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How do you communicate your expertise?

How is it valued? Are some aspects of 

your expertise undervalued?

Which parts of your expertise do you find 

harder to communicate? 

During your career, how has the way in 

which you communicate your expertise 

changed/is still changing?



Can/should VET escape its institutional chains? 

‒ VET positioned as ‘institution’ within national 
education systems

‒ VET as initial formation at ‘intermediate level’ – young 
people (though transition to work getting longer)

‒ VET dependent on labour market projections based 
on long-standing job demarcation – e.g. craft worker, 
manual worker, technician, managerial, professional, 
etc.

‒ Should VET be defined as a set of models of 
learning to develop occupational expertise? 



Cutlery manufacture, knitwear and jet engines + lots of 

other work that makes life worth living



Disruptive 
times

• 4th industrial revolution, artificial 
intelligence (AI), homeworking. 

• Intangible assets – ideas, brands, 
marketing, networks etc.

• Climate change –greener lifestyles, 
products, supply chains.

• Demographic change – ageing 
populations.

• Lifestyle changes – work-life 
balance, growth in craft-related 
hobbies.



Unsettling 
continuities 
hidden behind 
smokescreen of 
taken-for-
granted 
categorisations

• ‘Job crafting’ – people needing to break out of 
restrictive job roles to utilise their expertise –
from hospital porters to academics

• Devaluing of certain types of jobs until society 
discovers it needs them – in UK, lorry drivers 
have seen their wages rise considerably due to 
pandemic

• Gender stereotyping of job tasks

• Big differences in way workplaces are 
organized and managed – display expansive 
and restrictive characteristics



Things fall 
apart, the 
centre 
cannot 
hold (W.B. 
Yeats 
1919)

• Occupational - ‘I am (e.g. an 
electrician, chef, accountant, 
lawyer, barrista)’

• Hybrid – ‘I am a (manager, an 
administrator, a consultant)’

• Fluid – ‘I work in (IT, 
marketing, the creative sector)’

• Unspecified – ‘I am 
starting/building a (social 
enterprise, a start-up, a pop-
up)’



Forms of Expertise

‒ Individual – specialized knowledge and capability, 
judgement, ability to work unsupervised.

‒ Collective – residing in teams, relational, co-produced, 
distributed.

‒ Cross-occupational – emerging from new forms of work 
practice, production and work organization - assisted by 
technologies as boundary-crossing tools

‒ Practice-based – individual and collective honing of skills. 

‒ Definable and measurable – through formalized 
mechanisms, e.g. qualifications, professional registration, 
customer endorsement. 



Expertise as 
autonomous 
and 
attributed 
(Kuhn and 
Rennstam 
2016) 

• Autonomous - expert acquires relevant training 
and accumulates experience to be able to 
perform at a level superior to a novice 

• Attributed - label of expert is afforded by 
relevant others 

• Expertise is a negotiated and contingent
phenomenon whose meaning and status is 
constantly in flux.  

• Individuals need to communicate their 
expertise through their practice in order to be 
acknowledged as experts.



‘Expertise as a capacity for action’

Expertise is not just an attribute, but it is a capacity 
for action…Expertise and communication are 
related in that experts employ and develop different 
forms of what they know in and through 
communication. Expertise is organizational…it is 
embedded in networks of relationships…and extra-
organizational in that expertise authority depends 
not just on the understandings of the local others’ 
judgments about the expert. 

Barbour et.al (2016: 57) 



Boltanski and Thevenot’s (2006) ‘economies of worth’ 

‒ Market – value measured by price
‒ Inspired – value arising from the domain of art, passion 

and creative talent
‒ Civic – value arising from serving the public good
‒ Domestic – reflecting family loyalties, heritage and 

hierarchies
‒ Fame – value measured by celebrity
‒ Industrial – value measured/achieved by methodical 

planning, technical efficiency, scientific precision
‒ Green (sustainability) – later addition



Aerospace engineering apprentices – challenging 
VET stereotypes? (Lahiff et.al. 2019)

‒ Learning how to use ‘information knowledge’ in range of 
contexts (e.g. meeting company clients) seen as 
important as developing technical knowledge.

‒ Training focused on development as team members 
and capacity for problem-solving through early 
immersion in production and project teams. 

‒ Apprentices not seen as ‘novices’ - expected to 
contribute ideas and to solving disputes as work 
progressed. 



Ongoing thoughts…..

‒ Experiencing the different and shifting ways in which their expertise is 
afforded recognition and status, helps an individual build the resources 
they need to progress, to challenge work practices and the way work is 
organised. 

‒ VET actors/institutions need to work in ever closer cooperation (co-
production) – greater permeability across institutional boundaries to reflect 
need for lifelong learning

‒ Conceiving expertise as a ‘capacity for action’ could help towards ‘future 
proofing’ VET as applies to all types of occupational practice

‒ And what about VET teachers and trainers? – how do they get access to 
and time to develop their expertise?



Still interested????

Please email me – l.unwin@ucl.ac.uk

I’ll send you the references.

And many thanks for giving me the honour of 
speaking to you!  


