Chapter 3

Education and Training portfolio

3.1 This chapter summarises certain key areas of interest raised during the
committee's consideration of additional estimates for the 2017-18 financial year for
the Education and Training portfolio.

3.2 On 1 March 2018, the committee heard evidence from Senator the Hon.
Simon Birmingham, Minister for Education and Training, along with officer from the
Department of Education and Training (the department) and agencies responsible for
administering education and training, including:

. Australian Research Council (ARC);

. Australian Skills Quality Authority (ASQA);

. Tertiary Education and Quality Standards Agency (TEQSA);

. Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership (AITSL); and

. Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA).

Department of Education and Training
Cross-portfolio

3.3 Committee members inquired into Government's school funding plan
advertising campaign. In response to questions relating to this issue, the Minister
noted that the funding was budgeted in the Mid-year Economic and Fiscal Outlook
(MYEFQO) process and accordingly is not reflected in the department's responses to
questions on notice from the October 2017 estimates round."

3.4 Committee members also inquired into the timeliness of responses to
guestions on notice. Senator O'Neill noted that 40 per cent of the questions placed on
notice from the October 2017 Supplementary Budget Estimates round were responded
to on time.” Dr Michele Bruniges, Secretary of the department, noted that all
responses were provided to the Minister's office by 11 December 2017.% The Minister,
when questioned on this, stated that he had ensured that all questions on notice were
submittecil1 to the committee prior to the commencement of the Additional Estimates
hearings.

3.5 Information was sought regarding proposed reductions in staffing levels at the
department to meet budget constraints. Dr Bruniges noted that the department was
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currently in discussions with 12 staff about their future employment in consultation
with the CPSU.’ Dr Bruniges further stated that the department will ‘case manage each
one of those staff to ensure that they have a suitable landing place'.®

3.6 Discussions also took place regarding the employment of consultants within
the department. Ms Carolyn Smith, Deputy Secretary of Corporate Strategy, noted that
in the first six months of the 2017-18 financial year the department spent
$11.4 million on consultants.” This compared with the figures for 2016-17 when the
department spent $10.6 million on consultants.®

Outcome 1

3.7 Considerable discussions took place regarding the new Child Care Package
and the associated Child Care Management System (CCMS). Mr Matt Yannopoulos,
Acting Deputy Secretary, responsible for Child Care Reform Implementation, noted
that the CCMS was currently in the user acceptance testing phase and that the system
will go into transition in early April 2018.° He further stated that the system would be
fully implemented in July 2018 and would be delivered on time.'® The rollout of the
Child Care Subsidy System (CCSS), beginning in late March 2018, was also
discussed.™

3.8 The department was also questioned about the impacts of the activity and
income tests. Ms Jackie Wilson, Deputy Secretary, Early Childhood, when asked how
a family will report their activity and income to the government, noted:

It's all self-declaration, as it is now. I don't know if you've had a chance to
go onto the estimator and have a look, but the journey that a family goes
through on the estimator is similar to what they'll be required to complete.
For both parents, if there's a two-parent household, it's: do they work? If
they do, it's: how many hours? If they do a range of other activities—Iike
volunteering, like looking for work, like studying, like training—it's
declaring all of that. Basically, it's a collection of that information. As
you've probably heard us say, to land at the step of the activity you're
eligible for is an aggregation of all your activity—all of the things I've just
outlined.*

3.9 Further questions were asked about the audit function for the self-declared
activity tests. Ms Wilson noted that the department was 'developing guidelines on all
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of the documentation and requirements for the activity test... People will need to

provide proof. For employment, it'd just be a pay slip at the time if you are chosen'.*®

3.10 Committee members also questioned the department about the
Commonwealth funding of schools. Attention was drawn to errors in a table provided
under guestion on notice SQ17-001191. Mr Tony Cook, Associate Secretary, School
and Youth, apologised for the mistake and noted the department would submit a
revised table as soon as possible.**

3.11  Questions were also asked about Commonwealth student-with-disability
funding. The Minister noted the funding will be based on 2018 Nationally Consistent
Collection of Data on Students with Disability data which as of the Estimates hearing
was not available.™

Outcome 2

3.12 The status of negotiations for the national partnership on the Skilling
Australians Fund was discussed in depth. The Minister noted that the agreement is
currently with the states, awaiting signing.*®

3.13  Dr Subho Banerjee, Deputy Secretary, Skills and Training, noted that there
were some outstanding issues that remained unresolved after the consultation period.
These included the 'structure of the agreement and how that would be worked through
In practice in terms of what prescriptions would be put on the states, what
accountability mechanisms, how benchmarks would be set...there were also some
questions about the targets...""’

3.14  Dr Banerjee further noted that the agreement would become operative after
one state or territory signs off.'®

3.15 Committee members further questioned how, under the Skilling Australians
Fund, the department would ensure integrity in the training that is taking place.
Mr Brian Palmer, Group Manager, Skills Market, noted:

There's a number of things that states and territories need to do. The
payment would be related to commencements into the program. They
would need to show, where those commitments don't relate to an
employment contract, where those commencements are. They would also
need to establish a baseline of an existing level of commencements of this
sort of activity that is currently occurring—because the agreement is in
respect of additional activity, not existing levels of activity.*°
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3.16  Questions were asked about the costs associated with the Australian
Apprenticeships Management System IT upgrade. The department noted that the
expenditure to date is $18 million.?° This is higher than the original stated cost of
$11.4 million.?*

3.17 There was also a discussion about the MYEFO grants freeze on
commonwealth grants scheme funding. Confirmation was sought on whether the
funding freeze means there will be no additional funds for growth in the number of
bachelor degree student places in 2018 and 2019. In response the Minister stated:

Your reflection of the fact that it is a two-year freeze of the CGS payments
only as they relate to undergraduate degrees for those two years at 2017
levels is accurate. And then there is, as was announced, a growth impact for
population factored in.?

3.18  There were further discussions surrounding whether individual universities
such as Sunshine Coast and South Cross University received additional funding for
additional places. The Minister responded that 'there are a few localities...where the
government had made commitments to capital expansion activities'.?* The funding for

this will be addressed in the upcoming budget.**

3.19  Committee members followed a line of questioning about future growth plans
for universities in undergraduate Commonwealth supported places in 2018-19.
Mr Dom English, Group Manager, Higher Education, noted that growth in enrolments
would apply to the majority of universities with ‘one or two exceptions' of planned
reductions in enrolment numbers in that period.?

3.20  Inquiries were made into the new allocation mechanism for sub-bachelor and
post-graduate places. Mr English stated that the department was still working on the
design of a new allocation mechanism that ‘would allow more flexibility in the way
that places would be used across the system'.?® Mr English further noted that the
department was currently developing briefing materials for consultation with the
education sector.”’

3.21 International student numbers were also discussed. Ms Karen Sandercock,
Group Manager, International, noted that as of November 2017 there were 621 192

20  Committee Hansard, 1 March 2018, p. 72. Please note, during the Estimates hearing
Mr Morling stated that the expenditure to date was $12.9 million. This was later updated to the
above figure of $18 million in a correction to evidence received from Dr Subho Banerjee on
20 March 2018.
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international students of which approximately 350 000 are in the higher education
sector.?®

3.22  Discussions regarding the economic impact of international students also
occurred. Ms Sandercock noted that export income from international education last
year totalled $30.9 billion and international opportunity fees totalled $11.6 billion.?®

Australian Research Council

3.23  Committee members inquired into the engagement impact assessment pilot.
This assessment 'will examine how universities are translating their research into
economic, social and other benefits and encourage greater collaboration between
universities, industries and end-users of research'.>*® Ms Leanne Harvey, Executive
General Officer, noted that the total expenditure on the pilot to date was $2 million.*
She further stated that across the forward estimates the total cost of the program would

be $11.2 million.%

3.24  The question of how the success of this project would be measured was also
raised. In response the Minister stated:

The point, of course, of having the engagement and impact tool is to help in
future to have a clearer incentive in relation to maximising engagement and
impact, and, indeed, to help inform future decisions about how we best
maximise engagement and impact... the government's view is that it is
valuable to seek to try to have a common basis upon which to assess impact
that can in future inform policymakers and institutions.*

3.25  Aline of questioning was also undertaken in relation to the role of the ARC in
encouraging international collaborations as well as engaging with Australian
researchers on matters of military significance.®

3.26 Committee members further inquired into the Industrial Transformation
Research Program. In particular questions were asked relating to the success rate for
proposals for research hubs and training centres. It was noted that in 2016 there was a
60 per cent success rate for research hub applications and a 34.6 per cent success rate
for training centre applications.®® Ms Harvey noted that the greater number of
applications for training centres lowered their success rate.*
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Australian Skills Quality Authority

3.27  ASQA was questioned regarding the number of complaints received by both
ASQA and the VET Student Loans Ombudsman. Professor Michael Lavarch,
Commissioner noted that 'each year ASQA receives in the order of about 1,200 or so
complaints. A bit over 50 per cent of those complaints are sourced from students or
those representing a student'.*” The number of complaints referred to ASQA by the

Ombudsman was taken on notice.

3.28  When questioned about whether complaint numbers are increasing or
decreasing Professor Lavarch noted:

In 2015-16, 2,351 complaints were received by ASQA. In 2016-17 it was
2,183 complaints received. To the financial year to the end of December
1,244 complaints have been received. That's the total number of complaints,
and intelligence reports, that ASQA has received during those times. It has
come down a little bit from 2015-16, which was the peak, if you like, of the
concerns around the old VET FEE-HELP scheme. For instance, in that year
419 of those 2,351 complaints related to the VET FEE-HELP program in
that year.®

3.29  When further questioned about the breakdown of complaints received by
ASQA, Professor Lavarch stated:

For the current financial year 32 per cent of the complaints were about
training, 30 per cent about assessment, 22 per cent about dishonest conduct
or behaviour, 22 per cent about provider administration and management,
18 per cent about fees and refunds, 17 per cent about student information
and enrolment, 15 per cent about trainers and assessors, 14 per cent about
caring and support for students, 14 per cent about certification, 13 per cent
about marketing and 12 per cent other. There would be an overlap,
obviously, within those categories, because that's more than 100 per cent,
but that's the breakdown when we categorise them.*

3.30 ASQA was also asked about the effect short duration courses have on
education quality:

Mr Paterson: | think it became obvious from our environmental scans in
2015 and 2016 that there was a problem in relation to what we've described
as 'unduly short duration’. As you're aware, the nature of our regulatory
regime doesn't specify minimum duration for courses. There are durations
specified within the AQF [Australian Qualification Framework], but our
regulatory regime is determined by what's in the training package and the
mandatory components, where we can regulate. We undertook a strategic
review and last year published recommendations in relation to addressing
what we saw as a problem with unduly short duration. Those
recommendations have been considered by the ministerial council that
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oversights the work that we do, and there is a process currently underway
being led by the department consulting with key stakeholders in relation to
the three key recommendations that we made.

Senator CAMERON: Do you need regulatory or legislative change to fix
this problem?

Mr Paterson: We think there needs to be change. We think the change
needs to be made in the design and specification of training packages. We
don't think that there's a one-size-fits-all solution and we don't suggest that
there is a blanket minimum, nor do we suggest that it needs to be identified
for all courses.*

3.31  The Minister and the committee also noted that this will be the final estimates
round for Professor Lavarch. The committee thanked the Professor for his nearly six
years of service.”!

Tertiary Education and Quality Standards Agency

3.32 Committee members inquired into the increase in higher education
accreditation applications. Professor Nicolas Saunders, Chief Commissioner, noted
that TEQSA has 77 potential new applicants. Of these 47 have indicated an intention
to submit an application. Another 30 indicated that they have submitted applications
and have subsequently withdrawn them or have been rejected and indicated an
intention to resubmit.** When asked if TEQSA had sufficient staffing levels to deal
with the current workload, Professor Saunders responded in the affirmative.*?

3.33  Information was sought from TEQSA regarding its role in engaging with the
higher education sector to establish what steps they are taking to counter sexual
assault and harassment on campus. Professor Saunders stated:

Late last year, the minister wrote to all universities asking them to provide
TEQSA with a response to the Human Rights Commission report on sexual
harassment and sexual assault on campus. The universities have responded
to that request, and we've had 41 universities respond... Subsequently, the
minister and we have written to the non-university provider peak bodies—
that is, TAFE Directors Australia, the Council of Private Higher Education
and the Australian Council for Private Education and Training—to broaden,
if you like, the engagement with the entire higher education sector on this
very important matter. We haven't begun to get responses from that. There
are also about 19 non-university providers who aren't members of those
peak bodies. We've written to them directly as well, and we will be getting
those responses back.**

40  Committee Hansard, 1 March 2018, p. 37.
41  Committee Hansard, 1 March 2018, p. 45.
42  Committee Hansard, 1 March 2018, p. 46.
43  Committee Hansard, 1 March 2018, p. 47.
44  Committee Hansard, 1 March 2018, pp. 49-50.



18

3.34  Mr Anthony McClaran, Chief Executive Officer, further noted that TEQSA
was undertaking extensive consultation with students and student groups and that
TEQSA would 'almost certainly' be publishing reports following these consultations.*

Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership

3.35 Questions were raised into whether initial teacher education courses were
assessed under the new standards for initial teacher education. Mr Edmund Misson,
Deputy Chief Executive Officer, responded that 'of 340 courses that were eligible to
be assessed, 339 have been. There's one in Western Australia that's just been
submitted. And, of those, 199—so about 60 per cent—have been accredited or
approved. The rest have been assessed as not fully meeting the standards at this

stage'.*°

Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority

3.36 Committee members asked ACARA to provide an overview of its learning
progression work. Mr Robert Randall, Chief Executive Officer, noted that the Literacy
and Numeracy Learning Progressions were endorsed by states and territories in
December 2017.%

Senator Lucy Gichuhi
Chair
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