Submission to the Senate Inquiry into the Quality of

Vocational Education and Training in Australia

from the Securities Institute

Introduction

This submission raises issues about the positioning of Vocational Education and Training (VET) in the overall education sector as well as within the enterprise learning culture. It also specifically addresses some of the terms and conditions, in particular,  references (c) and (d).

Some of these comments reflect the Securities Institute’s particular operating circumstances while others are intended to apply more generally.

Background

The Securities Institute is a membership self-financing organisation operating within the finance and securities industries. It has nearly 10,000 members across Australia and overseas. The Institute is also a large education and training provider, with nearly 20,000 learners per year participating in formal courses and short workshops ranging across 50 specialist subjects relating to wholesale and retail aspects of the industry. It is the premier learning provider in the finance industry, financed exclusively by employers and students from course fees. Approximately two-thirds of our learners study under the Higher Education umbrella and one-third under VET. 

The Institute offers formal education courses ranging from Certificate III to Masters and as such, cuts across the VET and Higher Education sectors. The Institute has its courses formally accredited and currently has Registered Training Organisation  (RTO) status for its VET-level programs. 

The Institute has a unique model of learning service provision whereby it harnesses the expertise current industry practitioners for its course, assessment and learning resource development, as well as its learner delivery services, including group facilitation, individual content support, and formal assessment.

The Institute manages all of its learners on basically a distance or flexible education model and is, in this sense, one of the largest distance education providers in Australia.

The attached documents fully describe the depth and breadth of the Institute’s operations.

The artificial gulf between VET and Higher Education

As an organisation working across the VET and Higher Education sectors, the Securities Institute is concerned about the gulf that is developing between the two sectors in terms of operation, accreditation, governance, funding and student financial support.

Clearly, vocational education cannot be quarantined within the VET sector. Much of what is done in Higher Education has always been vocational. For example, the training of dentists is separated from the training of plumbers more by level of difficulty than any Vocational/Higher Education chasm. 

In recent times, the pressure on Universities to become more utilitarian, i.e. vocational, in orientation and course programming has blurred the boundaries more. It is therefore even less defensible to treat the two sectors so differently and separately. In fact, there are many areas of direct overlap between Higher Education and VET, with universities in fact offering VET Diploma- level courses and TAFEs offering degree-level programs!

Given this situation, the Securities Institute pragmatically entered into a complex myriad of accreditation arrangements. The accreditation of our Masters program operates within a very different set of arrangements to that of our Diploma programs, yet they all attempt to relate to the same industry. Some accreditation arrangements are State-based while some are national in the sense of mutual recognition. While most of our students are concurrently employed, some seek financial support. The obvious complexity of operating across two distinct sectors thwarts our aim to offer a seamless set of programs leading students from Certificate III through to Masters-level.. 

The introduction of Training Packages in the VET sector has done little to promote a holistic approach to industry learning needs, partly as they only look at VET-level learning and partly because they are more concerned with process than inciting learning. 

At the same time, our knowledge-based economy is transforming our society’s learning needs. This, in some sense, is leading to an increasing need for higher level qualifications or rather, higher level learning. Programs need to be more about helping participants to analyse, synthesise, and construct or create knowledge than about pouring content into willing minds. The available technology makes it less necessary to store content in people’s heads especially as that content is fast-changing. 

In the environment described above, it would seem anachronistic and counterproductive to perpetuate the distinction between VET and Higher Education. The Securities Institute is thus a model for a new way of doing business in learning provision.

Terms of Reference 

(c) an assessment of the quality of provision of TAFE and private providers in the delivery of nationally recognised and non-recognised vocational education and training services and programs including: 

especially (vi) attainment of competencies under the national training packages 

The Securities Institute is also concerned about the current arrangements for VET-level governance.

VET programs are moving towards certification of workplace competence (either directly or through work simulation) as the only means for the learner to have their learning accredited. The goal of ensuring that learning is industry-related and practitioner-based is a worthy one and one shared by the Institute. 

However, it would seem overly restrictive not to reward learning that relates to an industry but is not necessarily assessed solely within an industry context. Many learners are studying to change their careers or to prepare for a promotion within their field and may not be ready for a full blown workplace competence assessment.  It may be appropriate to award them a certificate of successful completion of learning. 

Subsuming all VET-level learning under some apprenticeship-style workplace assessment of competence may well be counterproductive. It also, as stated before, artificially separates the VET and Higher Education sectors.

Similarly, the attempt to capture all learning activities under one broad industry umbrella Training Package raises some issues. It leads to providers who are very close to their segment of the market sometimes going to extraordinary lengths to adapt their programs to the Training Package. It can lead to providers having their programs accredited outside the Training Package and indeed, lead to providers having to comply with RTO and program-level accreditation requirements. 

More broadly, Training Packages relate to an industry. Enterprises have jobs and training needs that span various industries. Again, it is difficult to see where the Higher Education activities for an industry fit into the Training Package orbit. At the same time, the customisation rules for enterprise-specific programs and assessment under the umbrella of a Training Package need reviewing to achieve both flexibility and quality assurance. 

In terms of the overall assessment of the quality of VET programs, the current arrangements tend to focus on policing and procedures rather than support mechanisms for quality improvement, especially in terms of the sharing of ideas, knowledge and infrastructure. This is especially important as we move to more flexible electronic forms of learning, where geographic location of the provider will not be germane to the learning service provision.

Terms of Reference 

(d) An examination of the impact on the quality and accessibility of VET resulting from the policy of growth through efficiencies and user choice in VET, with particular reference to:

(ii) 
Quality of structured training
Training and Education are blurring so perhaps a better analytical framework may involve the ‘quality of learning’. This learning can take place within an enterprise environment/system/ management or within an institutional setting (albeit that institution may be virtual in terms of its physical presence for the actual learner). Or it can be any combination of both.       

(iii)
Quality of teaching
Similarly, it is too limiting to analyse in terms of ‘teaching’. It may be better to think in terms of a disaggregation  of the traditional teacher model into the roles of learning designer, learning manager and adviser, subject matter expert, learning assessor, educational administrative support and last but not least, the IT support. The quality of all this activity is the subject of investigation as all of it is integral to the quality of learning. How much of this activity can be pre-packaged, how much can be remote and how much can be physically on-the-spot is also worthy of analysis.

In a sense, the role of the content teacher can be seriously questioned in the VET context. Why would you take an experienced practitioner out of their industry/enterprise setting and retrain them as a teacher? This person quickly loses their subject matter expertise in a rapidly changing work environment. 

(iv)
Appropriateness of curriculum and learning resources
At the same time, we need more people at work and in society as a whole who can think, analyse, synthesise and create knowledge rather than merely know things. In fact, given that it is now easier to access information, it is less important to hold that in peoples’ heads. Just as the technology is changing the needs of people in terms of work and living, so is it facilitating a more constructivist approach to learning to meet these needs. But this is only true if we break free from our ‘content teacher’-led view of learning. A combination of primary school style learning management and inspiration and concurrently employed industry practitioners may be a more sustainable model. Primary school teaching stresses acquisition of learning enthusiasm and learning orientation rather than content. It is learner centred and holistic in outlook.

A review of VET then needs to address the overall system of learning design and management in terms of the emerging needs and possibilities. Within this review, the integrated roles of what we now call teachers and student services need questioning and re-evaluating in the context of what will undoubtedly be a significantly web or e-learning VET environment.

(v) 
Range and availability of student services
In such an environment, the mix and match of local and remote services, including overseas remote services needs careful research. Similarly, we also need to consider the roles of traditional learning institutions vis-a-vis other providers of learning services such as enterprises, professional associations, telecommunications and IT companies, and entertainment providers. Both the geographic dislocation and the institutional fragmentation of learning creates a necessity to consider alliances and partnerships to achieve efficiency of operation and quality of provision.

The globalisation of economic activity and indeed culture also raises issues for VET learning provision. On the one hand, foreign-owned enterprises may insist on completion of overseas learning activities — this is possible with modern technology. Will user choice extend to an American-owned company ‘sending’ their employees to a United States provider for their learning programs?

At the same time there is a need to consider internationalising our local VET programs. As the workforce becomes more mobile and as international issues encroach into local businesses, learning programs need to equip people for both local and global competence. The financial services industry is currently facing these issues as are other industries, and more will in the future. This may also aid the export of VET programs overseas but should primarily be seen as a necessity for local learners.  

Final comment

The Securities Institute is a very large provider of accredited and non-accredited learning programs for the financial services industry. It is also an exporter of educational services.  It is interested in ensuring that it can operate efficiently with maximum benefit for its immediate constituency and the wider community. It is concerned that a supportive infrastructure of accreditation, governance and resource allocation be developed, which should be seamless, with regard to levels of education, facilitating  the Institute’s mission of raising standards in the industry. 
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