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Professional Identity 
and Belonging

Professional identity and belonging shape whether trainers and assessors stay in the 
sector,  how effectively they perform and whether they develop a durable sense of 
themselves as Vocational Education and Training professionals over time.

What is it
Professional identity in Vocational Education 
and Training (VET) is the sense of oneself as 
a VET professional. Not just as a tradesperson 
or technician who happens to teach, but as 
someone who has built a genuine second career 
in education. Belonging is the experience of 
feeling like a legitimate and valued member of 
that professional community.

This section is part of theme 4: Career pathways

This section applies across all 4 career stages. Professional identity development, the nature of 
belonging and the type of support needed all shift significantly at each stage. From identity uncertainty 
at the new entrant stage through to sector-level contribution and professional legacy at the expert stage. 
The career stages table in this document describes these shifts in detail.

Why it matters
When identity transition is not acknowledged 
or supported, capable trainers and assessors 
misread normal adjustment as evidence of 
unsuitability and may leave before their potential 
is realised.

When belonging is absent, technically skilled 
people disengage – not because they lack 
ability, but because they lack a sense of place 
in the profession.

Understanding these dynamics helps explain 
patterns that might otherwise be attributed 
to individual performance and points to 
the organisational conditions that make a 
genuine difference.

For most trainers and assessors in 
automotive and mining, this identity does 
not arrive with the role. It is built over time. 
Shaped by the condition’s organisations 
create. The relationships that form 
and the extent to which contribution is 
acknowledged and valued.
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What we found
Identity transition – from industry expert 
to educator
Identity does not transfer automatically from 
industry to VET

•	 Trainers and assessors arrive with strong 
vocational identities built over 10 to 20 years or 
more, but those identities do not automatically 
carry over into a training role.

•	 In industry, recognition comes through doing 
the work and demonstrating technical skill. In 
VET, it comes through teaching, assessing and 
contributing to others’ development. A different 
and less familiar form of expertise.

•	 The resulting disorientation is common and 
normal, but is rarely named in induction 
processes. Leaving new trainers and 
assessors to misread the adjustment as 
unsuitability rather than a transition phase.

•	 Many trainers and assessors have not 
engaged in formal study for decades. Having 
chosen a vocational pathway early. Returning 
to complete the Certificate IV in Training and 
Assessment (TAE) as an adult in an unfamiliar 
professional context adds another dimension 
to the adjustment.

•	 The ‘novice again’ experience, and the 
uncertainty that some people feel despite years 
of expertise, is a predictable feature of entering 
a second profession, not a sign of failure.

Imposter syndrome and the 
expert-to-novice shift
Stigma is an active barrier

•	 The perception that ‘those that can, do; those 
that can’t, teach’ is held externally by industry 
peers and, in some cases, internally by staff 
who absorbed this framing before entering 
the sector.

•	 VET is still commonly described as a late 
career destination, which undermines the 
sense that it is a deliberate professional choice 
with a future.

•	 For trainers and assessors who move into VET 
at the height of their careers, the stigma does 
not reflect reality. Its effects on identity and 
confidence can be real regardless.

•	 Even where the ‘failed tradie’ framing is 
absent, a confident VET professional identity is 
not automatic. It requires deliberate cultivation, 
not just the absence of stigma.

Building a VET professional identity
VET trainers and assessors hold a dual 
professional identity

•	 The role requires holding 2 identities 
simultaneously. Industry professional with 
current vocational expertise and educator with 
developing pedagogical capability.

•	 For some, vocational identity remains primary 
throughout their career. For others, educator 
identity becomes more prominent over time. 
Both can produce highly effective trainers 
and assessors.

•	 Tension arises when one identity is 
undervalued. The TAE process can, however, 
unintentionally signal that vocational expertise 
carries limited value in an educational context.

•	 Some trainers and assessors described 
needing to demonstrate vocational currency to 
maintain student credibility in contexts actively. 
Particularly, students questioned whether they 
remained current in the field.

•	 Hybrid roles that maintain operational 
involvement alongside training responsibilities 
help keep both identities active. Though they 
also create workload pressures.

•	 Dual identity is an ongoing feature of the role 
across a full career. Not a transition challenge 
that resolves at entry.
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Belonging, team culture and peer 
relationships
Belonging Shapes Whether People Stay

•	 Belonging and feeling like a legitimate, valued 
member of a professional community were 
consistently identified as significant factors in 
engagement and retention.

•	 Organisational and relational conditions shape 
belonging. Not individual characteristics.

•	 Conditions that support belonging include:

	– inclusion in team conversations and 
professional decision-making from early 
in the role

	– recognition of industry expertise alongside 
developing teaching capability

	– access to mentoring and peer support that 
normalises questions and uncertainty

	– safe spaces to ask for help without it being 
read as incompetence

	– connection to professional communities 
beyond the immediate workplace.

•	 Where these conditions are absent, technically 
capable people may disengage. Not because 
they lack skill, but because they lack a sense 
of place in the profession.

•	 Isolation in a staff member’s early career 
was described as one of the most significant 
contributors to departure. More significant in 
some cases than pay or workload.

Mentoring is the strongest single 
belonging factor

•	 Mentoring was identified across all consultation 
contexts as the single most significant factor 
for both belonging and early-career retention.

•	 Effective mentoring provides a relational 
anchor during identity adjustment and signals 
that the new trainer and assessor are valued 
and expected to succeed.

•	 The absence of structured mentoring was 
consistently associated with early career 
isolation, heightened identity uncertainty and 
elevated departure risk.

•	 Mentoring that is structured, resourced and 
understood as an ongoing relationship, rather 
than a one-off induction task, produces 
stronger effects than informal arrangements.

Recognition affects professional identity, 
not just morale

•	 A consistent gap exists between the 
contribution VET trainers and assessors make 
and the recognition they experience.

•	 The impact extends beyond remuneration. 
Limited formal acknowledgement, constrained 
development opportunities and role titles that 
do not reflect seniority or capability all affect 
how trainers and assessors perceive the 
standing of their work.

•	 Where recognition systems are absent or 
inconsistent, trainers and assessors begin 
to question whether VET work carries 
professional standing.

•	 Visible recognition, through credentials, 
leadership roles, progression pathways and 
sector representation, was described as 
directly strengthening professional identity.

•	 Both informal interpersonal acknowledgement 
and formal organisational mechanisms, such 
as role design, titles and workload recognition, 
are required. Neither is sufficient alone.
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What helps

Name the transition explicitly during induction

•	 Acknowledge that moving from industry 
expert to educator involves genuine 
identity adjustment.

•	 Tell new trainers and assessors that feeling 
like a novice is a predictable feature of this 
transition, not evidence of unsuitability.

•	 Make clear that the adjustment takes time and 
that uncertainty in the early period is expected.

•	 Name the dual professional role explicitly. 
Industry expertise is the foundation, and 
developing teaching capability builds on it 
rather than replaces it.

Structure and resource mentoring as real work

•	 Treat mentoring as an ongoing professional 
relationship. Not a one-off induction task.

•	 Match new trainers and assessors with 
experienced colleagues who understand the 
identity dimension of the transition.

•	 Allocate time for mentoring in workloads. For 
both the mentor and the new trainer-assessor.

•	 Maintain a clear separation between 
developmental support and performance 
management.

Supplement the TAE with identity and 
belonging supports

•	 Provide mentoring, peer connection and 
coaching alongside TAE completion. 
Not just after it.

•	 Allow a settling-in period before TAE 
commencement where possible.

•	 Explicitly connect TAE concepts to real 
teaching practice, rather than treating the 
qualification as an isolated compliance task.

•	 Peer study groups, where multiple new staff 
members commence simultaneously, reduce 
isolation and build belonging.

Build peer connection and 
professional community

•	 Create opportunities for new trainers and 
assessors to connect with colleagues. Both 
within and beyond the immediate workplace.

•	 Facilitate involvement in validation, industry 
advisory groups and professional networks.

•	 Recognise that trainers and assessors in 
smaller registered training organisations 
(RTOs), regional contexts or early career 
phases may have limited internal peer 
networks and need deliberate support to 
build connection.

Formally recognise the contribution of 
advanced and expert trainers and assessors

•	 Name and resource the contributions of 
experienced trainers and assessors, in 
mentoring, compliance, curriculum and 
industry liaison. This is through mechanisms 
such as role titles, allocated time and 
pay recognition.

•	 Include advanced and expert trainers and 
assessors in strategic conversations.

•	 Ensure that expanded responsibility is 
accompanied by formal acknowledgement, 
not just absorbed into an existing workload.

Support the development of professional identity and build belonging among trainers and 
assessors through targeted strategies.
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Industry impacts
Automotive contexts

•	 The automotive sector’s strong trades culture 
means the ‘failed tradie’ perception remains 
active. Trainers and assessors who enter at 
an earlier career stage often need to establish 
credibility with student cohorts who hold 
this view.

•	 Private RTOs, which dominate automotive 
delivery, tend to have less consistent formal 
induction and identity support than public 
providers. Mentoring is more likely to be 
informal and relationship dependent.

•	 Specialist areas such as EV technology 
present a distinct identity dynamic. Trainers 
and assessors in these areas often describe 
stronger professional purpose and sector 
relevance through active industry partnerships.

•	  Strengthen the credibility and status of 
trainers and assessors by challenging negative 
perceptions and supporting early career staff 
member to build confidence and authority 
with students.

•	 Implement structured induction programs, 
particularly in private RTOs, to clearly 
communicate role expectations, value and 
career pathways.

•	 Establish consistent and formal mentoring 
systems that reliably support trainers and 
assessors through guided relationships with 
experienced professionals.

•	 Strengthen industry connections by fostering 
active partnerships and ensuring trainers and 
assessors remain current and recognised as 
industry experts.

•	 Leverage specialist areas such as EV 
technology to promote innovation, relevance 
and a strong sense of professional purpose.

•	 Foster a positive professional culture that 
values VET careers, encourages collaboration 
and recognises the achievements and impact 
of trainers and assessors.

Automotive industry impacts

Strategies to increase professional identity and belonging
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Industry impacts
Mining contexts

•	 The transition from FIFO operational roles 
into training is a distinct identity experience. 
Trainers and assessors describe leaving 
behind a well-understood professional culture 
and entering one with significantly different 
norms and expectations.

•	 Enterprise RTOs shape the identity experience 
differently from public and private providers. 
Where the training function is valued within the 
broader organisational culture, professional 
identity as a trainer and assessor forms 
more readily.

•	 The dual role model, maintaining concurrent 
operational involvement alongside training, 
supports vocational credibility but can make 
it harder to develop a settled identity as an 
educator when training is partly secondary to 
operational work.

•	 Geographic spread across regional and remote 
locations limits access to peer networks and 
professional community, compounding the 
belonging challenges common to all new 
trainers and assessors.

Mining industry impacts

•	 Support trainers and assessors transitioning 
from FIFO roles by providing targeted 
onboarding that helps them adapt to new 
professional norms and expectations.

•	 Promote organisational cultures within 
enterprise RTOs that actively value the training 
function to strengthen professional identity 
formation.

•	 Balance dual role expectations by supporting 
trainers and assessors to maintain industry 
credibility, while also developing a clear and 
recognised identity as educators.

•	 Improve access to peer networks and 
professional communities for trainers and 
assessors in regional and remote areas to 
strengthen connection and belonging.

Strategies to increase professional identity and belonging
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What this looks like across the career stages

Career stage Focus What this looks like

New entrant – 
getting started 
and finding 
your feet

Identity transition 
and adjustment

•	 Strong vocational identity on entry, but it does not 
transfer automatically into the training role.

•	 Recognition in VET comes through teaching and 
contributing to others’ development. Not through doing 
the trade work.

•	 The resulting disorientation is common and normal but 
is rarely named during induction.

•	 New trainers and assessors often interpret the 
adjustment as personal unsuitability rather than a 
predictable feature of entering a second profession.

•	 Having been away from formal study for decades, 
returning to complete the TAE adds a further dimension 
to the adjustment.

•	 Without explicit support, mentoring, staged entry, and 
realistic expectations, the entry phase carries elevated 
departure risk.

Establishing 
– building 
confidence and 
consistency

Integration of 
vocational and 
educator identities

•	 Identity typically becomes more settled as teaching 
practice develops.

•	 Dual professional identity begins to feel more 
integrated.

•	 Peer support and continued mentoring are important at 
this stage. As they consolidate identity rather than allow 
early uncertainty to harden into self-doubt.

•	 Growing engagement with the professional community, 
colleagues, validation and peer networks.

•	 Increasing sense of belonging to the profession.

Professional identity is not established once and then held static. It continues to develop 
across the full span of a VET career, with distinct characteristics at each stage.
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Career stage Focus What this looks like

Advanced 
– handling 
complexity 
and informal 
responsibility

Professional 
contribution 
and emerging 
leadership

•	 Identity shifts from individual trainer and assessor to 
contributor at a broader level.

•	 Advanced trainers and assessors describe their 
professional identity in terms of mentoring, curriculum 
development, compliance leadership and industry 
liaison.

•	 This broader contribution is significant but not always 
formally recognised.

•	 Where acknowledged, through title, allocated time, 
strategic inclusion, professional identity is strong and 
sustained.

•	 Where informal or unrecognised, experienced trainers 
and assessors may question whether VET work carries 
the standing their contribution warrants.

Expert – 
drawing on deep 
experience and 
perspective

Sector 
contribution and 
professional 
legacy

•	 Identity increasingly shaped by contribution to the 
sector, not just a single organisation.

•	 Mentoring, contribution to training package 
development, advisory work and sector representation 
are central to how expert trainers and assessors 
describe themselves.

•	 Where this contribution is visible and valued, expert 
trainers and assessors model what a long and 
rewarding VET career looks like.

•	 Where it goes unacknowledged, disengagement or 
departure risk increases at precisely the point when 
knowledge and relationships are most valuable.
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When it is working
Indicators that professional identity and 
belonging are well supported

•	 New trainers and assessors can name the 
adjustment they are experiencing as a normal 
transition rather than personal failure.

•	 The TAE is supplemented with mentoring, peer 
connection and coaching rather than treated 
as a standalone compliance requirement.

•	 Mentoring is structured, resourced and 
understood as an ongoing relationship rather 
than a one-off induction task.

•	 Industry expertise is recognised alongside 
developing teaching capability. Not treated as 
secondary once the TAE begins.

•	 Trainers and assessors have access to peer 
networks and professional communities 
beyond their immediate workplace.

•	 Advanced and expert trainers and assessors’ 
contributions are formally acknowledged 
through title, time or inclusion in strategic 
conversations.

•	 Recognition, including pay, title, and 
development access, is proportionate to 
contribution and applied consistently.

•	 The sector is represented by visible, 
credible VET professionals who model that 
a VET career is a legitimate and deliberate 
professional destination.
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Continue exploring
You’ll find additional tools, resources and related guidance in the 
Career section of the AUSMASA Trainer and Assessor VET Career 
Framework, including practical self-assessment tools, supporting 
guidance and links to related topics.

Phased transition supporting dual 
identity in mining

Targeted interview feedback described 
a mining enterprise RTO that supported 
experienced operational staff through a 
phased transition model. Maintaining a 
split between operational and training 
responsibilities during the entry period. 

This approach allowed trainers and 
assessors to retain their operational 
identity and industry credibility while 
progressively building confidence in the 
training role. 

The organisation described the 
arrangement as producing trainers and 
assessors who arrived in the training room 
with stronger credibility and a clearer 
sense of professional purpose than those 
who had made an abrupt transition from 
operations.

Naming the dual professional role 
in induction

Targeted interview feedback described a 
public provider that explicitly incorporated 
the concept of the dual professional role 
into its induction program. 

Naming it, discussing the adjustment it 
involves and making clear that both the 
vocational and educator dimensions of the 
role were valued from the outset. 

New trainers and assessors were told 
directly that their industry expertise 
was the foundation of their value in the 
classroom. Developing teaching capability 
built on what they brought with them rather 
than replacing it. 

Feedback indicated that this framing 
reduced early identity uncertainty and 
helped new trainers and assessors 
approach the TAE and their initial delivery 
with greater confidence.

Success stories
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