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About this document
This document is a snapshot of research and actionable insights exploring
Learner Capability Framework (LCF). It aims to further understand and better
guide how Otago Polytechnic can support staff, learners and it’s connected
employer community focus on developing learner capabilities, with the aim of
producing the most employable graduates in New Zealand.

The document closes with two case studies illustrating how Otago
Polytechnic programmes are embedding the LCF to suit their needs. As such,
this document can be used as a tool for positive change towards embedding
the LCF at Otago Polytechnic. Links to the comprehensive research
summaries are provided throughout the document where they are relevant.

This document frames the action-based research undertaken with employers,
alumni and Otago Polytechnic through a system lens to uncover patterns,
areas of opportunity and surface barriers for uptake.

Additional perspectives will be sought through further research, and will
contribute to this body of action-based research:
• Focus on learners and recent graduates (2020)

The insights presented from the research are actionable, meaning they point
to how the LCF can be further designed to work better for the people who will
be using the framework, or affected by it. The information have been
presented in a highly visual way to communicate the most compelling and
critical information.

• Focus on employers and use of IAmCapable tool
• Further understanding of staff implementation needs (2020)
• Understanding what the framework looks like from a Māori perspective
(2020-21)
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Otago Polytechnic’s goal is to produce the country’s
most employable graduates
It has been internationally recognised that the nature of the workplace, the environment, technology, the
economy and society is changing. Key to supporting learners for this changing environment is the development
of capabilities, or transferable skills, that can be applied in multiple and fluid work situations.
To meet these changing needs and opportunities Otago Polytechnic has set
itself the goal of producing New Zealand’s most employable graduates. To do
this, it has embarked on a journey of action research to answer these
questions:

• How can New Zealand teaching institutions equip learners to be
more employment ready for the fast- changing world of future work?
• Which capabilities or transferable skills are priorities for employers
and stakeholders when they consider graduates as employees?

These questions are central to the development of the LCF at Otago
Polytechnic, and the implementation of the IAmCapable tool, an online
platform for learners to share validated evidence of their capabilities.
In 2018 and 2019 Otago Polytechnic undertook research with employers,
alumni and Otago Polytechnic staff to better understand the role of
capabilities in the workplace and to then understand how to embed
learnings from capability research into programme area curriculum,
systems and processes.

• How might we create buy-in amongst staff and students?
• What are the barriers and enablers to embedding capabilities
further at Otago Polytechnic?
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“I think OP really has widened my thought
processes and inspired me to see that you
can be so much more. My lecturers really
helped me identify my own capability and
what I could be doing in the future. I have
never stopped asking 'why' since I finished
in 2016”
Culinary arts respondent
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Introducing the capability tools
The initiative to embed transferable skills (learner capabilities) into all our programmes is based on evidenced
employer demand to have access to graduates who have these skills. It is part of Otago Polytechnic’s commitment
to our learners to equip them to be work-ready when they graduate.

LEARNER CAPABILITY FRAMEWORK (LCF)

‘IAmCapable’ TOOL

The LCF is based on national and international research and is informed by an
ongoing research programme driven by Otago Polytechnic.

‘IAmCapable’ is a web-based tool that students and academic staff
access to enable learners to track the development of these
capabilities and to produce verified evidence of these capabilities.

Made up of 25 fundamental capabilities, the framework also contains 15 sectorspecific priority indexes that are applicable to Otago Polytechnic programme
areas. It is envisaged that the LCF can be used in several ways at Otago
Polytechnic:
• To address imbalances between discipline-specific competencies and
workplace capabilities in Otago Polytechnic’s curricula (including learning
outcomes, course design and assessment)
• To develop learning and teaching strategies that enable learners to develop
these capabilities
• To communicate the achievement of capabilities in a workplace-centred way
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As a customised digital platform ‘IAmCapable’ allows learners to
create a capability profile, which can then be viewed by prospective
employers.
It empowers learners to develop their transferable skills and
capabilities; connects the right learners to the right employers; and
supports educators to produce work ready graduates. Educators can
also use ‘IAmCapable’ to advance and keep track of their own
professional development.
‘IAmCapable’ was launched to students in July 2019 and is expected
to be integrated into school programme areas in 2020.
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The Learner Capability Framework offers a common
language to build, define and grow capabilities
Capabilities are highly valued by employers and alumni and the LCF is a way for all stakeholders to have more
effective conversations and understandings with each other about what capabilities are, and how they manifest.
EMPLOYERS consider capabilities in individuals who
will are part of a team. When employing graduates (or
anyone) the look for people with capabilities that will
complement their existing capability pool. They value a
focus on capabilities because:

ALUMNI appreciate capabilities that they developed at
Otago Polytechnic. Retrospectively they see how
capabilities are critical to adding value to their own
growth incurrent and future workplaces. They value a
focus on capabilities because:

•

Graduates will have the language and confidence
to discuss their capabilities

•

It is a language to be able continually reflect on and
grow in their professional and personal lives

•

Evidence of capability will better judge who to hire

COMMON LANGUAGE

•

•

When there is no professional standard, this is a
way to pinpoint industry and employment
expectations

LEARNER
CAPABILITY
FRAMEWORK

Capabilities are likely developed through more
’real-world’ learning situations, which will also help
them with the to-work transition

•

See them as a way to build further social and
emotional intelligence

OTAGO POLYTECHNIC consider capabilities in the
context of 21st century learning, and the goal of
wanting to produce New Zealand’s most employable
graduates. They value a focus on capabilities because:
•

It is a way to stay engaged and relevant with
employers

•

When well implemented it will future-proof teaching
provision, and meet expectations of employers and
learners

•

TO REFLECT AND GROW

LEARNER
CAPABILITY
FRAMEWORK

Increase reputation as a national and international
innovation leader in workplace capability pedagogy
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TEACHING STAFF consider capabilities as learning
connectors between classroom and workplaces. They
value a focus on capabilities when:
•

Easy to use, easy to understand and easy to
embed in my existing programmes and
assessments

•

When they can see the commitment to a focus on
capabilities will be lasting in the organisation

•

When there is support to learn, change and grow
their own knowledge and capabilities
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Meeting New Zealand’s most employable graduates
means aligning goals and tensions
All stakeholders need to ‘buy-in’ to the LCF and use the tools for the wider potential value to be gained. There are
tensions in the system that risk to unhinge the value. There are goals of each stakeholder need to be aligned,
and tensions addressed for the LCF to truly bring value.
Alumni
Employer

Emerging goal: to build on capabilities learnt
at Otago Polytechnic to build personally and
professionally

Goal: to create highly productive work
environments where there is harmony and people
commit to a common purpose
Tension: Can a tool assess capabilities be more
valuable than existing processes?

LEARNER
CAPABILITY

Tension: Value of approaches can only be
truly appreciated in retrospect

Otago Polytechnic stakeholders

Staff

Goal: to produce the most employable
graduates

Goal: to best prepare learners for what they
need to lead in their profession

Tension: shift to capabilities is happening in a
context of insecurity and previous change
failings

Tension: when viewed as an add-in rather than
integrated, can be viewed as another layer of
work

Learners
Emerging goal: to be best prepared for my post-OP goals
Emerging tension: students often consider bare-minimum
effort required and do not see longer term value
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Our journey to date
Our research to date has involved a number of different ‘strands’ all exploring the LCF and the IAmCapable tool.
The voice of employers, alumni and Otago Polytechnic staff and been considered collectively for the first time.
Interviews with employers
using card sorts and
structured interviews

Interviews transcribed
and capabilities prioritized
according to sector.

December 2019

VOICE OF
EMPLOYERS

Research
approach
developed,
staff trained
and engaged

Priorities
established.
Shared with
employees and
staff.

Alumni (from
2013 – 2018) sent
survey link
through school,
asked to rank
priorities

Follow up
conversations (focus
on responding to
employer priorities)

Interviews
transcribed
and data analysed

VOICE OF
ALUMNI

Synthesis of
research and
learnings to
date.
Development of
insights.

Research in 2020:
• Students using
IAmCapable tool
• Employers using the
IAmCapable tool
• Kōkiri and Māori
employers using tools

Conversations
with staff about
LCF and tool

VOICE OF
STAFF
I Am Capable
Tool launch

Two reflection sessions
with schools who are
embedding LCF and tool
in their programmes
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A snapshot of our research
The research with employers, alumni and Otago Polytechnic academic staff involved a number of people

51
VOICE OF
EMPLOYERS

OP staff

1

163

workshop with
employers

employers
interviewed

2,000
alumni sent survey link

381

40

alumni completed
the survey

alumni follow-up
conversations

VOICE OF
ALUMNI

VOICE OF
STAFF
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7

school case
studies

staff
conversations
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The context for this work is dynamic
The context is influenced by several factors internal and external to Otago Polytechnic
Student wellbeing

Previous experiences

Staff are reporting that there is increased
anxiety and need for support and wellbeing
across student body.

The IamCapable tool was launched from the
Auckland International Campus several years
ago and many remember the experience as a
point of pain.

Educational reforms
Government is in the
process of system-wide
structural changes. There is
perceived loss of flexibility
and upheaval in the shortterm future which is
compounded by mixed
messages in the media.

Change fatigue
The Otago Polytechnic has
undertaken programmes of change
that were poorly received and
‘closed out’. New initiatives naturally
come up against the hangover of
failed ones.

Emergent leadership in capability

Increase in staff workload

Otago Polytechnic has been already building its
position as a leader Learner Capability internationally.
Other ITPs are already interested in what we are
doing.

Requests to further support learners comes at a time where additional
processes from marking, assessment activities and moderation are
fuelling further work that comes with increase of student numbers.
There is pressure on staff cognitive load in a general sense.
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What did we learn from talking
to employers, alumni and staff?
A summary of information learned by talking to our
stakeholders about capabilities and conditions that
support them

VOICE OF EMPLOYERS

What did we learn from employers?
Employers largely recognise the importance of capabilities. They are looking at capabilities from multiple lenses –
individual capabilities (what a person brings) and team capabilities (how a person can contribute to the wider
capability pool of a workplace).
EMPLOYERS APPRECIATE
CAPABILITIES
Employers recognise the importance of
capabilities for several reasons: they signal the
ability for a person to ‘fit in’; maturity in
understanding the tight/loose elements rule
structure of a workplace; and prevent the need to
be micromanaged.

EMPLOYERS LOOK FOR OVERALL
TEAM CAPABILITIES
Employers are looking for the right blend of
capability, the right attitude and ‘teachability’ in
individuals, but also across their whole team. It
could be that capabilities are a proxy for
professionalism and the right attitude that is
complementary to the specific workplace.

CAPABILITIES ARE OFTEN
APPRECIATED OVER COMPETENCIES
In many cases, employers stated that capabilities
were more important that technical skills, often sue
to a belief that capabilities were harder than
technical skills for employers to teach on the job.

…we always call it the good
bastard test, but it’s about
compatibility. Are they compatible
with what we believe our company
culture is, with the people that
they’re going to be working with.
And will they fit into the team
- Quantity Surveying

I think for me, the prime selection
would be if you were going to be a
good team fit. That is why I have put
displays effective personal behaviour
- Visual Arts Interview
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In-depth sector summaries have been
produced for:
•

Visual Arts

•

Business

•

Architecture

•

Communication Design

•

Fashion

•

Product Design

•

Food Design

•

CCDPW - Social Services

•

Quantity Surveying - Construction

•

Engineering Technology

•

Information Technology

•

Applied Science (Sports)

•

Occupational Therapy

•

Nursing

•

Midwifery

The summaries are available online
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VOICE OF EMPLOYERS

These capabilities were highly valued by employers

INTERPERSONAL BEHAVIOUR

SOLVES PROBLEMS

COMMUNICATES EFFECTIVELY

This include listening abilities, body language
and an ability to connect with people which is
important when dealing with customers, clients
and team-members.

An important component of problem solving is
flexibility and adaptability to changing
circumstances.

To engage in conversation and communicate
messages clearly to a wide range of clients
and people is vital.

…emotional intelligence, the
ability to be able to talk with
people and understand people,
those softer skills are really
important - IT Interview

…‘effective interpersonal
behaviour’ is at the heart of
guest service in the tourism
industry - Business Interview
... the tone of voice, how they
walk around the room, how
they interact with other
people inside of our space –
Applied Science

…they have to have the ability to
solve problems for not only our
own work place but for our clients
- Business Interview

It’s generally what trades are,
you’re solving problems Quantity Surveying

So ‘solving problems’ for us is
very critical, it’s right up there, it’s
what we do, your bread and
butter - IT Interview
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…in any large organization
having the ability to
communicate is essential Engineering Technology

…, I mean all communication is
important but I think for a nurse that
verbal communication to gain the
information is for me, really important
- Nursing Interview

If you communicate verbally, you will build
relationships, you will build contacts, you
will do a lot, you will move forward very
effectively - Quantity Surveying
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VOICE OF EMPLOYERS

These capabilities were highly valued by employers

THINKS CRITICALLY

WORKS IN TEAMS

THINKS CREATIVELY

This is particularly important to ensure
constant improvement and progress and is
closely linked to ‘willingness to learn’.

While working independently is important,
most workplaces rely on people reaching a
goal together.

Being creative varies depending on the
industry – for some it is important to keep
customers interested and engaged, and for
others to business improvement and
innovative practice.

Clinical Reasoning is the key to what
we do, so to be able to have critical
thinking about getting the best
outcomes for the clients, making sure
that they are covering all the bases Occupational Therapy

Essentially, design is solving
problems – strategic problem
solving. In order to solve problems,
you need to think critically and
creatively at the same time Architectural Design Interview

The willingness to be part of a team
and if we do have problems, that we’re
problem solving it together - Fashion
Design Interview
Almost everything we do here involves
more than one person, and often several
people all working together. They need to
feel comfortable working in teams Engineering Technology
…when the emergency bell goes you need
every person there to be able to work as a
team and to resolve the problem and
support each other so team work is
extremely important - Midwifery Interview
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…thinking creatively is just about finding a
better way…if you can think outside the
square and think creatively, you’re going to
halve the amount of man hours to achieve
the same result
- Quantity Surveying Interview

Think creatively and you will
probably do okay Communication Design
Interview
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VOICE OF EMPLOYERS

What does this mean?

Otago Polytechnic can move forward
with the LCF, knowing that employers
value a range of capabilities in the
people who make up their teams

For employers ‘employable’ is not just
capabilities plus competencies. They
are looking for people with the right
attitude.

Employers are looking for ways to
bring people into their teams who
create harmonious workplaces that are
effective.

Staff can be assured that employers do value
capabilities, and in some cases as much as, or
more than competencies.

To be truly employable, graduates of need a
combination of capabilities, competencies and
personal attributes – in a sense a holistic
person, or one that will suit the conditions of
the workplaces.

Ways to enable employers this goal are
welcomed by employers and include:

This means that the LCF can be embedded
that their effort in this space will be valued by
employers, and effective for students

Key capabilities need to be evident in an
interview setting, although they are open to
other means such as evidence-based
portfolios and practical demonstrations.

• The ability for graduates to both show and
articulate why they are good at a particular
capability
• Tools and ways that will help them pinpoint
people with capabilities more effectively,
and could enhance the existing recruitment
process

Some believe that competencies can be taught
on the job, so what they are looking for are
people who ‘are teachable’

DRAFT Research and actionable insights exploring Learner Capability at Otago Polytechnic

27 November 2019

15

VOICE OF ALUMNI

What did we learn from Otago Polytechnic alumni?
Alumni typically concur with employers about which capabilities are highly important to their role in the workplace.

ALUMNI AND EMPLOYERS ARE
ALIGNED
Most alumni placed a higher value on the ways in
which the students were exposed to criticality,
working in teams and solving problems being more
important in the workforce than the technical skills,
that can be learned on the job.

WORK READINESS
Students need to be workplace-ready upon
completing their studies. OP must prepare
students for the realities of the industries they are
likely to enter and play an active part in assisting
their transition from study to work.
Alumni would have liked more training in ‘soft
skills, such as interview techniques, to better
prepare them for the transition into the workplace.
Alumni felt that capabilities had been well taught
and that, in general, they had been well prepared
for post-study work and life.

CAPABILITY OR COMPETENCY?
Alumni frequently demonstrated a
misunderstanding at the difference between a
capability, and a competency. Nonetheless, a
number of capabilities emerged as important to
alumni for employability success.

It is difficult to teach these skills
without realistic simulations or
placements. OP gave me many
placement opportunities and that
made all the difference to my
workplace capabilities. I graduated
ready to work, as opposed to my
previous University degree that gave
me no workplace experience before
graduating – Occupation therapy
respondent

In-depth sector summaries have been
produced for:
•

Visual Arts

•

Business

•

Architecture

•

Communication Design

•

Fashion

•

Product Design

•

Food Design

•

CCDPW - Social Services

•

Quantity Surveying Construction

•

Engineering Technology

•

Information Technology

•

Applied Science (Sports)

•

Occupational Therapy

•

Nursing

•

Midwifery

The summaries are available online
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VOICE OF ALUMNI

These capabilities were highly valued by alumni

DEMONSTRATES RESILIENCE

DISPLAYS LEADERSHIP

Developing the resilience required to cope with the
pressures of professional life. Students who have
developed personal resilience fare well in the
pressures many workplaces create. Some also
connect this to control over work-life balance.

Alumni are seeking an empowered position in the
learning process. Numerous alumni saw value in a
relationship between staff and students in which
students identify the skills, knowledge and
capabilities that are important to them and staff
assist them in achieving these.

Emphasis on resilience and self care especially
when dealing with aggressive, confused and/or
upset patients and demanding workplaces –
Nursing respondent

Include real-life coping strategies for
anxiety in this training so students can
develop the resilience required to cope
with the pressures of professional life –
Occupational Therapy respondent

This type of empowerment might also see
students accountable to each other, not just staff
members. Importantly, this type of learning may
require one-on-one interaction with staff or small
class sizes.

Have more leaders share their own
stories, not just successes but
stepping blocks – Business
respondent
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Have a class leader each week that is
responsible for ensuring everyone turns up to
classes (or communicates absence). They are
also responsible for delegating jobs,
organising equipment, and ensuring that
everyone is on the same page with what they
need to be doing. It's something we do at
Police College and it's worked really well –
Applied science and sport

Help students to create their own
two year plan/vision… Break the
plan/vision down into doable
actions - Business respondent

OP should provide students with
more opportunities to step into
leadership positions in their
communities
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VOICE OF ALUMNI

These capabilities were highly valued by alumni
STUDENT COLLEGIALITY
Alumni are seeking greater connections with their
peers and more opportunities to interact with staff
and other students in informal settings

WORKS IN TEAMS

COMMUNICATES EFFECTIVELY

Teamwork was important because it is a reality of
many workplaces and can build collegiality
between classmates and staff. Group work also
helps students to develop capabilities such as
communication, cultural competency (where teams
are diverse) and group level problemsolving/critical thinking. Teamwork is also referred
to as collaboration.

Communication capabilities were most
discussed by respondents.

Provide more group projects,
but always check that all group
members are contributing
equally – Business respondent

More time working in teams to
problem solve – Nursing
respondent

Verbal and written communication were
emphasised.
Within IT I think communication will go
long way. All techies can solve
problems but not all techies can
communicate those issues to laymen
– IT respondent

When you start working in an
organisation main thing is your
communication with your
colleagues/boss/customers –
Business respondent
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“Bring students together from time to time” –
CCDPW respondent

INSPIRES OTHERS
In particular from successful people within relevant
industries as mentors or inspirational speakers.

STUDENT WELLBEING
Students who are physically and mentally well are
students who are more likely to develop
capabilities and other course-related skills.
“I believe it's important to ensure students are
taking care of their wellness needs so they can be
fully engaged and getting the most out of their
classes” – Applied science and sport respondent

27 November 2019

18

VOICE OF ALUMNI

What helps build strong capabilities?
Alumni suggestions about how capabilities can be built at Otago Polytechnic, with a view to creating easy transitions
into workplaces.
Staff that are encouraging
Otago Polytechnic staff are a
critical positive leverage point for
whether alumni considered
capabilities had been well taught
(and had been well prepared for
post-study work and life)

The lecturers in the BCA
programme really helped me
identify my potentials...during
project based learning [they]
and helped me identify my
own capability and what I
could be doing in the future –
Culinary arts respondent

I was incredibly
well prepared by
OP could not do
more! –
Midwifery
respondent

The support I received during my
studies with Otago Polytechnic
via my facilitator was awesome –
Business respondent

Staff that model
capabilities
The importance of staff and
facilitators that can build
capabilities the meet the
needs of students on their
pathway to employment is
highlighted by criticism
when it isn’t supportive or
nurturing.

The business schools grading was too
lenient. This resulted in student having higher
grades in subjects that they did not fully
understand - myself included. This also
resulted in a lack of understanding and
expectation management when entering the
workforce – Business respondent

Some lecturers think everything
should be fun and games - real jobs
are not like that. It's ok to have a
laugh but remember to apply a
serious nature when needed – ETT

DRAFT Research
actionable insights exploring Learner Capability at Otago Polytechnic
DRAFT:
NEEDS and
PROOFING

Wellbeing support
Operating in way that
enhances student
wellbeing and helps to
equip students with the
skills to look after their own
wellbeing in the workforce
will help build capabilities.

I believe it's important to ensure students are
taking care of their wellness needs so they
can be fully engaged and getting the most out
of their classes. A good tip I was given as a
student at OP was to take Vitamin D3, it
helped to prevent those dreaded 'Dunedin
blues' during the gloomy winter months
Applied science and sport respondent

Established support for
emotional challenge
management – Visual arts
respondent
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VOICE OF ALUMNI

What helps build strong capabilities?
Alumni suggestions about how capabilities can be built at Otago Polytechnic, with a view to creating easy transitions
into workplaces.
Learning environments and methods that support capability building:
Project-based learning
“Learning from projects lasts forever”

Clear and supported transitions
Alumni value support in the transition from
Otago Polytechnic to employment,
suggesting ways a focus on capabilities
could help with this.

The biggest obstacles I needed
help with [was] how to network. I'm
still really struggling… and I think
students need more preparation for
the job hunt – Design respondent

Students need more support mapping
their careers. Most struggle to find
where they should go and get stuck –
xx respondent

Real life scenarios to suggest how to real
problems (e.g., role plays)
“It is difficult to teach these skills without realistic
simulations or placements. OP gave me many
placement opportunities and that made all the
difference to my workplace capabilities”
– Occupation therapy respondent
Programmes that encourage collaboration
with with other disciplines
..Nature of OP programme are multi-disciplinary,
but in reality it lack of collaboration with other
fields. e.g can an art students work with food
design student to come out a project? I think
Capability have the ability to close rapport
between different fields – Visual arts respondent
Activities that reflect industries
“Application of real-life scenarios should be
incorporated more - for instance, business
students could participate in case study
competitions” – Business respondent
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Connection with professionals
“The most valuable takeaway from my time at
Otago Polytechnic was my experience working
with real world clients from the local community”
Internships, outside work placements and
work experience
“More real practical study cases to be solved to
get the feel in the industry...Internship is a part of
compulsory subject so all students get a better
perspective about working in the industry, not just
theoretical” – Construction respondent
Team-based projects
“Introduce more team building and effective team
management activities” – Business respondent
Infrastructure that reflects the realities of the
workplace (e.g., Technology utilised in the
classroom should be up to date with technology
used in industry)
Enhance and equip for wellbeing
“Established support for emotional challenge
management” – Visual arts respondent
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VOICE OF ALUMNI

What does this mean?

Alumni see capabilities as important to
work-readiness.
Alumni are expecting to be workplace-ready
when they complete their studies at Otago
Polytechnic.
Otago Polytechnic needs to prepare students
for the realities of the industries they are likely
to enter and play an active part in assisting
their transition from study to work.
Having workplace-related capabilities are a
critical component of being workplace-ready.

Alumni implicitly know the value of
capabilities but often lack a clear
language in which to express them.

Increasing interactions between students
and industry prior to course completion is
a great way to build ‘work-readiness’.

Alumni see the value of times where they learnt
capabilities at Otago Polytechnic, but find it hard to
point to specific examples or definitions.

Alumni appreciated the learning that work
placements afforded. It also means that Otago
Polytechnic should seek to bring industry experts
‘into the classroom’ more regularly and support
learners with industry-related networking events.

There are clear opportunities to use the LCF to
build understanding, knowledge and experience of
capabilities by applying the framework to
workplace experiences, project-based learning and
reflective practices.

Application of real life scenarios
should be incorporated more. For
instance, business students could
participate in case study competitions
– Business respondent
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Classroom content and methodology could better
reflect workplace reality by using scenarios and
case studies that dealing with ‘real-world’ industry
issues and challenges. Technology utilised in the
classroom should be up to date with technology
used in industry.
Having classroom spaces and methodologies
better reflect the real tensions and expectations of
workplaces will also help expose learners to the
notion of ‘failure’ in safe ways and build practical
experiences of capabilities needed.
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VOICE OF STAFF

What did we learn from staff?
There are two sides of the story for academic staff. On one hand many staff understand the value and can see a
pathway to embed capabilities. For others, they simply don’t need this.
Communication gaps
The bigger picture about the purpose and planned
implementation as been lost or not messaged in a
way that has fully resonated.
For some staff the LCF and the IAmCapable tool
has been classified as ‘another ‘great idea’ that
non one really knew about’. Staff cited a lack of
clear information about what was expected from
them, and realistic workload and time
commitments. Some staff are also put off by the
perception that they need to help students upload
evidence and complete required information.
Why are we doing this?”

Some staff lack confidence in the
Learning Capability Framework
Lack of time required – many see students
needing help with the IAmCapable tool, and many
staff don’t have the time to assist them.
Not seeing the value what the IAmCapable tool is
trying to achieve – while they see employability is
important for graduates, they see making
connections through a platform as being a ‘less
human’ way of engaging with employers.
Duplication – some schools who already have
systems in place are negative about the idea of
using another way of measuring employability

Once you get started it’s easy to do!
Staff who has been looking to apply a more
formal capability framework, and/or could see
value in integrating capabilities into their
programmes easily found a way to do it.
“We chose one capability to focus on and took a
bite-sized approach to start off with”
- Vet Nursing
This helped us to map capabilities
against fieldwork placements and
provided us with a way of evidencing
student's knowledge and skills
- Applied Science

Lacks relevancy
Existing sector uncertainty
The reform of Vocational Education (RoVE) is
leaving staff feeling uncertain about the future
delivery of education and their own jobs.
Therefore, the LCF does not have a high priority
against other competing needs.

Some professional groups already have
professional standards and competencies that
graduated must demonstrate. Therefore the LCF
is viewed as a ‘nice to have’, not a ‘must have’
enhancement to employability. Linked to this that
staff recognise that students don’t need to double
up’ if they are already recording evidence of
competencies and employability.
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Don’t need this, already
have enough to do!
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VOICE OF STAFF

What does this mean?

Staff capacity for change is low, and
there are barriers to uptake
There are many things blocking staff from
being enthusiastic about the LCF. These
include time pressures, resourcing, sector
uncertainty, and lack of relevancy (particularly
for programmes that have existing professional
standards and competencies). These barriers
to uptake will need to be addressed to achieve
success.

Communicating the value
Staff can be assured that employers do value
capabilities, and in some cases as much as, or
more than competencies.
Staff are also an important component in
unlocking the value of the LCF for learners.
This is a new concept, still being trialled with
limited uptake. Because it is new, staff are
uncertain about its value. Investment in
communication and meaningful messaging
could help to improve this situation.

Success is possible under the right
conditions
When staff are open to the value LCF, when
they are supported in the right way, and have
time, resources they can implement the LCF in
a way that works for them. This is often by
using ‘baby steps’ first, and by trial and error.

Ideas on how Otago Polytechnic might
meet some of these needs, including
tools and visualised journeys are
proposed further in this document.

DRAFT Research and actionable insights exploring Learner Capability at Otago Polytechnic
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Key insights that emerged from
this research
The research strands brought together creating
actionable insights to help the Otago Polytechnic
objective of enabling learners to develop and evidence
transferable capabilities to set them up for success in
employment

Key insights from this research
2. Employability is not simply Capabilities + Competencies
Being employable includes a number of ingredients that includes capabilities and
competencies but also needs to take into account personal traits, culture fit and supported
pathways into employment and the ability to articulate these at an interview. LCF and
IAmCapable are some of the tools to enable therefore not a panacea, and needs to include
learner support, career guidance, goal building and exploration of industry opportunities.

1. We now have a common
capability language
Employers and Otago Polytechnic alumni largely
agree on the capabilities that are important to ‘soft
skills’ are critical to harmonious and successful
workplaces.
This gives broad consensus and ‘green light’ for
which capabilities programme areas and students
are best to initially understand, integrate and focus
on.

This is a standard tool to evaluate and everyone
was onboard including stakeholders. It’s like a
common language between tertiary and industry
– OP Staff

Learners arrive at
Otago Polytechnic
with capabilities
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Learners Capability
Framework and
IAmCapable tool ‘shines
a light’ on capabilities

Being employable also
requires personal attributes
BUT
and social/emotional
intelligence
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Key insights from this research
LEARNER
CAPABILITY

3. Leadership for change needs to
happen across the institutional
layers
Consistent leadership, strategy and messaging to
champion the LCF and the IAmCapable tool
across the organisational layers is needed for it to
‘stick’ with staff and allay criticism from staff that
this will be another attempt at a failed change
management approach.
Without a clear institutional approach,
engagement and integration are left to individual
promoters and it becomes an uphill battle and risks
loosing its potential impact.

4. A focus on capabilities and
employability signals a signification
methodological shift in teaching and
learning for the 21st century
The LCF has surfaced assumptions and
realisations about what it takes to prepare
graduates for 21st century workplaces. There are
quite profound implications for staff as teachers,
classrooms and practice that currently do not point
to this shift.

5. Staff are critical enabler for
successfully embedding capabilities
The IAmCapable Tool sits at the centre of
competing drivers and tensions between Otago
Polytechnic leaders, academic staff, learners and
employers.
For the value to be realised, competing needs of
all these stakeholders will need to be
acknowledged and addressed through a suite of
interventions, messages and support.

We should consider the human, physical and
professional implications of what it means to shift
from a focus on teaching competencies to a
considering what learners needs to be capable
and competent contributors to 21st century
workplaces.
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What needs to be in place to
develop highly employable
graduates?
Ways that Otago Polytechnic can support the whole
organisation to embed the Learner Capability
Framework and the I Am Capable Tool, with a focus on
internal areas of opportunity

Looking at needs from stakeholders’ perspectives
Understanding stakeholders’ needs will help to inform future actions to create New Zealand’s most employable
graduates. Here are some questions to be addressed.

FROM AN OTAGO
POLYTECHNIC
STAFF
PERSPECTIVE

Understanding changes to teaching

Supportive responsiveness

• How much training does this require?

• How do I use this if my industry already has
a competency framework?

• What resources are available to embed
capabilities? Where are these?

• How can this replace the great relationships
we already have with employers?

• What does this mean for my classroom?
Clearly seeing the value
• How were these capabilities arrived at?

• Can someone help me grapple with what
this means for my practice and programme?

• Why is this capability valued by employers?

• What does this capability even mean?

Creating change pathways
• How much will my day-to-day work change?

• Is these ‘a fad’ or is this something that is
going to stay at OP?

Having clear processes and systems
• Where is all the information about LCF?
• Am I going to be given extra training?
• How can I (or someone else) easily provide
evidence for learners or meeting
capabilities?
• Will my work on capabilities be recognised
by OP?

Help to embed and integrate in programmes

• What are the questions that will help my
colleagues uptake this?

• How can I make this seamless, and not
appear as though it’s a bolt on?

• What if my students resist my efforts to
embed capabilities?

• What are the different capabilities that might
fit within this course and across year
groups?

• What can I do to maintain momentum and
inspiration about LCF?

• What resources can we create to help
engagement and learning?
• Is there someone who is really good at this?
• Is there someone who is an expert in this
capability?
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The intention is to bring in further perspectives
from students, employers and staff in 2020.
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A staff pathway to embedding the LCF
“I am becoming aware
of the LCF”

“I’m figuring it all out,
and what it might mean”

What is
happening?

•
•

•
•
•

Seeing the big picture
Seeing the commitment
from OP and expectations
of staff and students
Seeing the validation from
employers about value
Answers to my questions
make sense
Getting information that
lines up vertically

•

•
•

Seeing capabilities
mapped against
programmes – can
see how it might work
Seeing how others
have done this
Talking to colleagues
about some potential

> I start to buy-in

“I’m using it, and
understanding how it can
add value”

“I’m trying some ideas
and approaches”
•

•

•

Starting out by testing out in
a small way (e.g., a few
capabilities, or a single
programme)
Have all the right
information and some tools
to share with students
Support is time sensitive
and available

•

•

•
•

> I make it work for us

Feedback is creating a
clearer picture of what LCF
looks like in the classroom
Generating strategies and
further tools/language ‘by
doing it’
Supporting students to
upload and seek help
Building confidence and
reassurance with
colleagues and students

> I see the value

“I’m fully conversant in embedding
LCF in my classroom and with my
students”
•

•
•

Helping others sharing
knowledge and strategies
through sharing and coaching
Seeing capability-related
fundamentals
Naturally integrating into
programmes, teaching and
assessments (it’s not a bolt
on)

> I support others to build
confidence

> I seek to embed further
•

What and
who is
supporting
staff?

What is
needed to
move
forward?

•

•
•

•
•
•

'One source of truth’ and
information in a package
The why is articulated
clearly, and from
Leadership
Validation from employers
Clear pathway about the
how from LTD

•
•

ELT to be vocal about
positives
L+TD on board and
champions trained
Change management
approaches and
frameworks

•

•

•

Capabilities mapped
Employer research to
inform LC choices
Examples about how
others have
implemented/
considered

•

Other students and
peers encouraging
younger cohorts
OPSA/Student council
on board to filter
message

•

•
•
•

•

Good examples of what
evidence is
Capability resources on
Moodle
Colleague support
Time in staff meetings to
discuss challenges

•

Students sharing value
back to other students
(alumni)
Tools for students to speak
to capabilities in a
meaningful way

•

•
•

•

Admin and learning support
from outside my school
Student/Peer/Self-led
support groups
Role models and
‘champions’

•

EduBits and tools for selfuse to show modelling and
deep understanding
Flexibility and support for
staff who want to try new
things + innovate

•

•

•

•

Progreamme team (learning
together)
Support them to use the tool
and embed capability and
teaching
Team training

Programme documents shown
have all the 25 capabilities
Ability to refine/upgrade based
on experience
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Enablers for success
Successfully embedding the LCF for student success in employment requires several enablers to work in unison.
Here are the enablers for success.

LEADERSHIP

TOOLS

COMMUNICATION

• Embedding Capability Strategy –
showing long term commitment,
structure and approach

• Mini employability office for
visibility and access

• Information that takes into
account value proposition to
each stakeholder

• Woven into other frameworks
such as MSF, sustainability
• Ongoing positive culture and
messaging
• Recognitions of our global
context/ trends

• Highly visual succinct capability
Toolbox for classroom e.g.,
poster booklet

• Informing students employers
and staff as progress is made

INFRASTRUCTURE

• Successes stories

• Up to date website and collateral

• Have in-house IT support

• Capability language definitions
for employers

• Clear terms and conditions

• Further Student support
systems

CAPABILITIES

ROLES

CULTURE/MINDSET

• Capability Experts Subject matter
(for embedding)

• L+TD team champions devolving
and sustainable

• Valuing well-rounded students (not just ‘employable’)

• “Yes and” teaching to
participation capability

• More investment in Learner
Support to enhance capabilities

• Capability to teach capabilities
learned

• Student Rep in LCF team

• Change management skills

• Informal class reps to comment /
give feedback

• Behaviour insight and design
skills to support transition

• Staff commensurate with
workload
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“Schools coaching schools” approach

• Tight/loose approach that acknowledges organic
adoption
• Curiosity about capabilities in learning and employments
space
• Includes Te Ao Māori values
• Staff are self-motivated to develop own capabilities, and
model them
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A Theory of Change to achieve success
Organisational factors required to achieve the goal of producing the most employable graduates.

Long term
GOAL

New
Zealand’s
most
employable
graduates

Short term
OUTCOME

Capabilities seamlessly
integrated into programmes
Students value IAmCapable
tool
OUTPUTS
Aligned vision and strategy
Roadmap for change with
clear expectations
INPUTS
ACTIVITIES
Buy-in from staff
Validated sector
Research to
and students
capabilities
validate capabilities
Clear why
Supported learning and
Meaningful frameworks
development for staff
and tools
Leadership across layers
Student support resourced
Stakeholder engagement

OUTPUTS
ACTIVITIES
INPUTS

Current
STATE

•
•
•
•
•

Implementation of IAmCapable tool
Developing international interest in capabilities
OP emerging as a leader in applying capabilities
Variable levels of buy-in from staff with ‘change hangovers’
Evidence from research that employers and alumni see value in/of capabilities
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By when?
How will Otago
Polytechnic know this?

What are the indicators to measure
the success of ‘seamless’ and
finding ‘value’?

Who will be accountable for
designing and delivering these?
How will you know if they are
helping you reach your goal?

What we have learned from this
action research project
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Two views: How two Otago
Polytechnic programmes are
embedding Learner Capabilities
Bring to life through illustrated case studies how the
Bachelor of Applied Science (Applied Sports) and
Certificate in Early Education are approaching the
integration of capabilities into their programmes

DEVELOPING LEARNER CAPABILITY CASE STUDY: Bachelor of Applied Science (Applied Sports)

Bachelor of Applied Science (Years 2 and 3)
The Bachelor of Applied Science is a 120-credit course, around practical experiences and problem-based
learning with specialties in Sport, Exercise, Health and Massage.

Yesterday
Where we started from

Today
What we are doing now

Tomorrow
What we are aspiring towards

“Our students are going to placements, but we
don’t know whether they are doing a great job”

“We are actively weaving in capability
development into how we do things”

“We are all using a common language for
active learning”

Approach to capability was reactive

Approach is a focus on integration

Approach will be realising full value of LCF

Focus on relaying information

Capabilities viewed from multiple-lenses

Ongoing Cycles of Learning Capabilities

Assumptions about capabilities

Working with validated capabilities

Experiential learning expressed through a
common capability language

Informal capture structures

Focus on integrating capabilities efficiently

Individuals motivated by seeing opportunity

Emerging critical teaching practice

Capabilities are used valued by all
Systems and tools are embedded
School supported by early adopters

DEVELOPING LEARNER CAPABILITY CASE STUDY: Bachelor of Applied Science (Applied Sports)

Moving towards a Cycle of Learning
Bachelor of Applied Science students undergo a 360-style performance
review that involves a self-evaluation, peer review, performance feedback
on eight capabilities from their workplace supervisor which is then
considered by their academic supervisor. This system is used to identify,
gather evidence for three capabilities to be used for course assessment
for the final half of Year 3.

What do I think this
capability means?

What have I
learnt from putting
into practice?

Work place
supervisor

Learner
What do my
peers/others think
this means?

As the model matures, the programme expects to create ongoing cycles of
learning between learners, peers, workplace supervisors and academic
supervisors.

For staff this looks like:
•

Capabilities are well understood, and staff are integrating them creatively to build
value with colleagues and students

•

Using LCF to establishing own competencies in understanding and teaching
capabilities (e.g., giving and growing better at delivering capability-based
feedback, applying capability prompts and fine-tuning their own practice, and
teaching practice)

•

Using as a common language or currency when dealing with workplace
supervisors, students and each other

How do I put
this into
practice?

Academic
supervisor

Peer

What does OP
think this
capability is?

How do I
understand this in
my own practice?

For students this looks like:
•

Using a reflection process to learn with goal of becoming a self-reflective
practitioner. “I’m learning to hold up a mirror, to figure out what I’m good at”

•

Capability framework in place to validate workplace learning

•

Understanding the need for capabilities as well as competencies – and become
motivated by this

•

Can see clear link between assignments, work readiness

Helpful tools
360 Performance Review Model
Captures and triangulates students’ performance in the
workplace through
3-5 minute Video
Created and used evidence of development activities
Radar graph
Visual tools such as for holistic view “to show not tell”
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DEVELOPING LEARNER CAPABILITY CASE STUDY: Bachelor of Applied Science (Applied Sports)

Embedding capabilities: Headwinds, Tailwinds and Enablers
For Bachelor of Applied Science there are enablers and barriers to progress represented here as Headwinds
(things that impede progress and make it difficult to move) and Tailwinds (things that make it easier to progress
in the desired direction).
TAILWINDS

HEADWINDS

What is impeding progress?
•

The long-term vision proposed is not fully
understood or accepted; organisational
capabilities to fully support and realise
opportunities are not in place

•

New approaches require time and energy, and
many staff busy dealing with other priorities

•

Staff not knowing whether to invest energy
current capability: “Is this going to ’stick’? Is it
worth the investment?”

•
•

•
•

What helps move towards the aspiration?

How might we further uplift?
•

Education and information for workplace providers so
they feel confident in grading, giving feedback to
students

•

Further “capability digging” because some capabilities
are observable, and some are less tangible. How might
we better understand how these capabilities look
like/sound like/feel like when practiced?

Having tool tied to assessment can feel like an
extra layer of work for staff and students
Student often lack the realisation that employers
are seeking more than just ‘book’ knowledge:
“Our students sometimes struggle to know what
they need in the workplace”

There is now a ‘common language’ of what
capabilities are. “The LCF is like a common
currency”

•

A champion who understands the ‘Why’ and
can see the big picture opportunity/benefits
for learner success

•

The LCF because it has formalised and
created a strong foundation for relationship
between students, workplace Supervisors
and school

•

Once gained and defined, capabilities are
transferrable: “We are not just teaching them
workplace capabilities – these are general
life capabilities!”

•

School has staff with a focus on work
placements and has HOS support

•

Strengthening capability feedback loops that
actively seek ongoing improvement and
refinement to benefit all

FUTURE ENABLERS

Staff champions being a ‘lone voice’ in schools
can feel de-motivating
Implementing many new tools and approaches
on one cohort can make students feel like
‘guinea pigs’, and outcome is likely to be
resistance

•

•

There is good will from employers to engage in this type
of standard practice. How might we further
acknowledge and build on this goodwill with reciprocity?
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DEVELOPING CAPABILITY CASE STUDY: Certificate in Early Childhood Education

Certificate in Early Childhood Education
The Certificate in Early Childhood Education are Level 3 and 4 programmes that build core skills and knowledge
needed for graduates to participate in the in entry-level roles in a range of early childhood contexts. The LCF
aligns well to a shift away from a focus solely on credits to building professional standards for the workplace.

Yesterday
Where we started from
“There is no incentivisation to focus
on capabilities”

Today
What we are doing now

Tomorrow
What we are aspiring towards

““We see that capabilities in addition to
professionalism can open options for
successful pathways”

“Our students see how they are responsible
for their own learning”

Learning was prescribed

Capabilities are the basis for reflective practice

Reflection on capabilities is built-in

‘Off the book’ not compatible with a focus on
capabilities

LCF points to what is relevant

Articulation of “What kind of person am I?”

Foundation of Professional Standards

Non-academic qualities highly valued

Alignment to Tā Durie’s Whare Tapa Wha

Deep and constructive consideration

Focus on health and wellbeing of the learner

Holistic view of achievement

Little self-directed research
Focus on ticking boxes
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DEVELOPING CAPABILITY CASE STUDY: Certificate in Early Childhood Education

Building self-reflective learners
For Certificate in Childhood Education staff, the LCF is a “perfect fit” for their programme. “It helps us understand
what is relevant.” It also helps to articulate and develop resilience required to work in this sector: “It’s hard to give to
others when you aren’t healthy yourself”
For staff this looks like:
• Defining what capabilities mean, and breaking down components in easy-to-understand
terms for students
• Setting expectations for students about how capabilities look like in practice (e.g., being
responsible and reliable looks like)
• Integrating capabilities into assessments using Tā Durie’s Te Whare Tapa Wha Framework

Helpful reflective frameworks
These are reflective frameworks that ECE uses
when focusing on capabilities with their students.
They acknowledge that reflective practice can be
quite challenging for many students as it requires
interpretation of actions.

• Linking students to support for health and wellbeing at Otago Polytechnic

What ?

• Supporting students to recognize what capabilities come naturally to them, and which ones
are a stretch (e.g. using telephone for a voice conversation)
Now what ?

So what ?

For students this looks like:
• Moving from being driven from doing ‘bare minimum’ to recognising the value of soft skills
and capabilities
• Considering moving away from “Do I need to do this for my assessment?” or “Will I fail if I
don’t go?”
• Five self-care days are built into programme where they are encouraged to build strategies,
reflect and submit work
• Thinking deeply, and constructively about capabilities, and asking questions like “How would
I show I am capable of this?”
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Reflection frameworks that focus on
improvement are also useful and can be the
foundation of building relationship during work
placements.
STOP
THINK
CHANGE
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DEVELOPING CAPABILITY CASE STUDY: Certificate in Early Childhood Education

Embedding capabilities: Headwinds, Tailwinds and Enablers
For Early Childhood Education there are elements that act as enablers and barriers of progress represented here
as Headwinds (things that impede progress and make it difficult to move) and Tailwinds (things that make it easier
to progress in the desired direction).
TAILWINDS

HEADWINDS

What is impeding progress?

What helps move towards the aspiration?

•

Need for ongoing enthusiasm and maintain
momentum

•

Framing capabilities are a discipline in their own
right

•

Students not having access to the support
they need with some capabilities (like
communication)

•

Outsiders showing importance of capabilities (e.g.,
workplace employers and I Am Capable team
members)

•

Loose interpretation of some capabilities
(e.g., some students see ‘self-care’ as
indulgence or permission to shirk
responsibilities, whereas self-care is being
organized, timely and in control)

•

Role modelling of capabilities, and
noticing/labelling capabilities in each other

•

Sharing how capabilities are being embedded
across other schools (e.g., how others are being
responsive to challenges)

•

Employers communicating that they value students
for evidence of actions, rather than what they say
they can do

•

Students better understanding what is relevant to
their profession, and why

•

Once gained and defined, capabilities are
transferrable: “We are not just teaching them
workplace capabilities – these are general life
capabilities!”

•

•

•

•

Learning support gap, and the difficulty in
bridging students to the mentoring and
support they need
Conversely, students find it challenging to
know that it’s OK to ask to help and get
support
Shifting students from “I just need to do the
minimum requirements to pass” mentality to
“Investing as much I can”
Changes required from the NCEA mindset

FUTURE ENABLERS

How might we further uplift?
•

Encouraging students to see the holistic value of
capabilities

•

Have easy, achievable examples how students can
build their capability portfolio, and what is relevant to
the profession

•

Learners have not always achieved well as school, so
achievement through a capability (vs a purely academic
way) are an opportunity for learners to excel

•

Capabilities considered through a multi-cultural lens
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Conclusion

What the team learned by undertaking this work, and
things to consider for next time

What we have learned
 Capacity for data

 Use methods for maximum value

A strength of this research approach is that quantity of data – sector clusters

Could we have used multiple methods to gather data? For example, given the
high amount of data from the employers from the qualitative interviews, could
employers have been sent out a survey, and a small number been followed up for
an interview. Conversely could follow up alumni interviews gone deeper into
characteristics of workplaces and examples of capabilities.

are well covered. However, the question would be whether we would need
this extensive amount of data ‘next time’.

 Length of project
While there are clear motivations and benefits for a long and multistakeholder research project, the down sides are the people become
research-fatigued and we discovered that engagement wains as time passes

 Imagine engagements holistically

 Qualitative yields richer data
Given the purpose of follow up interviews is to go deeper into the participant
experience, phone interviews yield stronger data than online interviews – opt for
phone interviews over online interviews if possible.

Employers were very engaged at the point of the interview and became lessso as time passed. This made it difficult to test ideas and early prototypes of
the IAmCapable tool with them. There was an assumption that the capability
development and the IAmCapable tool were being developed in closer
collaboration and timeframes. Could we have shared more about the
IAmCapable tool at the time of the interview?

 Build in time for planning and recruitment

 Frame the research objectives for your
stakeholders

 Don’t leave room for assumptions

To create best chance of internal buy-in, consider how research is being
framed as on overall project, with objectives and the importance of each
phase. Employers, Heads of Schools and staff are busy and have many
competing priorities. Much time and effort could be saved in testing clear
research objectives and expectations early and quickly.



Check for bias

Given the structure of the methods, there was a bias towards positivity from
the participants. How might we illicit more balanced views from our
participants in the future?

Administration and coordination of large research projects shouldn’t be
underestimated! Add plenty of time, resource and time for the energy it takes to
design research approaches, manage data, recruiting participants and transcribe
interviews.

Clearly define what we mean by capabilities in order to illicit better data. It seems
that many people confuse the notions of capabilities, technical skills,
competencies and personal traits.

 Baseline data allows for aggregation
Given the relatively large number of participants and respondents to interviews
and data, we could have considered collecting further baseline data to help
aggregate information (such as age, gender, location, current workplace sector
etc)
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