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Introduction:
The Northern Territory University Students' Union is the representative body for all enrolled students at Northern Territory University: VET, post-graduate, undergraduate, full or part-time, external, or students of block release. The Students' Union representatives and office bearers are elected from the membership of around 14000 students in a general election held in the second semester each year. These students then aim to represent the interests and protect the rights of all NTU students, as well as fostering a University community through social events and activities.

It is in the role of representative of VET and block release students that leads the NTUSU to offer the following submission to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education Committee's Inquiry into the quality of vocational education and training in Australia. We thank the Committee for this opportunity to provide input and feedback which, the NTUSU hopes, will assist the Committee to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of the current system, and inform the formulation of future policy.

The methodology used to produce this submission involved the NTUSU's Students' Rights Officer and/or NTUSU student representatives interviewing the following the following people in order to augment the anecdotal information and knowledge that the NTUSU has of the TAFE/VET sector nationally and TAFE/VET student experience/activities at the NTU and in the Northern Territory generally. As such, certain parts of the submission may represent the opinion of the NTUSU, whereas other parts of the submission represent information/opinion communicated during the interviewing process. This submission does not explicitly identify which is which. Lastly, the NTUSU would like to thank the interviewees:

NTU

Kim Stienle 24/11/99

NTU

Hector Martin

NTU

Colin Mitchell

NTU

Mike Adamson 25/11/99

NTETA
Joyce Turnbull 26/11/99

NTU

Various Unnamed Tradies 26/11/99

Executive Summary:

The NTUSU responds to the seven main questions of the inquiry in the following manner:

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, including:

(a) an evaluation of the place of the new apprenticeships scheme within the national priorities set for Australia's vocational education system and the appropriateness of those priorities,

The NTUSU understands that stakeholders in the sector would be happier with more resources, that is, human resources and increased funding to support training activities re New Apprenticeships.

(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 NTUSU finds no evidence to the key objectives of the scheme are not being met. However, proof that those objectives are being achieved and what level of success is enjoyed by the program is equally elusive

(c) 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,

Overall the NTUSU believes that due to financial constraints the quality of VET is falling rather than rising.

(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,

Diminishing quality and accessibility. Efficiencies and "user choice" do not impact favourably on the range and availability of student services. Recreation/quality of life courses have disappeared from the TAFE curriculum. There was some satisfaction expressed that the curriculum and learning resources have received a substantial "injection of new blood" because of the reformulation of courses and learning materials associated with the CBT and/or New Apprenticeship/Traineeship programs.

(e) an evaluation of the provision of Commonwealth and state employers' subsidies,

The current subsidies are not in themselves sufficient to encourage the engagement of an apprentice/trainee.

(f) an evaluation of the growth, breadth, effectiveness and future provision of vocational education in schools,

It is perceived that schools don't have adequate equipment, expertise, and/or time to provide the highest quality VET.

(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.

The combination in the figures of both trainees and apprentices fudges the figures. Generally there was ignorance about where such statistical information could be found. It was thought that it should be on the World Wide Web.

Full Response:
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, including:

(a) an evaluation of the place of the new apprenticeships scheme within the national priorities set for Australia's vocational education system and the appropriateness of those priorities, with particular reference to:


(i) resource allocation across the sector, between the states and territories, and within program priorities,

The NTUSU understands that stakeholders in the sector would be happier with more resources, that is, human resources and increased funding to support training activities.

Problems identified in relation to the level of funding included that there is no allowance for the situation in remote/regional situations where travelling to remote communities may be required. In some cases in the Northern Territory there is a need to travel to communities where there is no road access and therefore trainers/instructors are required to fly! There is also a perception that money has been taken away from the "shop floor", so to speak, and these funds have been redirected towards the administration area. This has led to a training environment where there is a lack of adequate materials/resources for use by apprentices/trainees in their "practice" of skills. Apprentices/trainees may get "new" materials when they do a test, but not as they are skilling up to be examined. At the NTU, Diesel Mechanic apprentices gave the example that they are expected to practice pulling down motors and rebuilding them with gaskets and parts which have been used and reused. It is not until they are being examined that they gain access to "new" materials which will enable them to complete their examination task(s) adequately.

Problems with human resources levels is exemplified by an example taken from the Construction trade training area at NTU. Four years ago there were four staff in construction, now there are two. As a result they have more training responsibilities/work to deal with, as well as the increased administrative and CBT reporting tasks/responsibilities. This example seems to be representative of the common experiences under the new system.


(ii) demographic distribution and equity of structured training opportunities,

For full information check the statistics at the NTU website to be found at:

http://www.ntu.edu.au/admin/pvche/planning/stats/index.html

As may be expected there are still not enough women represented in the trade areas! Also there have been problems identified with older apprentices/trainees who are supposedly under the new system able to attain credentials for the experience and skills that they have gained in the workplace. However it is agreed by all stakeholders that there is inadequate income support provisions for those people, who have significant financial commitments (whether family or lifestyle associated), to seriously consider suffering the drop in income concomitant with new apprenticeships/traineeships. Indeed, younger, single apprentices/trainees who attend NTU from remote/regional areas and therefore utilise NTU's on-site accommodation at North Flinders International House (NFIH) have told the NTUSU that the payments they receive when on block release (which is not the responsibility or at the level of their usual pay packet) are insufficient even to pay the rent at NFIH let alone cover ongoing financial commitments (like personal and/or car loans) and recreational activities.


(iii) opportunities for youth and for older people, and

It is harder, if not impossible, for some older people to take advantage of the new apprenticeship/traineeship arrangements because of the income support issue raised at the point immediately above.


(iv) the respective obligations of industry and government;

Some respondents where of the opinion that ITAB's need to work more to inform industry and employers of what is going on with the new apprenticeships system. Industry and employers remain ignorant of how new apprenticeships/traineeships operate. There was a perception expressed that, particularly in the Northern Territory, this is because the actual development of the packages was probably done in consultation with big firms "down south" by committees also based "down south". Further it was thought that during the development stage not much honest consideration was given to regional conditions, that is, the "tyranny of distance", especially those we experience here in the Northern Territory if trainers have to travel to remote communities. Further, the liaison and troubleshooting function(s) that may have previously been met by industry and/or government have been passed onto the Registered Training Organisations. Such "passing on" only adds to funding and resource pressures already weighing heavily on RTO's.

(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, and specifically whether:


(i) training outcomes are of diminishing quality

There is a perception that this is true. This is because of the "simulated environment" that the training occurs in. It may be that the apprenticeship/trainee can achieve "nominal" competency in a certain task or skill, that is, they are able to "do it". However the apprentice/trainee may take much longer to achieve an outcome that would be an accepted standard out in industry or on the "shop floor". Also there is a problem identified with the fact than now the RTO signs off the award without consulting with the employer as the RTO (university) used to do previously. In short, there is lots of room for shonky operators to rush some students through rather than to persevere with them until they have gotten it "right". There was a perception expressed that the system is open to abuse because RTO's are paid by results. Some shonky operators may choose to simply accredit people to guarantee their income. However, here at NTU it is worth noting that despite this danger we have won Apprentice of the Year for the last couple of years running and so it was felt that the training outcomes achieved at NTU are currently of increasing, not diminishing, quality.


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

In several senses if was felt that this is true because/if (i) those older students with adequate wherewithal can pay their way to an award that they otherwise wouldn't have had achieved, and (ii) that employers may be keen to have their experienced, but "unaccredited" workforce gain qualifications rapidly. However, as far as procuring actual paid work during their training period (if they aren't already in paid employment), it is much harder for older people gain a foothold, because some employers are unwilling to pay adult wages to anyone over 21, they would rather pay someone who is younger and cheaper to employ to get their qualification. This means these employers won't readily select an older person as an apprentice if they don't already employ them. So claims that older people are benefiting more than younger people are hard to substantiate.


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

The overwhelming answer from respondents was: YES!

The RTO is responsible for administration of the system. Further, there was a perceived lack of continuity in the system as it is constantly being subjected to rigorous change implementation in ever shortening "round" periods.

However, in one sense it was thought that the system is less complex in one sense, and the change is to the advantage of students, with nationally consistent and recognised qualifications coming into existence where before each state and territory had different training requirements and levels for what were purportedly the "same sort of qualification".


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

YES refer to (b)(i) above. There is a perception that the government particularly had abrogated it's responsibility in relation to VET training and that these responsibilities have been pushed back on the RTO's. A further perception expressed was that NTETA and the Government are driving reform which cares only for management and "efficiency" values. For example, there is very little mention in NTETA's new mission statement of training, learning, teaching, etc. The mission statement concentrates on the values mentioned in the immediately preceding sentence.

(c) 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,

There was disappointment expressed with the belief that QETO endorsement is all that is required in relation to this matter and nothing else is required of the RTO's.


(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,

See above at (c)(i). However the NTUSU also understands that any RTO in the Northern Territory has to be registered with NTETA and to achieve such registration undergo a rigorous audit process. NTETA is also empowered to audit any organisation within 24 hours of receiving notice to that effect. However, it is worth noting that stakeholders interviewed at NTU remained unaware of these compliance provisions.


(iii) the level and quality of VET occurring within registered training organisations, including TAFE, private providers, workplaces and schools,

In relation to the last type of training organisations, that is, schools, it was expressed that there can be problems associated with quality of training because in order to present such a course the trainer/assessor only needs to have a tradie or "assessor" qualification. There was also, as mentioned elsewhere in this submission a call for stability in the system. It is perceived that there is always "change" occurring and the sort of activity(ies) required to institute/facilitate change, rather than adequate periods of consolidation when the delivery of packages themselves is fine tuned and reaches high levels of efficiency and even excellence.


(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,

Despite the situation outlined at (c)(ii) above it was believed that the RTO was responsible for monitoring whether the employer is honouring their training commitment to the apprentice/trainee. It was believed that this function at the NTETA level has been cut out. Further, the NTUSU was told that the register that collected and stored such information/data will cease to exist next week (as at 26/11/99)! There is also anecdotal evidence that some employers are engaging trainees in order to receive the subsidies available to them, but otherwise not honouring their training commitment to the trainee/apprentice. There are specific difficulties with monitoring such problems in the Northern Territory (no matter who is fulfilling the watchdog function) because of the NT's dispersed population.


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

There were instances recounted of unsafe machinery at some on the job training sites. This had resulted in the assessor wasting their time/trip out to the site, in the case of on the job training, because (obviously) they were unable to assess the apprentice(s)/trainee(s).


(vi) attainment of competencies under national training packages, and

"Non-endorsed" times can vary from RTO to RTO and this affects quality. NTETA confirmed that most apprenticeship packages are allocated (that is, funded for) 400 hours for completion of the award. In some cases apprentices with substantial industry experience may complete in as little as 100 hours. However in the case of indigenous apprentices it may take up to 3 times the allocation for the apprentice to complete. There was feeling of disappointment expressed that only outcomes are being measured. Also the issue of learning materials was mentioned. That is, that materials developed to augment/support training, despite national standards, can vary significantly. An example given was that a workbook in NSW = 10 pages whilst the same sort of workbook for the same course in WA = 100 pages, and further, estimations by comparatively similarly experienced lecturers/instructors can vary by 60 hours (example given by interviewee) per training package as to how long it should take for the "average" student to achieve "competency".


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

It was expressed that despite the advantages of the new apprenticeships system as far as providing flexibility, perhaps some apprentices found it confusing as to when they qualify for their next increase in wages or move to the next "level". For example, what happens in the case of an apprentice who achieves second year competency in their first year of apprenticeship. There was anecdotal evidence of apprentices in dispute with employers over what level they were at and what level of pay they should be receiving. Other stories involved apprentices who had completed their "theoretical" training quitting their job as an apprentice whilst still having significant time left to serve owing to their employer. Such apprentices then sought (and gained) employment as a fully qualified tradesperson with another employer. Would such cases be considered to be a "non-completion" or a completion of the apprenticeship/traineeship?

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


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

Student numbers at NTU are down. As mentioned elsewhere the viability of on the job training is subject to the Northern Territory's "tyranny of distance". Lastly, rather than more choice, courses are being cancelled in the Territory because of so called, "thin markets".


(ii) quality of structured training, 

Training is biased towards employment only. There is no allowance for cultural differences, ie packages may not be appropriate for use in ATSI community programs. There was also some concern about "ad hoc" module construction to suit the requirements of some employers or remote communities. An example was given of indigenous communities wanting to have people trained in modules which would enable them to carry out minor electrical repairs. There was misgivings expressed as to recipients of such training representing themselves as fully qualified electricians. Similar concerns were expressed that employers wanted piecemeal but very specialised training modules combined to create non-award on the job training courses for their employees. The fear about such training was that although recipients of such training might be able to perform specialised tasks they would miss out on significant "fundamentals" required to deal with exceptional/dangerous circumstances (again we cite the example of the "electrician" above).


(iii) quality of teaching,
At NTU perceived to be excellent, again the example of NTU winning Apprentice of the Year.


(iv) appropriateness of curriculum and learning resources,

There was some satisfaction expressed in relation to this question. The curriculum and learning resources have received a substantial "injection of new blood" because of the reformulation of courses and learning materials associated with the CBT and/or New Apprenticeship/Traineeship programs. However, it was noted that most training materials were not suitable for ATSI apprentices/trainees, perhaps because such apprentices/trainees did not have prerequisite literacy skills, or materials may not be "culturally appropriate" etc. 


(v) range and availability of student services, and

Diminishing. Efficiencies and "user choice" do not impact favourably on the range and availability of student services.


(vi) effects of fees and charges on TAFE;

Recreation/quality of life courses have disappeared from the TAFE curriculum. This because there is no money allocated to run such programs. The student must be willing to pay for such courses, otherwise the fact is they have been CUT! Generally, materials costs to apprentices/trainees are increasing.

(e) an evaluation of the provision of Commonwealth and state employers' subsidies, including:


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

Despite discussion above about "shonky" employers accessing subsidies simply to gain the money and then reneging on their training responsibilities to the apprentice/trainee, there is anecdotal evidence that for genuine employers with an intention to honour their training responsibilities to the apprentice/trainee, the current subsidies are not in themselves sufficient to encourage the engagement of an apprentice/trainee.


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

As mentioned elsewhere the worst impact is the tendency for some employers to put everyone on traineeships and take the subsidy money and do little else.


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

See elsewhere in this report re this.

(f) an evaluation of the growth, breadth, effectiveness and future provision of vocational education in schools, including:

It is perceived that schools don't have adequate equipment, expertise, and/or time to provide the highest quality VET. There is a perception that school training may be facilitated by a trainer who is just ticking the boxes rather than undertaking rigorous examination of students competencies. When some students have received RPL when they come to NTU/TAFE, it is soon discovered that they don't really have those skills they have gotten RPL for. That is, they can't really do basic tasks (and certainly not at an "industry standard level"). Also in relation to school VET are fears that some students are not really being interested in the VET training: they just want to get out of maths class (for example). This sort of attitude impacts upon the success of VET programs, because obviously such students at no point put in an honest effort to be successful at their training/studies.


(i) the quality of provision of VET in both government and non-government schools,

See comments elsewhere in this report re this.


(ii) the relationship between vocational education in schools, and accredited training packages,

See comments elsewhere in this report re this.


(iii) the effectiveness and quality of curriculum materials and teaching,

See comments elsewhere in this report re this.


(iv) accountability provisions for the funding of vocational education in schools, and

See comments elsewhere in this report re this.


(v) school-to-work transitional arrangements; and

Anecdotal evidence that schools careers advice counsellors are not adequately trained, ie wrong advice given to students. However this is though of as a "teething problem" and the situation is improving. It was also thought by some that students should drop out school and come to VET rather than undertake VET at school. The problem perceived in relation to school VET was that young people get used to sitting around, rather than obtaining a work ethic (if they had a genuine apprenticeship/traineeship). It was also thought that young people because of this requirement to train without commensurate income can develop/experience social problems.

(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.

The combination in the figures of both trainees and apprentices fudges the figures. It is impossible to tell if more or less apprenticeships are being undertaken. Generally there was ignorance about where such statistical information could be found. It was thought that it should be on the World Wide Web.
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