VICTORIA UNIVERSITY OF TECHNOLOGY

Response to the Inquiry into the Quality of Vocational

Education and Training in Australia

INTRODUCTION

Victoria University is of the view that TAFE providers are a most effective part of the vocational education and training sector, as demonstrated by their capacity to develop the educational skills of the Australian people and the skills formation and productivity of the Australian workforce.  The University accepts that there have been some positive and beneficial outcomes associated with the introduction of new training structures since 1994.  However, it also argues that the implementation of some of these changes has constrained the capacity of the vocational education and training sector as a whole to deliver quality education and training to the Australian community.  These changes have also led to some anomalies which have the long term potential to seriously affect the quality of vocational education and training in Australia.

This response is organised into two sections.  In the first section, the University offers general comments in relation to the issues raised by the Inquiry.  In the second section, the University provides responses to specific terms of reference. 

GENERAL COMMENTS

In this section the University addresses the following issues: employer and student satisfaction with TAFE public providers, concerns regarding the continuing imposition of efficiency dividends on Victorian TAFE Institutes, concerns regarding the implementation of competitive tendering and concerns regarding audit, reporting and financial arrangements pertaining to dual sector institutions.

Employer and Student Satisfaction

TAFE public providers make a considerable contribution to the outcomes achieved by the vocational education and training sector.  As is demonstrated in two employer satisfaction benchmarking exercises reported in 1997
 and 1998
, Australian and Victorian employers have indicated broad satisfaction with the training their apprentices, trainees and other staff receive from TAFE institutes.  Over 75% of employers surveyed indicated they felt that off-the-job training, as provided by TAFE institutes, is very important.  Further demonstration of the success with which TAFE delivers its training packages can be found when referring to the results of the 1998 national graduation destination survey conducted by the National Centre for Vocation Educational Research (NCVER) for the Australian National Training Authority (ANTA)
.  Course satisfaction data indicated that nearly 80% of graduates had attained or partially attained their main goals in having undertaken their course of study.  Of those employed prior to commencing their course, over 60% attribute to the course a subsequent pay increase, promotion or change of job; and over 80% felt that the course was relevant to their jobs.

Efficiency Dividends

Victoria University emphasises that efficiency dividends have been imposed on Victorian TAFE Institutes for longer than in any other State.  In Victoria, the 1.5% efficiency dividend was first imposed in 1987.  Table 1 shows the cumulative impact of this dividend.  This cumulative impact means that TAFE providers are only receiving 82.2% of what they received in 1986 for the same teaching load.  This effect is further compounded by the fact that since 1986 it has become more expensive to maintain technology-based equipment and other resources.  Funding for TAFE providers in Victoria is proportionally lower than in all other States.  According to a recent report, the State’s unit cost of delivery per student contact hour was the lowest in Australia at $10.3 compared to $13.4 nationally.
  There is a strong case to support the view that the Victorian efficiency dividend is now beginning to be counter-productive, and that, at a rate of funding equal to 82% of 1986 rates, it is time for the dividends to cease in Victoria.  Further imposts on Victorian TAFE providers have resulted from the application of the Commonwealth efficiency dividend. 

Table 1

Impact of Efficiency Dividend 1987-1999

(Base 1986 = 1.0)


1986
1987
1988
1989
1990
1991
1992

Funding Rate net of dividend
1.0
0.985
0.985
0.985
0.985
0.985
0.985

Cumulative Impact

0.9850
0.9702
0.9557
0.9413
0.9272
0.9133


1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999

Funding Rate net of dividend
0.985
0.985
0.985
0.985
0.985
0.985
0.985

Cumulative Impact
0.8996
0.8861
0.8728
0.8597
0.8468
0.8341
0.8216

The University also notes that initiatives funded by the Commonwealth and Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) in recent years have been funded on the basis that they offer more student contact hours (SCH) without an adequate increase in operating budgets.

Competitive Tendering

The introduction of competitive tendering is having a range of negative effects on the vocational education and training system.  Victoria University believes that some private providers in the sector are using the system to their advantage.  Their prime motive is usually profit, and the University is aware of instances that demonstrate that quality suffers, for example, in the Personal Services area.  Further, although the government introduced a policy of competitive neutrality, the current arrangements existing between private providers and TAFE providers can be described as “competitive neutrality in reverse”.  TAFE providers must provide and pay for libraries, cafeterias, counselling services, and much more.  These services are often utilised by clients of private providers at no cost to them.  However, because of the overhead costs of providing these services, TAFE providers are at an increasing disadvantage in bidding for tendered places.  TAFE is becoming the default provider of high cost training as many private providers tender for the low cost programs such as Business courses.  

Competitive tendering reduces the funding available to TAFE providers through the program profile negotiating process.  In recent years it has removed some programs from the negotiating process forcing TAFE Institutes to bid for these programs at lower delivery rates than would have been available if these programs had remained part of the program profile negotiating process.  The University is aware of situations where private providers successfully bid for programs at a low price and subsequently find themselves without the resources to deliver the programs.  In some circumstances they then subcontract program delivery to the University.

Audit, Reporting and Financial Arrangements and Dual Sector Institutions

Victoria University is also of the view that the vocational education and training sector currently devotes too much of its resources to backward-looking audit processes.  The University notes that when self-audits were introduced by the Taxation Office they reduced enforcement costs and led to increased taxation income.  The same benefits can be achieved through less resource intensive audit processes in TAFE, with an increase in learning resources being achieved.

As an efficient dual sector institution producing quality learning outcomes, Victoria University emphasises the need for a single reporting authority for dual sector institutions.  At present, each sector audits separately.  For dual sector institutions, this involves additional audit costs.

In addition, Victoria University continues to emphasise the need for consistent funding approaches for both sectors in a dual sector environment.  For example, Higher Education “rolls-in” capital; in the TAFE sector institutes bid for funds on a project basis.  This makes it extremely difficult to spend capital dollars to maximum benefit, as the TAFE bidding process eliminates flexibility in terms of constructing efficient dual sector buildings.

RESPONSES TO SPECIFIC TERMS OF REFERENCE

a)
New Apprenticeships Scheme within National Priorities

i) Resource Allocation

In terms of resource allocation across the sector, the University highlights the fact that Victorian providers receive fewer dollars per student contact hour (SCH) than any other State.  In Victoria, TAFE public providers must subsidise their profile through fee-paying students and commercial operations if they are to remain viable.

ii) Demographic Distribution and Equity of Training Opportunities

In terms of demographic distribution and equity, the University highlights the fact that new apprenticeships are a “protected” part of the program profile contract with the Office of Training and Further Education (OTFE).  This, in turn, leads to distortions in training distribution.  TAFE Institutes are prevented from reducing apprenticeship places sometimes at the expense of courses for which there is high demand.  This can be considered inequitable in its consequences.  

iii) Opportunities for Youth and Older People

A major weakness of present arrangements, in terms of promoting opportunities for youth and older people, is that having been employed in a trade for three months or more disqualifies the individual from becoming an apprentice in that trade.  This policy works directly against government’s policy of reskilling the Australian workforce.  This restriction, which was introduced to prevent abuses of the system, is working against genuine new apprenticeship requirements for industry.

b)
Key Objectives of New Apprenticeships Scheme Not Being Met

i) Diminishing Quality of Training Opportunities

Victoria University believes there has been some diminution in the quality of training outcomes for two reasons.

Firstly, new apprenticeships of less than one year are replacing four year apprenticeships, and there is no easy way for the public to distinguish between these different types of apprenticeships.  Therefore, a one year enterprise-based new apprenticeship appears equal to a four year carpentry apprenticeship in terms of credential and learning outcomes.  This is clearly not the case in practice.  

Secondly, in some areas training actually delivered by private providers is less than training that is claimed or reported to have been provided.  Apprentices who have transferred to the University from private providers have, in some instances, received inadequate instruction and not obtained the competencies for which they were certified.

ii) Main Beneficiaries of New Apprenticeships

Victoria University’s experience is that younger people are the main beneficiaries of new apprenticeships.  At Victoria University 93% of apprentices enrolled under the New Apprenticeship scheme were aged 25 years or under as at 30 June 1999.

iii) Complexity of System

Victoria University strongly agrees that the New Apprenticeships Scheme administered through the OTFE is unnecessarily complex.  A number of funding categories, with different funding rates, can feed into a single apprenticeship program.  For example, LA, LB, LC and P funding can all feed into a single apprenticeship program.  This is complex to administer.  It is acknowledged that the OTFE has recently moved to simplify this situation.

The system can also be considered as complex from the clients’ perspective.  Apprentices are faced with a range of alternatives, without easy and accessible information to distinguish between alternatives.  This makes choice and selection much more difficult.  

iv) Key Drivers of the System

In terms of financial incentives driving the system, Victoria University agrees that the current system skews outcomes away from quality and meeting industry needs, and towards cutting costs and making a profit.  This skewing of goals is likely to be at the expense of Australia’s long-term skills base and its capacity to meet the growing demands of a global economy.  

c)
Quality of Provision of TAFE and Private Providers

i) Adequacy of Administration, Assessment and Audit Arrangements

There is a fundamental difference in priority between public TAFE providers and private providers.  The charter of public TAFE providers is first and foremost to provide quality vocational education and training to the community.  The charter of private providers is usually, in the first instance, profit making.

This has a number of unfortunate repercussions on the delivery within the sector as a whole.  The community and government expect that public TAFE providers will provide:

· infrastructure, such as libraries, counselling, cafeterias, equity and social justice, etc.

· a diverse range of programs, including some which are less profitable or viable than other programs 

However, the transfer of a significant portion of program profile budget to competitive tendering in recent years ensures that:

· private providers will choose to conduct programs with low capital intensity;

· private providers will choose to conduct high demand, commercially profitable programs;

· private providers will move in and out of particular program areas as profitability dictates; and

· private provider students will use the infrastructure (e.g. libraries) maintained by TAFE Institutions.

This means that TAFE Institutes can be left to conduct the capital intensive, less popular high cost programs.  In this situation, TAFE Institutes are required to maintain quality and infrastructure with nearly 20% less recurrent income than in 1986.

ii) Registration and Audits

Audits consume a significant amount of internal and external resources.  The greatest weakness of the current range of audits from the University’s perspective is that there is often duplication of State and Commonwealth reporting and audit requirements.  All in all, the sheer volume of audits does not lead to the productive use of the training dollars, and discourages positive macro-management within the sector.  At the same time, the University recognises that there are some reasonable audit requirements, especially where the expenditure of public funds is concerned.  The higher education model of increased managerial responsibility within a framework of minimal, but effective controls, is a model that should be examined for TAFE.  A series of random audits would appear to be much more effective than those which are signalled in advance.

iii) Level and Quality of VET within Registered Training Authorities

Comparisons between the different types of registered training provider are difficult to make.  Currently Victorian TAFE Institutes are subject to detailed annual Performance Agreements, whereas other training providers may not be subject to same level of monitoring.

iv) Obligations of Employers

Victoria University is of the view that some employers neglect their responsibilities, as evidenced by lack of systematic on-the-job training.  Further, training that is documented to occur often does not occur in practice, particularly with small employers of apprentices who cannot afford their apprentice to be unproductive while engaged in on-the-job training.

v) Facilities for Training On-the-Job

Unlike TAFE Institutes which have excellent facilities for training, most workplaces are set up for production and not training.  The University is aware that some private providers lack quality training facilities.

vi) Attainment of Competencies under National Training Packages

The University notes that ANTA has been very slow in providing the implementation guides pertaining to national training packages.  The OTFE has directed that training packages cannot be implemented until implementation guides are available.  Unfortunately, there is a delay between the policy statement and the availability of implementation guidelines to enable the policy to be actioned.  For example, at this late stage in the year there are few implementation guides for training packages due to commence on 1 January 2000.  This will affect the capacity of teachers to plan for the delivery of these packages with inevitable consequences for the quality of training delivery.

vii) Increasing Rates of non-Completion of Apprenticeships/Traineeships

Formal research needs to be conducted into the reasons for non-completions.  The University has anecdotal evidence which suggests that some apprentices/trainees leave training programs to take up full time employment.  Where this occurs, this should be seen as a positive outcome.  

d)
Quality and Accessibility through Efficiencies and User Choice
i) ii) and iii)
Viability of TAFE, Quality of Structured Training and Quality of Teaching

There have been significant mergers in the TAFE sector in recent years.  In a number of instances, these should lead to a rationalisation of campuses.  These can be enhanced if TAFE Institutes are permitted to retain the benefits of these rationalisations, in order to meet the infrastructure costs of improving delivery efficiencies.

TAFE Institutes can only do “more with less” if they are given the flexibility to fully manage their delivery strategies.  At the present time, TAFE Institutes lack this flexibility in as much as they:

· cannot declare staff who are in excess of teaching requirements in particular parts of the organisation redundant without Ministerial approval;

· cannot close inefficient or unpopular campuses without extensive community consultation; and

· do not have full control over program profiles and the mode in which courses are offered.

With real cuts in income of 17.84% (see Table 1) since 1986, the sector is now at the point where it cannot continue to deliver economies in the context of the restrictions outlined above.

Further, many cost efficiency drives have a potentially detrimental impact upon quality.  For example, a greater proportion of sessional staff means less support for students outside class time.  This problem is further complicated by the requirement that only a qualified workplace assessor can give training package certification.  The training to qualify as a workplace assessor is very difficult to arrange with an ever larger and changeable sessional staff population.

iv)
Curriculum and Learning Resources

Victoria University again draws attention to the lack of implementation guidelines for training packages.  

The University supports the system in place in Victoria whereby TAFE providers are appointed as Curriculum Maintenance Managers for each of the major industry groupings.  These providers then become responsible for a range of curriculum maintenance and development activities across the vocational education and training sector in relation to that industry group.  The University sees value in maintaining this system of curriculum co-ordination.

i) Student Services

Victoria University notes that some private providers do not provide a satisfactory range of student services.  In turn, this leads to increased, and unfunded, demands being placed upon TAFE Institutions.  This is especially the case with library services.

e)
Provision of Commonwealth and State Employers Subsidies

i) Effectiveness of Existing Subsidies Arrangements

Employment incentives or subsidies offered by Government are an important factor in an employer’s decision to employ an apprentice.  The initial incentive payment is particularly significant for small businesses in a context in which the taking on of an additional employee represents a major decision that carries substantial risks.  Having said this, however, it appears that many small businesses are still not aware of the availability of subsidies at the time they contact the University to make arrangements for the training of an apprentice they have employed or are about to employ.

ii) Impact of Changes to New Apprenticeships Policy

The reaction of the Victorian OTFE to the broadening of employer trainee subsidies to include existing workers was to decree that government-funded apprenticeship training places would not be made available to workers who had been employed with the sponsoring employer for more than three months.  This measure appears to have been invoked to prevent a sudden explosion of demand for apprentice training places arising from large-scale conversion of existing employees to new apprentices.  Unfortunately, some apprentices have been denied a training place because their employer has exceeded the time limit (of which they were unaware) when concluding the employment and training arrangements.  The administrative burden on training providers has also increased, as they are responsible for ensuring compliance with the “three month rule” and may not be funded for training they provide to non-complying apprentices.

f)
Vocational Education in Schools
i)
Quality of Provision of VET in Government and non-Government Schools

Generally, the quality of provision in schools is of an equivalent standard to that of TAFE providers because the majority of the training provision is undertaken by TAFE providers directly, or is undertaken as a component of an auspicing arrangement between the school and a TAFE provider.  Auspicing arrangements are structured in such a way that the TAFE provider essentially monitors the quality of the programs being delivered within the schools and can cover factors such as:

· teacher and assessor qualifications;

· learning resources;

· physical resources;

· location of delivery; and

· timetabling.

ii)
Relationship between Vocational Education in Schools and Accredited Training Packages

The provision of vocational education in schools is viewed favourably by the University as it facilitates the entry of students who undertake these programs into TAFE programs. 

The introduction of training packages into schools may, however, create demarcation issues between the sectors.  Some in the TAFE sector may perceive secondary schools as encroaching on their territory.  It may also mean that secondary school teachers require training to upgrade their training and assessment qualifications.

iii)
Effectiveness and Quality of Curriculum Materials and Teaching

The curriculum for school-based apprenticeships is sometimes not suitable for the target audience and may have an industry-specific orientation.  The requirement of some training packages for substantial amounts of the delivery and assessment to be undertaken in a workplace is, in some cases, inappropriate for a school-based audience and can result in elements of the program being scaled down.

iv)
Accountability Provisions for the Funding of Vocational Education in Schools

Schools are not fully compensated for the delivery of VET programs, which results in shared delivery responsibilities between TAFE and schools.  The sharing of the delivery responsibility, in turn, results in shared accountability and can contribute to tensions between the sectors.  Tensions arise for a variety of reasons.  These include:

· concerns regarding the re-allocation of resources from one sector to another;

· issues relating to the provision and allocation of staff and the challenging of professional qualifications; and

· philosophical conflict regarding the outcomes of the training and educational process – one is to prepare participants for the world of work whilst, in some instances, the other seeks to prepare students for further academic education.

v)
School-to-Work Transitional Arrangements

The availability of a potential jobs pathway, the creation of regional clusters and the allocation of government funds for specific work-placement projects have encouraged the retention of students who may otherwise have left the education system.  Anecdotal evidence exists to show that students who undertake a VET program as part of their secondary education have better employment outcomes than those who do not.  This is currently being researched by the University’s School of Education, in collaboration with the TAFE Division’s Centre for Curriculum Innovation and Development.  The project is titled Increasing Opportunities for Apprenticeships in the Western Region of Melbourne and is funded by the National Centre for Vocational Education Research.  One component of the project is to identify outcomes for secondary school students enrolled in apprenticeships in schools.

g)
Consistency, Validity and Accessibility of Statistical Information
Victoria University reiterates its earlier comments that, for dual sector institutions, there should be a single, standard set of reporting requirements to replace the complex, time consuming and expensive dual reporting and auditing which currently takes place.

CONCLUSION
The University has identified some concerns regarding the current vocational education and training structures and their capacity to ensure the delivery of quality training in the new millennium.  The University is especially disappointed at the failure of Commonwealth and State Governments to address the particular issues of dual sector institutions.  An integrated framework for financial and reporting arrangements is required, in order to facilitate effective short and long term financial and program planning.  The University also highlights the costs to the quality of vocational education and training that have resulted from attempts to establish a training market.  At this stage, it is the University’s view that the establishment and implementation of this artificial market has been damaging to traditional vocational education and training providers, constraining their ability to continue to provide quality training and outcomes.  The New Apprenticeship scheme, introduced to revitalise the existing apprenticeship system, contained flaws in its conception which have become evident in its implementation.

In this response the University has raised many issues and identified numerous anomalies for consideration by the Committee.  The University urges the Committee to consider major structural issues as well as the detail associated with the implementation of specific reforms.  The Committee has an opportunity, through this inquiry, to address issues which concern the vocational education and training sector across both the short and long term.
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