2
14

INTRODUCTION

The Shop, Distributive and Allied Employees’ Association is Australia's largest, single trade union with over 200,000 members working in industry areas such as retailing, wholesaling, warehousing, hairdressing, beauty, modelling and associated trades.

In our view, whilst there are major queries to be raised regarding the quality of outcomes produced by the vocational education and training sector, the fundamentals of the VET system are nevertheless sound.

The problems which have arisen are largely due to a combination of the parochial attitudes of state governments, inadequate funding and lack of accountability within the system.

VET – MAINTAINING A BALANCE BETWEEN THE SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC 

The primary responsibility of any Australian government is to secure the well-being of the nation’s citizens by ensuring that all families, and the members thereof, can live decently with dignity.

At the same time all individuals have the right to be able to develop their potentialities and aspirations to the full.  Government has a role to play in this regard.

The surest safeguard against poverty is for an individual to have a job.  Employment provides people with the capacity to be able to live decently with dignity and to develop their skills and knowledge.

The more secure and the better paid that the job is, the more this is the case.

Education and training are increasingly becoming pivotal factors in whether individuals can obtain, hold and advance in employment.

Government has a role to play in ensuring that Australia’s educational and training systems are structured and funded in a way that will allow access and outcomes for individuals in line with their reasonable desires.

As such our educational and training systems should be seen as instruments of social policy, as tools for social development.

At the same time our educational and training institutions can also play a key role in developing the knowledge and skills base of the nation so as to meet the needs of employers to have a workforce which can maximize productivity.

There must however be a balance maintained between the social and economic imperatives, between the needs of individuals and employers.

THE FUNDAMENTALS OF THE VET SYSTEM ARE SOUND

For the past decade Australia has been experiencing almost continual reform of the vocational education and training sector.

During this period major advances have occurred in the development of the vocational education and training system and in the commitment of employers to a ‘training culture’.

Much however remains to be done.

Moreover some recent developments are threatening to undermine what has been achieved.

Nevertheless, as a result of the past decade the fundamentals of a modern VET system are now in place.

The central features of the training reform agenda were:

· The creation of one national system in place of eight state and territory based systems,

· Competency based training,

· Training packages

· Commitment to the system being industry driven (i.e. employers and unions playing primary roles in the decision making processes), 

· A broadening of the availability of training to the entire workforce;

· An emphasis upon quality.

Increasingly employers and unions have committed themselves to the training agenda.

There is now widespread bipartisan support between employers and unions for the VET system based upon the above characteristics.

Notwithstanding the fact that there is broad support for the VET system and its key characteristics there are problems.

These problems essentially are based upon:

· The tensions inherent in a federal system of government,

· The attitudes of some public servants, particularly at the state government level,

· Commercial consideration of governments and some private providers.

A NATIONAL SYSTEM BEING UNDERMINED
Increasingly industries and employers are operating on a national basis.  People move more freely between states than ever before in our history and consequently require their skills to be portable.

The need for a single national VET system seems apparent.

The states and territories, along with the Commonwealth, have committed themselves to the concept of a national system.

In practice there is still a considerable way to go.

The principles behind the national framework, while vocally supported by all Australian governments are not always being put into practice.  One area where the national framework is falling down is in the area of mutual recognition.

For example a person may become a qualified hairdresser in Victoria through successfully completing an AQF Level III course at a registered private provider yet be denied the right to carry on their trade in New South Wales because that state does not recognize the qualification as it rejects recognition of the full time training mode of delivery.

The same provider, while registered to deliver AQFIII training in Victoria, may be denied the right to deliver in another state because the government in that state does not automatically accept that registration to deliver in one state provides the right to deliver the same course elsewhere.

The issue here is not which state government is right or wrong but the breakdown in national consistency between states.  If we have a national system with mutual recognition as part of that system then a qualification legally obtained in one state must be recognised in another state.

Whilst there is broad commitment to the establishment of industry based training packages ANTA and the states through the National Training Framework Committee continue to support endorsement of company specific packages even where an appropriate industry package is in place, with the availability of customisation provisions.  Such action again undermines the principle of national consistency. 

Training packages allow for  training programmes to be developed to meet the needs of individual employers within a national framework. There should therefore be no need for  a few individual employers to seek accreditation of training packages outside their industry's national system.

While such action may meet the needs of employers and the short term needs of the particular company's employees while they are with that company where portability of credentials or clear credit transfer arrangements are not in place, the credential gained  via completion of the company specific package may be of little value to the employee when they move beyond the company concerned.

At the very least if ANTA is to continue to endorse company specific packages it must ensure that mapping documents outlining the relationship between the company package and the industry package which are accepted by the developers of both packages are in place, together with any relevant credit transfer requirements.  This is not the current ANTA practice.

Further, some states continue to accredit or allow their TAFE colleges to accredit state or provider based curriculum in competition with national training packages on the spurious grounds that the national package is inappropriate for the industry in their state.  Such action undermines national consistency.

This fragmentation of the  national system as a result of the actions of some state governments must be addressed.  The  cleanest solution would be for the states to hand over responsibility for the VET sector to the Commonwealth.  Alternatively the Commonwealth should ensure that real co-operation from the states is forthcoming when negotiating future funding agreements.  It is of concern that the Commonwealth government is prepared to enter into funding agreements where states pay lip service to a national system but in practice repeatedly do not deliver.  State governments must be accountable for funds provided by the taxpayer!

AN INDUSTRY DRIVEN SYSTEM v A BUREAUCRAT CONTROLLED SYSTEM

The training system exists to meet the needs of individuals and industry.  It is therefore appropriate that employers and unions play the key roles in determining the content of training packages, any curriculum, delivery and assessment processes.  In this context the role of bi-partite Industry Training Advisory Bodies ( ITAB's ) is pivotal and critical.

A constant feature of the process of development and ratification of industry training packages has been some state training authorities seeking to over-rule the wishes of the industry parties ( i.e. employers and unions) as expressed through the ITAB's.

In the development of the hairdressing training package industry and unions reached agreement on how the assessment processes relevant to the package should be carried out.  The Western Australian government refused to accept the industry position and demanded that it be changed before it would support the package.  ANTA refused to forward the package to the NTFC until the changes required by Western Australia were made.

The undermining of the industry driven approach must be reversed.

TRAINING PACKAGES CHALLENGED BY STATE DRIVEN CURRICULUM

A hallmark of the new system has been the expansion of structured accredited training based upon training packages incorporating competency based training.  Training packages are developed with and have the support of the industry players, both employers and unions.

Assessment of competency is measured against the units of competency in the Training Package.

Some training package developers have also developed curriculums/training programmes based upon the packages to assist deliverers.

However some state governments continue to pursue or support curriculum development as an alternative system to training packages.  Such approaches are generally tritely justified on the grounds that the relevant national training package is “inappropriate”.  This approach has the potential to undermine training packages and constitutes a threat to the successful implementation of the current system.

State governments should commit in practice to acceptance of national training packages. The undermining of Training Packages by state governments needs to be discontinued.

Structured accredited training must continue to be seen as qualitatively different from other forms of training.  Such training delivers credentials or credit towards credentials which deliver benefits both to students and employers.

Conversely unstructured, informal training, generally delivered on the job, delivers no such outcome.  It may serve the short term needs of particular employers but its long term utility either to participants or employers is questionable.

Likewise further education courses may serve a community development purpose but do not generally add to an individual's "employability" or an industry's productivity.  Structured accredited training is therefore fundamentally different to all other forms of education and/or training in the VET sector.

QUALITY UNDER THREAT

For a training package or any other training instrument or structure to have and retain support it must have integrity and credibility.  Critical to this is the matter of quality.

There is increasing concern as to whether the current system is producing consistent quality outcomes .

The problem is not however one of structural design but rather of implementation.

There is a wide belief that accountability mechanisms have been removed from the system and that there are no longer any effective checks and balances operating to ensure quality.

Where are the major impediments to quality?

Despite pleas from both employers and unions ANTA and some states have refused to allow training packages to incorporate prescriptive provisions for delivery of training.

Even where industry parties have desired to incorporate basic minimum standards for trainers delivering the competencies contained within the training packages some of the states have refused to endorse such training packages unless all such prescriptions are removed.

In the development of the retail, hairdressing and beauty training packages there was a consensus among the industry parties that certain minimum standards were required of those seeking to deliver the competencies in the relevant training package.  Some state governments refused to accept the industry position.  ANTA supported their position and required that such provisions be removed if the package was to proceed to endorsement.

Consequently each package now has a provision “recommending” that deliverers meet the industry required standards but in effect no minimum requirements of deliverers apply.

Minimum requirements for assessment do apply in training packages.

However there is no requirement that the deliverer and the assessor be separate persons.  

Further in a number of states there is no effective monitoring or audit process in place in regard to assessment.

As part of the acceptance of the national recognition framework all Australian governments accepted that there should be a process in place to monitor and audit providers.  That audit process was to involve industry.

In Victoria, for example, any audit process is carried out without any industry involvement.  Moreover the audit is little more than a check of records, if it takes place at all.

The question mark over quality is compounded by the ease of obtaining registration as a provider, at least in some states.

In Victoria registration (recognition) of providers is essentially a desk top process, carried out public servants, with industry excluded.

Consequently in Victoria a provider can be registered (recognized) via a desk top analysis, deliver a course with the trainer holding no minimum standards or qualifications and never have it’s assessment processes audited through a process whereby industry can be satisfied as to the quality of delivery and assessment.

Industry concerns regarding quality must be overcome or the system will lose credibility.

A RECONFIGURED SYSTEM WITH OUTMODED RESOURCE

ALLOCATION POLICIES

The training market has broadened significantly over the past decade.

NCVER estimate that there are now over 232,000 people in contracts of training under the New Apprenticeship system.  In June 1985 the figure was 128,600 and a decade ago it was 151,700.

These figures demonstrate a phenomenal growth in the VET sector over this period.

Closer analysis shows that most of this growth has occurred in the services sector.

Traditional trade training areas such as metals and electrical have remained static or declined in real numbers.

The major areas of expansion have been in the clerical and retail industry sectors.

Over the period 1985-1998 the number of sales and personal services workers undertaking training via a contract of training grew from nil to 24,724.

The number of workers in this ASCO classification undertaking contracts of training in 1998 was higher than the number in electrical, metals (19,835) or hospitality (5,710).  It was on a par with construction which has a total of 24,911 in training.

Assessment of future employment trends suggests that the service sector will provide the vast bulk of jobs in the future.

Funding within the system must recognise these fundamental changes.

In the process of doing so it should be noted that Australia expends almost double on higher education compared to what it expends upon VET.  As a proportion of total public expenditure on education, Australia expends 24.5% of its total education outlay on higher education and 13.4% on VET.

Furthermore, according to NCVER, Australia spends less on education than the US, Canada, Germany, France, the Scandinavian countries, Spain, Israel, the Czech Republic and South Korea.  (NCVER - New Skills, new pathways:  Lifelong learning is the Key, Chris Robinson, 1999.)

INCENTIVE PAYMENTS AND SUBSIDIES SHOULD CONTINUE

Whilst recognising that substantial abuse of the incentives system has occurred it should also be recognized that the same system has served as a major encouragement to employers to embrace training and to employ trainees.

Arbitrary across the board restrictions on incentive payments penalise those seeking to operate within the system in a proper manner as well as those abusing the system.

The real solution is not to arbitrarily stop or restrict funding but to demand accountability from recipients of incentive payments.  A pre-condition of receiving incentive payments should be a commitment to ensure the delivery of quality training according to the requirements of the training plan.

Further, whilst Traineeships continue to be a major feature of the VET system there is no good reason why such Traineeships (or incentive payments) should be restricted by age.

EXISTING WORKERS

For industries such as retail to have moved to the extent they have in embracing structured, accredited training has involved a major shift in thinking, especially by the larger employers.  The existence of incentive payments and subsidies played a role in the bringing about of this mindset change.

It needs to be recognized by the federal government in particular that when industries which have not had a strong training tradition embrace such initiatives certain dislocations within the industry may occur.

Increasingly employers are placing emphasis upon new workplace entrants undertaking structured AQFII training, generally in the traditional traineeship mode.  Over time many of these people advance to an AQFIII programme.

Those acquiring credentials are placed in positions whereby they can advance in their company.

A key question which remains is: “what happens to the many current employees who have not previously had the opportunity of completing an AQFII qualification?”  Will these employees be "leapfrogged" for promotion by those who have been able to complete an AQF qualification?  

The options for such employees are to gain a relevant qualification so that they are on equal terms with their workplace colleagues or otherwise to sit tight and take their chance. The employees concerned are often early school leavers and have never had access to the post secondary school education or training dollar.

They are also often low income earners who cannot afford to pay their own course costs.  The benefit of them gaining a qualification in such circumstances is essentially to them and not to their employer.  In such circumstances the employer may choose not to meet the employee's course costs.  Further, for an employer to meet the course costs of all employees essentially for the benefit of the employee would be a very costly exercise. 

The expense of completing a qualification could thus prevent a person from being able to maintain an employment situation or otherwise confine them to low wage positions for the whole of their working life. Why should these employees be left behind by the system?

The current arbitrary restrictions upon the availability of incentive payments  further complicates the situation.  Incentive payments are not available to people such as those above where they have been with their employer for a considerable amount of time.  This is inequitable and effectively denies access to quality training at an affordable cost to many working people.  

The current incentive payments system also operates to restrict quality training.  For example, a person may complete a level 2 course with an incentive payment applying.  Unless they move onto a level 3 course within a defined timeframe the employer loses access to further subsidy.  There may be occasions when it is in the interests of both employee and employer for there to be a time lapse of longer than twelve months before the employee moves to a level 3 or higher course.  Such cases may occur when the higher course is a supervisory type course.  At the present time students are moving straight on from level 2 courses to supervisory type courses so that the employer can gain access to the incentive payment applicable.  Students are consequently struggling at the higher level due to inadequate workplace experience, even though they may have the innate ability required to complete the course.  Quality training is being jeopardised by inadequate incentive payment arrangements.  The answer is not to criticise the employer but to allow flexibility in the applicability of incentive payments so as to cover such situations.  This would improve outcomes and have the effect of reducing attrition. 

It is time for Australia to adopt a position of guaranteeing all people, including those currently in the workforce a minimum training entitlement.  Such an entitlement could be means tested and only be available for the achievement of a first post-school qualification.

Such an approach would be a major step towards addressing the major problem of older workforce participants being locked out of employment.

It is not appropriate that in moving to a new training based system that older workers be left behind or be forced to expend their own funds to ‘catch up’ when they have never had a share of the training dollar.

In such circumstances it is not appropriate to argue that the primary emphasis of the VET system should be on young people's needs to the exclusion of the needs of older workers.

Young people continue to be the largest group undertaking training linked to training contracts.  The numbers of older people signing training contracts is growing.

Unless Australia wishes to consign older workers to the scrap heap, we must be open to workers of all ages undertaking training linked to training contracts.

Equally there is no good reason why workers of any age should be effectively excluded from the VET system simply because they are, and have been for some time, in employment, whatever the nature of their contract of employment (i.e. full-time, part-time or casual).

RECOGNITION OF PRIOR LEARNING SHOULD BE MORE ACCESSIBLE

Recognition of prior learning has long been promoted as a feature of the new training landscape.  In practice it has had limited application, primarily due to the funding systems operative in the states.  Under current funding arrangements most states and providers find that RPL is a costly exercise.  Consequently it has been applied only on a limited basis.  

Many of the employees referred to in the above discussion on  existing workers, through extensive on the job work experience could complete all or a substantial portion of an AQFII qualification via a recognition of prior learning process.  This would be a cheaper exercise than applying the costs of a full course.

It is not unreasonable that these employees should have the costs of RPL for and AQFII qualification met by government.

This inquiry should consider recommending that all Australians should be entitled to a fair share of the post school training dollar.  The funding would cover either course or RPL costs.

Access to adequately funded RPL must be expanded.

FLEXIBILITY

A key characteristic of the current system is increased flexibility of delivery.

All key players have supported the creation of a more flexible system.

However ‘flexibility’ has been used in a number of instances to effectively deregulate the system and to introduce highly questionable training processes.

The emphasis upon increased flexibility within the system is jeopardising quality.

Introduction of fully on the job training, through mechanisms such as the Small Business Traineeship is a classic illustration.

While there may have been examples where the Small Business Traineeship delivered skills and credentials to participants there are also numerous examples where it delivered credentials but skills insufficient for a person to obtain employment.

The reasons for the inadequate outcomes appear to be:

a)
the required “on-the-job’ training was never delivered by the employer or the RTO and the trainee was simply used as ‘cheap’ labour.

b)
no check was ever made by the provider or the relevant state training authority that the employer was meeting their obligations.

c)
the employer lacked the capacity to provide adequate training, supervision or assessment.

d)
the curriculum was so generic that it did not provide the trainee with sufficient skills to find on-going employment,

e)
the traineeship was conceived as a short term labour market programme and insufficient attention was given to the long term needs of the trainee.

These problems, however, are not peculiar to the Small Business Traineeship alone.

There are fundamental problems across the board with training programmes that are delivered solely on the job.  Abuse of on-job training by employers is widespread and too often neither providers nor governments make sufficient efforts to try and ensure quality outcomes.

There is a critical need for State Training Authorities to put in place processes which require training providers to adequately supervise on the job delivery with penalties applicable for both providers and employers who abrogate their responsibilities to delivery quality outcomes.

DEREGULATION

Structural deregulation of the system by some state governments has also undermined confidence in the quality of outcomes.

Rigid tender processes ( such as applied under the former Victorian government) whereby state governments award contracts to those with the lowest bid have driven out of the training market some quality private providers and also undermined some quality TAFE delivery.

In a number of cases RTO's lack staff with adequate qualifications, have inadequate resources to deliver training and assessment, minimise their obligations in respect of training, supervision and assessment and/or do not comply with requirements of the relevant training package.  Most states have no effective process in place to address these concerns

Abolition of the declaration of vocation processes in most states has also led to a growth in concern for quality outcomes.

Associated with the matter of deregulation is the low regard that a number of state training authorities  seem to place upon record keeping.  The efficacy of the system must be questioned when STA's are not prepared to keep public records regarding fundamental matters such as commencement and completion numbers on a course and provider basis 

INDUSTRIAL MATTERS

A matter of serious concern to the SDA is the apparent attempt by the federal government to use the training system to undermine wages and working conditions.

In recent months DETYA and DEWRSB have proposed that the National Training Wage Award be extended to cover AQFIV qualifications – within the current wage rates structure.

For some employees, should the change come about, this would produce a substantial wage reduction.

The issue of non-completions of traineeships is a real one.  The evidence suggests that low wage rates and poor work conditions are a critical factor.

The National Training Wage provides rates that are lower for the same age group than the relevant junior rate in the relevant Enterprise Agreement.  This may be defensible if the trainee receives proper training, a credential of standing and reasonable working conditions.

It is a constant complaint of trainees that they get the worst rosters, inadequate on-job training and are expected to work overtime without pay.  Trainees are not protected by unfair dismissal legislation and are consequently often afraid to complain for fear of losing their job.

There is a recurring pattern of  some employers refusing to release students for off-the-job training in accordance with Training Plan specifications.

Where Training Plans do not exist the problem is exacerbated.

Further it is not completely unusual for trainees to be placed in inappropriate courses either because the placement agency did not have sufficient knowledge of what the appropriate course should be or because the RTO did not have registration to deliver the appropriate course.  In one case a person was placed in a Small Business Traineeship in a beauty salon, told they would become a qualified Beauty Therapist, ultimately received a Small Business credential and found that the industry did not recognise the credential.  The placement agency, the RTO and the employer all benefited.  The student effectively lost one year of her life as an exploited worker for no useful end result.

State Training authorities generally have no effective inspection regime in place and the federal government does not even pretend to be interested.  The suggestion to establish a Training Ombudsman may be a step towards redressing this problem.

SCHOOL TO WORK ISSUES

For school to work programs to be successful it is critical that they operate under clearly defined principles  which ensure quality outcomes.  Such outcomes must deliver benefits to all players but especially the students undertaking the programs. The key principles should be based upon the following:

· The program is based upon endorsed training packages;

· The principles of the ARF are applied;

· Outcomes are comparable to those achieved by the delivery of the credential under other pathways;

· Delivery standards are comparable;

· Fair workload for students is applied;

· Relevant part time work counts for the purpose of on job training;

· Subjects undertaken count for ENTER purposes;

· The program does not operate as a de facto streaming system to cut young people out from the possibility of university entrance.

National WRAPS has developed a set of principles for such programs in respect of the retail industry and these principles have our full support.  They are included as Appendix 1.

CONCLUSION

The fundamentals of the VET system are sound.

Major restructuring of the system is neither necessary or desirable

Notwithstanding the above, there are serious problems in regard to the implementation of the current system.

Most of these problems are being caused by state authorities who proclaim adherence to a national system but who, in practice, seek to preserve independent state systems.

The key problems in relation to the above are: 

· mutual recognition is not fully in place;

· state based curriculums are being accredited in competition with national training packages;

· company-specific training packages are being endorsed by the National Training Framework Committee even where appropriate national industry packages are in place;

· industry involvement in provider accreditation and audit procedures is not supported by some state training authorities;

· some state training authorities effectively reject the concept of an industry driven system;

· minimum requirements for delivery of training packages has been rejected by the states;

· assessment processes are not subject to rigorous audit;

· registration of providers is generally a desktop process with no effective on-going audits of performance;

· recognition of prior learning is not being implemented effectively.

All of these matters raise serious questions as to the quality of outcomes.

Further, the emphasis upon increased flexibility within the system is also jeopardising quality, particularly through developments such as fully on-the-job training.

Such training is often characterised by inadequate regulation, inadequate delivery, inadequate supervision and inadequate assessment.

In many cases on-the-job training programmes are simply exercises in providing cheap and exploited labour.

User choice, characterised by a tender driven process, imperils quality as a number of state government contracted RTO's lack the capacity to deliver outcomes of substance.

Rarely are penalties of substance, even where they are available, applied.

High levels of attrition among trainees are, at least in part, due to the low wages and poor treatment many receive from their employers and the system generally.

All of these problems could be addressed by the states:

· fully committing to a national industry driven system;

· establishing and policing quality assurance processes, with appropriate penalty provisions available for non compliance.;

· involving industry in the quality assurance process;

· establishing processes to protect trainees and students from exploitation from employers or RTO's.

The federal government must recognise that it has a role to play here.

Additionally, it must be recognised that there is inadequate funding, especially for the non-traditional trades industry sectors and for the effective implementation of recognition of prior learning.

Incentive payments play a useful role and should be retained and expanded but with improved  accountability processes.

Of critical importance is the fact that existing workers are neglected by the current funding structures.  Attempts to save funds by arbitrarily dictating that older workers or those already in employment cannot access

All people, including those currently in the paid workforce, should be entitled to a minimum training dollar entitlement.
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