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Foreword

This is a report about employment opportunities for young people. Youth employment generates a
high level of public interest and comment but the focus is usually on the level of youth
unemployment. This report takes a much broader view of the issue and examines the factors that
work for and against young people in the labour market. To the best of our knowledge this the first
ever national report in Australia on youth employment.

Over the last 15 years employment growth for young people has lagged well behind overall
employment growth. Full-time employment opportunities for young people have declined
significantly. Despite this negative backdrop, the fact is that most young people will make a relatively
smooth transition from school or further education into their first jobs. However, a significant
proportion do not and the optimism of many young people is clouded by some uncertainty over their
future.

Economic growth will be the spur for further growth in employment; but significant reforms are
needed or young people are unlikely to enjoy a fair share of the benefits of economic and
employment growth. The substantive issue is the number of jobs available. However this report
focuses on the competitive position of young people in the existing labour market.

In order to make it much easier for all young people to get their first job we must first ensure a high
standard of literacy teaching in primary schools. Other essential reforms include providing much
broader access to vocational education and workplace learning programs, dramatically enhanced
careers education and guidance, and structural adjustments to youth wages to create greater incentives
to provide and undertake work based training opportunities such as apprenticeships.

This has been a very wide ranging inquiry, both topically and geographically. It has been far more
than a garnering of capital city opinion or employers’ views. The Committee directly sought the
views of over 300 secondary students at school forums held in Caboolture (Brisbane), Qld;
Blacktown (Sydney), Nowra and Wagga Wagga, NSW; Sale and Seymour, Victoria; Broome,
Carnarvon and Kalgoorlie, WA; Darwin, NT; and Hobart, Tasmania. The flavour of these discussions
is apparent in most sections of the report.

Another feature of the inquiry was the successful trialing of video-conferencing technology under the
terms of a special resolution of the House. The Committee used video-conferencing equipment in
Parliament House, Canberra, to hear witnesses at the Berwick Campus of Monash University in
Melbourne. I enthusiastically reported on the results of the trial to the House and I am delighted that
on 27 August this year the House authorised all committees to use this type of technology subject to
certain conditions.

I wish to thank all the interested individuals, community groups, businesses, business associations,
Commonwealth Departments and the State, Territory and Local Governments who provided written
submissions and oral evidence at public hearings. Their input has been most valuable. Most
importantly, I warmly thank every one of the 303 young people who gave their time to participate and
share their views at the school forums. This is their report.

Bob Charles, MP
Chairman
September 1997
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Executive summary

THE INQUIRY

The aim of this inquiry has been to examine the factors which influence the
employment of young people and identify recommendations which will improve
their employment prospects. It has not been another inquiry into youth
unemployment.

Young people and employment

The Committee is in no doubt at all that the great majority of young people want to
work. The Committee has also established that employers look for employees with
the right attitude towards work — that is a willingness to work, a desire to learn,
punctuality, honesty and appropriate personal behaviour and presentation. It is clear
to the Committee that the expectations of young people and employers do not always
match each other closely enough and perceptions, on both sides, do not necessarily
match the facts.

The employment environment for young people has changed enormously since their
parents and most of their teachers first entered the labour market. Full-time and
part-time employment for 15 to 24 year olds has fallen by 3 per cent since 1982.
By comparison, total full-time employment has grown 16.2 per cent and total
full-time and part-time employment has grown 31.2 per cent. The decline in the
number of full-time jobs has been particularly severe for teenagers, falling 59.2 per
cent over 15 years.

Young people who do not come from a family background which values and
reinforces education and employment and which can provide guidance and a
functional network to seek employment need alternative sources of guidance and
access to the labour market. The report makes a number of substantial
recommendations in relation to education which would help more young people
overcome these disadvantages and to get their first job.

Employment programs

Employers place paramount importance on attitudinal factors when making
employment decisions. The Committee was impressed by the success of labour
market programs for the long-term unemployed which address these attitudinal
factors and build self-confidence in young people as a prelude to skills development
and, ultimately, placement in a real job.
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Recommendation 2.1

The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Minister for
Employment, Education, Training and Youth Affairs, when developing and
funding labour market programs:

• • should favour programs which first address attitudinal and other barriers to
learning and employment in individuals; and

• • ensure training components in labour market programs are given
recognition in vocational training according to endorsed national
competency standards.

EDUCATION

Literacy

The importance of literacy to individual development and self-confidence is
indisputable and the correlation between poor levels of literacy and numeracy, early
school leaving and unemployment is undeniable. It is crucial that literacy and
numeracy education receive even greater attention in Australia’s primary schools.

Recommendation 3.1

The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Minister for Schools,
Vocational Education and Training ensure through the Ministerial Council
that:

• • there is comprehensive teaching of literacy and numeracy in every primary
school in Australia, preferably in the mornings and, if necessary, at the
expense of other parts of the curriculum;

• • the standard of literacy and numeracy is regularly tested; and

• • those students who fall below the standard are given special attention to
raise their literacy and numeracy skills.

Youth Guarantee

In recognition of the national and individual importance of education the Committee
is proposing a National Youth Guarantee whereby every Australian is entitled to
education from Year 1 through to Year 12.

Recommendation 3.2

The Committee recommends that the Government institute a National Youth
Guarantee which entitles every Australian under 21 years of age, who has not
attained Year 12 at school, to a funded place at a high school, TAFE or a
recognised training provider to complete a Year 12 education or its equivalent.
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Vocational education

The availability of workplace education programs has grown rapidly in recent years.
However, at present only a little over 12 per cent of students are involved in
workplace education programs. The Committee firmly believes that quality
workplace education has a great deal to offer secondary students including many of
those with aspirations towards tertiary education. By building confidence and the
skills which are directly relevant to working environments, and by helping to align
the attitudes and expectations of young people with those of employers, workplace
education has enormous potential to enhance the employability of the young people
who participate.

Workplace education in individual schools needs to be properly recognised and
supported by federal and state education authorities. The Committee firmly endorses
the further development and expansion of workplace education in Years 11 and 12.
It also is strongly of the view that this should be supported by workplace learning
and better careers education and guidance for students in Years 7 to 10.

Recommendation 3.3

The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Minister for Schools,
Vocational Education and Training, in consultation with State and Territory
Ministers:

• • more vigorously promote the Australian Student Traineeship Foundation
(ASTF) criteria as the desirable national standard for all workplace
education programs;

• • implement national guidelines and, as far as practicable, a uniform student
workplace assessment method for workplace education programs;

• • devise measures to further encourage the adoption of high quality workplace
education programs so that they become available to a much higher
proportion of upper secondary students; and

• • implement medium to longer term funding arrangements, perhaps through
the ASTF, which recognise the higher costs and more onerous administrative
burden for schools offering workplace education programs.

The Committee is strongly in favour of extending workplace education into the early
years of high school. Programs should be structured so that they do not preclude
students from entering dual recognition or TER courses in Years 11 and 12.
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Recommendation 3.4

The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Minister for Schools,
Vocational Education and Training, in consultation with State and Territory
Ministers:

• • develop and promote a national standard for all workplace education
programs in the lower years of high school that encourages programs which
will still prepare students to enter dual recognition or Tertiary Entrance
Rank (TER) courses in Years 11 and 12;

• • implement national guidelines and, as far as practicable, a uniform student
workplace assessment method for workplace education programs;

• • devise measures to further encourage the adoption of high quality workplace
education programs so that they become available to a much higher
proportion of lower secondary students; and

• • implement medium to longer term funding arrangements for schools
offering workplace education programs, perhaps through the Australian
Student Traineeship Foundation, which recognise the higher costs, the more
onerous administrative burden, and the additional counselling/welfare
support required by students at risk of leaving school early.

Careers guidance

The inquiry revealed the parlous state of careers education guidance in most
Australian schools. The employment and educational expectations of school leavers
are heavily influenced by parents, teachers, and peers and the guidance from these
sources is generally poor. Poor career guidance is partially responsible for persistent
skill shortages in some sectors of the economy and young people’s lack of awareness
of opportunities in the skilled trades and other employment based training.

The Committee strongly believes that all young people should be entitled to high
quality careers guidance and that the deficiencies in careers education must be
addressed urgently.
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Recommendation 3.5

The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Minister for Schools,
Vocational Education and Training, through the Ministerial Council:

• • establish comprehensive careers guidance, appropriately resourced, as an
entitlement for all secondary students;

• • ensure all careers guidance teachers have reliable access to data on
workforce trends, anticipated skill shortages and the employment outlook
for occupations nationally and by region;

• • encourage secondary schools to exploit school-industry links established
through workplace learning programs to enhance careers guidance services
to all students;

• • provide for the enhancement of careers education and guidance in secondary
schools by providing funding to develop more teachers for the role; and

• • fund group training companies to promote traineeships and apprenticeships,
and to participate generally in careers education and guidance, in secondary
schools.

Secondary students seeking guidance on tertiary education opportunities are
generally catered for well. However, young people considering enrolling in
university courses should be provided with information about the market demand for
the resulting qualification.

Recommendation 3.6

The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Minister for
Employment, Education, Training and Youth Affairs require universities to
include in faculty handbooks and other promotional material information on
the employment outlook for graduates of courses offered by the university.

APPRENTICESHIPS AND TRAINEESHIPS

The number of people undergoing apprenticeship training in Australia is very low as
a proportion of the total labour force and is probably insufficient to meet current and
future skill requirements. In contrast, the number of young people undertaking
traineeships are growing rapidly, but traineeships result in lower level qualifications
than apprenticeships provide.

A number of factors are preventing the chronically low level of apprenticeship starts
lifting significantly. There have been major structural changes in the economy which
have influenced the supply of apprenticeship places. In addition, government
instrumentalities, such as the railways and the utilities, no longer train apprentices in
excess of their needs who are released to industry upon completion. A decline in the
quality of candidates for apprenticeships also appears to be a factor influencing the
decline in commencements.

Group Training Companies have an important role to play in encouraging young
people into entry level employment based training positions. They could also
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arrange training to develop the knowledge and skills of first time or inexperienced
employers.

Recommendation 4.1

The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Minister for Schools,
Vocational Education and Training encourage Group Training Companies,
through their performance agreements, to operate Employment Placement
Enterprises to provide employment brokerage services to small and medium
sized businesses which:

• • facilitate the placement of young people into jobs linked to formal training;
and

• • encourage small business employers to develop their personnel management
skills.

Training by governments

The Committee is extremely concerned about the very low level of commitment to
the employment and training of young people by governments at all levels.
Apprentices and trainees are only 0.6 per cent of the public sector workforce
whereas they comprise 2.6 per cent of the private sector workforce. The Committee
believes governments should employ at least the same proportion of trainees and
apprentices in their workforces as the private sector does.

Recommendation 4.2

The Committee recommends that governments at all levels increase their level
of employment of young trainees and apprentices within five years to at least
the level of the private sector and the data be reported annually to Parliament.

Recommendation 4.3

The Committee recommends that the Australian National Training Authority
(ANTA) be required to publish annually statistics on the proportion of trainees
and apprentices employed nationally by industry sector.

YOUTH WAGES

The wage structure for young people must provide appropriate incentives to both
employers, to offer employment and training opportunities to young people, and to
young people to undertake them.

In deciding whether to increase employment opportunities, obviously employers will
consider the balance between what young people have to offer and how much they
cost. Young people can be better skilled and prepared for employment so that they
represent better value for money to employers. At the same time it is necessary to
consider how much young people cost employers.
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Lack of information on wages and employment

In examining the relationship between youth wages and employment the Committee
was amazed by the dearth of current Australian information on the issue. It is the
Committee’s view that a detailed study of the empirical evidence in Australia to
provide a clearer picture of the extent of the relationship must be undertaken.

Recommendation 5.1

The Committee recommends that the Department of Industrial Relations
undertake or commission empirical research on the relationship between the
changes in the level of wages and employment levels.

Age based wages

The sunset provisions in the Workplace Relations Act 1996 relating to age based
wages raised some concerns for government members of the Committee. Those
members consider that because Australian minimum award wages are high relative
to average and median earnings it is imperative that special provisions apply to
young people entering the workforce.

Recommendation 5.2

Members of the Coalition parties on the Committee recommend that the
Government make a submission to the Australian Industrial Relations
Commission inquiry opposing the abolition of junior wages presently required
under the Workplace Relations Act 1996.

Incentive to undertake employment based training

The wage incentive for young people to undertake long term training opportunities,
such as apprenticeships, is considerably less than the rewards immediately available
in full-time employment on junior wages. The government members of the
Committee believe that the wage relativity between training and full-time
employment must be addressed to encourage more young people into employment
based training. The government members of the Committee concluded that reform of
the youth wage structure was the only way to address its deficiencies.
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Recommendation 5.3

Members of the Coalition parties on the Committee recommend that the
Government legislate to over-ride existing federal industrial awards to establish
a National Youth Wage which:

• • provides for an age based progression;

• • is discounted for trainees and apprentices in proportion to the time spent
away from productive work and in training;

• • is supported by the Youth Allowance paid by the Commonwealth
Government directly to students and young people in part-time work; and

• • is supported by The Wage Top-Up Scheme paid by the Commonwealth
Government directly to trainees and apprentices in full-time work based
training.

Recommendation 5.4

Members of the Coalition parties on the Committee recommend that the
Government seek the widest possible legal and constitutional advice on the use
of the corporations, interstate trade and commerce and incidental powers
under the Constitution, in addition to the industrial relations power, to ensure
the uniform national implementation of Recommendation 5.3.

Recommendation 5.5

Members of the Coalition parties on the Committee recommend that the
Commonwealth Government pursue its attempt at national harmonisation of
industrial relations legislation by attempting to secure uniform State and
Territory agreement to implement Recommendation 5.3.

Recommendation 5.6

Members of the Coalition parties on the Committee recommend that the
Commonwealth Government provide for youth training and youth wages to be
exempt from the list of disputable matters under Section 89A of the Workplace
Relations Act 1995 by Commonwealth legislation implementing
Recommendation 5.3.
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Superannuation

Recommendation 5.7

Members of the Coalition parties on the Committee recommend that the
Commonwealth Government legislate to exempt young people under the age of
21 years from compulsory employer sponsored superannuation.

Payroll tax

Payroll tax is clearly a significant disincentive to employment generation and the
Committee unanimously agreed that the Commonwealth government should seek
agreement with the States and Territories for the abolition of payroll tax on all
employees under 21 years of age.

Recommendation 5.8

The Committee recommends that the Commonwealth Government, through
the Council of Australian Governments, seek the agreement of the State and
Territory Governments to the abolition of payroll tax on all employees under 21
years of age subject to the Commonwealth Government making good the
shortfall of revenue to each State and Territory.
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