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Abstract

The paper builds upon a previous one that presestauirical evidence about how

Malaysian Chinese entrepreneurs learn (Lim andyEBB08). It argued that it was

important to understand the nature of entrepreakudarning to balance the

misconceived idea that the Chinese over-relied Gnahxi’ (personal and clan

networks) to support their business activitiesalmodern business environment this
assumption was not an adequate explanation of eti@épreneur’'s experienced in
undertaking and sustaining their business venturearning was at the core of the
competency that characterises entrepreneurial eirav

This paper explores further the nature of entregugal learning theory. This is

mainly to consolidate the empirical findings by yiding a ‘big picture’ context that

suggests Malaysian Chinese entrepreneurs are progutal of their contemporaries
elsewhere. Second, brief connections are madeataitey theories as they currently
apply to Work-Applied Learning and Adult Continuingducation generally to

complete the picture. As entrepreneurs are at titing edge of capitalism the way
they learn provides valuable insights into the widentext of work-based and adult
learning in a changing world.

Key Words: entrepreneurship, work applied learning, adultrigsy, entrepreneurial
learning

Introduction

In a previous paper empirical evidence was predetistshow that Malaysian Chinese
entrepreneurs (The entrepreneurs) undertake wqrkeddearning for developing key
business and management competencies. These amneassed later. Generally, the
research found the entrepreneurs to be self-ddeabainly experiential learners who
viewed learning as a lifelong process. They alldated that various kinds of learning
contributed significantly to their success. Whiteit formal education and past work
experiences were factors that generally influertbedt entrepreneurial behaviour, the
everyday changing and evolving needs of their mssinenterprise provided the
motivational thrust for the acquisition of new aratied competencies under the broad
heading of workplace learning.

Furthermore, it was argued that Chinese culture mendicularly Guanxi (personal
family and clan networks) cannot adequately exptla@ir business acumen and
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overall competence. Malaysian Chinese entreprenptobably like their counterparts
in any cultural and economic setting, display auges zest for continuing learning,
not just from business necessity but also fromgh hegard for all forms of education.
All kinds of learning, notably focused on the woldqe, are regarded as the gateway
to acquiring knowledge and skills in a changingiemment. Therefore the central
message of the previous paper was that entrepiehiarning provides an additional
interpretation to a multifactor explanation abobeit overall capabilities to meet
future business challenges in a changing and confiisiness environment.

What the paper could not do in any depth was toenouch beyond the empirical
data-set to connect to current theory-building @eirepreneurial learning (EL) and
the more general framework of work-applied learn(gAL). The purpose of the

current paper is to make connections with the legrnexperiences of the

entrepreneurs and consider the ‘fit' with EL and W#heory, both which may be

reasonably described as at a formative stage ofld@ment. Realistically, it is not

intended to challenge existing theory-building ab&l,, mainly as the exploratory

nature of case study research, that supportedrehgéops paper, imposes limitations
on generalisation. Instead the spirit of this secpaper continues to be exploratory in
understanding the work-applied learning of a paldiccultural group of entrepreneurs
as part of a ‘big picture’ comprehension of thearhing.

Theory-building entrepreneurial learning revolvesumd one assumption and some
core questions. Any definition of entrepreneurshgs to include the central role

played by learning, formal knowledge and tacit kimgyvin making decisions about

markets and capital ventures. This assumption sieeato make in emerging

knowledge-based economies and post-industrial se€iéKumar, 1995, Reich, 1991,

Bell, 1974). As for the core questions, researth entrepreneurial learning is mainly
focused on how they learn. A key interest is toarsthnd the interplay between the
internal psychological processes of cognition amdivation of entrepreneurs with the

external business world. The latter provides thaaexperiences as the foundation of
knowledge accumulation and transformation into reaiktelligence and decision-

making. An integral feature of entrepreneurial t&ag is what motivates and sustains
them when they experience business venture failure.

Revisiting the previous paper

The first paper made a number of key points, sunsegin dot-point below.

. In the nine intensive case studies the Malaysiaim&3k entrepreneurs (MCES)
were largely self-directed learners who viewedreay as a continuous, lifelong
process.

o Work-applied learning (WAL) contributed significéytto their business
success. They had perfected the art of applying tbemal knowledge, tacit
knowing and learning to the practical demands ¢érpnise ventures, from start-
up through to long-term development.

o New enterprise ventures were particularly important providing the
motivational thrust for learning new competencmsch as IT).

o A great deal of learning was acquired through adgon with a network of
others, usually on an informal basis.
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o Learning from failed ventures was noted as padityimportant in transferring
become

Upon further reading and reflection the first papeuld have benefitted from some
important modifications. First, althoughuanxirelationships, as a particular feature of
traditional Chinese culture, may have been ovenegéid as a way of interpreting the
business behaviour of entrepreneurs, recent rdsdws shown the importance of
personal networking as a means of informal learrf®awchuk, 2008). The author
makes the point that informal learning is a natégature of working life, which in the
case of entrepreneurs includes their business mkitvgo Specific mention was made
of the importance of personal experience, togewithr the flexibility of the process
and the use of local knowledge as a resource formral learning.

The first paper had not embraced this key pointhin development of EL theory,
simply because published research was not avaitabieoderate the argument. For
example, recent theory-building identifies netwatkias a definite approach to EL, in
which “the skills and knowledge of the small to mediumesienterprise owner-
manager are largely acquired through their socialationships within and outside
their organizations (Man, 2006, p311). Networking entails relatingacspectrum of
contacts, very like the notion of Guanxi. It is yds consider this process as a rich
source of informal learning. This means that amgotl-building about EL should
include this element under the broad heading oésaptial learning. We shall return
to this matter later.

The second point is that Malaysian Chinese cultlike,the Diaspora throughout the
world, has a deep-seated respect for learning aod/lkedge. This was explained in the
previous paper. Therefore it is not necessary telldyf this background condition that
takes for granted the general value of educatiom mgans of achievement motivation
and the development of an all-round economic as agesocial competence. As was
shown previously, entrepreneurs embrace all forideasning on the continuum from
the formal to the informal. The respect for forradlucation serves as a foundation for
the practical learning that entrepreneurs mosttjeutake.

The meanings of entrepreneurship

Entrepreneurs and entrepreneurship generally heee described for a long time. An
encyclopaedia of the social sciences (Kuper & Kuf885) traces the use of the term
back to the 1800s, in which entrepreneurs are ibestras merchant adventurers,
starting a long tradition of regarding them as rotwafigures with a mysterious
acumen in various kinds of business innovationis Istill possible to portray the
entrepreneur as a kind of heroic character and Idoveltheir motivation to build
business empires and other dreams of persondhfelit. However, the subject of the
motivation of entrepreneurs is a serious aspepsgtho-social and learning research,
going beyond ‘heroic’ ideas (Young & Sexton, 2003ns, Wesselink, Biemans &
Mulder, 2004).

Current literature also continues to refine the mme@ of entrepreneurship by
including the insights of sociology and behaviouwraimpetency to add to definitions
drawn from economic theory (Lans, et al, 2004).sTduggests that there is scope for
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defining entrepreneurship further by understandihg way they learn and the
significant role played by formal knowledge and ittaknowing in achieving
competitive advantage and creating value througiitadaventures. Other accounts of
entrepreneurship frequently mention these aspdctierr behaviour, reflecting the
dynamic nature of the marketplace and the complewt changing business
environments (Man, 2006, Harrison & Leitch, 2005).

Relating entrepreneurship to economic theory, schohave sought to characterise
their role, notably by inserting a dynamic elemisd the market process. This is the
entrepreneur as a manager (or grandmaster) ofigeceisaking, in often unique and
always uncertain situations where the acquisitioth @pplication of knowledge plays a
vital part in the market process. Dealing with uteeaty is more than the throw of a
lucky dice. It has been shown that the way entregares work owes much more too
rational thinking and analysis (Minniti & Bygrav2001). As economic theorists have
noted, their function in the economy is built ummme skilled, analytical thinking and
calculated decision-making where using knowledgehis core competence. This
embraces both formal knowledge and tacit knowiegpectively from textbooks and
the like as well as from practical experience asnersources of work-applied
learning. The depiction of entrepreneurship crosa#scultural and economic
boundaries and transcends race and ethnicity, ambulrtedly goes beyond the
personality and character of individual entrepreseu

The importance of learning in entrepreneurial behaiour

With these conceptual adjustments made it is irgdntb concentrate on various
explanations of how entrepreneurs learn and wimat & conceptual frameworks exist
to build a comprehensive theory of EL. The emphasitheory-building is founded on

the assumption that it is too soon to insist thathBs reached a sufficiently advanced
stage of development to be called normative thé@aylile & Christensen, 2005).

As a preface, it is important to note the role pthyby the venture capitalist in
supporting the work of entrepreneurs. This is dmneeinforce the point that venture
capitalists support experienced entrepreneurs avipnoven track record of successful
business performance. The key element in bringiggther venture capitalists with
entrepreneurs is proven faith in the power of thearning and knowledge to make
things happen, achieve competitive advantage andupe good business outputs
(Berglund, Hellstrom, & Sjolander, 2007).

This reflects the consensus of current literathe¢ entrepreneurs have to continue to
learn to be an effective performer. Taking the agdtural sector in The Netherlands as
a case illustration of successful entrepreneurghg authors emphasise that learning
and knowledge are central to the capacity to inteoalong the value-chain and
manage an intensely competitive changing businegsomment (Lans, et al, 2004).
This identifies the entrepreneur as much a manafe¢he technicalities production
process as they are of the lofty peaks of capé@atwre decisions.

They illustrate the example of the flower businessferring to the need for
entrepreneurs to learn and know about developmentsinformation and
communication technology as well as advances irebimology, environmental
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technologies and computer assisted decision-makingake the supply chain work
more effectively (p74). Current writing about eptreneurs assumes that they have to
function effectively in a knowledge-driven economwhich ranges from knowing
about technical aspects of the production, distismuand marketing through to
possessing superior market intelligence. This matsge brings together action
learning with practical experience and the hardysima of cognitive thinking as the
core competence of the modern entrepreneur.

The alchemy that combines to produce the effe@nteepreneur draws partly on their
cognitive ability to think creatively, calculate $iness opportunity, with personal
qualities of judging the element of risk in relatito longer-term advantage, and,
mostly, on applying knowledge acquired through aasi kinds of learning through
action and experience. The flower industry in Thethérlands is an apt illustration of
what being a modern entrepreneur entails in legri@ms.

We concluded the previous paper by arguing thaiwg entrepreneurs engaged in a
continuous cycle of learning from the everyday eigyrees of planning and action
was carried to a higher level of cognitive and earal awareness through reflection.
Searching for a theory of learning from descriptiaealysis of entrepreneurial
behaviour was not the main purpose of the papeweder, it was reasonably clear
from their personal insights that they shared mearhmon ground with Kolb’s theory
of experiential learning (1984). However, we rafel from pushing Kolb’s theory too
hard. It was obvious that it would take more rese@o gain the critical mass of data
to generate profound theoretical insights. Theleyn the rationale for the second
exploratory paper on the nature of entreprenele@hing.

The meanings of entrepreneurial learning

A core focus of EL is the nature of the learninggass that result in a particular kind
of competency concerning market intelligence andvwkhow about making capital

investment decisions in response to a perceivednéss opportunity. We may

generally regard EL as the combination of businesgure experience with practical
knowledge that comes from applied learning. A dyicasgnergy is identified between

their business experience of creating new ventymeodunities and the practical
learning that produces the knowledge and wisdorg klfae/e acquired in the process,
which accumulates and is transferred to the nesinless event (Politis, 2005).

Viewed this way entrepreneurship is a learning-aseeer, which implies dedication
and discipline over many years. Learning is theattyic currency of entrepreneurship
in which acquired knowledge and skills is memorisedl practically applied to
transform business ventures from start-up throwgbontinued growth. This extends
to learning from both business failure as well ascess, which was noted in the
previous paper and by others (Singh, Pavlovich &n€n 2007). The process of
theory-building entrepreneurial learning is ess#iytiabout understanding a complex
process that involves individual decision-makingd aaction, which also propels
organisations and enterprise in a concerted wagdtise and sustain new business
venture opportunities.
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‘Schools of thought’ on entrepreneurial learning.

There are three main ‘schools of thought’ aboutritieire of entrepreneurial learning.
In our view they all recognise that being an enmeapur entails a high level of
business competence, which is built upon a compbe set of learned

competencies. It is not our purpose to critiquevidi@ous schools of thought (although
some cited authors do: Man, 2006, Politis, 2005) tather to identify different

explanations of EL. One thing they have in comnm®an exploratory and research-
based approach to generalisation and theory-bgildwth none claiming to have

reached the stage of normative theory.

The competency-based approach

We start by outlining two contributions to EL thgdouilding, using the competency-
based learningpproach (Man, 2006, Rae & Carswell, 2000). Theaathge of the
competency-based school of thought is a holistitception of EL that largely reflects
current definitions and descriptions of entrepresiesp outlined above as well as
embracing both cognitive and experiential learning.

The earlier work (Rae & Carswell, 2000) is based sobjective and interpretive
accounts or life story research by entreprenewastiying the processes of developing
their attitudes, behaviour and work style. Thisgess approach is also designed to get
close to the ‘inside’ experience of entrepreneund their learning. They find that EL
is an integrated process of tacit knowing, prattitang and cognitive understanding.
This process is driven by entrepreneurs having#isonal efficacy and confidence, as
well as the achievement motivation, to activelyrieand develop the instrumental
knowledge and skills relevant to business ventimdividual capabilities is the sum of
a dynamic process of knowing-in-action underpinbgda strong sense of self-belief
based on actual experience of being an entrepreieeirauthors identify five ‘life
stages’ of the entrepreneurial career- p154). Iditaxh to locating the individual
entrepreneur at the apex of a lifelong learningcpss the authors create a working
model of EL.

A more recent study (Man, 2006) is explicit abcw# heed for a competency-based
model of EL that relates entrepreneurial activity business performance and
outcomes. In this context the model is designegréaluce measures of behaviour that
integrates entrepreneurial knowledge and skilla a$ole set of competent abilities to
the inputs and process, contexts and outcomes sihdss ventures. Like the other
authors, Man explains the three dominant explanatmf EL but suggests they have
limitations in not being able to identify expli@nd measurable learning entities. The
competency movement may be described as takingnystery out of mastery to
identify precisely what kinds of knowledge and Iskdre involved.

The competency framework is explained in detaith®yauthor (pp312-313). From the
data-set findings and analysis six behaviouralepast of EL are identified: active,
continuous, selective and purposeful, focused amdepth learning, together with
improving and reflecting upon experience, and fiemsg what has been learnt into
current practices. As Man statesThtse patterns can be identified when an
entrepreneur exhibits successful learning leadiagcertain outcomegp317). The
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author concludes that EL can be conceptualised astegrated set of identifiable and
measurable skills, knowledge and attributes drawomf the daily work of
entrepreneurs that combine as a cluster of compietenThese can be learned by
others through training, education and developmensum, the competency-based
approach is quite persuasive, mainly because ittiftess a whole pattern of
entrepreneurial behaviour and the significant aflearious kinds of learning activity
within a comprehensive conceptual framework.

The cognitive approach

The cognitive approach stems from economic thewhych seeks to give expression
to the active role of the entrepreneur in the mapk®cess. Traditional economic
theory had little room for the human action of epteneurs in what was a static
concept of markets. Special attention has been fithe part played by market
intelligence through information concerning pricesl the impact on entrepreneurial
decision-making in both creating and maximising amnities. The concept of the
growth of entrepreneurial knowledge was given safiplexpression through theory-
building in the early 1970s (Kirzner, 1973). Vemuopportunities derive from the
personal mental constructs of entrepreneurs deliblgr thinking about and testing
working hypotheses; a learning-by-doing and knowmgction model of market

intelligence that is summarised as a form of swpeaiertness arising from human
action (Minniti & Bygrave, 2001).

In spite of this advance in economic theory Isrdekzner has been criticised for
failing to take account of other aspects of thd-waald of the entrepreneur, such as
the experience of business failure. Moreover, hiskimg hypotheses model is not
examined closely enough as a dynamic process ofitegn in which thinking through
market uncertainty and processing conflicting infation is the superior alertness
described by Kirzner (Harper, 1994 & 1996). Theséicsms form the basis for
introducing the theory of knowledge advanced byl Kapper to inject more rigour
into the learning process undertaken by entreprsneu

Without going further with Harper’'s analysis, anettsg aside the caveats noted
above, it is clear that the approach taken towadrdsElecidedly cognitive, that is to

say, the capacity to produce knowledge drawinghenidea of general intelligence
complete with thinking, reasoning and problem-saiviabilities. This general

intelligence combines with the more specific orstajlised kind relating to the

behaviour of markets, an ability common to the wemtcapitalist as much as the
entrepreneur ( Berglund, et al, 2007).

Another contribution to the relationship betweenatvantrepreneurs learn and what
they know and specifically understand about mabedtaviour also relies on learning
(Lavoie, 1986). This is termed the hermeneutic iti@a which in addition to
acknowledging cognitive alertness, identifies thiemrning as a consequence of a
constant immersion in the sub-cultural world ofrepteneurial thought and action
(described by others as communities of practich)s €omes close to recognising the
power of informal learning, whereas the ideas ofpda prefer the more formalised
process of problem-based and hypothetical thinkiBiyen the empirically elusive
nature of these perspectives on cognitive learitisgems reasonable to suggest that
both approaches are applicable to understandingembr@preneurs learn.
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Therefore theCognitive Learning approach places high value of the acquisition of
knowledge and the power of memory. An addition&nednt is the motivation of
entrepreneurs, which is regarded as the bedrockustained learning and knowledge
growth across several business ventures in theseanira career (Young & Sexton,
2003). The authors identify various factors thattiwade entrepreneurs to learn and
build the knowledge they need for business venguiiiwo broad kinds of motivation
arise from their empirical study: external and iingg factors. Four types of external
motivation comprise the need to react, notably (theemergency or unanticipated
situation, (2) the sudden pressure to learn andvkhow to deal with a business
problem, (3) the slow build up of a problem that¢ates the need to learn and know
more, and (4) continuing obligations toward othersich are usually contractual. The
fifth type of source of motivation is the proactisguation in which the entrepreneur
anticipates new business venture opportunitiess Tramework immediately suggests
the relative rarity of the proactive learning stiaa in which knowledge may be
acquired in a more planned and unhurried way. Ta&gether they all embrace an
active approach to learning.

What is more important in understanding variousr$f to build a theory of EL is
located in the personal nature of motivation. Imsnaituations entrepreneurs have an
immediate need to know, often undermined by a tzfckeither available information
nor the time to learn formally. Being in a reactis#uation certainly forces the
entrepreneur to learn quickly. In the scenariosiaddep by the authors learning
becomes a motivational imperative to cope with @angmng business situation
decisively, typically without perfect market inigknce, but always through focused
learning. Other studies bear testimony to the irigmme of critical incidents for
learning, ranging from a crisis through to a plahn@sponse to an emerging
opportunity (Cope & Watts, 2000, Singh, et al, 2007

The experiential learning approach

Experiential Learningocuses on the capacity of entrepreneurs to bedgelfting and
use the totality of their experiences as a soufdeaoning. This approach is bolstered
by a whole body of adult learning rather than eenieaheory. It does not devalue the
cognitive nature of knowledge and skill acquisitibnt takes us further into the
learning actions and reflections of entrepreneuns.this approach self-directed
learning is what characterises EL and entrepreneeceme adept at learning how to
learn as well as double-loop learning (Young & $ax2003).

A comprehensive explanation of the experientiairie®sy approach is provided in a
key paper (Politis, 2005). The paper seeks to ansutat entrepreneurs learn from
their different experiences of starting new vensu@nd thereby building a career of
successful entrepreneurship. At first sight thig/ma summarised as the development
of superior knowledge and skills to produce a spekdnd of business competency,
well in keeping with the cognitive approach. Whehe paper departs from the
common ground is the emphasis placed on the explienature of entrepreneurial
activity, which includes the way they learn. Thep@ais packed with an extensive
literature review and clarification of key concepts
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The paper first provides an explanation of howemteneurial knowledge is generated
by bringing together theories of experiential léagn Second, it draws a distinction
between the experience of being an entrepreneurtl@dnowledge they acquire.
Third, the paper goes further by introducing a dyitaelement into what might be
usually regarded as a static relationship. Thihiésprocess otransformingpractical
experience into knowledge. The author claims teroffew insight and interpretation
of territory ‘owned’ by the cognitive learning apach. The relationship between the
(1) career experiences of entrepreneurs (anytmorg Start-up to regular management
of ventures), (2) the knowledge they acquire in phecess (particularly recognising
opportunities) and (3) the transformation of expece into entrepreneurial knowledge
(which includes the outcomes of past enterprise taedway they prefer to learn),
combines into a conceptual framework (p402). Whaerge from the conceptual
model are five researchable propositions about tldure of entrepreneurial
experience, knowledge and learning.

It is the mode of transforming experience into wogkknowledge that reveals the way
entrepreneurs learn their craft. This is the painivhich experiential learning theory
makes an entrance, which is defined #e ‘process whereby knowledge is created
through the transformation of experiefi¢&olb, 1984, p.41). It is reasonable to add
that an integral feature of entrepreneurial thigksithe ability to perceive and identify
and then grasp a business venture opportunity. Thighe beginning of the
transformation process of converting experience kmiowledge. The transformation
process is a continuous circle, an idea that ithatheart of experiential learning
theory. Attention now turns to the nature of expstial learning theory.

Carl Rogers (1902-1987) preceded David Kolb in tgiag the theory. The former
categorised two types of learning, (1) cognitivdigh he termed meaningless, such as
rote forms of learning) and (2) significant or espatial, which means practical and
applicable to what the learner needs or wants tawkand do. Rogers claimed that
experience is the highest form of personal knovand authority, the core of being
and the navigational tool of life. Kolb is bettendwn for promoting experiential
learning through a descriptive model of the foumgses: (1) concrete experience,
followed by (2) personal observation and reflection the experience, to (3)
generalisation or abstract conceptualisation (‘picture thinking) and then to (4)
practical application or active experimentation,fope completing the circle of
experience and knowing through learning. It is oeable to make a connection with
the model to the behaviour of entrepreneurs inwhg they approach and manage
ventures and the process of transforming pracégpkriences into both general and
industry specific knowledge through primary andosetary learning.

The concept of experiential learning can be sulddvinto two understandings. First,
there is incorporation into formal education curkig which has influenced problem
and competency-based learning where practical ajan is emphasised as a mode of
learning. Second, there is learning that comes fritv@ experience of direct
participation in the events of everyday life, supjpg the belief of Carl Rogers. The
second meaning most closely relates to theory-imgjloh EL.

There are several critiques of Kolb’s theory, and have direct relevance to the way
entrepreneurs learn. First, experiential learnirigcgs high value on first-hand
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experience. What it appears to ignore is the estedd view that values secondary or
indirect experience that comes from reading andeswstic study that is mostly

provided through formal education (Jarvis, 20049c&hd, experiential learning has
been criticised for relying too much on cognitiomdafor not taking account of the

motivational influence of emotional engagement,tural and social relations (as

typified in the previous paper describing Chinesktucal norms and values as well as
‘Guanxi’ relationships).

The action learning approach

Action learning is intended to solve practical geshs of business and management
through a natural process of thinking and ‘questigrinsight’ (Revans, 1980, cited in
Rae & Carswell, 2000). It is an approach that mighsily be subsumed under
experiential learning theory. In the latter schenirepreneurs are often characterised
as self-directed and informal learners, obtainiegspnal insights and intelligence of
markets through the experiences they have by a icatin of cognitive activity,
including an indefinable amount of intuition andpimit learning, tacit knowledge and
skill. This active learning is supported throughwerking and social interaction with
an array of associates (such as venture capitaisispeers). As a process Action
Learning has much in common with the four stagescil®ed by Kolb and other
researchers in experiential learning theory.

Bringing the schools of thought together

The various attempts made to define and describbdve encouraged writers to seek
a comprehensive and inclusive model that embraocgmittve and experiential
learning, as well as networking and action learnifige competency-based models are
the best example of such worthy efforts. One quana¢xpresses the ideaGiven
these different understandinggnfrepreneuriallearning can be seen as a cognitive
process of acquiring and structuring knowledgemalking meaning from experience,
and of generating new solutions from existing keodgE (Rae & Carswell, 2000,
pl152). They go further to argue that entreprendwunge acquired a unique set of
competencies before focusing on what they regarth@®ssence of their learning-
“Learning can be understood as the ability to adfedently comprising the three
dimensions of knowing, doing and understanding... trefreneurial learning is
concerned with how people construct new meanirtfpenprocess of recognising and
acting on opportunities, and of organising and mging ventures. It is much more
than acquiring the functional ‘knowing’, for it inlves active ‘doing’ as well as
understanding ‘what it is that works’ and realisirigat ‘one can do it’; therefore,
knowing, acting and making sense are interconné¢fse 153).

The various models or ways of thinking about emapurial behaviour generally and

learning in particular provide different points @hphasis while consolidating around

an appreciation of the qualities required of modamtrepreneurs doing business in a
complex and knowledge-driven economy.

How do the EL generalisations relate to the ovevwaé the workplace learning of the
Malaysian Chinese entrepreneurs? We turn to thermaugnprovided in the previous
paper to provide an answer. The main findings &sented in the previous paper
were-
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o Learning from practical experience was the greattier for the entrepreneurs,
with special emphasis on learning through actiah @noblem-solving

o They had a strong leaning toward learning inforgndlom a variety of
associates, sourcing the knowledge of other ergrgors and those with
technical know-how when the need arose. Infornainimg was often driven by
the need to address immediate business and manaigsswes

o Formal learning constituted a background to theemormediate and applied
practical understanding, knowing and taking action.

. What was particularly noteworthy was the entrepuesieemphasis on the
benefits of learning from business failures. Theseated long lasting
impressions and influenced future behaviour. Aprimfal method of transferring
learning from failures through discussion and nmegtireflected a common
pattern among the entrepreneurs.

o The continuous cycle of learning from the everydageriences of planning and
action was carried to a higher level of cognitived aemotional awareness
through reflection.

It is reasonable to draw the conclusion that tlenieg of the Malaysian Chinese
entrepreneurs generally reflected the various quned explanations outlined above.
Understandably experiential learning has more pnemge. This is mainly because
entrepreneurs operate in a complex and changinmésssenvironment where it is
necessary to comprehend a great deal of informatibay are under pressure to think
quickly and to act decisively, even though knowkedmd market uncertainly creates
venture risks. Behind the experiential immediacyesiponding to business challenges
cognitive activity is a serious feature of entremnership. Analytical ability is one of
the several competencies needed to perform efédgtia the complex situations that
confront entrepreneurs. Taken together we adopt pibsition that EL is best
understood as a comprehensive set of learned cenges$ that combines in a natural
way cognitive, experiential and action learning. isThbroad understanding
acknowledges the powerful character of entrepreneur

Connecting entrepreneurial learning to work-appliedlearning and adult learning
theory

How does entrepreneurial learning dovetail with thaceptual field of work-applied

learning? As a preface, being an entrepreneurspegial kind of work experience,

crucially engaged in the process of value creatfda.have shown that the learning of
entrepreneurs is an integral part of their worke Workplace is not a specific location
but rather a fluid process that can take placeastinally, anywhere at anytime.

Informal and experiential learning underpinned witkasured cognitive activity are
key elements in what amounts to a mobile workatati

Entrepreneurial learning (EL) as a form of work-igap learning (WAL) can be
directly linked to the concepts of organisationehrhing (OL) and knowledge
management (KM). This is the position taken in ggvaexploring the interface
between the three concepts (Harrison & Leitch, 2006ey argue the importance of
knowledge, knowing and learning as strategic resgsicrucial to managing change
and achieving competitive advantage. Particulaendéiin is paid to the way
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entrepreneurs learn and use knowledge as a rolelrfardrganisations to follow. The
authors regard entrepreneurs as at the cutting efigeork-related learning and
therefore a solid foundation for theory-building.

Another paper has a broader perspective in whiclewa theoretical framework for
WAL is outlined (Mitchell, Young & Henry, 2001). lhas the advantage of
introducing current theory in adult continuing edtien (ACE), as well as the role
played by WAL in the transformation process leadingthe creation of learning
organisations (LO). As a matter of note, the cotioacbetween learning in the
workplace and general adult learning was made &t levo decades ago (Marsick,
1987).

In drawing on some leading ideas in ACE specifiersiton is paid to the link between
the principles of adult learning embodied in Andrgg (as a holistic theory of
knowing and learning) and action learning (Knowlketsal, 1998). As has been argued
earlier, action learning sits well with the way repreneurs operate and their
experiential learning. The paper actually make<ifipeeference to Kolb’s theory of
experiential learning, that is to say, learninga@®ntinuous, iterative process based on
practical experience in a changing, ‘real-worldteractive environment that produces
knowledge-through-reflection and action.

These leading ideas are the prime motivational sodor what an entrepreneur for
their learning in what they need to know and taab& to competently do. This takes
place within the world of applied learning and ewtithey have purposefully
constructed. Entrepreneurs provide an excellerg mabdel of a ‘community of
practice’ that gives meaning and force to thesadda the journey from practice to
theory (Mitchell et al, pp 38-39). Although entrepeurs are the focus of attention
there are probably other ‘communities of practiere knowledge workers have to
learn to operate effectively in a complex and clagp@nvironment. Therefore it is
argued that the kind of learning characterised tiyepreneurs may actually have a
wider application.

Conclusion

Even with a fleeting engagement with current idesagking to develop a new
theoretical framework for WAL it is clear that tkeeris common ground with
entrepreneurial learning. This connection extendsibre general understanding about
the nature of adult learning. There is an extenbigeature that supports this simple
contention, too much to review here.

We may generalise that although entrepreneurs woakspecial kind of environment
how they learn is maybe not much different from ey other adults learn. They
acquire knowledge and understanding from the algheinactive engagement through
the discoveries of trial and error, creative prableolving, cognitive processing,
together with reflection on experience to learn petencies that can be applied to the
business of living. This individual process of ¢meg purpose and meaning through
learning derives from natural phenomenology, inchiiuman beings construct their
own sense of the world and how to find a way os&ice within it.
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In the special case of the entrepreneur the presswsucceed, and sometimes contend
with the high cost of business failure, may setrtrapart from the general workforce
and the typical adult learner. However, taking tbaveat aside the learning of the
entrepreneur generally merges with models of wadiad and organisational
learning to share a common stream of human learthag produces the functional
knowledge necessary to generate and promote econactivity. Throughout time
social and economic progress has depended on thidinlgu block of the
transformation of learning to produce practical ktezige. Today the formation of a
knowledge-based economy has made it even more wbtat learning plays a vital
role in the intelligent creation of a sustainabteni of modern capitalism and a
civilised society. The entrepreneur naturally atisainterest as learners because of
their leading role on modern economies but thegagement with learning is maybe
not so very different from what millions of othets in their working lives.
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Abstract

Performance management can be an important partsthtegy but its use in SMEs is
under-researched. The single case of a small, &issirregistered training organisation
provided an unusual opportunity to investigate tid® of performance management.
Three stages of data collection — literature, inéars and a survey- found that most
registered training organisations had found iticift to implement a quality system that
consistently delivers the required outputs and auts. In particular, although most
indicated little difficulty in understanding qualitequirements, they found it difficult to
get their people to take ownership and embed thaétgstandards into their performance
as a quality system. In turn, the case adoptedeeps that produced evidence that an
action learning cycle of continuous improvemengrnsbedded into the organisation and
that its registration audit requirements are met.

Key Words: performance management, quality management, gaagurance
Introduction

Performance management is central to gaining cativeetadvantage because
performance management is the process through wigetagers ensure that employees’
activities and outputs are congruent with the oigion’s goals (Noe, Hollenbeck,
Gerhart & Wright 2006). A foundation of performanceanagement is a quality
management system that incorporates objectives uresmof achievement. To remain
competitive, it is necessary for an organisationdévelop a quality system that will
ensure not only compliance with quality standardst also foster continuous
improvement.

This importance of these quality management systapies to small-to-medium

enterprises (SMEs) as well as to large organissti@overnments can enforce this
application. For example, the government in Augraéquiresall registered training

organisations (registered training organisationajge or small, to have a quality
approach (The Training System 2008):
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All registered training organisations must compljthwnational standards which ensure the
consistent delivery of high quality training acragssstralia. In order to check this compliance,
state and territory registering authorities maydrant regular audits of an registered training
organisation’s systems, processes and practises

While some research about their quality managemsystems has been undertaken within
large government-owned registered training orgdoisa like Technical and Further
Education bodies in Australian states (for exam@eith, Oczkowski, Nobale &
Macklin 2007), independent SME registered traimnganisations have been given little
research attention even though they are expectedett the same standards as larger
ones. SME registered training organisations cdinld it difficult to compete with the
large training organisations because their ressurae limited and the costs of
compliance and change are high. The lack of inftion about human resources in these
SMEs is problematic for theory, research, and pacCurrent theory is often developed
and tested in large organisations. Little informatexists on benchmarking by smaller
organisations, including financial or non-financiplerformance data relative to
competitors. As a result, little is known abous #xtent to which the theory extends to
smaller entrepreneurial organisations (Wright & MaMn 1992). Moreover, little is
known about how to embed quality standards intgtioeesses of an SME.

Thus theaim of the research is investigate a SME’s organisatichange processes
when developing and implementing a quality managemnsgstem to ensure the correct
skills and competencies are developed in a sustiginaay. This aim is achieved in
examining how a case of a small registered traimirganisation within the Vocational
Education and Training sector had to change to ¢pmpth the new regulatory
environment of the 2007 Australian Quality Trainirigramework (AQTF 2007)
standards. (DEST 2007a) In brief, the case SMEcths, reviewed AQTF 2007
requirements, and then researched the charaatsrigtid behaviours of stakeholders
through interviews, focus groups and a survey ohamgars of similar organisations
delivering nationally recognised training. Finaliy,used its learnings to implement a
system-wide approach to continuous improvement knoas the RTO Quality
Framework™ (Chalkport 2007 n.d.). This case repuit benefit managers in the
training industry and managers in other industtésked with developing performance
management systems.

This report has four sections. The first provides tonceptual background. Next, the
case research methodology is justified and destried its data analysed. Finally, the
final performance management system used at Electiescribed.

Background
The conceptual or background issues that Electuss thaaddress were performance
management and quality management. Strategic pignisi a process that involves

describing the organisation’s destination, assgdsarriers that stand in the way of that
destination, and selecting approaches for movimgdod. The main goal of strategic
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planning is to allocate resources in a way thavigdes organisations with a competitive
advantage (Addams & Embley 1988; Thompson, Stnekl& Gamble 2006). A change

in strategic goals and strategies puts pressutbeoarganisation to improve its products
and services in order to remain competitive.

This strategic change can lead to performance nesmagt changes. When a company’s
strategy changes, the behaviour of its employeedsn® change too (Noe et al. 2006).
This change requires leadership concerned witlestablishment of a compelling vision,
direction and a plan for the future (Kotter 199@.transformational style of leadership
helps a leader raise employees to a higher levélradtioning and is able to transform
and motivate subordinates through an emphasis upenimportance of tasks and
outcomes (Kotter 1995; Yukl 1994). In turn, actitearning processes within an
organisation offer a way to transform employeeshawour (Altrichter, Kemmis,
McTaggart & Zuiber-skerritt 2000).

Nevertheless, little is known about how a perforoeamanagement and quality system
can be established within the strategic framewdr&k SME. What systems need to be in
place to help manage performance and best pronmolwidual and organisational
capabilities? The case SME had to address that gap.

The research setting of Electus

The research methodology was single case resedircii994) involving Electus, a small
registered training organisation. Having only orasec was justified on two grounds.
Firstly, the case provided unusual access for aomdeesearch, and unless the case was
investigated, an opportunity to investigate a digant social science problem may be
lost. The researcher was the managing directorlefties and access to her own firm
provided information that academic researchers roass from a real story about a
situation (like commercial-in-confidence informatjo power politics and human
weaknesses).

A second justification for the single case is thamall registered training organisation in
Australia provides a rare chance to investigate rowSME successfully can use
performance management for a strategic purposeAlisgalian government recognised
the need to ensure quality in the national trainsegtor and released the Australian
Quality Training Framework essential standards @5} revising it again in 2007 to
include voluntary excellence criteria for contingamprovement. All registered training
organisations are required to focus on quality oues rather than compliance with
regulations; a big shift in thinking for some oéth. Electus is one of the few SMEs able
to make the shift. Furthermore, performance managémeasurements are the core of
its required change in strategy. The AQTF 2007r @G&de (DEST 2007a, p. 35) shows
this requirement:
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A key requirement of the AQTF is ... to systematigathonitor and improve.

Monitoring and reviewing your management systempasg of your continuous

improvement cycle will help to ensure that your raien’s management is effective.
Strategies to monitor the effectiveness of your ag@ment system could include:
establishing key performance indicators and moimgporganisational performance
against them.

Electus is a computer application and professideaklopment training provider, located
in Adelaide, South Australia. It has been opegator over twenty years and is dominant
in its market. As an SME, Electus has been deslicab designing customised
information, communication and technology trainirgplutions to meet skills
development requirements for corporate and govenhmersonnel, and for many years
has been recognised as a ‘best practice’ providystems and procedures have been
designed to ensure clients receive quality trainldgwever, until 2007 when it made a
strategic change, Electus was not a registeredirigaiorganisation and therefore, while
providing its clients with a good service in singdpic technology training, it could not
offer a training pathway for national accreditatid#so affected by other changes in the
workforce because of a national skills shortagectils identified itself as being in an
unsustainable position and had to craft a new egyatin order to compete in the
vocational education and training sector.

Through a SWOT analysis, Electus saw an opportuni@overnment incentives for
increased training opportunities and the strendtbxesting best practice reputation for
delivery of non-assessed courses required a changfeategy which would include the
use of management systems that would ensure camoelidfter reviewing its position, a
new strategy was crafted (Thompson Strickland & Glan2006). Work was undertaken
to align courseware with the standards for natigna@cognised training and apply for
registration as a registered training organisabgrcomplying with the newly released
AQTF 2007 standards to:

. Provide quality training and assessment acrosd &8 operations

. Adhere to principles of access and equity and m@seinoutcomes for its
clients

. Maintain management systems that are responsinedds of clients, staff and

stakeholders, and the environment in which theyatpe

Electus also chose to move beyond compliance apidea® the voluntary ‘excellence
criteria’ that are based on a set of validated hmsictice management principles
contained in the AQTF 200t provide a set of guidelines designed to accodate
diversity and innovation. The criteria define theays that registered training
organisations may operate to achieve high qualitgames (DEST 2007b).
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In brief, the challenge for Electus was to be ablecontinue offering a best practice
service while also gaining ‘street-cred’ as a gygtirovider of nationally recognised
training by building institutional status in a sactdominated by government-run
Technical and Further Education bodies. New perémee measurements congruent
with strategic goals had to be set to align with government mandated standards in the
AQTF 2007.

Data collection

The framework for an action learning implementatmina performance management
system at Electus emerged from three differentrblated processes. Stagee was a
thorough understanding of the requirements for AQI®7 standards and voluntary
excellence criteria. Theecondstage involved findings from interviews and fogrsup
meetings with managers and staff of Electus andratkgistered training organisations.
Ten organisations provided data for analysis aftdefn individuals were interviewed.
Thethird and final stage was an online survey presentéaeifiorm of an opportunity for
all registered training organisations to benchnthgir performance. Quantitative data
collected was analysed and returned to each pgeatiog registered training organisation
for in-house monitoring of the effectiveness ofitmeanagement systems.

Stage one of initial reconnaissance

Secondary research from three sources was the stiegt. The National Centre for

Vocational Education Research is Australia's ppacprovider of vocational education
and training research and statistics. It undestadt®idy of practitioners in order to
determine levels of competence and identify slgigs. It also provides guidelines and
tools that can be used to develop managers andrieéal deliver higher quality training

services nationally.

As well, the Australian Bureau of Statistics and #ustralian Government Department
of Employment and Workplace Relations provided nmfation on: labour market
characteristics, skill shortages, vacancy trendisiré directions of various occupations,
and vocational education and training participation

These sources helped Electus to understand thét fasked to embed a quality system of
continuous improvement as required by AQTF 2007takd advantage of market trends
and opportunities. But note that this researchgat@bout Electus is different from some
of the research from those sources because mddteoNational Centre for Vocational
Education Research’s target is large public pragidgich as Technical and Further
Education bodies, universities and large privatgstered training organisations.

Stage two of interviews and focus groupsThe second stage of data collection was
interviews and focus groups. Ten managers of mgidt training organisations, in
particular their compliance managers, agreed toinbelved. Usual procedures for
conducting interviews and focus group researchamdent analysis of their data, were
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followed (Carson, Gilmore, Perry & Gronhaug 200The interviewees and focus group
participants agreed to be involved because theyaakd the research issues. Each
interview was conducted by the researcher who edsal ethical issues of informed
consent were observed. Approval was granted bgetltuoted within the report. All
guantitative data is reported collectively and d#tat could identify individuals or
organisations was either not collected or not store

Data analysis of this stage.Discussions with managers of registered training
organisations, in particular compliance managdgninated three significant issues of
cost, change and benchmarking. The first issuearoacfinancial restraints on a small
business. Implementing change in order to compth \Wyovernment changes creates
financial stress in the organisation. Many resgosl said that finding the resources to
train all staff in the new approach is impossibley particular, trying to remunerate
professional staff for their time to learn about MQrequirements, when they are paid to
train rather than for administration, is a problédme manager participating in a focus
group session talked about his situation as follow3ime and money for inviting
trainers to go to professional development is aggést constraint”. Another participant
expressed his frustration at having to implemenea system in order to comply with
the AQTF 2007 standards but not being given enaoniginmation about how to fund or
deploy such a system: ‘The irony is training orgations do not train their people well
enough because they are under-funded’.

The curriculum and compliance manager from one lé ftegistered training
organisations said that they were in the enviabitjon of successfully winning external
funding from the government’s Reframing the Futpregram, which enabled them to
provide remuneration for their professional stafindergo training. Rose Vallen of the
Australian Institute of Management South Australent on:

It would otherwise be very difficult to include #e people because they are
contractors who are not happy to take time frond pairk to engage in team building
or organisational development sessions without @msation. The funding from
Reframing the Future enabled them to be paid aadiged a unique opportunity for
all our staff to be involved in training sessions

The second significant issue was that it is necgs&a provide correct channels for
people to learn, accommodating their various styles culture of the organisation and
demands on time. The majority cited theb&ange managemergsues as their biggest
challenge. Getting staff to understand the impmeaof the changes and the implication
to their own jobs was vital in gaining ownershipcoftinuous improvement.

The third issue wasenchmarkingThe AQTF 2007 has introduced new standards which
are based on a quality system framework. One wmygested by the AQTF guide
(DEST 2007a. p. 35) to monitor and improve is bgribhmarking management systems
and organisational performance with other registéra&ning organisations’.
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SMEs have a lot to gain from both internal and cetiipe benchmarking. Electus was
able to learn from the example of a well resoulaeger organisation and the opportunity
to receive candid information that peers of suechdaorganisations would be less likely
to be given access to. SME managers are muchr dm$ieeir customers, employees and
competitors than managers of larger organisatiand, so are informed of day-to-day
activities; but they are disadvantaged by diffigdtin viewing strategically and using

performance feedback in a strategic way. Discgstia ‘bigger picture’ with auditors, a

Technical and Further Education manager and emptoye large registered training

organisations gave insight into how performanceagament can assist best practice.

From the interviews and focus groups, Electus viées t use external benchmarking to
identify areas of weakness and plan for improvemé&itcles, a champion of competitive
benchmarking, says that having an ‘externally dedrapproach makes people aware of
improvements that are orders of magnitude beyondtvthey would have thought
possible’ (Eccles 1991, p.132). In contrast, redyon internal comparisons can breed
complacency through a false sense of security &ndis more energy for rivalry than
competitive advantage. By selectively researchirgv lsimilar sized organisations
develop their current leaders, managers and stdftiid greater levels of capabilities in
their training organisations, Electus was able éadhmark externally and continuously
improve to reach the excellence criteria of AQTB20

Stage three of a survey

An online survey was intended to give RTOs the ofyaty to benchmark the impact of
change management issues on their organisatiom. silitvey was hosted by Chalkport
(n. d.), an e-learning company that integrates itgprand technology expertise.

Respondents were encouraged to participate to gomph the AQTF Users' Guide

(DEST 2007b) advice that ‘Strategies to monitar ¢ffectiveness of your management
system could include benchmarking management sgsteand organisational

performance with other registered training orgamsa’. A simple questionnaire

contained five questions and took about 10 minates€omplete. One response per
registered training organisation was permittedebarn for completing the survey, which
was only open for three days, each responding tezgid training organisation was
emailed a one page analysis of the quantitativa ohaiuding their individual response
for in-house discussion. Confidentiality was gué&ead with no registered training

organisation being identified to anyone else attang.

The response rate of the online survey was highly F260 registered training
organisations from around Australia, provided ihsignto how registered training
organisations could achieve the AQTF 2007- requinetdomes and how difficult it is for
them to do so.

Data analysis of this stageAnalysis of the survey results indicates thatfstatlerstand

the AQTF 2007 standards and their requirementsshasvn in Figures 1 and 2. For
example, most administrative staff (63.9 percemt)ndt find it difficult to understand
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AQTF 2007 as a standards framework (question 2Higare 1), as do most trainers and
assessors (58.1 percent in Figure 2). The picsuléferent for the need for management
attention to actually implementing AQTF 2007, aswh in Figure 3. For example, most
respondents (69.1 percent) rate keeping a systerapgiroach in place is difficult and
requires management attention (question 4.1 inrEi@), as do most respondents (59.2
percent) about ensuring quality performance ohes/assessors (question 4.4 of Figure
3).

Figure 10n-line survey aggregated ratings of administratie staff’'s understanding
of AQTF 2007

2. RTO ADMINISTRATIVE STAFF find it difficult to: (1 = Mot difficult, 5= Very difficult)
- o o a z Rating Response
Average Count
Understand AQTF 2007 as a 26_1% 23.0% 11.3%

37.8% (87 1.7% (4) 2.25 230

standards framework (60) @ (87) (53) (26) )

Understand th t of lity 35.2% 14.8%
R e 38.7% (89) _ 8.3% (19)  3.0% (7) 2.05 230
approach (81) (34)
Understand their role in 26.5% 39.1% (90) 20.0% 10.9% 3.59% (@) 5o e
implemeanting AQTF 2007 (61) . (46) (25) i ! ’

Change from old practices to meet 23 9% 25.7% 11.3% .
35.2% (81 3.9% (9 236 230

current requirements (55) 8 (81) (59) (26) @
answered guestion 230
skipped guestion 20

Source: Analysis of survey data.

Figure 20n-line survey aggregated ratings of trainers anéssessors’ understanding
of AQTF 2007

3. TRAINERS and ASSESSORS find it difficult to: (1 = Not difficult, 5 = Very difficult)
Rating Response
1 2 3 4 5
Average Count
+: . a,
Understand AQTF 2007 as a 21.1% 37.0% (84) 30.0% 8.8% (20) 3.1% (7) 536 25w
standards framework (48) (68)
Understand the concept of a quality 33.5% 20.3% R
=
e (76) 36.6% (83) (46) 6.6% (15) 3.1% (7) 2.09 227
Understand their role in 22 0% 27.8% 12.3% .
implementing AQTF 2007 (50) 33.9% (77) (63) (28) 4.0% (9 242 227
Ch fi Id ti t t 19.8% 25 1% 13.2%
S e EE IS U 36.6% (83) _ 5.3% (12) 2.43 227
current requirements (45) (57) (30}
answered guestion 227
skipped guestion 23

Source: Analysis of survey data.
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Figure 3 On-line survey aggregated ratings of need for magement attention to
implement AQTF 2007

4. Rate your opinion of the amount of MANAGEMENT ATTENTION needed for these tasks: 1 = No attention to 5 = Very extensive
attention
Ratin Response
1 2 3 4 5 - .
Average Count
Keeping a systematic approach in o o 22.0% i 26.5%
1.8% (4) 7.2% (16) . 42.6% (95) 3.85 223
place (49) (59)
Keepi ti i ti 19.3% 30.9%
SepINg Contintiots IMprovement i 5 2 (5) ~ 8.1% (18) * 30.5% (88) 389 223
place (43) (69}
Ensuring prof. development of - 12.1% 287% , 17.9%
2.2% (5) 39.0% (87 3.58 223
trainers/assessors o (27) (64) o (87) (40)
Ensuring quality performance of S 13 5% 24 2% e 23.3% - -
trainers/assessors S (30) (54) 5% (80) (52) :
Consulting with industry in a . 13.5% 23.3% , 24.2%
4.5% (10) 34.5% (77 3.61 223
meaningful way s (30) (52) o (77) (54)
16.6% 28.3% 19.3%
Monitoring client feedback  6.7% {15) 29.1% (65 3.33 223
= ) (37 (63) ¢ (65} (43)
Monitori d 4.0% (9) 179% 28.3% 31.4% (70) 18.4% 342 223
onitoring records processes 0% (3) A% !
. - {40) (63) ’ (41)
answered question 223
shipped question 27

Source: analysis of survey data.

After the three closed questions, tapen-endedjuestions in the survey asked:

5 What have you found most frustrating from a manag@nperspective about the
implementation of AQTF 2007 in your organisation?

6 What do you think will be the most likely on-goingallenge from a management
perspective about staying AQTF 2007 compliant?

The responses to questions 5 and 6 confirmed #ponses to the earlier questions. For
example, a positive response to question 5 from reggstered training organisation
typified an approach that only some respondentgighed:

The simplicity of AQTF 2007 has ensured a smoo#imdition from the old to the
new. Our attitude was to review, implement and aggnour ‘business’ in line with
good business practices which ultimately ensuradtl tie principles of AQTF 2007
were adhered to.
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However, the frustrations that were expressed byynogher respondents proved there is
confusion and uncertainty amongst registered ftginiorganisations about the
requirements. Comments such as ‘lack of claritggescribing how quality indicators are
measured and what is realistically expected’, @eless bureaucracy’, show that many
find the changes to be ambiguous and confusingaeTand cost was stressed as a factor
causing frustration. Those who have previouslyduaequality management system
found it much easier and less frustrating to imgetthe changes.

In turn, for question 6, a significant number o$pendents articulated their concerns
about ‘proving’ their operations actually maintaineontinuous improvement. For
example, one dissatisfied comment was:

Ensuring the documentation accurately reflectspoactices; Our practices are very
good, but the paperwork to show this can be lagkifithe amount of money to be
spent on training staff so they understand thedstia@s; Never feeling completely
confident about being compliant; seems to be afildear surrounding compliancy
and audits; Time and Cost!

Another unhappy respondent said,

Simply understanding what all the crap is about hadng the time to monitor it.
There are little enough hours in the day now withwawing to wade through material
that is not relevant for a small organisation.

It is evident from such comments that the imporared embedding continuous
improvement into a quality management system velhkcessary to reduce the costs and
time of remaining compliant with AQTF 2007.

Outcome of the research

After the three stages of data collection and amlybove, Electus knew that a
performance system was needed but that installingd making sure it was maintained
had been difficult for many other organisationstiafly, Electus’ administrative, support
and sales teams were confused about expectatiehfoand it difficult to proactively

take on new tasks. Trainers were afraid the admedplexity of compliance records
would create an additional workload for which theguld not be remunerated. By
engaging all stakeholders in group sessions tatassgaining an understanding of the
impact change will have on each role and gain asgéion wide culture of ownership,
Electus was able to defuse much of the angst acmlueage a mindset ready for change.

Electus’ business processes are distinctive amefthre its quality system would need to
be customised to both fit those processes and emsumpliance with AQTF 2007. The
system needed to work for an organisation of ang siit needed to be able to scale to
accommodate the expected growth. The system ndedeel flexible and provide staff
with a way to learn by accommodating their indiatlistyles, time constraints and
organisational culture. As well, the system had ptovide effective control over
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operations so that staff would continuously impreegvices and consistently operate
within key performance areas, in accord with ttendards of the AQTF 2007. And the
online survey showed such a framework was harcteldp.

Electus found a answer that was generic enoughldev ats existing systems to be
embedded into it, and provided an action learnikg-procedure to permit continuous
improvement. Recommended by an interviewee at arstralin-wide training
organisation, the RTO Quality Framework™ develobgdhalkport (n. d.) proved to be
the sort of mechanism required. In brief, it is @alfy system designed to assist an
organisation to continuously improve operationsathieve quality outcomes and meet
the requirements of AQTF 2007, and its elementsldcdne adopted in a training
organisation. A quality group of five people wasmmated to implement the system so
that its continuous review and monitoring of a gyadystem became embedded in the
organisation.

There are six principles underlying this RTO Quaktramework™, as shown in Figure
4.

1. An organisation is a system (systems theory)

2. Continuous improvement is a cycle

3. A registered training organisation has a uniqueri®ss process

4. Management systems provide infrastructure for theress process
5. Quality inputs and processes provide quality owtjaumid outcomes

6. AQTF 2007 standards provide the criteria for meaguguality
Figure 4 Framework structure
RTO Quality Framework™

(" aqTe ;—-[ QUALITY APPROACH ) «-
b,

[A] ) e
i [ -\.‘I I
—v{ Chuality criteria | # HF
o [ ¥,
v v v
-’F SELF ASSESSMENT DEPLOYMENT )
INSTRUMENT STRATEGY y

I-'!ﬂwq-w Deploy ool
[R] (D] ,
1

Source: Chalkport 2007 (n.d.).
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In more detail, the framework for the managemenstesys can be related to the terms of
an approach/deployment/ results/ improvement (ADBJle, for the purposes of
accountability. The cycle is similar to the actitgarning cycle of a work group:
planning, acting, observing and reflecting (StokeRerry 2007). The four elements of
the cycle are summarised in Figure 5 and are:

1. Approach (A) involves the factors which shape thinking and piag for the
future. It also involves how this is embedded imtganisational processes:

" A documented systematic approach
. A transparent business process
. Seven management systems
" Deployment strategy
. Quiality group
. Annual strategic plan
2. Deployment (D) refers to implementing a training and assessmamdwork and

compliance with legislation:
" Calendar of key dates

. Key procedures

. Key documents

" Monitoring checklists

" Quality system induction
" Staff compliance check

3. Results (R) are reflected in the outcomes of training and sssent as manifest
in graduate performance:
. Annual performance summary

. Assessment validation

" Competency completion data
. Employer satisfaction surveys
. Review meetings

. Staff feedback

. Training program review

. Workplace personnel satisfaction surveys
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4. Improvement (I) should be evidence based, taking account of the stiadents
report their experience, feedback from other stakihs (for example,
government, industry and their associations, engg&y and the extent to which
standards established through benchmarking are met:

L] Self assessment
. Comments log
] Improvements register

Finally, the RTO Quality Framework™ has key resalteas (KRAs) and key
performance indicators (KPIs) that are used itné¢am of the ADRI cycle.

Figure 5ADRI cycle and the organisation as a system

ADRI cycle and the organisation as a system
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Equipment f.»’/ Processes -, i
Materials i Procedures . iIntellectual
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. Indirect tasks
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Source: Chalkport™ (n.d.).

In brief, theRTO Quality Framework™ allows Electus to address ghality improvement
issues of thQTF guide (DEEST 20074, p. 6):
The standards focus on the quality of services @artdomes being achieved
for clients. They allow RTOs some flexibility in ehe@nstrating how they are
meeting clients’ needs in the context of the scame nature of their business.
Instead of asking, ‘Have we got a process in plate&?RTO can ask ‘What
tells us we're doing well?” and ‘What can we dotee?’

At this stage, Electus is satisfied with progreswards it goals of quality
improvement. The ADRI cycle is providing a mechamigor continuous
improvement and the monitoring of progress in thedction.

Conclusion

In summary, performance management can be an iamigrart of a strategy but its use
in SMEs is under-researched. The single case ofial,sAustralian registered training
organisation, Electus, provided an unusual oppdytuto investigate this use of
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performance management. Three stages of data ttmficfiound that the government’s
AQTF 2007 standards have been in place for alnvestvé months but most registered
training organisations have found it difficult tonplement a quality system that
consistently delivers the required outputs and auts. Most organisations found that
financial constraints dominated their ability togage the appropriate people within their
organisations to make a transition from mere coamgk to continuous improvement
within a quality system. While most indicated &ttdifficulty in understanding the
requirements of AQTF 2007, they found it diffictdt get their people to take ownership
and embed the quality standards into their perfonaas a quality system. They did not
understand the importance or the implications dfdaing so. In turn, Electus adopted a
process that produced evidence that an actioniteanycle of continuous improvement
is embedded into the organisation and that itstegion audit requirements are met.

In conclusion, this research project showed Elelstws and why to develop a quality and
performance management system within a stratediatsin. Its quality approach

underpins all of the AQTF 2007 standards and all&kestus to put in place a balanced
performance management system that helps it preigedg aim at best practice in the
national training sector.
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