills  skills and knowledge knowledge and skills skills for prosperity 

the innovation 

economy 

 skills and knowledge knowledge and skills 

  knowledge and skill industry skills councils 

  skills and creativity skills and knowledge 

  a knowledge 

economy 

literacy and numeracy 

  the knowledge 

economy 

Australian workforce 

futures 

Knowledge and skills is influenced by titles of the Victorian Government series of documents.   

The phrases associated with knowledge, knowledge and skills and skills and knowledge are 

more similar with each other than any of them are with skills.  

Interpretation 

This section has examined the collocations of knowledge and skills and skills and knowledge 

not as individual words but as phrases. The idea is to see whether the collocations of the 

phrases are any different from the collocations of the individual words, knowledge or skills, or 

from each other. A detailed comparison is beyond the scope of this study. Impressionistically, 

however, there is a sense that skills is the most distinctive term. Skills is slightly different from 

the other three lexical items in both range and collocating phrases. Yet there are slight 

differences between the other lexical items as well. This suggests that not only are the phrases 

separate lexical items from the individual words, but that the phrases could potentially be 

considered as separate lexical items from each other. We return to this issue in the next 

chapter. 

7.5 Phrases 
This section focuses on frequently occurring phrases other than knowledge and skills. 

7.5.1 Keyword phrases   

Data 

Knowledge and skills occur in a large number of phrases other than the phrase at the heart of 

the study, knowledge and skills. The three-word phrases in which either knowledge or skills 

occurs at least three times are presented in Table 7.12. 
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Table 7.12 The three-word phrases in which either knowledge or skills occurs at least three 

times  

Phrase Frequency  Sequence 

knowledge and skills 144 101 

skills and knowledge 111 165 

skills and workforce  96 220 

employment and skills 47 777 

knowledge and skill 26 1,977 

training and skills 19  3,027 

qualifications and skills 18 3,354 

education and skills 16 4,112 

workforce and skills 15 4,199 

learning and skills 10 8,016 

knowledge and understanding 10 8,020 

development and skills 8 11,506 

knowledge and attitudes 5 22,022 

knowledge and experience 4 8,021 

skill and knowledge 4 27,930 

experience and knowledge 4 32,597 

skills and innovation 3 41,998 

skills and expertise 3 42,000 

skills and experiences 3 42,001 

skills and education 3 42,002 

skills and capability 3 42,004 

understanding and skills 3 37,324 

jobs and skills 3 47,952 

innovation and skills 3 48,580 

skills and knowledge-based 3 41,996 

innovation and knowledge 3 48,582 

information and knowledge 3 48,629 

skill and learning 3 42,070 

There are 28 phrases, of which 23 contain skill(s). Only 11 contain knowledge. All except one of 

the phrases (skills and knowledge-based) is a nominal binomial, based on two nouns, like 

knowledge and skills itself. This is not simply the effect of an analytical focus on three-word 

phrases. Other non-binomial phrases would still appear if they occurred on more than three 

occasions. 

There are wide gaps in the sequence of frequent three-word phrases. These are occupied by 

clusters, that is, groups of words that do not have a structural or semantic coherence and 

hence are not phrases. Examples include per cent of (2 occurrences), the number of (6), the 
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development of (8). These are excluded, as the focus of the study is on phrases. Although 

clusters are excluded they provide an insight into the growth concerns of the documents. The 

number of gaps between phrases very broadly indicates the complexity of individual 

documents, with 1974 and 1980 having a high number of clusters between phrases. 

As the most frequently occurring three-word phrases knowledge and skills and skills and 

knowledge are central to the corpus. The two sequences combined total 255 occurrences, far 

more than any other phrase involving either of the words. The sequence knowledge and skills 

occurs slightly more frequently than the sequence skills and knowledge.  

Like knowledge and skills itself, many of the phrases containing knowledge and skills are 

reversible. The range of reversibility of key phrases (from the most reversible to the least 

reversible) is presented in Table 7.13.  

Table 7.13 The range of reversibility of key phrases  

Phrase Frequency  Sequence 

experience and knowledge 4 32,597 

knowledge and experience 4 8,021 

   

innovation and skills 3 48,580 

skills and innovation 3 41,998 

   

knowledge and skills 144 101 

skills and knowledge 111 165 

   

skills and workforce  96 220 

workforce and skills 15 4,199 

   

learning and skills 10 8,016 

skill41 and learning 3 42,070 

   

education and skills 16 4,112 

skills and education 3 42,002 

   

knowledge and skill 26 1,977 

skill and knowledge 4 27,930 

 

                                                           
41

 This is skill, not skills, but is included as indicative of the binomial trend. 
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The range goes from the fully flexible (experience and knowledge) to the almost fully fixed 

(knowledge and skill). The latter is far more fixed than the version of the phrase containing 

skills. 

Interpretation 

The notion of reversibility of binomial phrases was introduced in Chapter Four. The relative 

frequency with which one sequence of a binomial occurs over the other is called the 

‘reversibility score’ (Mollin, 2012, p. 83). A score of 100 indicates complete irreversibility or 

frozenness, and 50 reflects full reversibility. The reversibility score for knowledge and skills in 

the knowledge corpus is 56.47, so knowledge and skills is highly reversible. 

The reversibility rating of knowledge and skills in the knowledge corpus in relation to the 

reference corpora is as follows:  

 WebCorp 56.06 

 Knowledge corpus 56.47 

 Phrases in English 62.26  

 Google Books Ngram viewer 66.66  

 Google Books American English Corpus 68.28 

Reversibility ratings are high in all four reference corpora.  This suggests that high reversibility 

is not a feature of vocational policy documents in particular, and that knowledge and skills is 

highly reversible across all discourses. However the general tendency is that the larger and 

more generalised the corpus, the less the reversibility.  

Reversibility is considered to be an indicator of the extent to which the component terms are 

still lexicalised. High reversibility suggests that the meaning of each of the words is consciously 

considered on each occurrence of its use, based on a clearly understood meaning. Such a 

choice may be made in order to emphasise one or other of the terms in the phrase.  However, 

this high reversibility could equally imply a lack of thought about the sequence, since the 

sequences observed in the knowledge corpus revealed no clear rationale for their sequencing 

on any particular occasion. This would imply a lack of lexicalisation, and a weakening of 

meaning. 

There is little evidence in the corpus for change in reversibility over time. In some documents 

neither form occurs (1980, 1990, 2005). In some cases one sequence occurs but not the other 
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(K&S in 197442, S&K in 2008, 2009, 2010, 2012). In other cases both occur equally (1979, 

2002b) or roughly equally (1988, 1991, 1994, 2003, 2006, 2013). In some cases one far 

outweighs the other (K&S in 1992, 2000, 2002a, 2004, 2007 and S&K in 2001, 2011). There is 

no pattern of change towards one or other of the sequences over time. 

Both sequences of seven of the phrases containing knowledge and skills occur three times or 

more.  This shows the reversibility phenomenon is not restricted to the phrase knowledge and 

skills, but to other keyword phrases as well. This indicates that the forces influencing 

reversibility are affecting not just one particular phrase. 

7.5.2 All phrases   

The analysis revealed a high frequency of other phrases. These phrases give insights into the 

focus of the vocational policy discourse. 

Three-word phrases 

Data 

The most frequently occurring three-word phrases in the corpus are presented in Table 7.14. 

Table 7.14 The most frequently occurring three-word phrases 

Phrase Frequency  Sequence 

education and training  1,839 1 

the key competencies 637 4 

the labour force 367 15 

state(s) and territory(ies) 364(265) 16(32) 

literacy and numeracy 294 24 

the Australian government 289 27 

New South Wales 278 29 

the VET sector 256 35 

the labour market 240 38 

skills for prosperity 212 50 

Again, there are wide gaps in the sequence which are occupied by clusters, that is, groups of 

words that do not have a structural or semantic coherence. 

 

                                                           
42 In 1974 Kangan makes the only distinction between knowledge or skills in the corpus, in 

relation to the study of knowledge for its own sake, a reflection of the Education focus of early 

TAFE. 
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Interpretation 

Education and training is by far the most frequent three-word phrase in the corpus. This is 

interesting considering the relative decline of the words on their own noted earlier. In only a 

third of its occurrences is education and training a part of the phrase vocational education and 

training, indicating there may be a wider range of collocations and associative meanings for 

the phrase.  

Both the Australian government and the states and territories are frequent, reflecting the 

perpetual interplay and tension between them in VET policy examined in Chapter Two.  The 

phrase the key competencies dominates the corpus, reflecting its effect in framing the VET 

sector. The labour force and the labour market are a clear policy focus.  

Other than competencies, though, the prime concern is literacy and numeracy. Neither would 

seem to reflect the higher level educational needs of a knowledge economy (which is not in 

the list). Inspection of the actual phrames reveals an emerging concern in the later documents 

that some sectors of the community may be unable to participate adequately in the 

knowledge economy without foundation skills. This becomes a focus of later documents. 

Skills for prosperity, the tenth most frequent phrase, occurs in just two documents (Bullock, 

2011 and 2013). This reflects the emerging use of phrases as slogans, or “banner words” 

(Teubert, 2001) and the constant repetition of key political messages in later documents. The 

effect of document titles also gets stronger over time. This is particularly evident in DIIRD 

(2008) and Bullock (2009). Combined with occurrences of skills in department and agency 

titles, such as Skills Australia, the effect becomes very strong in the later documents. 

Four-word phrases 

The focus of the study has been on three-word phrases due to the focus on knowledge and 

skills. The analysis reveals the frequency of a number of four-word phrases as well. 

Data 

The most frequently occurring four-word phrases are presented in Table 7.15. 
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Table 7.15 The most frequently occurring four-word phrases  

Phrase Frequency  Sequence No. texts 

vocational education and training 636 1 24 

colleges of advanced education 467 2 4 

technical and further education 370 3 13 

language, literacy and numeracy 177 12 6 

the tertiary education commission 174 13 2 

a roadmap for VET 173 14 1 

employment, education and training 170 17 8 

vocational and technical education 130 22 4 

VET and higher education 128 23 9 

Australian Bureau of Statistics 116 24 13 

Interpretation 

These phrases tend to contain elements of the names of sectors and agencies. This reinforces 

the earlier finding of the influence of titles on frequency patterns. This indicates that titles of 

sectors, programs and agencies are a major source of new phrases. Again, however, this does 

not necessarily mean that the terms are lexicalised in their titles.  

7.5.3 Policy binomials 

The high number of additional binomial phrases in the knowledge corpus is an unexpected 

finding.  They outweigh all other types of three-word phrase in terms of frequency. These 

‘policy binomials’ capture many of the central themes of the vocationalist discourse.  

Data 

There are three binomial phrases in the top ten frequencies, education and training, states and 

territories and literacy and numeracy. However, the analysis has revealed many more binomial 

phrases than these. The next 50 most frequent binomials, noun and adjectival, are: 

employment and training (232), universities and colleges (159), knowledge and skills 

(144), vocational and technical (143), teaching and learning (120), non-formal and 

informal (119), skills and knowledge (111), commonwealth and state (110), research 

and development (108), public and private (97), apprentices and trainees (88), training 

and employment (84), current and future (82), metal and electrical (81), access and 

equity (80), economic and social (78), supply and demand (70), social and economic 

(69), apprenticeships and traineeships (66), commerce and industry (66), assessment 

and reporting (63), training and development (63), practical and theoretical (61), adult 

and community (57), industry and commerce (57), teachers and trainers (56), training 
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and assessment (54), primary and secondary (51), theoretical and practical (51), 

building and construction (50), city and guilds (48), employment and skills (47), science 

and technology (46), formal and informal (43), small and medium (43), ideas and 

techniques (42), learning and assessment (42), health and safety (41), enterprises and 

individuals (39), rural and regional (39), technical and vocational (39), education and 

employment (38), language and literacy (37), skills and qualifications (35), skills and 

experience (34), training and education (34), ideas and information (32), national and 

state (32). 

The binomial phrases vary in their reversibility. They are presented from least to most 

reversible in Table 7.16. 

Table 7.16 Binomial phrases from least to most reversible (Items in bold are discussed below)  

research and development (108) development and research (0) 100.00 

current and future (82) future and current (0) 100.00 

apprenticeships and traineeships (66) traineeships and apprenticeships (0) 100.00 

assessment and reporting (63) reporting and assessment (0) 100.00 

adult and community (57) community and adult (0) 100.00 

teachers and trainers (56) trainers and teachers (0) 100.00 

learning and employment (53) employment and learning (0) 100.00 

primary and secondary (51) secondary and primary (0) 100.00 

building and construction (50) construction and building (0) 100.00 

city and guilds (48) guilds and city (0) 100.00 

science and technology (46) technology and science (0) 100.00 

formal and informal (43) informal and formal (0) 100.00 

small and medium (43) medium and small (0) 100.00 

ideas and techniques (42) techniques and ideas (0) 100.00 

health and safety (41) safety and health (0) 100.00 

language and literacy (37) literacy and language (0) 100.00 

ideas and information (32) information and ideas (0) 100.00 

skills and experience (34) experience and skills (0) 100.00 

education and training (1,839) training and education (34) 98.18 

access and equity (80) equity and access (3) 96.38 

universities and colleges (159) colleges and universities (6) 96.36 
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metal and electrical (81) electrical and metal (4) 95.29 

training and assessment (54) assessment and training (4) 93.10 

learning and assessment (42) assessment and learning (4)    91.30 

non-formal and informal (119) informal and non-formal (12) 90.83 

apprentices and trainees (88) trainees and apprentices (10)  89.79 

training and development (63) development and training (8) 88.73 

public and private (97) private and public (15) 86.60 

teaching and learning (120) learning and teaching (27) 81.63 

employment and skills (47) skills and employment (11) 81.03 

education and employment (38) employment and education (9) 80.85 

vocational and technical (143) technical and vocational (39) 78.57 

commonwealth and state (110) state and commonwealth (33) 76.92 

supply and demand (70) demand and supply (25) 73.68 

employment and training (197) training and employment (84) 69.61 

skills and qualifications (35) qualifications and skills (18) 66.03 

enterprises and individuals (39) individuals and enterprises (24) 61.90 

rural and regional (39) regional and rural (29) 57.35 

knowledge and skills (144) skills and knowledge (111) 56.47 

practical and theoretical (61) theoretical and practical (51) 54.46 

commerce and industry (66) industry and commerce (57) 53.65 

economic and social (78) social and economic (69) 53.06 

national and state (32) state and national (32) 50.00 

Of the 50 most frequent, knowledge and skills was the fifth most reversible. In other words it is 

unfrozen and flexible in its order. In this matter the most frequently occurring policy binomial, 

education and training, provides a useful reference point for knowledge and skills. Although 

there are 18 fully frozen binomials (in this corpus), education and training is actually almost 

frozen as can be seen in the Table 7.17.  
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Table 7.17 The relative reversibility of knowledge and skills  

research and development (108) development and research (0) 100.00 

education and training (1,839) training and education (34) 98.18 

knowledge and skills (144) skills and knowledge (111) 56.47 

national and state (32) state and national (32) 50.00 

In contrast to knowledge and skills, some 17 phrases are frozen. The most frequently occurring 

examples (after research and development) are presented in Table 7.18. 

Table 7.18 The most irreversible binomials in the knowledge corpus 

current and future (82) future and current (0) 100.00 

apprenticeships and traineeships (66) traineeships and apprenticeships (0) 100.00 

assessment and reporting (63) reporting and assessment (0) 100.00 

adult and community (57) community and adult (0) 100.00 

teachers and trainers (56) trainers and teachers (0) 100.00 

Interpretation 

What is striking about Table 7.17 is the lack of reversibility of education and training. Although 

both words are very frequent, they have lost prominence, or relative frequency. Given their 

relative loss of prominence as words, this irreversibility in the phrase provides further evidence 

of their delexicalisation, though it runs counter to the notion that delexicalisation leads to 

higher reversibility.  

Most phrases in Table 7.18 can be seen to conform to the ordering constraints presented in 

Table 4.6. Only the frozenness of teachers and trainers is surprising, given the tendency over 

time to favour trainers rather than teachers in talking about VET staff. 

Binomial phrases are occasionally used for rhetorical effect. One document begins with a 

message from the premier, not the minister as in previous documents. It is not clear who is 

being addressed, but it appears to be the people of Victoria.  

To compete internationally we need to be creative and smart. We need to be healthy 

and dynamic. We need to be highly skilled and diverse. We need to be open to new 

ideas and new people. We need to speak the world’s languages and understand its 

cultures (my underlining). (DET, 2006) 
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The premier’s opening paragraph is binomial-rich. The binomial phrases give a rhythmic, 

rhetorical effect that comes from the repetition. Three are adjectival rather than nominal, 

reflecting the qualities of “Victorians”. A previous Victorian government document was also 

strong in binomial phrases.  

While the focus of the study is on knowledge and skills, it is now clear that binomial phrases 

are very common within the corpus and perhaps within policy discourse more widely. We saw 

earlier that binomial order and reversibility are subject to various constraints, one of which is 

power. Just as knowledge and skills may retain traces of the struggle for the control of their 

meanings in the curriculum, so too may these other binomial phrases.   

7.5.4 Phrase cloud   

Data 

The Phrase Cloud for the corpus is presented as Figure 7.1. 

 

Figure 7.1 The Phrase Cloud for the corpus  
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The phrase cloud, like the word cloud, shows the relative frequency of the three-word phrases 

in the corpus. The phrase cloud highlights education and training as a phrase, just as the Word 

Cloud did for the individual words. Because it includes clusters as well as phrases the 

dominance of per cent of, the number of and the development of is clear. Key phrases are 

dominated by the names of ministries, department, agencies and policy documents. 

Knowledge and skills is too infrequent to appear. 

Interpretation 

The most frequent phrase is education and training. On their own, both words have been in 

decline over time, but remain dominant in the phrase. The phrase is frozen and highly 

irreversible. This indicates the delexicalisation of the words in the phrase. Knowledge and skills 

is highly reversible, indicating that the words remain at least partially lexicalised. 

7.6 Context 
The analytical template requires the inclusion of the VOCEDPlus abstracts, keywords and 

subjects, and preface to the document. These become part of the phrame, and are used to 

identify broader contextual matters. 

7.6.1 Abstracts  

The abstracts provided a ready reference source for identifying motifs during analysis. Motifs 

are discussed below. 

7.6.2 Keywords and subjects 

Knowledge and skills are presented as words and as a phrase in the keywords and subject 

category of the VOCEDPlus database. A comparison with their occurrence in the corpus 

provides insights into their status as category keywords. The most frequent subjects, 

keywords, words and phrases are presented in Table 7.19. 
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Table 7.19 The most frequent subjects, keywords, words and phrases in the VOCEDPlus search 

categories 

VOCEDPlus The knowledge corpus 

Subjects Keywords Words Phrases 

Skills and knowledge  Skill development training education and training  

Governance Government policy education the key competencies 

Vocational education and 

training 

Education and training system  skills the labour force 

Policy  Access to education and 

training  

industry state(s) and territory(ies) 

Employment Education and training reform  per, cent literacy and numeracy 

Teaching and learning Government role national the Australian 

government 

Workforce development Recommendations Australia, Australian New South Wales 

Equity Educational policy more the VET sector 

Finance Further education development the labour market 

Outcomes Knowledge economy  students skills for prosperity 

There is a reasonable alignment between the category keywords (Subjects and Keywords) and 

the corpus keywords (words and phrases). The VOCED categorisation of the subjects and 

keywords in the corpus provided a broadly accurate reflection of the contents as revealed in 

the phrames. However, the VOCED categorisations do not reflect the significance of skills as 

revealed in the corpus. Skill, not skills occurs in the Keywords. 

VOCED arranges its contents by subject and keyword. Both appear to be manual, based on 

introspection by a cataloguer. It is interesting that it is skills and knowledge, not knowledge 

and skills that is used, and that this is a subject, but not a keyword. This reflects the 

inconsistencies and the limitations that can arise from a reliance on introspective approaches 

alone in identifying ‘keyness’. 

7.6.3 Preface 

The preface or cover letter for each document made the analysis manageable by summarising 

key points and priorities.  This finding confirmed the claim that they can be usefully viewed as 

“discursive planes” in their own right (Gillies, 2008, p. 686). 

7.6.4 Fields and motifs 

This study is focusing on the insights that can be derived from a lexical semantic analysis of 

patterns at the micro level of discourse. Two types of lexical patterns that shape the 

underlying assumptions of the discourse are lexical fields and thematic motifs. Both fields and 

motifs provide insights into how discursive assumptions are embedded in the corpus 

documents. 

http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Skills+and+knowledge%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Skill+development%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Governance%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Government+policy%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Vocational+education+and+training%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Vocational+education+and+training%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Education+and+training+system%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Policy%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Access+to+education+and+training%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Access+to+education+and+training%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Employment%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Education+and+training+reform%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Teaching+and+learning%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Government+role%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Workforce+development%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Recommendations%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Equity%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Educational+policy%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Finance%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Further+education%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Outcomes%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Knowledge+economy%22
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Lexical fields 

The findings revealed the membership of knowledge and skills in a number of overlapping 

lexical fields. These fields may be conceptual or associative, drawing upon connections in 

denotations, derivations, connotations, metaphors and collocations. They can be summarised 

as follows: 

The LEARNING field includes acquire, flexible, formation, generic, system, and lifelong learning. 

Knowledge is connected with the LEARNING field when skills and knowledge is reworded as skills 

and learning. Learning occurs most frequently in the document that focuses not on HE or VET, 

but on ACE. This suggests that learning has been replaced by other verbs in the other sectors. 

The distinctions between the processes underlying learning, acquisition and formation are 

indicative of the views of pedagogy they encompass. None involves actual teaching.  By 2007, 

for example, skills and knowledge are simply achieved. 

The MARKET field includes economy, supply and demand and competition. These are related to 

the KNOWLEDGE ECONOMY motif discussed below. The CHANGE field includes new, develop, 

enhance, expand, and innovate. The associated REFORM field includes improve, rectify, and 

restore.   

The possibility of choices of words within the KNOWLEDGE field facilitates the ‘wording’ 

(Fairclough) of knowledge. Knowledge is easily reworded as understanding or innovation, 

without any apparent effect on meaning. The strongest example is the rewording by the 

government of Victoria of the knowledge economy as the innovation economy. The two words, 

knowledge and innovation, are almost interchangeable in the Victorian government 

documents between 2001 and 2006.  

There is a frequent tension within lexical fields between the conceptual and associative 

meanings, which is another source of weakening of the words themselves. The field of which 

skill is a member by association are those to do with economic growth and national 

development. The field of which knowledge is a member by association is also related to the 

new economy but is limited to skills required to work in it. Thus the connotations between 

skills and knowledge become further separated, notwithstanding their presence in a common 

phrase. 
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Thematic motifs 

A motif is a broader notion than field. It emerges from an examination of the document itself. 

Drawing upon the lexical fields established in the Words and Co-text and from the Context (the   

abstracts, the VOCED categories and the prefaces), it is possible to identify certain motifs that 

frame the imaginary of the vocationalist discourse. 

The motifs capture the assumptions that underlie the selections from the lexical field. These 

are particularly strongly captured in the preface or cover letter, the purpose of which is to 

encapsulate and focus on what the document is intended to do. Aimed at the minister, or at 

the public, these documents tend to capture the themes of the documents in relation to the 

concerns of the day.  

These can be presented as a series of assumptions that underlie the naturalised understanding 

captured by the phrasal patterns in the corpus and hence within the vocationalist discourse.  

The KNOWLEDGE ECONOMY has arrived/is coming and must be the GOAL of education and 

training. 

Education and training is about PRODUCTIVITY. 

Qualifications are about LEVELS. 

There is a LACK of what is required for success in the knowledge economy. 

Things are okay but NEED EXPANSION and CHANGE/Things are not okay and NEED to IMPROVE or 

be REFORMed. 

People NEED to LEARN more in order to COMPETE. 

The matter is URGENT and requires FLEXIBILITY. 

There Is No Alternative (TINA). 

There are tensions and inconsistences within these, but this is not usually noticeable at the 

level of the individual document.  There is tension, for example, within the corpus between a 

and the knowledge economy, which are almost equal in occurrence. There is no simple pattern 

over time whereby what is initially postulated as a possibility (a knowledge economy) becomes 

a fact (the knowledge economy). Another example of the tensions is in the fifth assumption: 

Things are okay but NEED EXPANSION and CHANGE / Things are not okay and NEED to IMPROVE or be 

REFORMed.  
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The findings of the study indicate the ways in which micro-level lexical patterns such as these  

have shaped and sustained these assumptions, and themselves been affected by them. The 

implications of these discursive processes for knowledge in vocational education policy are 

explored in the next chapter. 
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8 Discussion of the research questions 

The previous two chapters have presented the findings of an examination and analysis of 

knowledge and skills, as words and in key phrases, in the knowledge corpus.  

The purpose of the present chapter is to integrate these findings into a response to the 

research questions set out in Chapter One. These questions are: 

1. What are the meanings of knowledge and skills as keywords? How have these 

meanings changed over time?  

2. What are the meanings of knowledge and skills in key phrases such as knowledge and 

skills? How have these meanings changed over time?  

3. What are the implications of the changes for vocational education? 

The discussion in this chapter synthesises the interpretations of the empirical findings with 

theorising about the underlying mechanisms that account for them. The conclusions to this 

discussion, and to the thesis itself, are presented in the following chapter. 

8.1 The meanings of knowledge and skills as keywords 
In this study a distinction has been made between corpus, category, vocational, and cultural 

keywords. In this study knowledge and skills are corpus keywords in the sense that they are 

the search terms used in the creation and the examination of the knowledge corpus at the 

heart of the study.  They are category keywords in the VOCEDPlus database, though, as was 

seen in Chapter Seven, VOCEDPlus underestimates the influence of skills as opposed to skill. 

They are vocational keywords in the sense that they are accepted as salient by specialists in 

the field of vocational education, although the position of knowledge as a vocational keyword 

seems to have become weakened. Their status as cultural keywords is unclear.  This section 

focuses on the latter two meanings as being most relevant to the first research question. 

8.1.1 Knowledge and skills as vocational keywords 

As a result of the examination of knowledge and skills in the knowledge corpus we are now in a 

position to present a clearer and richer profile of the words and their meanings as vocational 

keywords. This profile draws upon and extrapolates from the findings to do with frequencies, 

denotations, connotations, derivations and metaphors.  
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8.1.1.1 Frequency and salience 

The findings revealed that knowledge was not a frequently occurring term in the knowledge 

corpus, which is perhaps surprising considering that the documents chosen were anticipated 

to have a focus on knowledge. The frequency of skills makes it a corpus keyword, while 

knowledge is not. Skills is also relatively prominent in the corpus, while knowledge is not. 

There is a great difference in the frequency of knowledge and skills in the corpus.  On the face 

of it such a finding is an indicator of absolute weakness of knowledge on the one hand and 

strength of skills on the other. The gradual fall in the knowledge/skills ratio indicates a relative 

weakness as well.  

The fact that there are relatively fewer occurrences of knowledge to skills over time may be 

evidence of the weakening of knowledge as a vocational keyword. Against this interpretation is 

the salience of the two terms, which remains strong in the case of knowledge. Evidence for the 

salience of knowledge comes from the fact that there are continuing debates, at least among 

academics, over its weakening.  The status of knowledge as a vocational keyword is thus 

reflected in its salience, not its frequency. The vocational keyness of skills is reflected in both 

its salience and its frequency.  

8.1.1.2 Denotations 

The findings revealed that where knowledge does occur in the corpus its denotations are often 

unclear, and cannot be reasonably inferred from the co-text or context.  This lack of clarity 

relates to the sources and types of knowledge intended and to the sense relationships 

between knowledge and skills. 

Sources and types of knowledge 

A model of vocational knowledge was presented in Chapter Three (Table 3.3) to summarise 

the characteristics of the conceptual meanings of knowledge and skills in vocational education.  

The senses in which knowledge, skills and other vocational keywords are used in the corpus 

reflect fragments of this model but there is not a coherent presentation of it within policy 

documents. 

The model shows the relationships between propositional and practical knowledge, which is 

derived from three potential sources – disciplines, occupations and individuals. Each of these 

three sources produces two types of knowledge – propositional knowledge (know-that) and 

practical knowledge (know-how).  It is the need to accommodate all of these elements that 

makes the vocational curriculum particularly complex. 
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A particular focus on any one of these sources or types of knowledge leads to a different form 

of the vocational curriculum. At the heart of the social realist argument about the weakening 

of knowledge is the claim that these knowledge sources and types are becoming de-

differentiated and blurred. As a result the ‘powerful’ propositional knowledge of disciplines is 

de-emphasised in favour of the practical knowledge of firms and individuals. The findings 

provide evidence of this change in focus from within the knowledge corpus. 

The findings show that knowledge relating to disciplines in the corpus was almost always 

theoretical (propositional) knowledge rather than practical. Theoretical knowledge lost 

importance over time in the corpus, developing almost negative connotations. The source of 

valuable propositional knowledge became the research and development undertaken by firms 

rather than the universities, reflecting the influential distinction between Mode 1 and Mode 2 

knowledge.  

The Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) is agnostic as to the sources of bodies of 

knowledge. The result is that the notion of vocational disciplinary knowledge remains 

undeveloped. To a limited extent the notion of bodies of knowledge in the AQF takes into 

account both disciplinary know-that and also disciplinary know-how, the legitimate 

epistemological approaches in a field. However, such discipline-specific orientation is far 

outweighed in the corpus by the tendency to genericism in policy statements, qualifications 

frameworks and curriculum guidelines.  

There is an emphasis in the corpus on knowledge as information, to be held by firms, and also 

increasingly by individuals. The knowledge held within firms is not necessarily that of broader 

occupations, which is an important source of knowledge in vocational education. It may be 

simply procedural, and it may well be proprietorial. As a sustained basis for the development 

of higher level vocational expertise the knowledge held within firms is ultimately limited.  

The discursive focus on the individual is reflected in the role of experiential, practical 

knowledge in the corpus. This is reflected in the focus on the recognition of prior learning. At 

no stage is there an indication of the place of propositional knowledge generated within firms 

and by individuals.  

Relationships between knowledge and skills 

In parallel with the emerging focus on practical rather than propositional knowledge, the 

paradigm sense of skill, described in Chapter Three, has been overwhelmed in the corpus by 
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meanings that are no longer amenable to observation and judgement. In the model, skill 

underlies know-how in its paradigm sense of the manifestation of ability in a performance that 

is observable and judgeable. But how are we to observe and judge a skilled Australia?   

Answering this question requires an examination of the changing internal semantic 

relationship in the corpus between knowledge and skills. In the knowledge corpus skills comes 

to overwhelm knowledge not just through its increasing frequency but through subtle 

conceptual changes in their relationships to each other.  The paradigm sense of skills in the 

vocational curriculum knowledge model (Table 3.3) shows it as a subset of knowledge. The 

findings from the corpus suggest this and other sense relationships are being turned on their 

head. These changes in the internal conceptual relationships between knowledge and skills are 

summarised in Table 8.1 and explained below. 

Table 8.1 Changes in internal conceptual relationships between knowledge and skills 

Conceptual relationships in the academic 

model of vocational knowledge 

Conceptual relationships in the vocational 

education policy corpus 

Skills is a meronym (part) of knowledge Knowledge is a meronym (part) of skills 

Skills is a hyponym (type) of knowledge Knowledge is a hyponym (type) of skills 

Skills is a not a synonym (equivalent) of 

knowledge 

Skills is a synonym (equivalent) of knowledge 

Knowledge may be a metonym 

(representation) of skills 

Skills is a metonym (representation) of 

knowledge 

The corpus shows that knowledge has now become a part of skills. In the model of vocational 

knowledge skills are a part of know-how, just as a finger is a part of a hand. Skills can therefore 

be said to be a meronym of knowledge. In the corpus, however, as the ubiquity of skills 

develops over time, knowledge becomes subordinate to, or a subset of, skills. It is now 

knowledge which is a meronym of skills. This is heightened by the notion of embedded 

knowledge which is assumed to be a part of skills. Knowledge is frequently referred to as 

‘underpinning’ competence.  Knowledge is thus embedded within and implied by skills. Again, 

in contrast to the perspective captured in the model, knowledge is a meronym of skills. 

In the corpus knowledge is also presented as a type of skill, as, for example, a dog is a type of 

animal. In the model both know-that and know-how are types of knowledge, in other words, 

hyponyms of knowledge. Skill is a type of know-how and hence a hyponym of knowledge. 

However, there is a strong sense in the corpus that knowledge is actually a type of skill. Simply 

as a result of the ubiquity of skills, knowledge is frequently presented as a hyponym of skill. 
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The corpus shows that skills has sometimes become a substitute for or equivalent of 

knowledge. There are occasions in the corpus when either word would be acceptable 

conceptually and grammatically. In these cases knowledge and skills exhibit partial synonymy. 

Synonymy does not mean that the terms are identical, just that their similarities outweigh 

their differences. The partial synonymy is reinforced in the AQF by the frequent use of the 

phrase knowledge and/or skills, implying that they are alternatives.  It is also implied by their 

shared metaphoric meanings, in particular to do with FOUNDATIONS. These relationships have 

implications for the issue of ‘wording’ (Fairclough), whereby words can be substituted for each 

other in the creation of texts.  Knowledge is re-worded as understanding or innovation and in 

many cases simply by skills. There are fewer alternative wordings for skills. Knowledge has thus 

become a partial synonym for skills.  

In the corpus knowledge is not simply less frequent, but is almost overwhelmed, by skills. The 

ubiquity of skills is such that over time it has come to encompass all aspects of the 

vocationalist discourse. Such is the scope of skills, and its progressive loss of distinctive 

reference, that it has come to represent the discourse itself. Skills has come to represent a 

wide range of associated concepts.  Skills has thus become a metonym for knowledge and 

many other concepts within its ever-widening lexical field. Phrases like skills crisis have come 

to represent all the problems relating to vocational education and training, including 

knowledge. Combined with reform, skills now represents the entire range of labour market 

and productivity issues underlying economic performance, and seems to imply a solution 

(though such a solution has been frustratingly elusive). 

What we find over time in the corpus is almost a reversal of the sense relationships based on 

know-how and know-that in the model of vocational disciplinary knowledge presented in 

Chapter Three. That model implies that knowledge will always be more significant than skill. 

Such a view of knowledge is absent in the corpus. Knowledge is weakened as a result. 

8.1.1.3 Connotations 

The suspicion that knowledge is included in policy documents for its connotations was 

supported by the study. The type of knowledge intended is often difficult to construe. 

Knowledge is rarely differentiated in conceptual terms. This study provides evidence that the 

conceptual sense in which knowledge is intended is assumed to be already known and so is 

unproblematic. It is also assumed to be positive. 
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Yet connotations of knowledge, while mainly positive to neutral, showed evidence of 

becoming negative in the case of disciplinary knowledge. The valorising of the knowledge 

found in firms and the emphasis on recognition of prior learning and workplace-based learning 

implicitly downplay the knowledge developed in teaching institutions. The corpus revealed an 

explicit aspect of this as well, where disciplinary knowledge was framed negatively as not 

conducive to innovation.  

Connotations of skills as a word, however, are positive. The positive connotations of skills on 

its own help to overcome the possible negative connotations of the word shortages so that the 

semantic prosody of phrases such as skills shortages may be positive. The connotations of skill, 

however, are not strong enough to overcome the negative tone of its associations with levels 

(usually too low), and shortages. Knowledge is not subject to a similar process of weakening 

through negative prosody because of its narrower collocational range. 

8.1.1.4 Derivations 

This study is concerned with how the meanings of knowledge have changed over time.  The 

study has revealed the potential significance of derivation, the process whereby new words 

are derived from an existing word. Derivation is related to the process of ‘wording’, but rather 

than choosing from the existing senses of a word, a new word is derived from an existing word 

to convey an intended meaning.  

The study revealed a large number of words derived from skill and far fewer from knowledge. 

Understanding the reasons for this disparity provided insights into the relative weakening of 

knowledge in relation to skills. Two examples, based on the findings of the corpus, are the 

emergent derivations of skill as a verb, and the lexical semantics of skills, which suggest skills is 

far more than simply the plural of skill. 

Skill does not appear as a verb in the more recent dictionaries consulted in this study43. Its 

appearance in the corpus is evidence of a new ‘wording’. Skill as a verb lends itself easily to 

multiple derivations, so that skill gives upskill, which in turn gives upskilled. The semantic 

flexibility of skill is heightened by a linguistic quality not shared with know, which is its ability 

to change word class without changing its form. Many of the nouns based on skill in the corpus 

are derived from its meaning as a verb, not as a noun.  Interestingly, skill as a verb does not 

                                                           
43

 The older Universal Dictionary of the English Language (Wyld, 1961) includes a now archaic form of 
skill as a verb, meaning to differ, a usage considered no longer in use even by Dr Johnston (McAdam & 
Milne, 1963). Apart from this, the use of skill as a verb is relatively new, though it is starting to appear 
on some online dictionary sites. 
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appear to be a form of teaching or instruction. It is what a system does with individuals and 

groups, not what a teacher does with a learner. We do not find statements like “The trainer 

skilled the students”. Instead we find, “…national reforms to skill more Australians and achieve 

a more competitive, dynamic economy”, the subtitle of Gillard (2012). 

Skills (plural) has very high frequency, far greater than for skill (singular). There is some 

evidence in the corpus for a widening of the conceptual framing of skill and the narrowing of 

the conceptual framing of knowledge. There are also some slight differences apparent in their 

associative meanings.  It is difficult to be precise about these changes due to inconsistences in 

the use of skill and skills. The problem arises when skill or skills is used in a phrase with words 

beginning with s, like set and shortages. In spoken language the final s of skills is elided into the 

initial s of set or the sh of shortage. Only one s is produced. The pronunciation of skill set also 

has a single s, so the phrases are pronounced identically. A washback effect from spoken 

language may account for some of the apparent randomness in the usage of skill and skills in 

the corpus. In Bullock (2010), for example, there are 8 skill shortages and 12 skills shortages, 

with no obvious distinctions implied. The implication is that there is less conceptual distinction 

between skill and skills than may at first appear. 

The findings revealed the difference between knowledge and skills in relation to their capacity 

to generate new word forms and hence to change over time. They differ in what might be 

called their ‘morphological flexibility’. Skills is morphologically flexible, knowledge is 

morphologically inflexible. An examination of the root words from which they are derived 

provides clues as to their relative morphological flexibility. 

Knowledge is based on the ‘root’ verb know. The meanings of know come from its membership 

of many different phrases, many of which have become idiomatic, rather than from words 

derived from affixes, as is knowledge. Other than knowledge, only knowing(ly) is considered a 

separate word in the Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary (Hornby, 1992). The Universal 

English Dictionary (Wyld, 1961) includes several older forms which do not occur in the corpus. 

The online Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary (Oxford University Press, 2013) includes 

several newer colloquial phrases. Knowledge is by far the most frequent of the variants of 

know in the corpus. None of the other variants is significant enough to warrant consideration 

for inclusion. 

Skills is based on the root noun skill. In contrast to the large range of derivations in the corpus, 

reference dictionaries provide a limited number. The only other form in the OALD is skil(l)full. 
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The UED includes skilfull and skilfully, as well as skilled and skilless.  The application of skilled to 

an individual or a trade is consistent with the lexical fields found in this study.  What is striking 

however is that skilful occurs just twice in the corpus and skillfully once from around 70 

different word forms based on skill.  

The relative morphological flexibility of skill derives from three sources. The first is its syncretic 

nature, its ability to change grammatical category without changing its form. The second is the 

ease with which it accepts one of more affixes, either prefixes or suffixes, or both. The third is 

its ease of compounding, whereby it is used to create compound nouns, often without 

hyphens.   

Skills thus has much higher morphological and conceptual flexibility than knowledge. The 

combination of high morphological flexibility and high conceptual flexibility, as evidenced by 

the rewording of skills examined in Chapter Four, has contributed to the inflation of meanings 

of skill. Such flexibility facilitates the re-wording process by allowing for the easy creation of 

new words and the wording process by the easy creation of new meanings. 

The relative morphological flexibility of the terms in other key phrases may help account for 

their inflation or deflation of meaning as well. Other keywords, such as education and training 

have more in common conceptually and morphologically with knowledge than with skill. Both 

are derived from an abstract, uncountable noun. As noted by Tight, and evidenced in the 

findings, they have been in perpetual tension in vocational education.  The relative 

unprominence of training in the corpus indicates a reduction in influence, in spite of its 

residual frequency in titles of government departments. The phrase train up occurs just once 

in the corpus, in the most recent document. However, my own observation suggests that it has 

almost replaced train in spoken language, a sign perhaps of its weakness on its own. Like 

knowledge, both education and training are being weakened. 

8.1.1.5 Metaphors 

The use of metaphor is central to all language use, as described in Chapter Four. Skills and 

knowledge share a dominant conceptual FOUNDATION metaphor, but skills is involved in many 

others. Skills is both the subject of metaphors (a deep, dark pool) and used metaphorically in 

its own right (to outskill, as in out-run). What was described in the findings as a vagueness of 

the meanings of skills can be seen as an increase in the metaphoric use of skills.  

The use of metaphors accounts for some of the tensions in the debate about knowledge and 

skills described in Chapter Three. One source of tension is between connotations of a 
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metaphor. As described in Chapter Six, the connotations of the conceptual metaphor for 

training packages are positive for the members of the ORF, such as industry, but negative for 

members of the PRF, such as academics.  

There are other tensions between the conceptual metaphors that underlie the actual 

metaphors used in the corpus. Take outskill as an example. Drawing upon the COMPETITION 

motif, the ORF would implicitly accept the conceptual metaphor that EDUCATION is a RACE.  For 

members of the PRF, however, the conceptual metaphor is more likely to be that EDUCATION is a  

JOURNEY.  These conceptual metaphors share a conceptual key, that EDUCATION is MOVEMENT, but 

it is the differences rather than the similarities that affect the attitudes of language users. 

A detailed analysis of metaphor is beyond the scope of the present study, but it seems 

reasonable to assume that such tensions will continue to affect the debate surrounding 

vocationalist discourse while their sources remain unrecognised. 

Skill, as opposed to skills, has a conceptual core that makes it in tune with the vocationalist 

focus on performance, and countability.  We saw in the debate on the nature of skills in 

Chapter Four the importance of a distinction between a concept that is easily divisible and 

hence countable (skills, competencies) and those that are not (skill, competence). The effect on 

skills is to make it countable and amenable to metaphor. For example, skills portfolio occurs in 

the corpus, but skill portfolio does not. Knowledge is not amenable to this kind of 

morphological manipulation.  

What then is the status of knowledge as a vocational keyword, based on the findings of an 

analysis of the phrames of the knowledge corpus? It has salience, as evidenced by the debates 

that prompted this study, though it does not have frequency. The salience is more for 

academics than policy makers. For policy-makers its occurrences are more to do with 

associations, as kind of residual honorific status, than for its conceptual meanings. Knowledge 

is restricted in its range and scope derivationally and metaphorically. Skills, on the other hand, 

is salient, frequent, flexible, rich and diverse. Knowledge as a word may be losing its status as a 

vocational keyword. The status of skills seems unassailable. 

8.1.2 Knowledge and skills as cultural keywords 

Skills has been confirmed as a vocational keyword. Knowledge as a vocational keyword is in 

decline. But their status as vocational keywords is restricted to debates between those 

engaged in vocational education. The influence of vocationalist discourse extends beyond the 

struggle for control of the pedagogic device outwards though the media to society. Could 
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knowledge and skills therefore be considered cultural keywords? Are they part of larger social 

debates? The KeyWords Projects referred to in Chapter Four proposed a set of criteria 

regarding which words may be considered cultural keywords. This section uses these criteria to 

interrogate the findings. 

Cultural keywords are current; they are technical terms in everyday use; they are salient (not 

necessarily frequent) in some context in opinion-forming media as well as academic literature. 

Both knowledge and skills are current in this sense, though knowledge much less so. They are 

in use with both an everyday application but also a specialised technical or disciplinary 

application. This is the source of the tension between the PRF and the ORF.  

Cultural keywords are polysemous – they have multiple senses; they are single words with 

different senses; they are vague words narrowed according to the context. Different aspects of 

their meaning can be activated simultaneously causing confusion.  Both knowledge and skills 

have been shown to be polysemous. They may appear vague and open to different construals 

according to the context, and may therefore be a source of confusion. A benign interpretation 

of vagueness is simply that knowledge is accepted as a good thing, and is therefore 

unproblematic. But this glosses over the tensions and debates between different sources of 

knowledge - academic disciplines, occupations and workplaces, and personal experiences, and 

the different forms knowledge can take (know-that and know-how). To some extent, this 

reflects the status of knowledge as a cultural keyword. It is vagueness rather than weakness. 

Cultural keywords are categorical;  they give a name to, or ‘word’, social practices and beliefs. 

They are relatively abstract terms that shape the world rather than simply functioning as part 

of daily life. Both knowledge and skills are categorical to some extent, which means that they 

themselves create the categories they name, as with the knowledge economy and the skills 

sector. Both are the nodes of lexical fields. Both are categories of the VOCEDPlus database and 

are broadly aligned with the notions of keyness held by the database designers, as revealed in 

the findings in Chapter Seven.  Keywords are likely to be relatively abstract nouns.  This is the 

case with knowledge, but not with skills in its paradigm sense. But as has been seen, skills has 

moved towards more abstract meanings, such as a skilled Australia, thus helping to create a 

new social imaginary. 

Cultural keywords are contested; they are debated in the public domain and not just in 

professional fields. Knowledge and skills are actively contested, hence their appearance in 

settings such as professional conferences. Debate arounds knowledge rarely extend beyond 
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specialist settings to form part of wider public debates, however. Skills, on the other hand, are 

a frequent element of such debates. 

Cultural keywords are typically the main word in or member of a group of terms used in such 

debates. They can represent other words; they are part of a cluster of interrelated co-

occurring words, what Williams called ‘habitual groupings’.  Cultural keywords are members of 

a range of lexical fields based on their denotations, derivations, collocations and metaphors. 

This has been shown to be the case for knowledge and skills in the knowledge corpus. Indeed, 

it is these habitual groupings, or collocations, that are the theoretical and methodological 

focus of the study. Knowledge and skills are clearly members of such clusters.  However, in all 

cases these fields were broader for skills than for knowledge. For example, the range of 

collocations was shown in the findings to be more extensive for skills than it was for 

knowledge. Knowledge was highly co-dependent on skills, but skills was far more independent 

of knowledge. 

The knowledge lexical field is largely focused on the needs of individuals. Within the 

knowledge corpus knowledge stays within the boundaries of its ‘dictionary’ meanings of 

theoretical knowledge (disciplinary or occupational), informational knowledge and experiential 

knowledge. The collocates of skills reveal membership of much broader, vaguer lexical fields 

which extend the purview of skills to the level of national prosperity. Skills is a member of a 

larger number of overlapping fields than knowledge as a result of its relative conceptual and 

morphological simplicity and hence its flexibility.  

It seems reasonable to conclude that both knowledge and skills are functioning to a greater or 

lesser extent as cultural keywords. Though knowledge is not strong as a cultural keyword, this 

may become the most significant keyword status that knowledge has, as its status as a 

vocational keyword fades.   

8.2 The meanings of knowledge and skills in key phrases  
The second research question concerns knowledge and skills in key phrases. Key phrases were 

defined in Chapter One as phrases in which one or more keywords is a member. The most 

important of such phrases, knowledge and skills, is the one that contains both keywords. This 

key phrase will be the focus of this section. However, the findings have revealed other 

binomial phrase patterns involving one or other keywords, as well as the existence of many 

other policy binomials. Their significance will also be addressed. 
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The two main influences on the meanings of binomial phrases are the ordering of their 

component words and the extent to which this order is reversible.  Both have implications for 

the weakening of knowledge in the phrase knowledge and skills. 

8.2.1 Power and the ordering of knowledge and skills 

It was shown in Chapter Four (Table 4.6) that there are a number of constraints on the 

ordering of the elements of a binomial phrase.  Of the 17 constraints, 12 indicated that skills 

would be in the initial position and five suggested knowledge in the initial position.  On these 

grounds skills and knowledge is more likely as the dominant order in the corpus. Yet this is not 

the case, since both sequences occur frequently. It seems likely that it is the three ‘semantic 

constraints’, perceptual markedness, iconicity and power, that are influencing the ordering.  

Perceptual markedness, which locates the less observable term first, clearly favours the 

knowledge and skills sequence. Perceptual markedness is what distinguishes skills from 

knowledge in the paradigm sense. It is the observability of skills that make them attractive in 

an evidence-based discursive environment.  The occurrence of knowledge in the first position 

is consistent with this. On the other hand the fourth most reversible phrase in the corpus, 

which is very similar conceptually to knowledge and skills, is practical and theoretical 

(61)/theoretical and practical (51). In this case, unlike with knowledge and skills, the more 

abstract member of the pair (theoretical) is slightly less dominant. 

Iconicity seems to favour the knowledge and skills sequence as well, but less clearly. The 

notion of iconicity captures a shared cultural sense of the naturalness of a certain sequence. 

Yet it is hard to say whether knowledge precedes skills, either temporally or logically. A theme 

of this study is precisely the complexity of this issue. Perhaps a remnant sense of the 

importance of knowledge is still extant. This is consistent with Motschenbacher’s suggestion 

that the order of ladies and gentlemen is a remnant of an earlier iconicity which has been 

substantially challenged by the increasing reversibility of related terms like men and women 

and fathers and mothers.  

The final constraint is the one Mollin found to be the first and most influential, power.  The 

notion of power is relatively undeveloped in the phraseological literature. It has gone little 

beyond Malkiel’s (1959) reference to “priorities inherent in the structure of society” (p. 145). 

Motschenbacher has extended this to an examination of personal binomials. That notion can 

now be applied to the ‘policy binomials’ identified in this study. 
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In Chapter Four debates about knowledge and skills were explained as a struggle for control 

over the pedagogic device by members of the official and pedagogic recontextualising fields.  

At the centre of this struggle is the control over the increasing dominance of the vocationalist 

curriculum with its emphasis on skills rather than knowledge.  Could it be that such a struggle 

is manifested in the order and reversibility of key policy binomials like knowledge and skills? 

Do users choose the order in accordance with their views of the importance of either term? 

There are several arguments for and against this notion. In favour of this view is the fact that 

other constraints that favour skills and knowledge are overridden in the corpus. Also favouring 

the view is the lack of evidence for grammatical or discursive drivers of ordering. An 

examination of the phrases in context might be expected to reveal whether the sequence is 

influenced by the cohesion of the text, that is, the way in which it uses grammatical devices to 

turn individual phrases, clauses and sentences into a text. An examination of concordance lines 

revealed no such indicators. 

Against the notion of ordering as struggle is that the findings in the specialised corpus are 

similar to those for the general corpora. In all corpora knowledge and skills is the preferred 

sequence. There is a high number of occurrences of both sequences and these were found to 

be slightly less reversible in the reference corpora. This suggests that the degree of reversibility 

is not significantly affected by the fact that the present study is based on a specialised rather 

than a generalised corpus. It is not just an aspect of the specialised policy discourse examined 

in this study. The influence of vocationalist discourse is much broader and extends into the 

general community. 

Also against this notion of ordering as deliberate choice is the apparent randomness of the 

variations in sequencing. Only rarely is there an indicator of why a sequence is chosen, where 

the co-text indicates why a choice was made, as in “the basic skills and knowledge”, and 

“theoretical knowledge and motor skills” (Crawford, 1991). Here the collocations of basic and 

theoretical may have led to the sequence. In another case the sequence is driven by the title of 

the document (Kosky, 2002a). They may be responding to non-semantic, phonological ordering 

constraints, as with specialised skills and knowledge, quoted earlier. Generally there are no 

clues as to what distinction appears to be intended, either from the co-text or the context.                     

Against the notion of ordering as choice as a tactic in a discursive struggle as well is the 

implication that users of the phrase are able to exercise agency in its use. We saw earlier that 

the significance of keywords and phrases was the unconscious levels at which they operate. 
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This is also the level at which most grammatical sequencing decisions are made.  Determining 

what leads to one sequence or the other being used is a matter of pragmatics rather than 

semantics and beyond the scope of the study. However, the reversibility of patterns suggests 

that rather than the order being determined on a case by case basis, depending on some 

conscious choice being made based on the meanings of the individual terms, their apparent 

randomness suggests that almost no thought is given to the sequence at all. 

8.2.2 Lexicalisation and the reversibility of knowledge and skills 

The phrase knowledge and skills has been used throughout this study as the default rendering 

of the phrase. Knowledge and skills is indeed the preferred sequence. Yet the study has shown 

that the alternative order, skills and knowledge is also highly frequent (the frequencies are 144 

to 111). There is a high number of occurrences of both sequences. There is thus a high 

reversibility score for knowledge and skills, meaning that it is almost completely reversible. I 

had hypothesised previously (Corbel, 2014) that the reversibility would lessen over time, so 

this result was surprising. What then are the implications of high reversibility for the 

weakening of knowledge?  Are knowledge and/or skills delexicalised in either sequence of the 

phrase?   

It was shown in Chapter Four that some patterns of words can be treated as if they were a 

single word, or more precisely a single lexical item. For a phrase to be considered a single 

lexical item it needs to be notionally stored in the mental lexicon as a single entity and 

retrieved from the mental lexicon in the same way. In other words, it is treated as a single 

chunk and not ‘assembled’ word by word when it is activated in use. This does not appear to 

be the case for knowledge and skills. 

It might be argued that there are in fact two phrases (K&S/S&K), each of which is a single 

lexical item. In favour of this argument is the slight difference in semantic prosody found for 

each of the sequences. The high frequency of both sequences of the phrase would be evidence 

of their mental existence as single entities. Against the view that there are two separate lexical 

items is the frequency of the words independent of the phrase, the high level of reversibility of 

the phrase, the high level of substitutability of terms within the phrase, and the lack of 

grammatical evidence. 

Whether or not knowledge and skills does function as a lexical item does not really matter 

much. It clearly has not become ‘frozen’ as an idiom, an aphorism or an everyday expression. 

Nor is it likely to do so, given the characteristics of both words as keywords.  
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However, just because knowledge and skills is not frozen as a lexical item does not necessarily 

mean that the words in the phrase are fully lexicalised. To what extent then do the individual 

words retain lexicality? On the one hand, their occurrence in phrases suggests they may be 

delexicalised. On the other hand, the high level of reversibility suggests that they are still 

lexicalised to some extent. That is, even though in any particular occurrence of use we are not 

able to say which conceptual sense is intended, we can provide a plausible sense for the 

context.  

This may be a reasonable assumption in the case of unfrozen phrases such as national and 

state, where the conceptual meanings of the terms are well known and shared. It is less clear 

in relation to a phrase like knowledge and understanding. In Chapter Three knowledge was 

defined as understanding. This suggests it does not add any meaning to the phrase knowledge 

and understanding.  The addition of understanding subtly delexicalises knowledge by implying 

it is not a part of knowledge.  

A comparison can be made with education and training. Education and training is the 19th 

most frozen policy binomial. Knowledge and skills is 46th. Education and training are key as 

words and as a phrase. The tensions surrounding education and training in earlier chapters are 

reflected in the findings. Training shows a constantly falling trajectory, reflected in the changes 

in prominent words over time.  Although there are 18 fully frozen binomials (in this corpus), 

education and training is actually almost frozen, as can be seen in the Table 7.17). 

In an earlier article (Corbel, 2014) I argued that the lexical item knowledge and skills is not 

emergent in the morphogenetic sense. For Archer, “Fundamentally what distinguishes an 

‘emergent property’ is its real homogeneity, namely that the relations between its 

components are internal and necessary ones rather than seemingly regular concatenations of 

heterogeneous features…” (Archer, 1995, p. 173). However, I argued that the concatenations 

(what I have called collocations) are not just seemingly regular; they are regular, more regular 

that any observer, including Archer, can know without the benefit of analysis of a large 

number of texts. Moreover, while it is true that the words knowledge and skills do exist 

separately, their meanings within the lexical item knowledge and skills may indeed be 

becoming more homogeneous.  

My earlier study (Corbel, 2014) was based on a single text from the midpoint of the knowledge 

corpus. This study, based on 24 documents over a forty year period, has shown that knowledge 

and skills is still not emergent in Archer’s sense.  The proof of concept study concluded with 
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the words “So perhaps a better answer to the question is: not yet”.  On the basis of the 

present study I do not believe the phrase will reduce its reversibility in the near future and 

become more frozen. An examination of other policy binomials such as education and training 

and teaching and learning provides indications of future trends for knowledge and skills. 

8.3 The implications for vocational education policy 
To address the third research question this section draws upon findings from all three sections 

of the phrames – Word, Co-text and Context. The Word section of the template presented the 

conceptual and associative meanings of knowledge and skills as words within the knowledge 

corpus. This provided insights into their denotations, connotations, derivations and 

metaphors. The Co-text section presented the conceptual and associative meanings of 

knowledge and skills in phrases, focusing on the range of collocations and the patterns and 

phrases of which they are a part. The Context section of the phrame goes beyond the co-text 

to examine the textual context in which the keywords and phrases occur. This is also the link to 

the wider vocationalist discourse of which this corpus is a part.   

The implications for vocational education policy are drawn from an examination of discursive 

traces of lexical tensions at the micro level,  from an examination of patterns at the mezzo 

level in three policy texts from Skills Australia (Bullock, 2009, 2010, 2011), and, at the macro 

level, from the outlook for skills degrees in the mixed sector. 

8.3.1 Discursive traces at the micro level 

A focus on the micro level of discourse as manifested in policy texts is a feature of this study. 

The benefits of this complementary focus are that a micro-level focus can provide insights into 

larger discursive issues. Two examples revealed in the findings are the tensions between 

change and reform, and the implications of the pluralisation of words such as skill and 

knowledge. 

8.3.1.1 Tensions between change and reform 

A finding in Chapter Seven was the tension within the motif of CHANGE/REFORM. This motif was 

expressed as follows: Things are okay but NEED EXPANSION and CHANGE / Things are not okay and 

NEED to IMPROVE or be REFORMed. As members of a lexical field the difference between CHANGE 

and REFORM may appear small until the words within each field are examined more closely.   

While the motif of REFORM is dominant, the word itself is not highly frequent. Reform is the 

fifth most frequent collocates of skills, but the overall occurrences (601) keep it out of the 

most-frequent lists.  
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Reform is a hybrid term, both a ‘banner’ word and a ‘stigma’ word. Applied to ‘us’ (the 

government on behalf of the people), it has positive connotations.  Applied to ‘them’, those 

who need reforming, it has negative connotations.  This is slightly at odds with Teubert, who 

sees words as either banner or stigma, but not both.   

Reform has negative connotations historically. The Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary 

(Hornby, 1992) defines it as “to improve by removing abuses”. The current online version 

(Oxford University Press, 2013) defines it as “to improve by making changes”. The current 

version appears more neutral. However, a negative connotation is evident in older phrases 

such as what used to be called a reform school.  

Reform, now an apparently neutral term, may still carry its older connotation relating to poor 

behaviour (as in a reformed character). This may form a negative prosody for its collocations 

such as skills. Thus skills reform can carry the implication that there are bad practices that must 

be corrected.  Restore is more neutral, but does imply to some extent that that which is to be 

restored is preferable to the current situation.  On the other hand, the positive associations of 

skills may have already delexicalised reform and purged it of its negative connotations.  

The relationship between reform and restore is important for TAFE institutes. Both words were 

used in relation to TAFE institutes. Both are related to a lexical field to do with bringing about 

change. In Kosky (2002b), which focuses on universities, neither term occurs. This sense of 

negativity still influences the whole vocationalist discourse, and particularly with regard to 

TAFE. Rectify occurs just once. It suggests righting a wrong, which reinforces the assumption 

that such a wrong exists. 

It is enhance, which occurs 23 times, including variants, which is most frequently used to 

discuss change. Enhance belongs to the same broad lexical field to do with bringing about 

change as restore and reform. The difference is the semantic prosody that each word brings 

produces in collocation with others. Enhance creates a positive prosody since it means to 

improve something that is already good, such as ‘our universities’. Its exclusive use with one 

type of institution rather than another affects in subtle but constant ways the manner in which 

universities and TAFE institutes are thought about and treated. 

The non-use of enhance reflects the wider experience of TAFE of being ‘damned with faint 

praise’ noted in Chapter Two, and shows how such a discursive effect is brought off at the 
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micro level. Similarly world-class occurs 20 times in the corpus, but only four times in relation 

to TAFE, and only once in relation to teaching.  

There is a relentless pursuit of reform over a forty year period, a theme which is repeated in 

the media every day even now. It prompts the question, why is it still necessary? Or to put it 

another way, how can we have been getting it wrong for so long? The response to problems 

with reform is always more of the same, only deeper, broader, and higher. We haven’t been 

reforming hard enough! Indeed reform has come to have many of the characteristics of a 

cultural keyword. All it lacks is contestation. 

8.3.1.2 Pluralisation and control of meaning 

One of the main findings in the study is that skill and skills behave differently in the knowledge 

corpus. The study has revealed the extent of the difference between skill and skills. Skills is 

much more than simply the plural of skill. The nature of this difference has implications for 

other keywords in vocational education policy. 

There is substantial evidence in the findings to support the notion of inflation in the meanings 

of skills. The expansion of lexical items based on skills (plural) is not matched by an increase in 

the senses of skill (singular). On the contrary, the conceptual meaning of skill becomes 

narrower as the number of words associated with skills increases.  Skills, but not skill, is a 

keyword. This was a distinction that neither Tight nor VOCED made. Yet this simple linguistic 

change from singular to plural has an important conceptual effect on the behaviour of other 

keywords.  

A characteristic of cultural keywords is that they are polysemous and apparently vague. This 

facilitates their contestability. However, this contestability is reduced once their vagueness is 

reduced. In linguistic terms this can be achieved simply by converting a mass noun into a count 

noun by making it a plural. The count form is amenable to just that – counting. Counting is 

easily equated with measuring, and if something can be measured then it can be controlled. 

This is a linguistic variation of the old adage ‘divide and conquer’. It might be termed ‘pluralise 

and control’. The findings have revealed how this control has been facilitated with the 

dominance of skills over skill.  

This notion of pluralise and control also gives a new insight into the debates surrounding 

another vocational keyword in the corpus, competence. The notion of competence was 

discussed in relation to the Australian vocation curriculum in Chapter Two.  Competence, like 

skill, has a place in the various models of vocational performance.  Yet competence, like skill, is 
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far less frequent in the corpus than the plural form competencies, with 158 occurrences to 

1,074. However, competencies is the plural of competency, not competence. It is the plural 

form of competency (competencies), not the plural form of competence (competences), that 

dominates the corpus. Competence is thus downplayed. 

According to Wyld (1961) the terms competence and competency are equivalent. Hornby 

(1992) gives competence but not competency. The Oxford University Press (2013)  gives 

competency as a less frequent form of competence. Yet both forms are alive and well in the 

corpus. These dictionary definitions reflect  a de-differentiation between competence and 

competency in which an important distinction is being lost. 

The distinction between competence and competency was emphasised by Jones and Moore 

(1995). For them the former is a broad concept that underlies proficiency and expertise. The 

latter is an instrumentalist concept that converts an undifferentiated state into an observable 

element of performance. Linguistically both competence and competency are mass nouns, and 

appear undifferentiated, even to some dictionary compilers. Yet competency, not competence, 

underlies the minimalist version of competency-based training in Australia and England.  

The case of competence shows that simple morphological changes have big implications. A 

morphological process of pluralise and control is one micro-level part of the mechanism 

whereby any discourse is able to gain control over the otherwise uncontrollable.  

There is a similar kind of singular/plural tension in the case of knowledge. As a mass noun, it 

would not normally take the plural s. Increasingly, however, there are occurrences of 

knowledges, not only in the writing of members of the PRF seeking to challenge the implicit 

hegemony of a totalising notion of undifferentiated ‘knowledge’, but also in everyday use. 

Although knowledges does occur in certain specialised fields, it is less common in common use, 

though this is changing. Ironically at the same time, the countability of skills becomes 

increasingly irrelevant, as the word skills comes to embrace an ever wider and vaguer range of 

related concepts. 

Other examples of pluralise and control in the knowledge corpus include the increasing use of 

futures, rather than future. The future as a mass noun is unknowable, vague and hence 

contestable. Pluralise it and you start to take control, hence the rise of the futurist who 

consults to large companies (with big data rather than a crystal ball) and offers multiple 

futures, as if one or other can be chosen.  
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Yet the direction of linguistic change is not one way, as futures shows. Futures is in the title of 

one of the Skills Australia documents (Bullock, 2010), where there is a sense of pluralise and 

control, or at least ‘divide and measure’. But by 2013, future is singular again, and the 

optimism is ebbing. The tone is almost platitudinous – “The future is uncertain, but we need to 

be ready to meet it—whatever it holds” (Bullock, 2013, p. 3). There is almost a backsliding – 

we no longer expect to innovate but merely to strive to innovate.  

8.3.2 Discursive traces at the mezzo level 

Changes in language such as those found in this study are the result of a combination of social 

and political influences, linguistic influences, and psychological influences on individual 

language users. These can be seen at work in the documents which best capture the changes 

in the vocationalist discourse as manifested in the knowledge corpus.  

As well as offering insights into the micro-level aspects of the documents in the knowledge 

corpus the phrames provided a mezzo-level framing of the documents, which allowed the 

examination of key aspects of the documents without needing to go to the documents 

themselves. This provided insights into the language that was characteristic of certain 

groupings of documents. These groupings are based on characteristics such as date, political 

party in power, author type, and level of government (state or commonwealth). They are 

presented in Appendix 11.1. 

The group of documents with the strongest commonalities was that based on the author 

category. A subset of this group was the documents produced by Skills Australia, a semi-

autonomous governmental advisory agency. These documents were at the top of the lists of 

indicator words, the knowledge/skills ratio, and lexical density, as well as being among the 

most recently produced. The characteristics of these documents provide a broad insight into 

how the vocationalist discourse, as manifested in policy texts, has developed, and where it 

might lead for the mixed sector and skills degrees. 

The documents by Skills Australia are the most consistent reflector of the linguistic changes 

going on in the vocationalist discourse. Three of its documents in particular (Bullock, 2009, 

2010, and 2011) capture the cumulative changes in vocationalist discourse that have taken 

place over the forty years spanned by the corpus. 

8.3.2.1 Foundations for the Future (2009) 

This document (Bullock, 2009) appears to be positioning the new agency in relation to 

vocational education. There is no cover letter, so it is unclear whether there are terms of 
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reference. It is addressed to government, industry and providers. Its complex and vague 

language makes it reminiscent of Fitzgerald (1994), also by a consultant, and brings it into line 

with such consultancy documents as The Creative Age (Seltzer & Bentley, 1999) or World Class 

Skills for World Class Industries (Allen Consulting Group, 2006). The self-centredness and self-

anthropomorphising is striking, reflected in the pattern Skills Australia plus verb. “Skills 

Australia recognises…”, or one of another nine verbs, occurs 81 times (Bullock, 2010). Yet the 

document makes a case for the “distinctive” role of VET in Australia. It is the strongest use of 

distinctive in the corpus. 

The most frequent words are those in the agency title and those that reflect the focus of the 

document. Quality and governance are relatively high. Occurrences of other words indicative 

of the vocationalist discourse include market/markets/marketing (117/31/2), new (92), 

foundations (83), choice (33), delivery/deliver/delivering/delivers (30/11/9/2), vision (23), 

underpinning (11), innovation (16), drive/driven/driving/driver/drivers (16/15/10/3/2). Market 

and its variants total 154. Purchase and its variants total 69.  Deliver and its variants total 54. 

Drive and its variants total 46. Design and its variants total 40, 16 in market design. Distinctive 

(13) relates to the VET system. Enhance, a word that has been examined previously, may be 

starting to undergo delexicalisation in this document, where the phrase improve 

enhancements occurs. The phrase knowledge and skills does not occur.  

Combined with a wide range of metaphors, the complex phraseology may reflect the need of a 

consultancy document to reflect the concerns of each of the target groups back at themselves, 

while appearing to ‘add value’ through a more complex linguistic display of the same core 

discursive concepts. Other types of dense, vague three-word phrases do occur, with achieving 

ongoing up-scaling as an example. 

Skills Australia was a kind of consultancy, though set up by the government as an independent 

statutory body. Unlike the committees which produced the older documents, then disbanded, 

Skills Australia had to justify and continue to justify its existence, hence the promotional 

quality of this document, as reflected in its Word Cloud, where Skills and Australia are at the 

centre. 

8.3.2.2 Australian Workforce Futures (2010) 

This document (Bullock, 2010) provided substantial definitions, explanations and examples of 

key terms. Some of the terms have implications for the meaning of knowledge. For example, 

“(a) specialised occupation is one where specialised skills, learned in formal education and 
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training, are needed at entry level and the impact of market failure is potentially significant” 

(Bullock, 2010, p. 21). This implies abstract knowledge as well as specialised vocational 

knowledge and skills, which can be learned in a formal setting. 

The knowledge/skills ratio is very high, and even higher if total variants of skill are included. 

There are 17 variations of skill and even nine of knowledge, much higher than in previous 

documents. The document is extending the scope of both terms by creating new lexical items. 

This may account for the overall linguistic complexity of the document indicated by its lexical 

density. Another indicator of how lexical change occurs is the use of the up-prefix in upscale. 

Workforce is a significant term in this document. The focus on literacy and numeracy is clear. 

The prominence of skills is high in absolute terms and also relative to previous documents. The 

unprominence of school probably reflects the focus of the document, but the unprominence of 

TAFE reflects the longer term trend against TAFE described in Chapter Two. Training’s 

unprominence is surprising, given the focus on skills. 

8.3.2.3 Skills for Prosperity (2011) 

The title of the third document (Bullock, 2011) is the tenth most frequently occurring three-

word phrase in the corpus, even though it occurs in just two documents. It begins: “The time 

for change is now and the benefits are clear” (Bullock, 2011, p. iii). The binomial structure and 

rhythm of this first sentence is striking. Increased participation and the resulting output will 

‘deliver’ benefits, the dividend from the investment in the vision. The CHANGE and URGENCY 

motifs are apparent: “As we hurtle into this future where change is a constant, it raises the 

question of whether the VET sector’s core products are fit for purpose across the diversity of 

VET learners and enterprises and for the contemporary world of work” (Bullock, 2011, p. 110). 

The perpetual doubt about VET’s capacity is always present.  

New conceptual metaphors such as JOURNEY are expanded, involving a roadmap. Pivot and 

lever occur, as well as the (in quotes) ‘adaptive layer’.  The metaphors are becoming not 

merely mixed but mangled. The VET sector is a layer that is somehow adaptive, but is also 

“pivotal as a lever in realising social and economic opportunity” (Bullock, 2011, p. 2). A layer, a 

pivot, a lever….VET is now a metaphorical machine, an indicator perhaps of how the influence 

of industry has extended as far as the wording of the texts themselves. 

On the one hand these documents provide explanations and definitions, which help in the 

clarification of the concepts they engage with. On the other they reflect any consultant’s need 
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to elaborate and impress. This high use of self-referencing, the high use of indicator words and 

the proliferation of four and five word phrases reflect this need. The result is a set of 

documents that are a melange of vague complexity, but which appear to be ‘on message’ in 

relation to the dominant discourse.  

Different institutional entities have different needs in relation to vocationalist discourse. The 

knowledge corpus included documents from committees, ministries, agencies and consultants. 

Of these, it was the internal agency, Skills Australia, which both reflected and promoted the 

discourse most strongly.  

8.3.3 Discursive traces at the macro level 

Although the macro level has not been a feature of this study it is appropriate to consider 

briefly the implications of the findings for the developers of skills degrees in the mixed sector, 

whose work provided the initial motivation for the study.  

This study has shown that even though individuals in these sectors may not access policy 

documents directly, they are still likely to be engaged with the micro-level discursive patterns 

that permeate them. From the naturalised metaphors, such as training packages, to the 

constant shape-shifting of skills, to the relentless calls for change and reform, their work is 

framed by these patterns upon which the assumptions underlying the work is based.  The 

impact of the underlying patterns identified in the study is less direct than the actual content 

of the documents. But the motifs are reinforced with every reiteration and become an 

important part of the message of the document. This provides a legitimising framework for the 

actual policy details when they are announced.  

In Australian vocational education policy there remain tensions surrounding not just 

knowledge and skills but the whole range of policy binomials described in the findings. At the 

macro level, however, the problems faced by the skills degrees discussed in the opening 

chapter are not primarily to do with knowledge. They are the result of the assumptions 

embedded in vocationalist discourse to do with marketisation and consumer choice that are 

still driving policy, notwithstanding the numerous instances of market failure in Victoria in 

recent years.  

Skills degrees in Australia, though the result of similar policy imperatives to those in England, 

are not the same as Foundation degrees in England, and are not a threat to standards that 

some commentators have feared. The problem for the mixed sector in Australia is with the 

sector, not the awards. TAFE institutes are under greater pressure than ever. The rate of 
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expansion of HE in the mixed sector has slowed and changed, with more franchising of 

university courses and less stand-alone development. TAFE institutes have missed their 

disruptive opportunity, if indeed they ever really had one. Departments like the one I led no 

longer exist in any of the Victorian TAFE institutes. Their names live on, however, in research 

and development, the most frozen policy binomial of them all. 

8.4 Summary of responses to the research questions 

1. What are the meanings of knowledge and skills as keywords? How have these meanings 

changed over time?  

Knowledge and skills are vocational keywords in the vocational education policy discourse. 

Skills is a keyword in terms of frequency in the policy corpus but knowledge is not. Both are 

category keywords in the VOCEDPlus database. Knowledge is a keyword for the academic 

critics, due to its salience, but it is not a keyword in the policy corpus, suggesting it is not as 

salient for the producers of policy documents. Skills is salient and frequent for both groups.  

The denotations of knowledge and skills have changed over time. The types and sources of 

meaning have moved from the propositional knowledge of academic disciplines and 

occupations to the practical knowledge of firms and individuals. However, the actual intended 

meaning of an occurrence of knowledge in policy documents is often unable to be identified 

from the co-text and context. The uncertainty of meaning has been exacerbated as the internal 

conceptual relationships between knowledge and skill (meronymy, hyponymy, synonymy and 

metonymy) have become reversed over time.  

Both knowledge and skills have broadly positive connotations, although for knowledge that has 

become uncertain over time. There are far more words derived from skill than for knowledge, 

as a result of the relative morphological and conceptual flexibility of skill. Although knowledge 

and skills share some metaphors, the range of metaphors for skills has become richer and 

wider over time. Both knowledge and skills have some features of cultural keywords.  

2. What are the meanings of knowledge and skills in key phrases such as knowledge and skills? 

How have these meanings changed over time?  

Knowledge and skills is the most frequent keyword phrase, although both words (in particular, 

skills) occur in many other phrases. Knowledge and skills as a phrase revealed slight 

collocational differences from knowledge and skills as words, and may be considered a single 

lexical item. The phrase has high reversibility, however, with both sequences occurring almost 
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equally often. This has not changed over time.  Knowledge and skills remain partially lexicalised 

in the phrase. This reversibility may be evidence of the struggle for control over the pedagogic 

device. Further evidence of this comes from the reversibility patterns of the wide range of 

‘policy binomial’ phrases identified in the corpus. 

3. What are the implications of the changes for vocational education? 

There are implications of these linguistic changes for vocationalist discourse, vocational 

education policy and for those affected by it. Keywords and key phrases both shape and are 

shaped by the vocational education policy, which itself is a manifestation of the wider 

vocationalist discourse. Subtle variations in word choice, such as between change and reform, 

and within words themselves, such as competence and competencies, are examples of this 

process at work. An examination of three policy documents that manifested the strongest 

indicators of the vocationalist discourse showed the scope and linguistic mechanisms of this 

process.  

Those affected by policy, such as the course development teams whose work, described in 

Chapter One, was the motivation for the study, are unlikely to notice these changes at the 

micro level. Unless there are changes to the assumptions underlying the vocationalist 

discourse at the macro level, which are then carried through the mezzo level of vocational 

education policy, the micro-level patterns and changes identified in this study are likely to 

continue to have a dominant effect on vocational education policy in Australia. 
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9 Conclusions on the aims of the thesis 

My aim in this thesis has been to make a contribution in three ways. The first was to contribute 

to the debate about the weakening of knowledge in the vocational education curriculum 

through an investigation of the linguistic behaviour of knowledge and skills in vocational 

education policy. The second was to contribute to an understanding of the mechanisms 

whereby keywords and key phrases in vocational education policy have shaped and been 

shaped by vocationalist discourse. The third was to contribute to policy analysis by developing 

and modelling a language-oriented analytical technique accessible to non-linguists.  

In relation to the weakening of knowledge my conclusion is that this phenomenon is a result of 

knowledge losing its vocational keyword status.  As a result of this study the linguistic and 

social processes that are contributing to this change are now better understood. Achieving the 

primary aim has involved applying linguistics to a social problem, that of ensuring equality of 

access to curriculum content, exemplified in education policy.  

In relation to vocational education policy and vocationalist discourse the identification and 

examination of key phrases in vocational education policy has provided an insight into the 

functioning of the language device at the micro level of cultural reproduction. My conclusion is 

that these recurrent phrasal patterns reveal linguistic traces at the micro level of social 

struggles over the vocational curriculum. 

In relation to methodology my conclusion is that a lexical semantic addition to established 

policy analysis, though not necessarily as complex as the one provided in this study, can 

provide useful insights into how discourse more broadly achieves its effects in policy.  

This chapter presents these conclusions more fully and frames their significance as a form of 

raising-to-consciousness.  The chapter distinguishes between the politically-oriented 

consciousness-raising and the more limited, though still useful, contribution to be made by 

raising to consciousness certain aspects of the linguistic patterning of vocational education 

policy.  This process contributes a necessary linguistic element to the educational goal of 

ensuring access for all to ‘society’s conversations’. 

The chapter concludes with a reflection on the cross-disciplinary nature of the project initiated 

by the study and with the next steps that are planned to continue the work reported here. 
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9.1 Knowledge –  ‘seen but not heard’ 
The point of departure for this thesis was the tensions generated by vocational education 

policies which had arisen in response to the perceived demands of the knowledge economy 

and the influence of these policies on the course development processes in which I was 

involved. In the wake of policy responses to the global vocationalist discourse, vocational 

education colleges worldwide, including my own, had entered higher education through the 

provision of vocationally-oriented skills degrees. As a result considerable uncertainty and 

tension about the meanings of and relationships between knowledge and skills in the 

curriculum of these degrees had emerged.  My colleagues in policy analysis faced similar issues 

in relation to other keywords in policy. 

The thesis has examined the use and meaning of knowledge and skills as keywords and in key 

phrases in education policy. The focus has been on vocational education and training, where 

the influence of vocationalist policy has been strongest. The focus of the investigation has 

been the conceptual and associative meanings of knowledge and skills as words in their own 

right, and in the phrase knowledge and skills. This phrase was chosen as it lies at the heart of 

vocationalist discourse and has come to exemplify deeper issues of purpose within the 

vocational education community.   

9.1.1 How knowledge became weakened 

This study has involved a detailed examination of a key paper by Young (Young, 2009) in which 

he formally raised the issue of the apparent weakening of knowledge in policy. Young 

proposed three ways in which language is changing – the emergence of new phrases, the 

replacement of one word or phrase with another, and the blurring of distinction between key 

concepts. This study has shown Young’s impressions that this was happening were indeed 

quite accurate. The study has provided evidence for all three types of change.  

The first type of language change is the emergence of new phrases.  The study has revealed 

the importance of two-word phrases built by compounding knowledge and skills with other 

nouns and adjectives. This type of associative meaning, collocation, has been a focus of this 

study and is one of its contributions to extending the debate about the weakening of 

knowledge. It has shown how knowledge is weakened by the semantic influence of the other 

word in the phrase, but is not emptied of meaning entirely.  

The investigation of the collocations of knowledge and other words, in particular skill, has 

revealed that one of the main ways that word meanings change is through their relationship 
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with other words. The central relationship for knowledge is with skills. Knowledge was shown 

in this study to be limited in the range of its associations, whereas skills showed a much 

broader range. The lexical fields of which each is a member also contributed to their relative 

differences in influence.  

The second of Young’s suggestions about how language change occurs was through the 

replacement of one word or phrase with another.  The study has shown how knowledge is 

particularly susceptible to replacement by words such as innovation and understanding, 

particularly in three-word phrases.  

The third of Young’s concerns was the blurring of distinctions between key concepts.  This has 

been shown to be the result of the changes in the denotations of knowledge and skills. These 

changes relate to the sources and types of knowledge and to the internal conceptual 

relationships between knowledge and skill.   

The main source of the weakening of knowledge is as a result of its relationship with skills. This 

was suspected by Young, but its full extent has been revealed by the study. It is the sheer 

ubiquity of skills on its own, and the resulting aura it has when associated with knowledge, 

that leads to the weakening of knowledge.   

However the study has also revealed the existence of other, previously unanticipated, sources 

of change. One source of change is the relative morphological flexibility of skill in relation to 

knowledge.  Related to this is the emergence of skills as a separate lexical item, far more 

influential than simply as the plural of skill. This itself is an example of the linguistic strategy of 

pluralise and control, whereby the commodification of an abstract notion, by changing it from 

a mass to a count noun, makes it amenable to control. A further unanticipated source of 

change was the emergence and influence of policy binomials, whose ordering reflects the 

discursive forces at work in the struggle for control of the pedagogic device. 

9.1.2 Knowledge and skills in vocationalist discourse 

The vocationalist discourse remains influential in Australia, notwithstanding various problems 

with poor provision, or ‘delivery’ of its results. As has been the case throughout, in response to 

these problems the call is for more reform, more of the same, not less. This is just one of the 

several semantic chains that run through the corpus. There are also metaphor chains, with 

their buildings, landscapes and journeys. In later documents the metaphoric load increases as 

any substance in the proposals fades. There is also a strong textual chain, the Victorian 

sequence (2001, 2002a, 2002b, 2004) being the best example. Each builds upon the previous 
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one, yet the foundations are only metaphoric. We have seen from this study how over time 

the metaphors become the reality and the knowledge economy has been discursively created.  

One reason for the survival of the vocationalist discourse is the same as the reasons for the 

survival of post-GFC global capitalism. Like skills, the vocationalist discourse and the capitalist 

system have relative morphological flexibility.  Today’s app entrepreneurs are the new robber 

barons. Like Henry Ford they think history is bunk, or they would if they were remotely aware 

of it. They shift their shapes and are themselves shaped by the shifts they make. Capitalism is 

more flexible at doing this than any of the alternatives available, if indeed there are any. 

The relative morphological flexibility of skill, combined with its core conceptual alignment with 

notions of judgeable performance, make it a natural fit for vocationalist discourse. By core 

conceptual alignment I do not mean that it accords with Winch’s paradigm case, which is to do 

with manual dexterity, but to do with Winch’s definition of skill as an “ability that is usually 

subject to normative appraisal” (Winch, 2010, p. 41). “Normative appraisal” is at the heart of 

the Australian Qualifications Framework and the vocationalist discourse more generally. The 

simple morphological, though not necessarily, conceptual, shift from skill to skills provides the 

countability required for the current evidence-based vocationalist regime. Although this study 

showed some slight difference in semantic preference between skill and skills, they seem to 

function interchangeably on many occasions, though it is clearly skills that is the more 

influential. 

9.1.3 The prospects for ‘powerful knowledge’ 

In the past decade social realist writers in knowledge and education, concerned about the 

weakening of knowledge as a curriculum underpinning, have been attempting to redirect the 

debate by deploying the term ‘powerful knowledge’ as a conceptual foundation for curriculum 

purposes. The analysis of knowledge and skills and the linguistic devices examined in this thesis 

allow some tentative conclusions concerning the prospects of the concept of powerful 

knowledge. 

This study has shown that the most common way in which the meaning of knowledge is 

changed in policy texts, as well as frameworks and guidelines, is through the creation of two-

word phrases. This type of phrase has been shown to be typical of a linguistic device frequently 

used in the vocationalist discourse to create new lexical items. Though not found in the corpus,  

powerful knowledge is an example of this process. 
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The study has also shown that most new phrases are formalised in documents generated by 

the official recontextualisation field in the form of frameworks and guidelines. A challenge for 

powerful knowledge will be achieving that kind of ‘official’ status. One way to achieve this is to 

engage in public debates. Given the reduced status of knowledge as a vocational and cultural 

keyword identified in this study, this may be a challenge. 

Simply becoming part of a wider discourse is not enough, however. Proponents of powerful 

knowledge intend that it should refer to one of the denotational senses of knowledge, that of 

abstract disciplinary knowledge. As long as the debate is carried out within the sociology of 

education community, the context should make the intended denotation clear. The issue is 

whether this denotation is what is understood by the phrase in its wider use. If, as has been 

argued, knowledge is a cultural as well as a vocational keyword, then its meanings are likely to 

be multiple, uncertain and contested. 

Even if it is not understood as intended, perhaps the phrase invites interrogation, and hence 

contributes to the debate about knowledge. ‘Powerful’ as opposed to what, we might ask –

‘powerless’ knowledge?  The problem is that it could easily be picked up without its intended 

sense being either understood or interrogated.  

Once its intended sense is lost it becomes just another vacuous term, such as were seen in the 

later documents in the knowledge corpus. It has already been publicly dismissed as a “sexy-

sounding phrase” (Brown & White, 2012). This study has shown how knowledge is weakened 

though partial delexicalisation in phrases such as this. It would be ironic if the same fate were 

to befall a phrase created to have the opposite effect. 

Notwithstanding the risks surrounding powerful knowledge I conclude that knowledge the 

word will not disappear from the vocationalist discourse. Knowledge the concept, however, 

the ‘voice of knowledge’, will increasingly be muffled by skills. Knowledge will be ‘seen but not 

heard’. 

9.2 Phrases and the shaping of vocationalist discourse 
The primary aim of this thesis has been to contribute to and extend the body of work that 

addresses the weakening of the influence of knowledge in educational policy. My second aim 

in this thesis has been to contribute to the theorising of the mechanisms underlying the 

changes in phraseological patterns such as knowledge and skills using Bernstein’s concept of 

the language device.  
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9.2.1 Phraseology and the language device 

This thesis has involved the theorising of the linguistic mechanisms of micro-level cultural 

reproduction, or in Bernsteinian terms, the ‘language device’. The contribution lies in the 

demonstration and theorising that recurring phrases in language, such as the policy binomials 

examined in this thesis, are one such reproductive mechanism. 

Cultural reproduction through the education system has been an abiding concern in the 

sociology of education. The work of Bourdieu and Bernstein represent complementary 

approaches, with one important difference. Bernstein noted that much analysis is concerned 

with the message that is carried in pedagogic communication, with not enough attention being 

paid to the mechanisms by which it is carried. Bernstein’s model of pedagogic discourse 

provides a framing of such a mechanism. Yet the process of cultural transmission is never 

straightforward, with tensions between members of the official recontextualisation field and 

pedagogic recontextualisation field, who struggle for their particular message to dominate. 

In this thesis I have shown that an examination of phraseology in policy documents concerned 

with vocational education and training in Australia reveals the significance of recurrent phrasal 

patterns in shaping this policy discourse struggle. Based on the findings of this study and 

insights from phraseology I conclude that what Bernstein called ‘rules’ are what phraseology 

calls ‘recurrent patterns’. This interpretation is consistent with Bernstein’s invoking of 

Hallidayan systemic functional linguistics in relation to the language device. Systemic 

functional linguistics focuses on the clause, but recent work in phraseology has shown the 

importance of phrases as well. 

Bernstein did not develop the notion of the language device, though he noted its complexity 

and contested nature. Writing in the pre-corpus era, and at the height of the influence of 

Chomskyan linguistics, Bernstein was not aware of the potential of a socially-oriented corpus 

analysis such as the one presented here for providing further insights. Nor was the micro level 

of language his real concern. Bernstein was concerned, however, that his theorising should be 

relevant as a framing for subsequent empirical work, which in turn would continue to build the 

theory of pedagogic discourse. The empirical work in this study has been framed in such a way. 

9.2.2 The power and iconicity of knowledge  

To achieve the second aim of the study I developed a methodology that provided a rigorous 

and transparent method to identify the phraseological patterns within the documents in the 

knowledge corpus. The study has revealed the existence of many more binomial phrases than 
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knowledge and skills. The behaviour of the policy binomials provides insights into the way the 

social and the linguistic intersect.  Of all the constraints on the ordering of these ‘policy 

binomial phrases’ it is the notion of social power that has the potential to provide the best 

account.  

The notion of constraints in the ordering of binomial phrases was introduced in Chapter Four, 

the empirical findings presented in Chapter Seven, and the implications for knowledge and 

skills discussed in Chapter Eight. Policy binomials were theorised to be indicators of the 

tension between related educational concepts. Investigation of other policy binomials is 

outside the scope of the study but the examination of knowledge and skills presented here is 

indicative of further investigations. 

I have posited policy binomials as potential barometers of the debates around keywords and 

phrases in vocational education policy. The study has revealed knowledge and skills to be a 

highly reversible binomial phrase. Based on studies of ordering constraints in binomials it was 

predicted that the skills and knowledge sequence would be more prominent over time, and by 

now should be by far the most prominent. Yet its reversibility remains. This was explained by 

partly by the iconicity of knowledge, its status and salience. 

Knowledge has the status, among some, of a revered elder, no longer particularly influential, 

but respected nevertheless.  As in the phrase ladies and gentlemen, knowledge is located in 

the respectful first place in the sequence, while the real power lies with the second term, 

(gentle)men in the case of gendered binomials, skill, and other terms typical of the 

vocationalist discourse, in the case of policy binomials.  

Addressing the issue of binomial ordering has involved considering the issues of social power 

that underlie linguistic emergence. This study takes a small step in extending the social realism 

in applied linguistics project of positioning applied linguistics as a social science by raising, 

though not yet fully addressing, the issue. 

9.2.3 Prospects for resistance against vocationalist discourse 

This study has been concerned in particular with changes in lexical items, both words and 

phrases. Changes may involve the shifting, broadening, or narrowing of meaning, conceptual 

and associative, of existing words, as well as the emergence of new words.  The findings reveal 

examples of new words and phrases being created by adding affixes and forming compounds. 

They reveal existing words and phrases narrowing and expanding their meanings. They reveal 

words changing their value, becoming more or less important. They reveal the changes in the 
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relational meanings between words. Simple matters like changes in hyphenation of two-word 

phrases reflect these changes at work over time. 

The study has revealed ways in which the language associated with the knowledge economy 

has become naturalised. It provides evidence for the extent of the repetition of language 

patterns through which certain notions become simply routine. The diachronic examination 

revealed the growing phraseological complexity and vacuity of more recent documents, 

typified by the work of Skills Australia. 

In Chapter Four critical realism was established as a metatheory that can account for the 

process involved in these changes over time. The emergence of any aspect of culture, language 

or otherwise, is framed, constrained but not determined by relationships of agency and 

structure. The capacity of any individual to bring about change is circumscribed by the 

structural effects of existing institutional relationships and the place of the individual within 

them. A minister of education, for example, is in a structural position to influence policy, while 

the average person is not, as Sealey and Carter point out in relation to policy on language 

education in England. Any such change involves tension and struggle. The struggle in relation 

to the ordering of binomial phrases is an example. 

A popular theme among critics of vocationalist discourse is the notion of ‘resistance’ to the 

discourse. This study has revealed the extent and nature of what such resistance is up against. 

Indeed, such is the strength of the vocationalist discourse that I believe that there is the 

possibility of what we might call, drawing upon the full range of the semantic flexibility of skill, 

a ‘perfect skillstorm’, in which remnant conceptual senses are submerged and only associative 

meanings remain. There is no shortage of these types of meaning in the form of collocations, 

as is revealed throughout this study.  

Against the prospect of a perfect skillstorm is the continuing reversibility of knowledge and 

skills. The continuing reversibility of knowledge and skills appears to show the potential of 

micro-level agency and hence resistance. Yet the very reversibility may reflect a lack of 

attention as much as a conscious decision to use one sequence rather than the other.   

Reversibility has thus been considered and tentatively accepted as evidence of resistance to 

the dominant vocationalist discourse in the case of the ordering of knowledge and skills. The 

tentativeness acknowledges the lack of evidence that document authors were deliberately 
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selecting one sequence over the other. Further research is required with the authors 

themselves, with the users of the documents, and with other policy binomials. 

9.3 Phraseological framing 
The third aim of the study has been to make a contribution to policy analysis in the form of a 

response to the call for a finer-grained linguistic analysis of policy texts. This has been done 

using an approach that draws upon lexicology and phraseology for an examination of the 

lexical semantics of keywords and key phrases. This approach is intended as an enhancement 

of the established model through the addition of a consideration of Co-text, giving us a model 

of Context – Text – Co-text – Consequences. 

Focusing on lexical semantics requires the examination of vocabulary as lexical items, which 

encompasses words and phrases. Approaches which focus on vocabulary typically go no 

further than introspection or the dictionary in their examination of key terms in discourse. A 

lexical semantic perspective necessitates consideration of associative and derivative as well as 

conceptual meanings in a more rigorous manner. 

Associative meanings have been a focus of this study. Associative meanings involve an 

examination not just of the context of a document but the co-text of individual words, that is, 

the other words in their immediate vicinity. This leads to a focus on the phrase as well as the 

word. Consideration of the phrase leads us to the insights from phraseology about how 

phrases embody naturalised assumptions about the social world. 

Addressing the problem of the phraseological micro-reproduction of the assumptions 

underlying vocationalist discourse has implications for all those involved in and influenced by 

the debate associated with its keywords and phrases.  These include those who frame the 

debate, the policy makers and commentators; those who are affected by the debate, the 

teachers and course developers; and the intended beneficiaries of the policies which are the 

subject of the debate, the students themselves, as well as their parents, who, in the case of 

tertiary colleges, may be paying the bills. Addressing the problem in a transparent and 

replicable way has been intended to ‘democratise’ for policy commentators the analysis of the 

role played by language in general and keywords and key phrases in particular. 

9.3.1 Benefits and costs of phraming 

This study has involved a phraseological analysis of a specialised corpus. This involved the 

development of a standard template for the analysis of each document in the corpus. The 

completed templates are called phrames. This has resulted in two innovations.  The first is an 
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examination of associative as well as conceptual meanings of keywords. The second, following 

from the first, is the examination of words as members of phrases as well as independently. 

The study has the potential to contribute to professional development for policy analysis by 

developing and trialling an addition to the currently available techniques for discourse analysis 

in a way that would make its use replicable and extendable by policy analysts without an 

applied linguistics background. In doing so it was hoped that as a result of the study 

phraseology would be potentially part of the policy analyst’s tool kit.  

The costs of this type of analysis, using the phraming approach, are of two kinds. The use of 

specialised software involves a financial and an opportunity cost. The time spent learning the 

software may well have been better spent on something else, such as a more generic data 

analysis tool. Extra time is also needed for completing the phrames.  

9.3.2 Alternatives to phraming 

The phraming process can be simplified in two ways. A corpus analysis can be done without 

the phrames. This still requires the assembling of the corpus and the preparation of some but 

not all of the data files, and hence requires specialist software.  It is the method adopted by 

most corpus analysts. 

Alternatively, generalist software such as the Search functions available in Word and Adobe 

Reader can be used with individual documents to examine phrasal patterns in a very simple 

way. Any search reveals the target word and its co-text, offering a quick way of checking 

analytical hunches.  

Ultimately, the amount of time spent should be based on the time available. Examining 

phraseology can be as simple or detailed as time allows and the research requires. Some or all 

of the template may be used, according to need, interest and time. 

This thesis has developed and tested an enhancement to the established Context – Text – 

Consequences model through the addition of Co-text. One way of judging the value of the 

enhancement is to consider Chapter Two, which reviewed the broad sociological 

understanding of policy changes over the period of the study, in relation to Chapters Six and 

Seven, which set out the findings of a specifically linguistic analysis. All three chapters address 

many of the same documents. Chapters Six and Seven confirmed some matters that had 

previously been noticed and presented information about knowledge and skills that had 
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hitherto been unnoticed. Such a phraming is an enhancement but by no means a replacement 

(nor a reform!) of the approach in Chapter Two. 

9.4 Significance of the study 
For some in the field of policy studies, such as critical discourse analysts, the purpose of their 

work is consciousness-raising, the process of unmasking and exposing the workings of power 

through policy, and potentially taking action in the form of resistance. The aims of this thesis 

have been more focused on identifying a mechanism that may be relevant to such a goal but is 

not yet well understood. While acknowledging the power relationship involved in policy, the 

study has emphasised the unconscious ways in which patterns of language become patterns of 

thought, patterns of belief and ultimately patterns of action. The issue of subsequent action is 

beyond the scope of the present study. 

9.4.1 Raising to consciousness 

An analogy with language teaching may help to show the difference between consciousness-

raising and raising-to-consciousness. A goal in language teaching for many teachers is to make 

users aware of the patterns in language as the first step in gaining control over them. This 

raising-to-consciousness is not quite the same as consciousness-raising, the implied aim of 

CDA, and the aim of what the social realists call ‘voice perspectives’. Consciousness-raising has 

connotations of an overtly political process of shaping patterns of thought towards a pre-

conceived and pre-identified shape. Raising-to-consciousness44 is less outcomes-oriented, 

though it may still result in changes in understanding and action.  

Raising-to-consciousness in language teaching is based on the theory that in order to progress 

and develop the learner needs to notice language structures. There is no simple association 

between noticing and use, however. It is just that an awareness of the patterns facilitates 

acquisition, in the same way that know-that is integrated with know-how in expert action.  For 

social realists in both knowledge and education and applied linguistics, such patterns are 

understood to operate at the ontological level of the actual, in critical realist terms.  

The purpose of formal learning settings is to ensure that patterns are noticed. One teaching 

technique is to identify many examples at the level of the actual and draw them to learners’ 

attention at the level of the empirical. The learner can take it from there, perhaps with further 

framing. But without such noticing they are likely to plateau as learners at a certain level. The 

language of learners who plateau in this way is said to be fossilised.  

                                                           
44

 What Williams, cited in Chapter Four, called providing “an extra edge of consciousness”. 
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To some extent it could be said that the debate surrounding knowledge and skills has become 

fossilised. As this study has shown, the same conceptual issues have been at the heart of the 

debate for a long time. The language has changed but not the issues. But these language 

changes are not “just semantics”. They matter because it is increasingly the associative aspects 

of language that carry the meaning in the debate, not, as implicitly assumed by the 

participants, the conceptual. 

The significance of this study, therefore, is the raising to consciousness of certain patterns in 

the language used in the discussions and debates about language in relation to knowledge and 

skills. The debate can continue quite happily without such raising-to-consciousness.  But with 

the lexicological and phraseological aspect of language raised to consciousness, individuals 

within the debate, or affected by it, will be better prepared to understand the sources of 

uncertainty and to contribute to the debates more fully. 

9.4.2 The vocabulary of society’s conversations 

This study has sought to make a contribution to the issue at the heart of the social realist 

project, and for all those concerned with knowledge in education. At the heart of the social 

realist project is access. However, as noted in Chapter One, what matters is not just who 

access is for but what access is to – not to an impoverished view of knowledge but to one 

which will enable students to engage with important issues beyond their own personal 

experiences. This access is necessary for them to engage in ‘society’s conversations’, as was 

described in the opening chapter. 

This study has shown that it is not just knowledge, however, but the language through which 

knowledge is conceived, expressed and debated to which access is required. As the Keywords 

Project puts it on its opening page, it is access to “…an understanding of processes involved in 

‘public conversation’ and civil society more widely”.  More than ever, civil society needs a 

shared understanding of the cultural keywords at its heart. 

My argument in this study has been that a shared understanding of the processes of civil 

society requires not just knowledge but an awareness of the language through which it is 

expressed. Important social knowledge is encapsulated in certain keywords and key phrases, 

including knowledge and skills. This study has shown that it is not just conceptual meanings 

but also associative meanings of these words and phrases that must be considered when we 

are thinking about and changing the world.   
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This study has shown that shared meanings cannot be assumed. In fact, an important aspect of 

the weakening of knowledge is that it is assumed that meanings, having become naturalised, 

are shared among all users.  These keywords and key phrases are the very ones that demand 

the attention of those, such as teachers, students and policy analysts, concerned with ensuring 

access for all students to society’s conversations. Yet the unconscious reliance on associative 

meanings may lead to the weakening of the very concepts that people need to think with. 

At a practical level, every one of the stakeholders involved in the development and 

interpretation of policy documents would benefit from identifying the keywords and key 

phrases, seeking to identify their conceptual and associative meanings, and considering how 

they are shaping and being shaped by their co-text and context. These stakeholders now have 

improved tools at their disposal for answering these questions.  

At a general level, this study will have made a difference if these stakeholders, on 

encountering knowledge, skills or any other keyword or key phrase, pause, however briefly, to 

ask themselves what they mean.  

9.5 Next steps 
This study is a demonstration of what a combined social realist perspective can offer. It has 

brought together for the first time a social realist theory of knowledge with a social realist 

theory of language. The cross-disciplinary nature of such a study runs the risk of ‘falling 

between two stools’, by providing an examination of the issues that may be too general for 

members of either group to be satisfied with the result. The review of the aims in this chapter 

suggest that the relevant disciplinary boundaries have been both maintained and crossed, and, 

I trust, the stools have been successfully straddled. 

Further work will build on the limitations of the study to expand the project initiated here. Just 

as an earlier proof of concept (Corbel, 2014) gave insights into the development of the 

template with a single document, so the present study provides a proof of concept with a 

specialised corpus. These are the first steps in a potentially wider program using lexical 

semantics in general, and lexicology and phraseology in particular, in the investigation of the 

discursive effects of policy texts on education. 

In theorising knowledge and skills as keywords and as a key phrase in vocational education 

policy this thesis has introduced the concepts of ‘skills degrees’, ‘key phrases’ and ‘relative 

morphological complexity’. It has developed the notion of ‘co-text’ in creating the innovative 
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analytic technique of ‘phraming’, and identified a group of key phrases in education policy, 

called ‘policy binomials’, which may reflect wider elements of the struggle for control over the 

meanings of keywords and key phrases.  Each of these concepts requires further investigation. 

Such investigations may well take the next steps towards a wider transdisciplinary social realist 

project. 
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11 Appendices 

11.1 Knowledge and skills in the AQF 
An important contribution of the AQF is its provision of definitions of the terminology used in 

Australian qualifications, which run to over ten pages (AQF 2013). It provides a Glossary of 

Terminology within which can be found 24 definitions of knowledge, skills and related terms.  

Of the 24 entries concerning knowledge only two are words: the remaining 22 are phrases. 

These phrases fall into patterns which provide insights into the ways in which the meanings of 

the words knowledge and skills are framed and extended. 

There are nine patterns by which the meanings of knowledge and skills are modified and 

extended: Unmarked, Adjective knowledge, Adjective knowledge and skills, Adjective knowledge 

and/or skills, Noun of knowledge/skills, Noun in the application of knowledge and/or skills, Adjective 

skills.
 45 

Unmarked 

Knowledge Knowledge refers to what a graduate knows and understands and it can be 

described in terms of depth, breadth, kinds of knowledge and complexity 

Skills Skills refer to what a graduate can do. They can be described in terms of kinds 

and complexity and include cognitive skills, technical skills, communication skills, 

creative skills, interpersonal skills and generic skills 

Knowledge is defined in terms of the knower, the graduate, but not in its own right. Kinds of 

knowledge are not specified. 

Skills are also defined in terms of the knower, but in terms of performance. This list includes 

some skills not included in the pattern Adjective skills (below). Skill is not defined.  

Adjective knowledge 

Integrated 

knowledge 

Integrated knowledge combines two or more kinds of knowledge and concepts 

(e.g. technical and theoretical) 

Theoretical 

knowledge and 

concepts 

Theoretical knowledge and concepts are those knowledge requirements relating 

to or having the character of theory rather than practical application 

Knowledge and concepts appear to be equated in integrated knowledge. Examples are 

technical and theoretical, with no indication of what other kinds might be. Theoretical 

knowledge requirements are contrasted with knowledge with practical applications. No 

examples of the latter are given. 

                                                           
45

 These are my labels, not those of the AQF. 
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Adjective skills 

Cognitive skills Cognitive skills include the mental skills that are used in the process of acquiring 

and applying knowledge and include reasoning, perception and intuition 

Technical skills Technical skills are the operational skills necessary to perform certain work and 

learning activities 

Creative skills Creative skills are those that may lead to innovative, imaginative and artistic 

outputs 

Unlike knowledge, skills is modified by specific categories with examples.  

Noun skills 

Communication 

skills 

Communication skills are the skills that enable a person to convey information so 

that it is received and understood and include written and oral skills appropriate 

for the level of the qualification 

Employability skills See generic learning outcomes 

Skills are explicitly equated with outcomes. 

Adjective knowledge and skills 

Practical knowledge 

and skills  

Practical knowledge and skills are concrete or hands-on knowledge and skills 

Foundational 

knowledge and 

skills 

Foundational knowledge and skills are initial or introductory knowledge and skills 

upon which further development can be built 

Skills and knowledge appear to be a single entity, since they are separated elsewhere by 

and/or. The definitions are metaphoric and vague. 

Adjective knowledge and/or skills 

Basic knowledge 

and/or skills 

Basic knowledge and/or skills include those that form a starting point or basis for 

development of learning and work 

Broad knowledge 

and/or skills 

Broad knowledge and/or skills describe a general or extensive area of learning or 

work 

Comprehensive 

knowledge and/or 

skills 

Comprehensive knowledge and/or skills are knowledge or skills that cover a 

complete area or field of work or learning 

Expert knowledge 

and/or skills 

Expert knowledge and/or skills are the highest level of skills underpinned by 

extensive knowledge or ability based on research, experience or occupation in a 

particular area of study 

Coherent 

knowledge and/or 

skills 

Coherent knowledge and/or skills include those that are logically ordered, sound 

and/or integrated 

Systematic 

knowledge and/or 

skills 

Systematic knowledge and/or skills are those that are coherent and well-ordered 

Specialised 

knowledge and/or 

skills 

Specialised knowledge and/or skills refers to the depth and specificity of 

knowledge and/or skills required at a particular AQF level 
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The use of and/or implies that there are potentially three of each entity – for example, basic 

knowledge, basic skills, and basic knowledge and skills. 

Noun of knowledge/skills 

Depth of 

knowledge/skills 

Depth of knowledge/skills indicates an advanced degree of difficulty or 

complexity 

Application of 

knowledge and/or 

skills 

Application of knowledge and/or skills refers to how a graduate applies 

knowledge and skills in context and in terms of autonomy, responsibility and 

accountability 

Depth is defined in terms of complexity.  Complexity and the other two terms used in are not in 

the glossary, but examples are provided elsewhere: “ depth of knowledge can be general or 

specialised, breadth of knowledge can range from a single topic to multi-disciplinary area of 

knowledge, kinds of knowledge range from concrete to abstract, from segmented to 

cumulative, complexity of knowledge refers to the combination of kinds, depth and breadth of 

knowledge” (p. 11).   

It is not clear whether knowledge/skills implies an integrated entity such as knowledge and 

skills, or whether it is simply shorthand for and/or as in the second example. 

Noun in the application of knowledge and/or skills 

Autonomy in the 

application of 

knowledge and/or 

skills 

Autonomy in the application of knowledge and/or skills is the ability to apply 

knowledge and/or skills with an appropriate degree of independence for the 

level of the qualification 

Responsibility in the 

application of 

knowledge and/or 

skills 

Responsibility in the application of knowledge and/or skills refers to the degree 

of accountability in applying knowledge and/or skills in work and/or learning 

contexts appropriate for the level of the qualification 

Judgement in the 

application of 

knowledge and/or 

skills 

Judgement in the application of knowledge and skills includes the ability to apply 

knowledge to form opinions or to evaluate work and/or learning activities 

appropriate for the level of the qualification 

Again there is uncertainty about the implications of and/or. 

Skilled  noun  

Skilled work Skilled work is an outcome that requires specific sets of knowledge and skills and 

specialised training 

In these definitions there is considerable detail that can provide guidance to course 

developers. But there is also circularity and self-reference, comparative terms with no clear 

reference and inconsistency of examples. 
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There are also gaps. There are some terms that are central to any discussion of the vocational 

curriculum that simply don’t occur in the AQF, such as skill, or occur briefly and are not 

defined, most notably competencies. There are definitions of competence and skills, but not 

competencies and skill. This means that what is arguably the central concept in the vocational 

curriculum in Australia is at best under-defined in the AQF.  

The AQF model equates three dimensions, knowledge, skills and application of knowledge and 

skills, with learning outcomes, and hence observable and measurable performance by 

individuals. In its desire to be sector and content independent, the AQF remains above the 

really important issues of course design, the selection and sequencing of content. That is not 

the purpose of the AQF of course; it is what the curriculum guidelines are for.  

The attempt to be agnostic has the unfortunate consequence of creating a new kind of 

problem. There are three different ways of presenting knowledge and skills - Adjective 

knowledge and skills, Adjective knowledge and/or skills, Noun of knowledge/skills. The ultimate 

effect is to conflate the two. Overall the result is a continuation of the tension between 

knowledge and skills that would have driven course developers to the AQF in the first place in 

an attempt to address the problems described in the opening chapter. The depths referred to 

in relation to knowledge remain murky. 
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11.2 The knowledge corpus by categories 

By era/government 
Year Author  Type Title Level To Govt Decade 

        

1969 Tregillis Committee The training of skilled workers in Europe Aust Govt Gorton 1960s 

1974 Kangan Committee TAFE in Australia: Report on needs in technical and further education Aust Govt Whitlam 1970s 

1979 Williams Committee Education, training and employment Aust Govt Fraser 1970s 

1980 Newman Committee Victorian TAFE Strategy Vic Govt Fraser 1980s 

        

1988 Dawkins Ministry A changing workforce Aust People Hawke 1980s 

1990 STB Agency Apprenticeship reform: Policies and action plan Vic Govt Hawke 1990s 

1991 Dawkins Committee Skills training for the 21
st

 century Aust Govt Hawke 1990s 

1992 Mayer Committee Key competencies Aust Govt Keating 1990s 

1993 Fitzgerald   Consultant Successful reform: Competitive skills for Australians and Australian enterprises Aust Agency Keating 1990s 

        

2000 Collins Committee Aspiring to excellence  Aust Govt Howard 19 90s 

2001 DEET Ministry Knowledge, innovation, skills and creativity Vic People Howard 2000s 

2002a Kosky Ministry Knowledge and skills for the innovation economy (VET) Vic People Howard 2000s 

2002b Kosky Ministry Knowledge and skills for the innovation economy (HE) Vic People Howard 2000s 

2003 Campbell Committee Bridging the skills divide Aust Govt Howard 2000s 

2004 Kosky Ministry Future directions for adult community education in Victoria Vic People Howard 2000s 

2005 Button Committee Victoria: Working futures Vic Govt Howard 2000s 

2006 DET Govt Maintaining the advantage: Skilled Victorians Vic People Howard 2000s 

2007 Misko  Consultant The recognition of non-formal and informal learning in Australia Aust OECD Howard 2000s 

        

2008 DIIRD Govt Securing jobs for future: Skills for Victoria Vic People Rudd 2000s 

2009 Bullock Agency Foundations for the future: Proposals for future governance, architecture and 
market design of the National Training System 

Aust Govt, 
People 

Rudd 2000s 

2010 Bullock Agency Australian workforce futures: A national workforce development strategy Aust Govt Rudd 2010s` 

2011 Bullock Agency Skills for prosperity: A roadmap for vocational education and training Aust All Gillard 2010s 

2012 Gillard Govt Skills for all Australians: National reforms to skill more Australians and achieve a 
more competitive, dynamic economy  

Aust People, 
states 

Gillard 2010s 

2013 Bullock Agency Future focus: 2013 national workforce development strategy Aust Govt Rudd 2010s 
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By author category  
Year Author  Type Title Level To Govt Decade 

1990 STB Agency Apprenticeship reform: Policies and action plan Vic Govt Hawke 1990s 

2009 Bullock Agency Foundations for the future: Proposals for future governance, architecture and 
market design of the National Training System 

Aust Govt,  
People 

Rudd 2000s 

2010 Bullock Agency Australian workforce futures: A national workforce development strategy Aust Govt Rudd 2010s` 

2011 Bullock Agency Skills for prosperity: A roadmap for vocational education and training Aust All Gillard 2010s 

2013 Bullock Agency Future focus: 2013 national workforce development strategy Aust Govt Rudd 2010s 

        

1969 Tregillis Committee The training of skilled workers in Europe Aust Govt Gorton 1960s 

1974 Kangan Committee TAFE in Australia: Report on needs in technical and further education Aust Govt Whitlam 1970s 

1979 Williams Committee Education, training and employment Aust Govt Fraser 1970s 

1980 Newman Committee Victorian TAFE strategy Vic Govt Fraser 1980s 

1991 Dawkins Committee Skills training for the 21
st

 century Aust Govt Hawke 1990s 

1992 Mayer Committee Key competencies Aust Govt Keating 1990s 

2000 Collins Committee Aspiring to excellence  Aust Govt Howard 19 90s 

2003 Campbell Committee Bridging the skills divide Aust Govt Howard 2000s 

2005 Button Committee Victoria: Working futures Vic Govt Howard 2000s 

        

1993 Fitzgerald  Consultant Successful reform: Competitive skills for Australians and Australian enterprises Aust Agency Keating 1990s 

2007 Misko  Consultant The recognition of non-formal and informal learning in Australia Aust OECD Howard 2000s 

        

2006 Bracks Govt Maintaining the advantage: Skilled Victorians Vic People Howard 2000s 

2008 DIIRD Govt Securing jobs for your future: Skills for Victoria Vic People Rudd 2000s 

2012 Gillard Govt Skills for all Australians: National reforms to skill more Australians and achieve a 
more competitive, dynamic economy  

Aust People, 
states 

Gillard 2010s 

        

1988 Dawkins Ministry A changing workforce Aust People Hawke 1980s 

2001 DEET Ministry Knowledge, innovation, skills and creativity Vic People Howard 2000s 

2002a Kosky Ministry Knowledge and skills for the innovation economy (VET) Vic People Howard 2000s 

2002b Kosky Ministry Knowledge and skills for the innovation economy (HE) Vic People Howard 2000s 

2004 Kosky Ministry Future directions for adult community education in Victoria Vic People Howard 2000s 
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By level - state or national 
Year Author  Type Title Level To Govt Decade 

1969 Tregillis Committee The training of skilled workers in Europe Aust Govt Gorton 1960s 

1974 Kangan Committee TAFE in Australia: Report on needs in technical and further education Aust Govt Whitlam 1970s 

1979 Williams Committee Education, training and employment Aust Govt Fraser 1970s 

1988 Dawkins Ministry A changing workforce Aust People Hawke 1980s 

1991 Dawkins Committee Skills training for the 21
st

 century Aust Govt Hawke 1990s 

1992 Mayer Committee Key competencies Aust Govt Keating 1990s 

1993 Fitzgerald  Consultant Successful reform: Competitive skills for Australians and Australian enterprises Aust Agency Keating 1990s 

2000 Collins Committee Aspiring to excellence  Aust Govt Howard 19 90s 

2003 Campbell Committee Bridging the skills divide Aust Govt Howard 2000s 

2007 Misko Consultant The recognition of non-formal and informal learning in Australia Aust OECD Howard 2000s 

2009 Bullock Agency Foundations for the future: proposals for future governance, architecture and 
market design of the National Training System 

Aust Govt 
People 

Rudd 2000s 

2010 Bullock Agency Australian workforce futures: A National Workforce Development Strategy Aust Govt Rudd 2010s` 

2011 Bullock Agency Skills for prosperity: A roadmap for vocational education and training Aust All Gillard 2010s 

2013 Bullock Agency Future focus: 2013 national workforce development strategy Aust Govt Rudd 2010s 

2012 Gillard Govt Skills for all Australians: National reforms to skill more Australians and achieve a 
more competitive, dynamic economy  

Aust People, 
states 

Gillard 2010s 

        

1980 Newman Committee Victorian TAFE strategy Vic Govt Fraser 1980s 

1990 STB Agency Apprenticeship reform: Policies and action plan Vic Govt Hawke 1990s 

2001 DEET Ministry Knowledge, innovation, skills and creativity Vic People Howard 2000s 

2002a Kosky Ministry Knowledge and skills for the innovation economy (VET) Vic People Howard 2000s 

2002b Kosky Ministry Knowledge and skills for the innovation economy (HE) Vic People Howard 2000s 

2004 Kosky Ministry Future directions for adult community education in Victoria Vic People Howard 2000s 

2005 Button Committee Victoria: Working futures Vic Govt Howard 2000s 

2006 DET Govt Maintaining the advantage: Skilled Victorians Vic People Howard 2000s 

2008 DIIRD Govt Securing jobs for your future: Skills for Victoria Vic People Rudd 2000s 

  



262 

 

By audience  
Year Author  Type Title Level To Govt Decade 

1993 Fitzgerald  Consultant Successful reform: Competitive skills for Australians and Australian enterprises Aust Agency Keating 1990s 

        

2011 Bullock Agency Skills for prosperity: A roadmap for vocational education and training Aust All Gillard 2010s 

        

1969 Tregillis Committee The training of skilled workers in Europe Aust Govt Gorton 1960s 

1974 Kangan Committee TAFE in Australia: Report on needs in technical and further education Aust Govt Whitlam 1970s 

1979 Williams Committee Education, training and employment Aust Govt Fraser 1970s 

1980 Newman Committee Victorian TAFE strategy Vic Govt Fraser 1980s 

1990 STB Agency Apprenticeship reform: Policies and action plan Vic Govt Hawke 1990s 

1991 Dawkins Committee Skills training for the 21
st

 century Aust Govt Hawke 1990s 

1992 Mayer Committee Key competencies Aust Govt Keating 1990s 

2000 Collins Committee Aspiring to excellence  Aust Govt Howard 19 90s 

2003 Campbell Committee Bridging the skills divide Aust Govt Howard 2000s 

2005 Button Committee Victoria: Working futures Vic Govt Howard 2000s 

2010 Skills Australia Agency Australian workforce futures: A National Workforce Development Strategy Aust Govt Rudd 2010s` 

2013 Bullock Agency Future focus: 2013 national workforce development strategy Aust Govt Rudd 2010s 

2009 Bullock Agency Foundations for the future: Proposals for future governance, architecture and 

market design of the National Training System 

Aust Govt  

People 

Rudd 2000s 

        

2007 Misko Consultant The recognition of non-formal and informal learning in Australia Aust OECD Howard 2000s 

        

1988 Dawkins Ministry A changing workforce Aust People Hawke 1980s 

2001 DEET Ministry Knowledge, innovation, skills and creativity Vic People Howard 2000s 

2002a Kosky Ministry Knowledge and skills for the innovation economy (VET) Vic People Howard 2000s 

2002b Kosky Ministry Knowledge and skills for the innovation economy (HE) Vic People Howard 2000s 

2004 Kosky Ministry Future directions for adult community education in Victoria Vic People Howard 2000s 

2006 DET Govt Maintaining the advantage: Skilled Victorians Vic People Howard 2000s 

2008 DIIRD Govt Securing jobs for your future: Skills for Victoria Vic People Rudd 2000s 

2012 Gillard Govt Skills for all Australians: National reforms to skill more Australians and achieve a 

more competitive, dynamic economy 

Aust People, 

states 

Gillard 2010s 
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11.3 A sample concordance 
This is taken from the Concordance tab in the conc knowledge file. It is formatted using the 

Consolas font with no spacing. The concordance is sorted by the first word to the left of 

knowledge. 

1 carcity of persons with T AFE knowledge and experience who a 
2 XVI are there to gain applied knowledge and practical skills 
3  24 are there to gain applied knowledge and practical skills 
4 usually on a part time basis, knowledge or skills for second 
5 ilding industry, it is common knowledge that a person who ca 
6  deal do not want to discover knowledge for themselves but i 
7 and is generally intended for knowledge users as distinct fr 
8  exist traditionally also for knowledge originators whose fu 
9 . Its institutions exist for knowledge users, as distinct f 
10 and is generally intended for knowledge us'ers as distinct f 
11 wledge users as distinct from knowledge originators. (34) Te 
12 ledge us'ers as distinct from knowledge originators. (34) Te 
13 ills, or that provide general knowledge in the technologies. 
14 with the necessary first hand knowledge of industry's curren 
15 job satisfaction, updated j0b knowledge or changes of occupa 
16 ept relevant, and little-used knowledge and skills should be 
17 ept relevant, and little-used knowledge and skills should be 
18 be occupations requiring more knowledge of general principle 
19 cted access to assessments of knowledge and skills for the p 
20 ully reaching the standard of knowledge and skill required s 
21 should serve the interests of knowledge users and should con 
22 ully reaching the standard of knowledge and skill required s 
23 skills or particular kinds of knowledge; (f) courses of an i 
24 cted aCcess to assessments of knowledge and skills for the p 
25 recognition in proficiency of knowledge and competence of sk 
26 ectiveness except in terms of knowledge acquired by students 
27 o basic principles, skills or knowledge but which are not in 
28 unicate vocationally oriented knowledge and to develop the i 
29 unicate vocationally oriented knowledge and to develop the i 
30 risti~ features; i.e. skills, knowledge and attitudes which  
31 aining additional specialised knowledge or skills for person 
32 aining additional specialised knowledge or skills for person 
33 sh and extend their technical knowledge and abilities within 
34 ed to extend and deepen their knowledge of teaching methods  
35 nvironment and can keep their knowledge up to date. The Comm 
36 mal education or add to their knowledge and skills in order  
37  of a desire to improve their knowledge or broaden their ski 
38 the community to update their knowledge, and should have ope 
39 ories who have extended their knowledge by various means oth 
40 mal education or add to their knowledge and skills in order  
41 e accumulation of theoretical knowledge and practical experi 
42 tary but essential vocational knowledge. 1.79 Skilled trades 
43  refresh or update vocational knowledge, instruct the public 
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11.4 Preparing data files  
Preparing data files requires the use of Word Smith Tools. Preparation of these files requires 

access to three files additional files - the Template, the Basic English Stoplist 52, and the 

Indicator Matchlist. Each document requires 16 files.  Keep these in a single folder. 

File Process 

document Copy the pdf of the document from the VOCED database 

text Convert the pdf of the document to txt format. Save as “date voced yymmdd” 

voced Copy the database entry from the VOCED database 

word list46 Open the WordSmith Tools Word List function 
Use the Settings to load the stoplist  
Create a new wordlist from the text file. Save as “year word list yymmdd”. 

indicator 

words 47 

Reopen the wordlist. 
Load the matchlist. Select ‘Delete unmatched entries’ under Settings, Action. 
Select Zap. 
Save as “date indicator words yymmdd”. 
Go back to Settings, Action and select ‘None’. Save. 

cumulative 

list48 

Create a new wordlist combining all the previous documents. 
Save as “date cumulative list yymmdd”. 

prominent 

words 

Open WordSmith Tools Key Word function. 
Select File, New. Use the current ‘word list’ as the first word list. Choose 
‘cumulative list’ as the reference wordlist. 
Save as “date prominent words yymmdd”. 

index (3) Open WordSmith Tools Word List function. 
Select File, New. Choose the current text49. Select Make/Add to index50. 
This automatically generates three index files. 

clusters51 Open ‘index_file’.  
Select Compute, Clusters. Set minimum frequency to 3. Ensure the Stoplist is 
loaded. 
Save as “date clusters yymmdd”. 

conc 

knowledge 

Open WordSmith Tools Concord function. Create concordance for knowledge. 
Save as “date conc knowledge yymmdd”. 

conc skills As above for skills 

conc xxx As above for next most frequent variant of knowledge or skills 

conc yyy As above for next most frequent variant of knowledge or skills 

phrame Copy the template into the folder. Complete the template. 
Save as “date phrame yymmdd”. 

                                                           
46

 The Basic English Stoplist 52 is applied when generating the wordlist. These common words are not 
displayed. 52 refer to the number of entries. It is the Basic English Stoplist with # and s added. Hyphens 
separate words is unchecked. 
47

 These 66 words are taken from the corpus titles. To create the Indicator list, open the WordList 
function, Load Indicator Words Matchlist, Open (document) list, Save, Zap and Save. 
48

 This is a cumulative reference list which is used to provide data for the Prominent words section. It 
does not include the stoplist. 
49

 I.e. the wordlist already made for this year 
50

 Change the file location to the current year if necessary. 
51

 This generates phrases. It is set to a three-word cluster to align with knowledge and skills. 
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11.5 The analytical template 

Year – Title (Author) 

This is the template file for a phraseological analysis of a document in a specialised policy 
corpus. It generates a quantitative phraseological framing, or ‘phrame’, for the document to 
support subsequent qualitative analysis. This phrame focuses on the keywords knowledge and 
skills. Completing the phrame requires access to WordSmith Tools and the following files: 
document, voced, text, word list, indicator words, prominent words, clusters, conc 
knowledge, conc skills, conc (xxxx), conc (yyyy).  

Words 

Word frequency files have been generated from WordList and KeyWord functions in 
WordSmith Tools. Abbreviations, individual letters and numbers have been excluded. 
Acronyms specific to vocational education are included.  

Observations on other words in the files can be added. Less-frequently occurring words are 
noted if they are related to the research questions, the literature review, previous lists in the 
document, previous documents, emerging themes, or emerging language features. 

Knowledge and skills 

This includes all occurrences of knowledge, skill and their variants. Data are from the 
frequency tab of the word list file, using the Find function on the Word column with *know* 
and *skill*.  Occasional occurrences of accidental word concatenations are ignored. The 
Knowledge/Skills Ratio (KSR) is occurrences of knowledge divided by occurrences of skills 
x100). 

Word Frequency  Sequence 

The Knowledge/Skills Ratio is___ 

Observations: 

Word Frequencies 

All words 

Data are from the statistics tab of the word list file. 

Tokens (words in the word list)  

Types (distinct words)  

Type/Token Ratio (TTR) %  

Standardised Type/Token Ratio (STTR) %  

Observations: 

Content words  

These are the most frequently occurring nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs, including 
adjectival pronouns. Data are from the frequency tab of the word list file. The first ten words 
are included. A visual scan of the full file may reveal other words for noting under 
Observations.  

Word Frequency Sequence 
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Observations: 

Indicator words  

These words are indicative of the dominant discourses. Data are from the frequency tab of the 
indicator words file. The first ten words are included. A visual scan of the full file may reveal 
other words for noting under Observations. 

Word Frequency  Sequence 

 There are ___ of the 66 Indicator words in the document. 

Observations: 

Prominent words  

These words are a reflection of concepts rising and falling in significance. Frequencies of words 
in the current document are compared with the frequencies in a cumulative collection of all 
previous documents. Data are from the KWs tab in the prominent words file. The five most 
frequent and the five least frequent words are listed. If there are fewer than five in either 
category, the other category is extended to total ten. A visual scan of the full file may reveal 
other words for noting under Observations. 

Word Keyness  Sequence 

More frequent    

Less frequent   

Observations: 

Word cloud 

This is taken from the Compute/Word Cloud option in the Wordlist word list file. 

Observations: 

Co-text 

The data for these lists are derived from the examination of files generated using the three 
main functions of WordSmith Tools.  The lists and observations are filled in from the 
accompanying WordSmith Tools files, which are examined on screen. For reasons of 
manageability lists do not normally go beyond ten entries. Observations are optional. The 
document file is a pdf version of the document which can be used concurrently for checking 
context, capturing key extracts and fine-tuning observations during the examination of the 
files. 

Collocations  

Collocations are included for knowledge, skills and their two most frequent variants. Data are 
from the conc (node word) files. 

Knowledge 

Data are from the conc knowledge file.  

Range 
These are the most frequently occurring content words within a range of three to the left and 
three to the right of the node word. Data are from the collocates tab. 
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Word Frequency  Sequence 

Observations: 

Patterns 
These are the most frequently occurring content words to the left and right of the node word. 
Data are from the patterns tab. 

L2 L1 Keyword R1 R2 

Observations: 

Phrases 
These are the most frequently occurring three-word clusters among the collocations of the 
node word that function as phrases. Data are from the clusters tab. 

Phrase Frequency Sequence 

Observations: 

Skills 

Data are from the conc skills file. 

Range 
These are the most frequently occurring content words within a range of three to the left and 
three to the right of the node word. Data are from the collocates tab. 

Word Frequency  Sequence 

Observations: 

Patterns 
These are the most frequently occurring content words to the left and right of the node word. 
Data are from the patterns tab. 

L2 L1 Keyword R1 R2 

Observations: 

Phrases 
These are the most frequently occurring three-word clusters among the collocations of the 
node word that function as phrases. Data are from the clusters tab. 

Phrase Frequency Sequence 

Observations: 

xxxx 

Data are from the xxxx skill file. 

Range 
These are the most frequently occurring content words within a range of three to the left and 
three to the right of the node word. Data are from the collocates tab. 

Word Frequency  Sequence 

Observations: 
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Patterns 
These are the most frequently occurring content words to the left and right of the node word. 
Data are from the patterns tab. 

L2 L1 Keyword R1 R2 

Observations: 

Phrases 
These are the most frequently occurring three-word clusters among the collocations of the 
node word that function as phrases. Data are from the clusters tab. 

Phrase Frequency Sequence 

Observations: 

yyyy 

Data are from the conc yyyy file. 

Range 
These are the most frequently occurring content words within a range of three to the left and 
three to the right of the node word. Data are from the collocates tab. 

Word Frequency  Sequence 

Observations: 

Patterns 
These are the most frequently occurring content words to the left and right of the node word. 
Data are from the patterns tab. 

L2 L1 Keyword R1 R2 

Observations: 

Phrases 
These are the most frequently occurring three-word clusters among the collocations of the 
node word that function as phrases. Data are from the clusters tab. 

Phrase Frequency Sequence 

Observations: 

Phrases 

Data are from the WordList clusters file. 

Keyword phrases 

These are all binomial phrases containing either of the keywords or their variants. Data are 
from the frequency tab of the clusters file and by using the Find function on the Word column 
with *and*. Only occurrences of three or more are displayed. The pdf Advanced Search 
function in the document is used to identify frequencies of less than three. Other frequent 
keyword phrases are noted. 

Phrase Frequency  Sequence 

Observations: 
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All phrases  

These are the ten most frequently occurring three-word clusters that function as phrases. Data 
are from the frequency tab of the clusters file. Binomial phrases are found by using the Find 
function on the Word column with *and*.   

Phrase Frequency  Sequence 

Observations: 

Phrase cloud 

This is taken from the Compute/Word Cloud option in the Wordlist clusters file. 

Observations: 

Context 

This material is included to contextualise the phrame. 

Sources 

Abstract  

This is a key paragraph taken from the abstract of the document.  

Observations: 

Keywords and subjects 

These are the subjects and key words taken from the voced file. The observations are based on 
the data in Content Words (below). 

Observations: 

Preface 

This is a key paragraph taken from the cover letter for the document.  

Observations:  

Fields and motifs 
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11.6 A sample phrame 
[The template instructions seen in Appendix 11.5 have been removed to simplify reading.] 

1974 – TAFE in Australia (Kangan) 

Words 

Knowledge and skills 

Word Frequency  Sequence 

knowledge 43 154 

known 15 495 

unknown 2 2,016 

 

skills 67 86 

skilled 23 319 

skill 12 650 

re-skill 1 3,995 

re-skilling 1 3,996 

The Knowledge/Skills Ratio is 64.2 

Observations: 

The KSR shows that equilibrium of the pervious document has been tipped in favour of skills. 

Skills is the most dominant of the keywords for the first time.  

Word Frequencies 

All words 

Tokens (words in the word list) 57,826 

Types (distinct words) 4,450 

Type/Token Ratio (TTR) % 7.70 

Standardised Type/Token Ratio (STTR) % 37.19 

Observations: 

The STTR indicates a moderate lexical range. 

Content words  

Word Frequency Sequence 

education 861 1 

technical 557 3 

courses 342 4 

committee 322 5 

colleges 268 6 
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Australian 259 7 

further 238 8 

TAFE 207 9 

commission 206 10 

time 200 11 

Observations: 

Education is more frequent than other terms. Should is 2nd (651), more is 17th (167) and 

available is 18th (161). 

Indicator words  

Word Frequency  Sequence 

education 861 1 

technical 557 2 

Australian 259 3 

further 238 4 

TAFE 207 5 

training 173 6 

Australia 168 7 

vocational 140 8 

development 131 9 

needs 125 10 

 There are 50 of the 66 Indicator words in the document. 

Observations: 

The number of indicator words suggests the document reflects the key concepts of the 

knowledge economy. 

Prominent words  

Word Keyness  Sequence 

More frequent    

should 1,029 1 

Australian 578 2 

TAFE 551 3 

colleges 494 5 

commission 409 7 

Less frequent   

schools -257 345 

school -336 346 

workers -340 347 

skilled -492 348 

training -1,135 349 
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Observations: 

The relative frequency of TAFE reflects the focus of the document. The relative infrequency of 

training reflects the educational emphasis. 

Word cloud 

Observations: 

The document’s role in proposing a new vision for technical education is clear.  

Co-text 

Collocations 

Knowledge 

Range 

Word Frequency  Sequence 

skills 17 5 

their 11 8 

should 7 11 

distinct 5 12 

from 5 13 

users 4 17 

originators 3 21 

practical 3 22 

generally 3 23 

additional 3 24 
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Observations: 

Four of these words occur in the following sentence (which occurs twice): Technical college 

education is vocationally oriented and is generally intended for knowledge users as distinct 

from knowledge originators (xxviii). 

Patterns 

L2 L1 Keyword R1 R2 

standard their knowledge users skills 

intended specialised  originators practical 

update vocational   skill 

vocationally oriented    

additional from    

assessments little-used    

gain applied    

distinct      

Observations:  

In relation to “applied knowledge”: 

The great majority of students at technical colleges are there to gain applied 

knowledge and practical skills, and the colleges should continue to cater essentially for 

this kind of education. No useful purpose would be served by attempts to compete 

with institutions offering more advanced studies (xxvi-xxvii). 

Phrases 

Phrase Frequency Sequence 

knowledge and skills 6 1 

Observations: The reverse order does not occur. 

Skills 

Range 

Word Frequency  Sequence 

knowledge 17 9 

vocational 7 12 

basic 6 13 

social 6 15 

manual 5 16 

their 5 17 

job 5 18 

training 5 19 

additional 4 22 

develop 4 23 
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Observations: 

Skills are not just manual, they are mental and social (p. 56), an example of ‘skills inflation’? 

Patterns 

L2 L1 Keyword R1 R2 

knowledge practical skills they personal 

training social  should order 

understanding vocational  required unlikely 

basic new  both should 

background basic   emphasis 

learn technical   oral 

driving their   learning 

 specific    

 cognitive    

 communication     

 job    

 manual     

Observations: 

Phrases 

Phrase Frequency Sequence 

knowledge and skills 6 1 

Observations: 

The document reflects the tension between knowledge and skills, between colleges and 

industry, and colleges and universities.  There are two types of knowledge and skills, those for 

work and those for life. The college is responsible for both. Yet the colleges were not 

“knowledge originators”: that is the work of the universities. The colleges were to be 

“knowledge users”. The focus of the colleges is applied knowledge. The colleges were also to 

provide practical skills.  

Skilled 

Range 

Word Frequency  Sequence 

manpower 27 10 

occupations 5 11 

workers 5 12 

tradesmen 3 14 

training 3 15 

courses 3 16 

teaching 2 20 

study 2 21 
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wishing 2 22 

without 2 23 

Observations: 

Skilled is associated with general terms to do with categories of work. 

Patterns 

L2 L1 Keyword R1 R2 

tradesmen other skilled workers other 

study   occupations middle 

   manpower  

Observations: 

Skilled is again associated with general terms to do with categories of work. 

Phrases 

Phrase Frequency Sequence 

None   

Observations: 

Skill 

Range 

Word Frequency  Sequence 

involved 3 9 

evidence 3 10 

required 2 11 

standard 2 12 

without 2 13 

should 2 14 

determined 2 16 

change 2 19 

knowledge 2 20 

learn 2 21 

Observations: 

The nature of skill in the curriculum: 

 (72) TAFE authorities should resist attempts to add to course content, increase the 

length of courses, or raise entry requirements without incontrovertible evidence that 

the skill involved justifies the change. The authorities should avoid changes that 

unnecessarily raise the complexity of courses and thereby discriminate against 

technically capable students whose interests or abilities are not suited to more 

academic forms of education. The length of courses should be the subject of intensive 
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curriculum research, and initially an examination should ·be made o( the justification 

for the length of all courses extending beyond 500 hours. Justification for the length of 

courses of less than 500 hours should also be sought at a later stage. The status of 

formal qualifications earned by successfully reaching the standard of knowledge and 

skill required should not be determined merely by the length of course(xxxiii). 

Patterns 

L2 L1 Keyword R1 R2 

knowledge  skill involved should 

    justifies 

Observations: 

These occur in the passage quoted above. 

Phrases 

Phrase Frequency Sequence 

None   

Observations: 

Phrases 

Keyword phrases 

Phrase Frequency  Sequence 

knowledge and skills 6 405 

knowledge and skill 2 - 

understanding and skills 2  

Observations: 

Knowledge and skills occurs for the first time, and so does knowledge or skills, for the only 

time. The latter relates to the options in adult education in which an individual might study 

knowledge on its own for its own sake. This distinction does not occur in any later documents. 

Knowledge or skills (and understanding and skills) occur in the following: 

(1) For the purpose of the Terms of Reference for the proposed Australian Commission 

on Technical and Further Education, technical and further education should be 

regarded as describing all organised and sustained programs designed to communicate 

vocationally oriented knowledge and to develop the individual's understanding and 

skills. It should include all programs of education with a vocational purpose, other than 

those financially supported by other Commissions, whether the individual is using the 

program with employment as a primary aim or with the aim of gaining additional 

specialised knowledge or skills for personal enrichment or job improvement. It includes 

what is usually known as 'adult education' (xxiii). 
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All phrases  

Phrase Frequency  Sequence 

the Australian government 55 9 

New South Wales 49 11 

the labour force 43 12 

field of study 21 38 

primary and secondary 19 45 

terms of reference 19 47 

education and training 16 69 

enrolments in TAFE 14 85 

non teaching staff 14 88 

technical college teachers 14 91 

Observations: 

There are many three-word clusters containing elements of larger phrases but relatively few 

three-word phrases. This suggests a high complexity of expression. 

The two most frequent clusters are technical and further and and further education, which 

combined make the four-word cluster technical and further education (177). The phrase the 

proposed Australian commission on Technical and Further Education (84) accounts for 

elements of the most frequent clusters. This phrase combined with should has 54 

(occurrences). the committee is of the view has 22 occurrences. 

The 20 most frequently occurring binomial phrases are technical and further (31), primary and 

secondary (19), stream and field (18), education and training (16), industry and commerce (13), 

capital and recurrent (11), research and development (11), preparatory and adult 

(11)technological and social (11), ways and means (10), buildings and equipment (8), stream 

and level (7), knowledge and skills (6), student and teacher (6), commerce and government (5), 

counselling and guidance (5), health and welfare (5), health and safety (4), information and 

advice (4), land and buildings. 
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Phrase cloud 

 

Observations: 

Technical and further is dominant. 

Collocations  

Context 

Sources 

Abstract  

It recognised the importance of technical and further education as an integral part of 

the nation’s education system, and recommended that ‘the emphasis in technical 

college type institutions should be primarily on the needs of the individual for 

vocationally oriented education and the manpower needs of industry should be seen 

as the context for courses’. In tabling this report in the Australian parliament on 10 

April 1974, the Minister predicted that ‘The report … will revolutionise technical 

education in Australia’. 

Observations: 

There is a clear focus on education as well as training, and a separation of college and industry 

roles. 

Keywords and subjects 

Subjects: Adult and community education; Outcomes; Finance; Providers of education 

and training; Higher education; Vocational education and training; Governance 

http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Adult+and+community+education%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Outcomes%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Finance%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Providers+of+education+and+training%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Providers+of+education+and+training%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Higher+education%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Vocational+education+and+training%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.subject%3A%22Governance%22
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Keywords: Adult education; Recommendations; Government role; Educational finance; 

TAFE; Further education; Technical education and training; Education and training 

reform 

Observations: 

These are reflected in the most frequent content words. 

Preface 

This is a key paragraph taken from the cover letter for the document. The full cover letter 

appears in the Attachments. 

The recommended grants reflect the Committee's view of priorities within needs. We 

have also offered advice as to other appropriate measures that might be undertaken 

by the Australian Government towards the well balanced development of technical 

and further education. 

We would like to add that we found ourselves handicapped in some respects by the 

specific direction to exclude training within industry. 

 

Observations: 

This handicap may mean that the document is probably weighted more towards the technical 

colleges’ concern with knowledge than might otherwise have been the case. Even so, as we 

see below, within the document the equilibrium between knowledge, skill and skills of five 

years earlier has been disturbed. Skills is now dominant and remains so, with a single 

exception, from this point onwards.  

Fields and motifs 

None identified 

http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Adult+education%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Recommendations%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Government+role%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Educational+finance%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22TAFE%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Further+education%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Technical+education+and+training%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Education+and+training+reform%22
http://www.voced.edu.au/search/apachesolr_search/?filters=sm_metadata.keyterm%3A%22Education+and+training+reform%22
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