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AUSTRALIAN INDUSTRY GROUP SUBMISSION 

TO THE SENATE EMPLOYMENT, WORKPLACE RELATIONS, SMALL BUSINESS AND EDUCATION REFERENCES COMMITTEE

INQUIRY INTO THE QUALITY OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING IN AUSTRALIA

The Australian Industry Group has focused its efforts in the last year on an examination of the quality and strength of the national skill base. “Training to Compete” is the report of the Allen Consulting Group to the Australian Industry Group on a wide-ranging research study on the future skill and training needs of Australian industry, on what is shaping them and on the capacity of our current approaches and institutions to deliver them. It represents one of the most comprehensive studies on the views of industry conducted since the introduction of vocational education and training reforms in the last decade.

The outcomes identified in the “Training to Compete” Report provides the basis for a comprehensive response to many of the terms of reference of the Senate Inquiry. This submission is provided in a format which summarises the outcomes of the Study against the terms of reference. More detail can be sourced from the Report which is provided as an appendix to this submission. The submission also contains the views of members obtained through Ai Group’s regular industry forums and company contact. 

This submission has been considered by the National Executive of the Australian Industry Group, the national policy making body of  Australian Industry Group members.

The effectiveness of the vocational education and training sector in developing the educational skills of the Australian people and the skills formation and productivity of the Australian workforce:

Term of Reference


Ai Group Advice
Recommendation

(a) An evaluation of the new apprenticeships scheme within the national priorities for Australia’s vocational education system and the appropriateness of those priorities
i. Resource allocation across the sector, between the states and territories, and within program priorties.
The introduction of New Apprenticeships has opened up training opportunities to new occupations and new industries. In this way it may assist in the development of a much needed Australian training culture. 

Ai Group is concerned that recent NCVER statistics show a high non-completion rate, and therefore wastage in some New Apprenticeships in new industries. This brings into question whether or not this expansion has led to a less efficient use of public money. This should be monitored closely to ensure that any problems are identified.

Of particular concern to the Ai Group is the emergence of information from the various State Training Agencies that the current focus on New Apprenticeships is diverting  resources from vocational training places outside of New Apprenticeship arrangements. Given that industry is reporting higher level skill requirements at all occupational levels, a balance should be found between the competing objectives of employment based initiatives applying to the entry level workforce (representing 4% of the labour force in any one year) and the need to develop a training culture and skill acquisition across the remaining and future workforce. (p.x, 37-38, 40, 42-47, 74, 83, Training to Compete)

There is also a perception that resources are being diverted away from more resource intensive training to meet New Apprenticeship targets. (p.xvi, Training to Compete)
iii. Opportunities for youth and older people
The New Apprenticeship system also provides additional opportunities for both young and older people to enter into structured training arrangements. Ai Group does not see this a negative outcome of implementation of New Apprenticeships.

iv. The respective obligations of industry and government
Ai Group believes that there is a responsibility for both industry and government as well as individuals in the development of skill enhancement and career opportunities. The respective funding obligations of each party have never been clearly identified.

To industry, it is unclear as to how Government is measuring it’s performance against the original objectives of the New Apprenticeship System and whether or not these have changed over time.

In relation to the specific obligations within New Apprenticeship contracts of training, legislation is still in place in most states, by way of vocational training orders and other similar mechanisms which set out the obligations of each of the parties. These often vary between states and territories. Assistance from a brokerage service is fundamental in ensuring employers understand their responsibilities and obligations.


Monitoring of wastage rates and the reasons for non-completions. This information should be made publicly available.

A more strategic approach to investment in training with skill objectives that further the national interest. This would include a balance between employment and skill objectives. 

Policy should take into account individuals taking greater responsibility for their own training.

Government to clearly identify, measure and report against objectives of New Apprenticeships.

A focus be placed on brokerage services to ensure that employers and apprentices understand their obligations and responsibilities under New Apprenticeships.

More consistency be established in state legislation covering the obligations of each of the parties to a New Apprenticeship.



(b) An evaluation of claims that the key objectives of the original new apprenticeships scheme, as agreed by the states and territories, are not being met
The Ministerial Council endorsed the following, as the objectives of the Modern Australian Apprenticeship and Traineeship System (MAATS – as it was then known) in May 1996:

“(a) the aim of modernising the Australian training system is to make training, especially entry level training, an attractive business proposition for a much wider range of enterprises, thereby:

· greatly expanding employment and career opportunities, especially for young people; and

· increasing the international competitiveness of Australian enterprises through enhancing workforce skills.

(b) Development and implementation of MAATS will need to be industry led and be a collaborative effort between the Commonwealth and the States and Territories” (Minutes of the meeting of the ANTA Ministerial Council, 24 May 1996)
Ai Group believes that there has been insufficient focus given to identifying or measuring the objective of increasing international competitiveness. Nor has there been sufficient attention given to ensuring that there is consistency in the implementation of the system across the States and Territories.

In answer to the specific issues raised in the terms of reference, the following is provided:

i. Training outcomes are of diminishing quality
There are some perceptions that there has been reducing quality of training as a result of New Apprenticeships. However, industry surveys actually demonstrate employer satisfaction with the quality of training delivered, such as the Employer Satisfaction survey.  While there is some level of dissatisfaction registered with the choice of training content provided by Registered Training Organisations (p.64 , Training to Compete) this was not levelled at the quality outcomes of training. Training to Compete identifies the Australian education and training system as a competitive advantage according to industry. (p.55 & 84. Training to Compete) 

Consistent arguments are raised about the inequality between different AQF level qualifications between different industry sectors. There is an expectation that qualifications at the same AQF level should be broadly equal in terms of competency outcome. An ANTA project is looking at this issue. Ai Group looks forward to participating in this project.

ii. Older people, rather than younger people and new entrants to the workforce are the main beneficiaries of new apprenticeships
NCVER statistics do not justify a statement that older people are the main beneficiaries of new apprenticeships. In 1998, 68% of commencements were people under the age of 24. (NCVER, An Overview of Trends 1995 to 1998, p.19, Table 4.2.)

iii. The system is more rather than less complex
Certainly there is a perception that the Training System is complex. The Ai Group Skills and Training Survey indicates that 50% of companies found the system difficult to understand or keep up with the changes, over 80% were unsure or disagreed with the proposition that the reforms had made training easier to access. (p. xiv-xv & p.62, Training to Compete) The very fact that there is now more choice in the system, has made the system more complex. All stakeholders, including industry organisations, RTOs and NACs have a role to play in ensuring that there are real benefits to industry from training reforms.

iv. The system is being driven by financial incentives and targets rather than the needs of industry
New Apprenticeships Centres and Registered Training Organisations are now driven by financial incentives. The anecdotal evidence available to the Ai Group suggests that the NACs are selling traineeships which are easiest to sell rather than those that may be of most benefit to industry. It is the experience of JOBSKO and Ai Group that many NACs have not been taking up the services being offered by Educative Services Providers in the manufacturing industry. RTOs are also being driven by the imperative to deliver low cost training, which is disadvantaging sectors of industry where more resource intensive training is required. (p.vxi, Training to Compete)   This underscores the importance of brokering services that operate outside of the NACs and RTOs.


Identification of the specific objectives relating to increasing international competitiveness, including the skills considered critical for the nations skill base. These should be measured and reported publicly.

More focus be given, in implementation, to ensure consistency across state and territories of the National System.

The ANTA project on different AQF levels should include extensive consultations with industry.

Brokerage services are important to ensuring the implementation of the key objectives of the new apprenticeships scheme. Ai Group recommends that industry based brokerage services, independent of NACs and RTOs be established.

(c) An assessment of the quality of provision of TAFE and other private providers in the delivery of nationally recognised and non-recognised vocational education and training (VET) services and programs
i. The adequacy of current administration, assessment and audit arrangements for registered training organisations and the credentials they issue

ii. Processes for 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

The administration systems and processes for recognition of RTOs vary between states. The consistency of these processes are a concern. This includes both the registration process (the inputs to a quality assurance mechanism) and the monitoring process (the output measures in a quality assurance mechanism). Ai Group supports the implementation of a nationally consistent quality assurance mechanism and strengthened monitoring mechanisms, including increased focus on company advice regarding the quality of training delivery by an RTO.

The process established for RTOs can be complex and bureaucratic, particularly for registration by companies. This process should be clearer and streamlined.

iii. The level and quality of VET occurring within registered training organisations, including TAFE, private providers, workplaces and schools
There is a substantial body of information provided through the Training to Compete report of industry views on TAFE and private providers. These can be found at pages 55, and 59-62. Most companies considered that there had been improvements in all sectors of the education and training system in recent years, and were seeking to build on reforms. (p.63-64, Training to Compete) Industry views of schools were recorded in the Training to Compete report at pages 66-68. While indicating they believed there had been improvement, companies wanted schools to deliver more, with many showing dissatisfaction with schools preparation of students for work. These mainly relate to the core generic skills or “soft” as they have come to be called by many.

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
It is the responsibility of an RTO to monitor the delivery of training to an apprentice or trainee against a national qualification. Many RTOs complain of the additional workload that comes with monitoring the delivery of the on-the-job training within current funding arrangements. It is essential, in the first instance to ensure that employers are aware of their responsibilities and this rests upon a good relationship between the RTO and the enterprise.

v. The range of work and facilities available for training on the job
Training Packages should allow training to be provided which relates to the needs of the enterprise and therefore work and facilities available for on-the-job training. Whether or not enterprises are being offered the choice against Training Packages is questionable. In response to the Ai Group Training and Skills Survey many companies reported they are not being offered the flexibility provided by training packages by RTOs.(p.64, Training to Compete)

vi. Attainment of competencies under national training packages
Assessment processes should ensure that competencies are being developed under National Training Packages. The Training Package gives us more certainty than the skills delivered under programs are to workplace competencies. Again it is the responsibility of the RTO to ensure this assessment process is met, as the issuer of the qualification. However, given the relatively recent nature of the reform and lack of progress by many RTOs in their implementation, it is very difficult to measure at this stage.

vii. The reasons for increasing rates of non-completion of apprenticeships and traineeships
NCVER statistics indicate that non-completion rates are higher in areas where New Apprenticeships have recently been taken up. There is not evidence to suggest non-completion rates have risen to any significant degree in sectors where Apprenticeships have existed for some time. Ai Group believes more work should be done to monitor non-completion rates and why they have risen. This would require additional work by NACs to explain the reasons for non-completion.


Ensure consistency between state administration and processes of recognition of RTOs. A clearer definition of the input and output quality assurance mechanisms should be established AND implemented nationally.

Funding should take into account the additional workload of assessment against national qualifications based on competencies and the different requirements of various qualifications.

Ai Group recommends more work should be done to monitor non-completion rates, where they occur and why they have risen. These should be publicly reported.

(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.
· Companies value the opening up of training provision achieved through user choice initiatives (p. 59-61, Training to Compete)

· There is evidence emerging through State Training Agencies that growth through efficiencies is achieved through delivery of lower cost training, the result being that more resource intensive training is declining. Many of the more resource intensive programs are delivering higher level skills. (p.xvi, Training to Compete) Ai Group argues that this becomes a strategic investment decision. Australia must decide if it wants to have a high skill workforce. If it does, then intervention will be required to achieve this outcome.


Ai Group recommends that the impact of growth through efficiencies, particularly in regional areas, should be monitored, with reference to the effect on more resource intensive training.

(e) An evaluation of the provision of Commonwealth and state employers’ subsidies
i. The effectiveness of existing subsidies arrangements in meeting national VET needs
The first step would be to clearly identify what national VET needs are. Ai Group argues that national VET needs would include identification of skills which support the international competitiveness of Australian industry, in line with the original objectives of the system.

The current New Apprenticeships Employer Incentives are weighted towards shorter term contracts of training. Ai Group argues that a strategic approach should be taken to investment in training and should reward employers for participating in contracts of training which provide higher level skills and longer term duration.

Greater clarity is required in the provision of information to industry regarding Incentives and procedures for accessing Incentives.

ii. The impact of changes to the new apprenticeships policy, which broadened employer trainee subsidies to include existing workers
Employers are eligible for Incentives for existing employees if they are participating in training at AQF3 for more than two years. Ai Group supports the availability of Incentives for new employees. The benefits of New Apprenticeships for existing employees is that the training is delivered by the public system and this should continue to be made available.

iii. Accountability and audit procedures within the Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs, the Australian National Training Authority and state training agencies
The accountability and audit procedures are not transparent to industry. 


Industry and Government develop a joint understanding of national skill profile.

A new model be developed for Incentives to provide greater reward for the delivery of higher skills and longer term contracts of training.

Greater clarity should be provided on the Incentives available and accountability and audit procedures.



(f) An evaluation of the growth, breadth, effectiveness and future provision of VET in schools
i. The quality of provision of VET in both government and non-government schools
The overwhelming view of Ai Group members is that VET in schools is an important initiative, provided it has a clear link to the needs of the modern workplace.  (p.56, 65-68)

ii. The relationship between vocational education in schools, and accredited training packages
Accredited training delivered in VET in schools are now required to meet the competencies within Training Packages. This should be the key objective of all VET in schools programs.

v. School-Work transitional arrangements
Members advise they would participate more in structured workplace learning if the vital element of coordination is available. This issue should be further pursued by the ASTF as an on-going activity.


Continued expansion of the Program with a focus on the coordination to assist in increasing structured workplace learning. Ai Group recommends that this should be funded on an on-going basis.

(g) An assessment of the consistency, validity and accessibility of statistical information on the performance of national VET systems, especially relating to apprenticeships and traineeships.
· NCVER provide comprehensive statistics on apprenticeships and traineeships. They have made this information available to industry generally and have provided briefings to industry organisations on the statistics available. They also have attempted to provide information on the type of apprenticeships, e.g. up to 2 year and over 2 year contracts and by industry sector. 

· The inadequacy of the ABS ASCO codes does limit the capacity of NCVER to deliver against relevant industry defined skill sets.


A comprehensive review of ASCO codes to reflect new industry skill requirements.
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