Skills and how we need to define them (NIT 2009)
In the early 1990s I was a researcher, with a grant to find out how people defined their skills. We were trying to work out how women defined the skills they used in the home and community, unpaid rather than those used in paid work. We ran a series of focus groups with women in and out of paid work and found most undervalued any skills they used in the home or community and assumed this was less ‘skilled’ than paid for work. Why the difference? 

We were also testing some other product which generated little interest, so we added the skills discussion to these wider set of groups. One of these was a focus group at Kirinari, a mixed group of Koori men and women who were very interested in telling me about their view of skills. I let the discussion range widely, as one does in focus group, and listened closely because I was hearing a very different discussion of skills and how one acquired them. 

The mainly older participants went into details of what they had learned from their mothers and aunties about life, relationships, respect and culture. They discussed how the elders had shared knowledge with them in their daily tasks and activities. They talked particularly about learning the intricacies of appropriate behaviours that were due to others within their networks. There were no doubts expressed about these were skills learned through often informal processes, as well as more formal ones.

This perception gave me one of the AHA! moments of doing research. It’s the key to understanding: like the moment in a jigsaw puzzle when a piece slides into place and makes the whole picture clear. I realised that most of those of us who came from cultures based on literacy and the written word mostly use more formal written processes of learning as the basis for assessing the value of our skills. The Koori group had reminded me that learning should be equally valuable when it happens through talking. Oral cultures value memories, stories and conversations as part of learning and understand that most passed on knowledge is not written down. The rest of us have forgotten this too often, and it has been made worse by skills also being defined as credentials that people are paid to have.  

This viewpoint was confirmed soon after when I ran a workshop for TAFE staff on valuing skills, I was trying to talk about the problems of having different ways in which we value skills. I asked what communication skills people had, thinking they would see some of these at least, as learned through experience. 

“What about listening?” I asked ‘Who has skills in that?” A young man put his hand up.  “How did you learn to listen?”  I asked. “I did a course” he answered and others nodded approvingly. I was gobsmacked. He had just proved my point that Western (male) cultures could not easily recognise that we learned so many skill, both informally and formally, through our experiences with family, friends, mentors, elders, and other people. Therefore household and family skills are also undervalued and often seen as natural attributes, something you are born with.   
Therefore we fails to respect, or even recognise, the powers of oral cultures and story telling. If it is recognised, it is seen as less valuable than more formal credentialled learning. That is why the women undervalued so much of what they did as what we do at home, is rarely noted or valued, even if very skilled. For instance, those who a really good at making relationships are assumed to be born like that: attributes you just have  rather than something you may have learned maybe sometimes painfully. 
We wrote up the report, pointing out that parenting and care for children and family often developed high levels of skills that were not recognised, even when they were used in workplaces. I invented the term ‘emotional housework’ to describe what often happens at work when, someone, often female, sorts out anxieties and arranges celebrations. The result was another report which helped people translate home based skills into workplace language, eg if you are good at organising parties, call it event management. 

However, the project left me with a powerful insight into the gaps in Western perceptions of what skills may be and their value. We need to redefine skills and learning to take into account the serious perception limits of workplace (white male) definitions that often ignore and under value anything that is not certificated. This bedevils the skills that we learn at home but it also undermines recognition of what is now being defined as Indigenous Knowledge.

I am connecting these two defects because of work I’ve been doing over the last year plus with a group of people involved in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander early childhood services.  We have been trying to ensure that the promised services for these children can be delivered in ways that make both families and children feel safe, respected and which are based on two ways learning. This produces two linked problems: early childhood work is seen as women’s stuff and there is little recognition of the value of incorporating local Indigenous Knowledges. So arguing about the skills needed to be included in such services can get difficult. 
A big problem is that there is very limited recognition that the people who work with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander services and children need to have additional sets of skills. They need skills in local knowledge and preferably links so children and families feel comfortable using the services. This means that there should be professional training available to local people who are working or want to work, in early childhood services. Many of these workers will bring to services the skills and knowledges that are needed to make them work for local families. 
However, there is still no clearly defined way of recognising these skills and making them part of the required qualifications for working in the services. We want to see these types of skills included in current qualifications so they formally validate local cultural knowledges, child rearing ways, languages (where appropriate) and ways of learning. These skills form the basis for the basics of Western literacy and numeracy and need to also be available for outsiders who want to work in Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities and services, or in other centres which these children attend. 

The whole area of quality, qualifications and skills in early childhood services is under review. There are draft standards for quality and discussions of standards for the sector, and big debates on funding and training. However, few of the above issues are being discussed. That is why we set up the Network, so we could specifically lobby on the training issues and try and ensure that the issues above are considered. 
