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C o m p e t e n c y  s t a n d a r d s  
a n d  t h e  p r o f e s s i o n s
A n n e  H a z e l I and  J e n n e f e r  N ic h o l s o n

The impetus for the develop­
ment o f competency stand­
ards for the professions has 
been different from that at the in­
dustry level. For professions it was 
prim arily to establish standards for 

entry to the profession, whether 
from overseas or across States, and 
had particular relevance to profes­
sions with different State registra­
tion requirements for practice. For 
industries the impetus was prima­
rily to establish standards for the 
assessment o f vocational skills, 
education and training needs 
within the workplace and to incor­
porate award restructuring devel­
opments.

NOOSR and  the A ustralian S tandards 
Fram ew ork
In 19 8 9  the National Office o f  
Overseas Skills Recognition 
(N OOSR) was established within  
the Departm ent o f Employment, 
Education and Training to pro­
vide advice and assistance to those 
professions with a workforce o f 
over 2 0 0 0 , where education and 
training is predom inantly deliv­
ered by higher education institu­
tions. The aim was to develop a 
competency-based approach to the 
assessment and recognition ot pro­
fessional skills, in place o f making 
judgem ent about the parity o f  
qualifications between States, and 
overseas qualifications with those 
gained in Australia. N O O SR  be­
came a funding body for profes­
sions to development competency 
standards and assessment m eth­
ods. Some professions, such as the 
nursing profession, were already 
well under way. Standards devel­
oped so far are predom inantly for 
entry-level com petency require­
ments for the profession as a 
whole. M any o f those funded by 
N O O SR  have chosen to retain the 
com petency standards for their 
own purposes and not have them 
endorsed by the National Training 
Board (NTB). N O O SR  does not 
endorse standards.

The health professions, includ­

ing nursing, pharmacy, physi­
otherapy, podiatry, are well-repre­
sented among the professions 
which have developed competency 
standards with assistance from  
N O O SR . The development o f  
competency standards for nursing 
in particular has been well docu­
mented.

In terms o f the national bench­
mark eight-level Australian Stand­
ards Framework, competency 
standards developed through 
N O O SR  sponsorship generally be­
gin at Levels 6 or 7. Industry- 
based competency standards 
endorsed by the NTB have cov­
ered Levels 1-6, although there is 
evidence that they are extending 
coverage to Level 7, as in the case 
o f the library sector.

Although it is almost impossi­
ble from a professional association 
view point to separate entry-level 
professional practice from the pro­
fessional education which precedes 
it, it is widely accepted that com­
petency standards are not curricu­
lum docum ents— they are about 
outcomes and leave open how  
those outcomes are achieved. The 
NTB clearly states in its Policy a n d  
G uidelin es (2nd Ed) that ‘Endorse­
ment o f  competency standards 
where delivery is by self-accredit­
ing higher education institutions 
does not have the same effect on 
accreditation and delivery as in the 
vocational education and training 
sector’, (p.54)

The g re a t debate
There is extensive debate in higher 
education about competencies. 
The NTB model is seen as ‘behav­
iourist’, emphasising observable 
behaviour against units o f compe­
tence, with underlying knowledge 
often inferred. Criticism o f this 
model is that it does not ad­
equately incorporate the applica­
tion o f attributes to performance, 
nor the relationship o f competence 
in one area to another. In general 
the professions, and higher educa­
tion commentators believe that a 
cognitive or ‘holistic’ model is

more appropriate. This model, or 
approach, allows for a wider per­
spective than individual observable 
behaviour. It acknowledges the in­
terrelationship o f attitudes, such as 
organisation culture, ethics, and 
attributes such as knowledge to 
com petent perform ance. Reflec­
tion on this knowledge and atti­
tudes is essential for the 
professional to apply judgem ent 
which is a fundamental aspect o f  
professional practice. In this con­
text, there is no intention that 
com petency standards w ill cover 
every aspect o f  professional prac­
tice, but that they should provide 
a good coverage of what is consid­
ered important in that profession.

Further issues o f debate, as yet 
unresolved but o f great interest to 
the Association, are: w hether in­
dustry com petency standards 
should influence curricula in
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higher education— higher educa­
tion in itself brings a whole range 
o f education com petency stand­
ards; the role o f practical experi­
ence in formal education, with a 
view to providing a better linkage 
between theory and professional 
practice; and the alignment o f for­
mal education with industry com­
petency standards.

ALIA's involvem ent
ALIA's original discussions in rela­
tion to the development o f compe­
tency standards took place in 
1 9 9 0 - 1 9 9 1  with N O O SR . The 
reasons for ALIA shifting its in­
volvem ent from N O O SR  to Arts 
Training Australia and hence 
NTB-endorsed competency stand­
ards are complex. The library and 
inform ation services industry, in­
cluding ALIA, wished to develop 
standards which covered all work­

ers in the industry. In the case o f  
ALIA this is a reflection o f our 
membership coverage o f librarians 
and technicians with formal quali­
fications, and unqualified workers 
w ithin the industry. This is in 
contrast with many other profes­
sional associations. W here a C om ­
petency Standards Body (CSB) 
exists for an industry with a career 
path going through to professional 
levels, N O O SR  requires profes­
sion to consult w ith that CSB. 
The DEET-preferred approach 
was for one competency standards 
project, to be done through a CSB  
and including professional level. 
In 19 9 2 , Arts Training Australia 
(ATA) was successful in obtaining 
DEET funding for the develop­
ment o f competency standards tor 
the library and inform ation serv­
ices industry. That ALIA would  
also receive governm ent funding

for the development o f standards 
seemed highly unlikely. N or 
would standards developed outside 
the ATA/NTB context have had 
any status, partly because the pow­
erful industrial lobby is committed 
to NTB endorsed standards. W ith  
some reluctance, ALIA abandoned 
negotiations with N O O SR , and, 
at the end o f 1992, agreed to be a 
member the A T A  project.

Sim on M arginson from the 
Centre for the Study o f  Higher 
Education at the U niversity o f  
M elbourne notes two interesting  
aspects about com petency stand­
ards and the professions: the most 
prestigious professions, law and 
medicine, have not felt obliged to 
develop com petency standards, 
and, the higher the status o f the 
profession, the more the profes­
sional association becomes the key 
decision-making group. m
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