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Background

Through our participation in the training system, and through our dialogue with employers, students and staff, we have tried to define what we see as some of the overarching problems in the current trainee and apprenticeship system, and more generally, in the Vocational Education and Training (VET) system. We feel these problems are often related to conflicts between the ideology behind what the system sets out to achieve, the principles it uses to guide its practice, and how practice actually occurs.

In an increasingly deregulated and contested framework, our sense is that organisations are experiencing difficulty in making their educational, financial and managerial relationships and responsibilities match the expectations of a free and largely deregulated market. Public providers experience difficulty competing with commercial providers when their rules of business engagement and their community and service obligations are substantially different.

The increasing casualisation of the TAFE workforce has also led to changes in how organisations operate. Corporate knowledge is undermined, and skilled professionals have become increasingly disenchanted as competitive practices have overtaken the main considerations of education development and delivery. 

In regard to the clients of the system, there appears to be major conflict between the ideological agenda. On the one hand, the workforce are being encouraged to develop  “skill parcels”, which promote and engender job portability and job and life flexibility. On the other hand, training for industry encourages workplaces and industries to skill employees for increasingly specific tasks and work roles. In many cases, the highly specialised nature of training works against the development of a culture of lifelong learning and skill development, particularly if education is not seen as a free choice with benefits for the individual.

Portability is not the main aim of education and training when an employer’s interests are at stake, and interest and self growth are also casualties of a process where industry holds so many of the cards and dictates so much of the agenda.

“While lifelong learning has seldom been an explicit goal in VET reform in Australia, a decade of reform has been directed at achieving an industry led VET system that is competency based, flexible, and responsive to client needs. Throughout this decade, reform has generally moved in directions that are consistent with opening up access to the system, and opportunities for lifelong learning. (Despite such reforms, issues continue to be raised regarding the extent to which such a system, in practice, facilitates lifelong learning.)…

…While these reforms have done much to open up lifelong learning opportunities, the Australian VET system still exhibits the signs and symptoms of a system in transition, with reforms remaining incomplete.

Moreover, the orientation of reform has been towards implementing a training paradigm whose roots, though modified, lie in an industrial society – while the learning aspects have been relatively neglected…” 
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That the key objectives of the original new apprenticeships scheme, as agreed by the states and territories, are not being met, and specifically whether:

(i) training outcomes are of diminishing quality;

(ii) older people rather than younger people and new entrants to the workforce are the main beneficiaries of new apprenticeships;

(iii) the system is more rather than less complex; 

(iv) the system is being driven by financial incentives and targets rather than the needs of industry.

Training outcomes

It is our view that with such a highly deregulated market, there will need to be some setting of “standards” and “operational norms” by the market itself. An observation of the outcomes of economic rationalism would suggest that there will naturally be a diminution of the quality of training benefits and outcomes, as organisations put cost savings before quality training provision. 

In our view, the quality of training provision is currently variable and depends largely on:

· The commitment of the employer

· The duties allocated to the trainee / apprentice at the workplace

· The type of traineeship / apprenticeship

· The size of the organisation where the traineeship / apprenticeship is being undertaken

Small business are currently the major employers of apprentices and trainees, however they often do not have appropriately qualified staff to support the training of apprentices / trainees or the size of business to ensure a full educational and learning experience. There is a risk that the training given to an apprentice/trainee will be of lower quality, especially concerning the underpinning knowledge for a unit of competency.

When this is combined with a lack of understanding of training packages the scene is set for lower quality outcomes, and persons being assessed as competent when in fact they do not meet the performance criteria.

Under the Australian Qualifications Framework, there are now a number of courses which although only the equivalent of approximately 120hrs in length, provide the student with Certificate III or higher qualification. This compromises the standing of qualifications and the value the public will place on the achievement of an apprenticeship / traineeship. Furthermore, with a Certificate III the student is ineligible for traineeships and viable employment opportunities may be lost or compromised. We also believe therefore, that the quality of the system is at risk through people attempting to “hide” qualifications.

We are aware of cases where trainees/apprentices who already have a Certificate III or higher level qualification, experience an adverse effect on their employment prospects. There is also anecdotal evidence to suggest that TAFE students are deliberately not completing a Certificate level III or IV course, in order that they keep their employment options open with regard to traineeships.

Age of trainees / apprentices

In the last 5 years there has been a significant shift in the ages of trainees in particular.  Currently, some estimates put as many as 75% over the age of 21 years.  In most cases, adult trainees are people returning to the workforce or changing to a new vocation – which is a positive direction.  We suspect, however, that in some cases mature workers with considerable experience are being employed in trainee positions. This gives the employer the option of paying low wages to people who are able to carry out duties competently enough to receive a full wage – in other words, employers are getting cheap labour in some instances. 

System complexity 
Providers now offer more flexibility in training packages and options. However, in terms of administration of apprenticeships and traineeships, there is more complexity in dealing with industry clients and in dealing with individual students. 

The administration of apprenticeships and traineeships has become even more complex in the last 18 months due to continual changes and additions made to DETYA documentation requirements. This situation is exacerbated by the lack of consultation carried out by DETYA with Registered Training Organisations (RTO’s), as to whether the documentation is appropriate, or about the effect any changes will have on RTOs. Changes are occurring on average every 2 – 3 months, creating enormous confusion.

Recently we tracked the documentation process, to try to evaluate just how much it is costing in time and dollars to process apprentices / trainees. Each part of the documentation may be handled by up to four agencies and the processing of an apprentice / trainee goes through as many as seventeen stages. As with many providers, we do sign ups for single apprentice / trainees, but we also carry out many “bulk” sign ups – sometimes for groups of 50-100 students. Each client is separately processed with no bulk sign up process.

RTOs, small business and large enterprises are all struggling to keep up with the maze of information, documentation and legal requirements of the system. The responsibility for “getting it right” is with the RTO, but with such a staggering array of information to process for every individual, it is a certainty that mistakes will be made. Additionally, the general difficulties in administering clients for traineeships and apprenticeships make this area of business less attractive for RTOs.

Financial incentives and targets

In our view, industry are encouraged to put staff into trainee or apprentice programs, often without regard to individual’s previous training or educational background. If providers differ with the approach a training organisation wishes to take, buyers of the training (businesses) can shop around to find the approach they require, or even register as a training provider themselves. It is not difficult to then see how quickly this system can become compromised. Education and training becomes a commodity that lowers its price and standards to whatever the market is prepared to pay.

An example of where we see compromises occurring is with the New Apprenticeship Centres (NACs). The centres are driven by the number of sign ups they process and have specific targets to reach, so their interest is in the sign up and not what happens after.  We feel this is resulting in a number of problems including: 

· Students being signed up for inappropriate traineeships 

· Lack of referral of trainees/apprentices to RTOs

· High levels of drop out in the first months 

· Lack of information provided to employers/trainees/apprentices.

We also have anecdotal evidence that industries such as the engineering / manufacturing industry feel their apprenticeships are given low to no exposure by NACs because of the difficulty of “selling” people into those careers. Instead, to maintain targets, clients are being “sold” into the industries which are already considered “attractive” by the clients – hospitality, business, sport and recreation etc.

Employers can also be driven by the financial incentives on offer. The lure of being able to obtain workers at low wages, plus the prospect of financial incentives to take people on (or put existing employees into apprenticeships / traineeships) is strong and unavoidable.

We also feel that some employers are using the traineeships as a “safe” way to recruit new employees.  The advantages for them include: 

· Access to government funded training for the new employee

· Access to financial incentives

· Low wages

· Reduced liability for expenses such as payroll tax and insurance (eg. Workcover)

· Defined employment contract period. 

The final point is particularly significant for employers who fear unfair dismissal laws with ongoing employment situations. With the traineeship, employers can have a trainee for a defined period of time, and are under no obligation to continue employment following the completion of the traineeship.
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An assessment of the quality of provision of technical and further education (TAFE) and private providers in the delivery of nationally recognised and non-recognised vocational education and training (VET) services and programs, including:

(i) the adequacy of current administration, assessment and audit arrangements for Registered Training Organisations and the credentials they issue;

(ii) processes for the recognition of Registered Training Organisations, the effectiveness of compliance audits and validations of registered training organisations, operations, and sanctions for breaching the conditions of registration;

(iii) the level and quality of VET occurring within Registered Training Organisations, including TAFE, private providers, workplaces and schools;

(iv) the extent to which employers of apprentices and trainees are meeting their obligations to deliver training on the job, and the adequacy of monitoring arrangements;

(v) the range of work and facilities available for training on the job;

(vi) attainment of competencies under national training packages;

(vii) the reasons for increasing rates of non-completion of apprenticeships and traineeships.

Administration, assessment and audit processes

Quality of training and fitness for competency is determined and decided by the provider. Audit and regulation of this system may in some way be able to ensure agreed standards are achieved and maintained, however current audit arrangements are primarily concerned with student outcomes - completions. In our view, this in no way interrogates the quality of training delivered by an organisation, and how closely it mirrors the original intention of the competencies for that particular field of endeavour.

Additionally, the audit process can be somewhat removed from the national policy intention of the development of a workforce with diverse and multiple sets of skills. It instead allows individual workplaces to set the training agenda for their workforce possibly ignoring both the needs and interests of the individual and the national training agenda.

The philosophy behind giving industries, enterprises and training providers such wide scope was based on a belief that the market could and would regulate itself. This ignores the strong incentive for organisations to improve market share and / or increase profits by modifying education and training to become an end rather than the means.

We are also concerned where the roles of employer, trainer and assessor of competence are combined or overlap. It is difficult for the roles not to become compromised in this situation. Add to this the financial pressures on organisations to have trainees / apprentices “successfully achieve competence” and the compromises are obvious and inevitable.
The audit and inspection process is further compromised when we consider that each State has different processes and standards. As an organisation operating in a regional area, in thin markets and on a State border, we have experienced first hand the inconvenience and inconsistencies imposed by these differences. To provide training in more than one State often requires the development of duplicate sets of processes, and requires an investment that organisations like ours can not recover. The consumer, who knows nothing of these incongruencies, should not receive compromised services because of this situation.
Training quality and options

Having deregulated the system and opened it up, it will take time to realise and achieve efficiencies and savings. The biggest problem with this “gap” will be what it does to the training market in the meantime? Are we achieving a net public gain? And what is this strategy doing to the accumulated investment over time that Australia has made in the public provision of VET? 

As a public provider in the training market, we are not against competition or private enterprise. We do, however, question how well private organisations, enterprises and schools are delivering training. Because decisions are driven by motives additional to the provision of good education and training, organisations necessarily make modifications to how training is developed and delivered. 

Differences in the infrastructure and pricing models also lead to compromises to the system and the intention of the training and education provided. A specific example of this is the significant difference in the funding a secondary school in Victoria receives to deliver VET compared with a TAFE in Victoria. Because access to VET dollars is available to schools, we think this becomes a viable way for schools to improve their overall income. The much lower price the school sector receives, however, means that the experience offered to students is necessarily a cheaper, and we think, less rich and diverse experience. 

This is not the impression secondary school students should have of VET - that it is an “add on” to school which is under resourced and delivered from the closeted experience of secondary deliverers with little or no industry experience. Will these students be attracted back to VET at later stages of their education? Or will they be the “short term” achievement we lose in the long term because their experience of this type of education has been unsatisfactory?

The public investment in schools and TAFE’s would suggest that partnerships would be a possibility to overcome some of the differences in learning experiences on offer. However the current environment militates against the development of these types of arrangements because the competitive pressures places each organisation against the other, each with a different set of funding arrangements.

We are also of the view that the NACs are not encouraging business enterprises to explore the range of training and educational options for their employees. Instead, we feel that they are ensuring that targets are met by offering employees only one option for training – apprenticeships and traineeships.
Workplaces as training / credentialling organisations

With each different workplace comes a different training experience, learning and training focus and learning environment. This section also raises the question of whether workplaces invest for training or whether they invest for profit and turnover.

The two activities are not interchangeable, and if we assume that for workplaces, training and learning is secondary to the focus of the business, then it is hard to believe that workplaces are going to put a high emphasis on providing training environments which offer learners the rich diversity possible when undertaking VET. 

In considering this section, we posed more questions than we developed conclusions:

· Do we train for the nation or the enterprise?

· Is it the learning experience or the learning outcomes that matter?

Our view is that attainment of achievement is most often related to the goals of the workplace and the workplace experience, rather than the acquisition of an understanding of the meaning and intention of competencies. If, however, our national strategy is to “…manag(e) the transition to a learning society with lifelong learning…”
, then clients of VET (students) need to develop soft and hard skills. 

How well both these categories are learned, developed and assessed in a workplace is difficult to ascertain in the current environment. Because the system is now so occupationally driven it has become harder to get training organisations to deliver VET which develops the cognitive, problem solving skills which were the intention of this system and applicable within the context of portability. The intrinsic value of a VET learning experience has been somewhat diluted to a mechanical process of skill acquisition, denying the student exposure to an holistic learning experience.

In Australia, as in so many other countries, many people’s only experience of post-school education is vocational education and training. If this experience is a work centred approach, which offers the educational consumer (the student) little or no enrichment, growth or development then we cannot expect people to value the opportunity education provides. In the longer term, this will affect industry – the drivers of this current situation. Workers will not develop the attitudes towards education and training which are so necessary for the development of a knowledge based society.

Where the training provider is also the employer, we suspect that this relationship can also compromise the training, and that possibly the employee (the training client?) doesn’t receive the full potential from the intentions of the training.

We also suspect that, for employers who are training providers, it is tempting to compromise training in order to cut costs, achieve training outcomes quickly and to look for short term outcomes that were not necessarily the intention of the training policy and framework. More research and investigation is required in this area.
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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:

(i) viability of TAFE, particularly in regional Australia;

(ii) quality of structured training;

(iii) quality of teaching;

(iv) appropriateness of curriculum and learning resources;

(v) range and availability of student services;

(vi) effects of fees and charges on TAFE.

TAFE in regional Australia – our experience

The output of our Institute has grown over the last seven years as the community of Wodonga, (Victoria’s fastest growing regional city), has grown. 70% of Wodonga’s population is aged less than forty-five years and 58% are under thirty-four years.
 Consequently demand for educational services is high and increasing. Over the last five years the Institute’s revenue mix has included a high level of uncertain, short-term, contestable funding relative to profile funding. This has brought a high level of vulnerability to the Institute and made planning for development very difficult.

It has been our task to meet growing demand almost entirely through lower priced, less certain revenue sources. As a consequence, the Institute’s infrastructure has not been able to grow sufficiently to cater for the effects of the growth in output. This underlying situation has been exacerbated by reduced cash flows experienced as competition has increased for fee-for-service training and major commercial contracts.

Generally, we believe the following points impose different needs on TAFE providers in regional locations: 

· The different funding considerations required for institutes in a regional location, which is currently not part of the funding picture. For institutes in a growth situation, such as ours, we require support to maintain and enable jobs growth and economic development. For institutes in depressed regions, special attention is required to help communities develop skills base and general confidence in their options for development.

· The demands on regional institutes seeking to cater for a broad base of need  without access to scale economies or specialisation

· The range of non-market considerations in educational service provision, which assume increased importance in regional locations.  
· That high levels of contestable funding have been used to supplement TAFE activity in regional areas over the past three years and is evidence that price discrimination has been practiced. This has now been addressed through a policy shift by the new Brack’s government which has sought to address this imbalance.

· That contestable funding models are not flexible and carry greater risk of sinking costs – particularly for small and exposed organisations like regional TAFEs.

Growth through efficiencies and user choice, and the subsequent impact these policies have on the quality of training is difficult to measure or quantify. As we have stated, many of the gains (through efficiencies, for example) may actually be detrimental to the quality of the training available and delivered. This is a complex argument to explain, but we believe that through not separating the responsibilities of employment, training and credentialling, it is difficult for the system not to be compromised.

Teaching quality

The question of “teaching quality” is a vexed one, and one which attracts a variety of answers. Legitimate deliverers come from a wide diversity of backgrounds including adult educator trained, educational training and industry experience, industry experience and trainer qualifications, and trade backgrounds with instructor level qualifications. 

Obviously in the VET field, industry experience is considered highly desirable, in order that students gain the best “vocational learning” experience. However, we must also question the value we place on good teaching and educational understanding. What is the balance we require between educational pedagogy and subject mastery? 

In our opinion, the system currently looks more favourably on industry experience than an understanding of the processes related to teaching and learning. Finding and establishing the balance is imperative if we are to make VET a meaningful experience for students. It is also essential to enable us to achieve the broad policy aims of developing thinking individuals who value the experience and potential offered by learning.

Student services

Obviously, with a high degree of dispersion of services over a number of providers, each with different operational goals and strategies, the services provided to students are going to diminish and differentiate. Organisations committed to providing low cost services are not going to place a high priority on providing the extra services often associated as being accessible from “places of learning”. This applies for private providers, but will also increasingly become the case for providers in the public organisations competing for training dollars. Private providers and companies who conduct training are going to cater for the “buyer” of the service – the company undertaking the training. 

Fees and services

TAFE is obliged to provide a range of training fee concessions and to undertake community service “obligations”. These are expectations not placed on private providers, particularly enterprises carrying out their own training and credentialling. These additional costs are borne by TAFEs with no compensation, resulting in net price discrimination against our services and making our service provision even less viable.
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An evaluation of the provision of Commonwealth and state employer subsidies including:

(i) the effectiveness of existing subsidies arrangements in meeting national VET needs;

(ii) The impact of changes to the new apprenticeships policy, which broadened employer trainee subsidies to include existing workers;

(iii)  Accountability and audit procedures within the Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs, the Australian National Training Authority and state training authorities.

Training subsidies

Training subsidies have been extremely beneficial, in that they have given industry an opportunity to provide training for new employees, and in providing access to training and credentials for existing workers. 

This has given industry the potential to benchmark themselves, gain quality recognition, improve their access to markets, and give workers a sense of what they have achieved through their working lives. It has also helped many organisations and industries to develop career paths and training plans which are crucial to organisational and corporate development. 

The down side to the process is that it has been used as a way for businesses to gain surplus income or supplement existing worker salaries.
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