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Submission to the

Inquiry into the Quality of Vocational

Education and Training in Australia

Background to this Submission

1.
This submission is made on behalf of the Rural Industry Training Advisory Body (ITAB) Network. This Network is composed of the national and the seven State/Northern Territory Rural ITABs.  Each of these bodies is controlled by a Council principally comprised of representatives of farmer and related organizations.  Just as most agriculture, horticulture and related enterprises are small business, these representatives are almost exclusively small business hands-on owners or managers.  This submission represents this “small-business” perspective for about 450,000 enterprises embracing agriculture, horticulture, land management, veterinary nursing and related industries.  In this submission this extensive coverage is collectively referred to as the Rural Industry.

2.
Because the well being of most rural and remote communities depends on the local agriculture and horticulture activity, and successful pursuit of agriculture and horticulture in turn depends on the viability and infrastructure of local communities,  this submission has taken into account concerns of those rural communities.

3.
The national and State/Northern Territory components of the Rural ITAB Network were set up by governments at various times over the past 20 years to improve the quality and availability of education and training for the Rural Industry.  Significant impact started to occur with the advent of competency-based training in the early 1990’s and the introduction of competency-based national curriculum in the mid 1990’s furthered the involvement of industry in determining training outcomes. It was the advent of the National Training Framework, New Apprenticeships and Training Packages in 1997 which has really ensured that vocational education and training is directed to industry’s needs.  The Rural ITAB Network has played a principal role in developing Training Packages and facilitating the implementation of the National Training Framework and New Apprenticeships.

4.
Addressing the Terms of Reference

a.
This Submission addresses each of the itemised Terms of Reference.

b.
The National Training Framework incorporating Training Packages and New Apprenticeships provides a most effective framework for skills formation and improving productivity of the Australian workforce.  Incorporated within this structure is the opportunity to provide workplace-related educational skills at public expense. We would question whether public funding should be made available to provide post school education and training which is not directed at improving workplace productivity when there is clearly a shortage of funds being made available to support workplace related learning – particularly in Rural Australia.

5.
Evaluation of the new apprenticeship scheme within national priorities set for the vocational education system
a.
Resource allocation

(1)
Generally, funding (and hence resource allocation) is inadequate to satisfy the thin markets common in rural and remote areas.  The normal practice is for State Training Authorities to use thick market or urban-industry criteria in funding allocations and expect training providers delivering to rural and remote areas to somehow make-do.  This has exacerbated inequity for rural Australia. (Note: Markets are said to be ‘thin’ when there are insufficient demanders, and/or suppliers to promote a degree of vigour in the market)

(2)
A key opportunity offered under the new VET system is that of recognising the skills and knowledge of persons who have gained workplace competence through a variety of experiences.  Evidence gathered from a number of Rural Industry trial cases of Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) is that the extent of unrecognised skill is very considerable.  If RPL can be extensively offered it would:

(a)
significantly reduce the level of public funding unnecessarily spent on re-training those already equipped with necessary skills and knowledge

(b)
establish the true level of qualifications of those in the Australian workforce – particularly in agriculture and horticulture – where it is alleged that we fall behind OECD counterparts. (See Cullen Report on Workskills and National Competencies: External Benchmarks: Jul 97)

(3)
Unfortunately government funding had not been allocated for RPL.  Funding for assessment is only available as part of institution-based delivery programs.  At this time RPL is only available on a fee-for-service basis – the fee being paid by the assessee.

(4)
Whilst it may be argued that the beneficiary of RPL is the assessee because it improves his/her employment opportunities, a principal beneficiary is also the community both in international reputation and in savings on cost of unnecessary training.  It therefore behoves the community to make a major contribution to the cost of RPL.

(5)
A further factor in relation to RPL is that recognition of acquired competency removes barriers and provides positive encouragement for persons to advance their learning to higher levels.

b.
Demographic Distribution and Equity

(1)
Persons undergoing training in rural and remote areas, particularly in New Apprenticeships, are currently disadvantaged by lack of funding to enable the registered provider of training (RTO) to visit the workplace (which is often far removed) to assist the employer with guidance for on-the-job training, to interface with the student and to undertake assessment in the workplace.

(2)
The provision of education and training for Rural Australia requires special consideration in funding and should not be required to conform to the funding models which are based on urban conditions.  For example it is extremely difficult to form economic class sizes because:

(a)
most rural industry enterprises are small businesses and unlikely to have more than one trainee/employee,

(b)
the enterprises are usually widely separated from each other and from centres of education and learning, and

(c)
the range of produce grown in a region is not necessarily uniform across all enterprises and training requirements differ across enterprises.

(3)
Special support is needed for small businesses (especially in rural and remote areas) which take on a trainee for the reasons that:

(a)
For small businesses, taking on a trainee is usually a one-off event, managed by the owner and has to be successful at first attempt otherwise the New Apprenticeship system loses credibility and employer and trainee suffer.

(b)
In medium and large businesses taking on trainees are recurrent events and dedicated staff are generally on hand to supervise the training program and establish on-going links with NACs and RTOs.  One bad experience does not jeopardise the process.

This special support may best be provided through financial assistance to regional industry associations or community groups to undertake this additional role.

c.
Opportunities for youth and older people
Youth and older people are not specifically more advantaged or disadvantaged than any other age group by Training Packages, except that young people often require more community support than other groups.  RTOs, NACs and employers all have commercial benefit to be gained from participation in New Apprenticeships and provision needs to be made for funding a mentor/support person who looks after the interests of the trainee and who receives a fee when the trainee graduates.  We believe that such support would greatly increase the number of trainees who complete their traineeships.

d.
Respective obligations of industry and governments

(1)
For many Australian industries, including agriculture and horticulture, there has not been a tradition whereby qualifications have been a pre-requisite for employment.  Most learning has occurred on the job and before Training Packages no qualifications were available through these means.

(2)
Evidence forthcoming from current RPL case studies indicates that large numbers of employees and employers in the Rural Industry are now interested in obtaining qualifications (through RPL).

(3)
This constitutes a major change in this industry and may forecast a general preference by employers for workers with qualifications in the future.

(4)
Until this point is reached it is not reasonable to expect industries comprised mainly of small businesses, such as Rural, to make cash contributions towards general industry education and training.  It is enough that employers in such enterprises pay attention to the training needs of themselves and their own employees.

(5)
Governments can accelerate this process by ensuring adequate funds are available for the delivery of learning and RPL into rural and remote areas.  Rapid change from the present culture should not be expected but gains as they occur should be encouraged and used to further promotional activities.

6.
Evaluation of claims that key objectives of the new apprenticeship scheme are not being met
a.
“Training outcomes are of diminishing quality”

(1)
This assertion is not borne out by evidence from employers in the Rural Industry who have experience of a trainee or apprentice under the new system.  Their reaction reveals that the opposite is true.

(2)
We are aware that some RTOs believe that emphasis on workplace outcomes (ie to meet competency standards) weakens the opportunity for them to impart knowledge.  This is not a valid assumption and RTOs continue to be encouraged to use flair and innovation in their delivery processes. An underlying concept behind Training Packages is that learners should be supplied with the knowledge and skills which can be applied forthwith – not that which will be called upon only at sometime in the future when it may well be out-of-date or poorly remembered.  This means that the old system of Training Providers loading-up students with great quantities of theory, because this is a Providers only chance to equip a person for the future has been replaced by the opportunity for them to tailor learning to the immediate needs of students, and by making the process of learning pertinent and user friendly encouraging students to return again and again.  It is hard for many RTOs to accept this as other than risky.

b.
“Older people rather than younger people and new entrants to the workforce are the main beneficiaries”

This statement would appear to be true where enterprises have enrolled existing employees as trainees.  However in the Rural Industry all age groups are beneficiaries.

c.
“The system is more rather than less complex”

(1)
The system is more complex to the extent that the funding agencies are allocating funding based on “nominal hours” and applying this to the achievement of competence.  This takes no account of the acquisition of experience through workplace practice and the need for RTOs to visit the workplace to assist on-the-job trainees and for assessment, particularly in rural and remote areas.  This whole process is more complex than running fixed content, fixed entry and exit courses with no requirements for practical application.  However such course systems did not meet industry needs so the comparative simplicity of such systems becomes irrelevant.

(2)
Assessment of competence is more complex than awarding qualifications based on course attendance and theory exams.

(3)
RTOs which have surmounted these initial problems report greater satisfaction with the concept of New Apprenticeships particularly as they perceive the greater relevance to workplace outcomes and improved industry productivity.

d.
“The system is being driven by financial incentives and targets rather than the needs of industry”
(1)
This statement is supported to the extent that the nature of their contracts appears to force NACs into achieving numbers rather than participant satisfaction.

(2)
The use of incentive payments for employers taking on New Apprentices is justifiable to the extent that employers playing their part devote considerable effort to on-the-job training and warrant recompense (sometimes they do more than the RTO but this does not result in the RTO financial reward being reduced).  In addition incentive payments to employers appears to have been responsible for the significant increase in traineeships/apprenticeships to the overall benefit of individuals and Australia’s overall skill base.  Such incentives are justifiable when introducing new systems and encouraging employers to do something which they have not done before.  When the employment of trainees becomes accepted as a normal activity such incentives should be re-assessed.

(3)
A particular area of concern is where an NAC is also both a Group Training Company (GTC) and a Registered Training Organisation (RTO).  Anecdotal evidence suggests that in some cases such organisations are unable to separate the respective roles and, drawn by financial incentives, ensure that the person being signed-up is placed with the GTC and trained by the RTO arms.  The lack of clear separation can confound trainee and employer and deny fair access to choice where such is available.  In the eyes of Industry this can be perceived as conflict of interest.

7.
Quality of delivery by public and private providers of all types of VET

a.
Adequacy of administration, assessment and audit arrangements for RTOs and the credentials they issue

(1)
At the time of development of the Agriculture and Horticulture Training Packages, industry had been led to believe it would have a major role in assessment and thereby exercise a practical audit over those who provided the training.  To the great consternation of the Rural Industry this concept was suddenly changed and responsibility given to RTOs.  RTOs were also “deemed” to be competent to deliver and assess Training Packages based on their past registrations.  Further, additional powers were given to RTOs which satisfied State Training Agency Quality Assurance measures – often without reference to the industry which they had ostensibly been serving.

(2)
Whilst this superficially simplified the awarding of qualifications by putting delivery, assessment and credentialling into the one body or bodies, it has created distrust in the industry.

(3)
Stories of casual assessment or credentialling without assessment by some RTOs has alarmed industry and threatens the credibility of all qualifications.

(4)
Before the decision to put assessment into the hands of RTOs, the Rural Industry had worked-up a system for State Management Committees for assessment, with industry, provider and union members.  The Committee would be responsible to industry, providers and unions for the integrity of assessment.  Such a system if implemented now would overcome the problems being revealed by a profusion of assessors who are largely operating without the discipline required of such a position.

(5)
Another matter for concern about the current system is that State Training Authorities are not bound to include industry on audit panels, ie the recipient of the product can be excluded.

b.
Processes for recognition of RTOs, compliance audits and sanctions for breaches of conditions

(1)
There does not appear to be consistency between States.  In some cases the Rural ITAB, as the education and training arm of industry, is involved in registration and in others it is not.

(2)
In an attempt to put some quality into the process, some industry bodies, such as the Australian Golf Course Superintendants Association, are “endorsing” selected providers but this is only possible where industry associations are strongly involved in training and education issues and membership is “tight”.

c.
Level and quality of VET delivered by public, and private RTOs including schools
(1)
There is a broad range of attitudes in relation to the implementation of Training Packages.  A number of public and private RTOs are excelling in implementation and are meeting the expectations of industry and government.  These RTOs are characterised by strong industry focus and readiness to work closely with industry in both delivery and assessment.  They are innovative and flexible in using Training Packages and often have recent industry experience.

(2)
There are also a number of public and private RTOs opposed to the concept of Training Packages partly through:

(a)
a perceived loss of control of course content, delivery and assessment

(b)
resistance to a change which they do not fully comprehend

(c)
a belief that theory programs are superior to those which demand workplace application

(d)
an attraction to the commercial return from clients who have no intent to apply their skills in the Australian workplace.

d.
Delivery of on-the-job training by employers

(1)
Not suprisingly the performance of employers in delivering proper on-the-job training to trainees and apprentices varies from superb to poor.

(2)
At the low end of the scale the failure to deliver is not necessarily deliberate but often caused by unforeseen circumstances such as weather patterns, purchasing power for materials, absenteeism by the trainee.

(3)
Unless the allocated RTO keeps a close watch on the on-the-job training content and employer and trainee participation, the pressures of the moment within an enterprise can cause lapses in quality and quantity of delivery.  This is one of the principal failures of the funding system, almost universally adopted, which attempts to quantify costs in terms of nominal hours – a process suited only to the classroom and fixed content and duration courses – and which does not provide for RTO visits to rural and remote workplaces.

(4)
The support materials developed for Rural Training Packages are designed specifically for on-the-job learning but ready access to RTOs for additional support remains important.

e.
Range of work and facilities for on-the-job training
(1)
Pressures for placement of trainees, who generally outnumber interested employers, means that sometimes trainees are contracted to employers who have insufficient scope for broad-based training.

(2)
Responsibility for ensuring the workplace is adequate is unclear and requires attention.  Employers, NACs and RTOs each have commercial incentives to place trainees and no body has specific responsibility to look after the trainee’s interests.  Indeed, if the trainee poses any difficulties it is often in the interests of RTO and employer for the trainee to be encouraged to not complete the traineeship and for a replacement to be found.

(3)
One of the major difficulties in the rural industries is the distance between RTOs and workplaces.  Without regular workplace invigilation by a person with the trainee’s interests at heart the trainee is unlikely to gain full benefit from the traineeship.

(4)
Despite these disadvantages the New Apprenticeship system is far better overall than its predecessor and, with more attention to responsibilities and funding, can be readily improved.

(5)
An opportunity which can be exploited is the hiring by RTOs of workplace facilities particularly in rural and remote areas.  This would provide added cash flow for farmers etc, put their equipment to use during slack periods of the year and reduce the justification for capital investment and maintenance in RTO institutions which are frequently too far from the source of trainees.

f.
Attainment of Competence under National Training Packages

(1)
The Rural Training Packages are proving to provide a sound basis for the achievement of competence.

(2)
Promotion to the Rural Industry of the opportunities now offered through Training Packages remains a major problem.  We understand that recent DETYA studies reveal that few people know details of New Apprenticeships or the role or location of NACs.

(3)
Communication of training reform into the Rural Industry is difficult because it consists of hundreds of thousands of small business enterprises, the owners of which are pre-occupied with production matters.  There are no specialist staff committed solely to concepts of education and training.  Any promotional messages have to be pertinent to the enterprise and relate to productivity.  Generic marketing material for cross-industry distribution has little impact.  The best promotion comes from within the industry usually by word of mouth and it is important that each experience of the new system is good.

(4)
The Rural ITAB Network in conjunction with Rural Skills Australia and the School-Industry Link Outreach Liaison Officer have played key roles in promotional activities using a variety of imaginative approaches.  Funding to support this type of activity has been hard to obtain.  A proper allocation of funding is needed to extend the coverage and tailor delivery to the target Rural Industry audience.

(5)
A number of minor changes are needed to Rural Training Packages to further improve their usefulness.  Unfortunately the bureaucratic system in which they are embedded makes even minor adjustments extremely complex and slow.  This system needs to be readily responsive to the emerging needs of industry and providers by enabling the components of the packages to be changed to necessary by the body charged with the development.  This body is usually the National Industry Training Advisory Body (ITAB)

g.
Reasons for Increasing Non-Completions by trainees

(1)
The major upsurge in traineeships in the Rural Industry occurred in 1994 with the development of the national Rural Skills and National Amenity Horticulture Traineeships and the creation of industry Nettforce companies charged with marketing Traineeships.

(2)
These traineeships were a new concept for the Rural Industry.  The traineeship programs were designed with maximum flexibility to cater for the individual needs of enterprises (mixes of skills).

(3)
The Rural Training Packages followed this proven model and should be extending even further the annual increase in traineeship numbers which occurred under the previous system.  The fact that numbers have declined as reflected in Table 1 can be attributed to a number of causes:

Table 1

Comparison Rural and Related Level 2 Traineeship Commencements

Financial Years 1997/98 and 1998/99


Total Rural and Related Level 2

97/98
Total Rural and Related Level 2

98/99
Difference

+/(-)
%

Decrease/

Increase



NSW
841
617
(224)
-26.7%

VIC
885
719
(166)
-18.8%

QLD
1413
1189
(224)
-15.9%

SA
321
494*
173
54.0%

WA
246
122
(124)
-50.4%

TAS
286
107
(179)
-62.6%

ACT
25
24
(1)
-4.0%

NT
147
72
(75)
-51.0%

Total
4164
3344
(820)
-19.7%

*

Note: It is believed the dramatic and atypical increase in South Australia was achieved when large numbers of existing workers as against new entrants, were engaged as trainees to attract Commonwealth Government incentives.

(Compiled by Rural Skills Australia from data gained from State and Territory Training Authorities)

(a)
The replacement of CESs by NACs

(i)
Whilst the quality of CESs varied, those which served Rural Australia were generally good with staff dedicated to meeting and matching the needs of unemployed and employers.  Without commercial pressures and with long standing reputations to maintain in small communities, considerable care was usually taken to ensure trainee and employer needs coincided.

(ii)
The marketing efforts of the Rural Nettforce company (Rural Skills Australia - RSA) could be focused on CESs and RTOs plus employers, parents and trainees.  For their part the CESs were generally responsive, familiar with the content of Rural Traineeships and able to support the efforts of RSA.

(iii)
With the replacement of CESs by NACs the situation has dramatically changed.  As reported from time to time by Rural Skills Australia to DETYA NACs appear to be more concerned with marketing themselves than traineeships and in order to meet their contract targets concentrate on enlisting town-based trainees rather than place trainees to the more difficult and dispersed agriculture and horticulture enterprises where employers are not close to the NAC location.

(iv)
This situation is not helped by residual Nettforce companies such as RSA being excluded by contract with DETYA from their past role of providing advice and assistance to individual employers, parents or trainees.  Table 2 illustrates the increase in trainee numbers during the active participation by RSA as a broad-based promoter of traineeships and the downturn since this role was passed to NACs.


RSA should be funded to provide widespread promotion and marketing of New Apprenticeships in rural and remote areas.

Table 2

RURAL TRAINEESHIP COMMENCEMENTS BY STATE/TERRITORY 92/93 to 97/98











State/Terr
92/93
93/94
1995 (1)
1996
96/97
1997
97/98
98/99











NSW
401
417
301
582
600
769
841
617

VIC
0
5
170
757
730
721
885
719

QLD
169
151
154
583
756
1094
1413
1189

SA
0
0
15
160
179
208
321
494

WA
69
68
98
226
248
299
246
122

TAS
78
81
127
180
222
273
286
107

NT 
9
30
41
128
91
155
147
24

ACT
0
0
9
11
25
28
25
72

TOTAL
726
752
915
2627
2851
3547
4164
3344

Note:
(1)
Rural Skills Australia came into operation in 1995.

(2)
This increase in SA is attributed to a large number of existing workers being signed up as trainees
(Compiled by Rural Skills Australia from data gained from State and Territory Training Authorities)

(b)
Support for the Trainee

(i)
Even when matching of trainee, traineeship and employer is well done there is a need for a support structure to encourage and help the trainee and to mediate during conflicts between employer and trainee (who in the latter case often for the first time is exposed to the discipline of work experience)

(ii)
This support can be provided by communities, industry or service organisations or where this is lacking could be provided by individuals specially engaged for the task if only the funding structure allowed this to happen.  Currently it does not.

(c)
DETYA Project: Support Models to Assist new Apprenticeships Completions


This project is strongly supported and is expected to throw light on further reasons for non-completions and guidance on corrective action.  The project is due for completion in September 2000

8.
Impact on VET from user choice

Concept

a.
User choice as a concept is supported however it is more applicable to medium and large enterprises which have repetitive requirements and the bargaining power of student numbers than it is with the one-off events of small business particularly in the Rural Industry.  For user choice to be effective in such circumstances particularly in traineeships, NACs would need to make enterprises aware of all training support options.

Viability
b.
In some regions where markets are thin user choice could threaten the continued viability of public providers and there has consequently been official curtailment in user choice opportunities in some areas.

Leading the Way

c.
In a number of cases private providers have shown more flair, innovation and marketing skill than public providers and have captured new markets with the opportunities presented by Rural Training Packages.  This has been an important goad in stirring the public sector out of lethargy and has helped in introducing training reform into the Rural Industry.

Continuity

d.
Private Providers have no guarantee of continued existence and without special intervention by State Training Authorities individual closures of Private Providers can place student records and even program completions in jeopardy.

Quality

e.
It is doubtful whether the quality of teaching by some private providers could be any worse than that offered by some public providers.  The additional incentive for private providers to achieve excellence is that their future rests on their reputation and the service they offer whereas pubic providers tend to continue in time regardless of their performance.

Teaching Materials

f.
We have heard of situations where materials produced by public providers with funds provided from the public purse, have been denied to private providers or offered at exorbitant cost.  To offset this Rural Training Packages contain extensive Learning Materials readily available at nominal cost to public or private providers, schools or individuals thus opening the opportunities for user choice where it is permitted or available.

g.
The concept of Training Packages is not generally well enough understood by RTOs despite our best efforts through numerous seminars/workshops and publications.   There is a residual belief that Training Packages are a substitute for curriculum whereas Training Packages are in fact a measurement instrument by which a person can be assessed for competence and that competence linked to a qualification.   Obviously if the delivery of training is to result in the trainee being assessed as competent, the Training Package should also be accepted as providing direction to RTOs for the content of training.

h.
Against this background RTOs are encouraged to use the teaching resources to which they are accustomed, modified as necessary to produce the result defined by Training Packages.  In some cases national curriculum has been developed based on an earlier version of the Training Package standards.  Such curriculum has been mapped to the relevant Training Package thus simplifying the task for RTOs.

i.
To support the Rural Training Packages an extensive range of Learner’s Guides has been developed.  These are designed to help on-the-job learning by the user and provide guidance for the application of knowledge to the workplace, however they are not textbooks or technical manuals.   Although designed for on-the-job learning they are also being used by school and post school RTOs for off-the-job teaching

j.
The combination of existing teaching materials and these new Learning Guides, means, for the Rural Industry at least that there are now more teaching/learning resources than ever before however this does not redress the imbalance of funding for delivery and assessment by RTOs.

Student Services

k.
As previously mentioned, a major weakness in the system is the lack of provision of personal mentors who have the interest of the trainee at heart and who would encourage and counsel the trainee and mediate in disputes.

Fees & Charges
l.
Anecdotal evidence indicates that public funding of New Apprenticeships is not adequate for rural and remote areas, for the reasons previously mentioned.   There is some evidence that with innovative approaches to delivery and assessment within the rules of the Rural Training Packages, costs can be reduced in more closely settled regions but this is not yet proven.

m.
We are concerned that in an attempt to effect delivery and assessment within the available public funding some RTOs will fail to meet quality criteria.  This could discredit the new system and we are not convinced that State Training Authorities have adequate audit and disciplinary measures in place to deter potential abusers of the system.

9.
Evaluation of employer subsidies
Existing Subsidies
a
As previously mentioned (para 6d) we see considerable value in the use of incentives to encourage employers to engage trainees.

b.
Although an additional incentive payment is available in regional Australia where skill shortages are in evidence, this only applies to Level  III trainees.  We believe that a special subsidy should be paid to all employers in regional Australia for all levels of trainees.  Our evidence indicates that there are more potential trainees than there are employers willing to take them on.  (An example being in northwestern NSW where 40 cotton industry trainees have been signed up in the past 3 months with a further 60 potential trainees awaiting employers)  This reflects the increasing cost of labour over the years in comparison with the relatively cheaper cost of increased mechanisation (larger machinery etc) and the need to gain production efficiency because of declining terms of trade.  This has reached the point where owners/managers often perform manual tasks at the expense of performing management functions.  There is an expectation that having experienced the benefits of employing a skilled helper (through the traineeship system) employers will perceive the value of a full or part time employee and more opportunities for employment will be opened up.  The high retention rate of trainees at the end of their traineeship with employers who previously had no permanent staff gives support to this proposition.

Accountability and Audit.
c.
We have no details on these procedures and expect that these are intended to be effective.

10.
Evaluation of VET in Schools
a.
Background
(1)
The National Farmers’ Federation (NFF), in conjunction with Rural Skills Australia, has been managing the Rural Industry SILO Project, (SILO - Schools-Industry Links Outreach) for over 12 months.  This is a national project and is funded by the Australia Student Traineeship Foundation (ASTF).  

(2)
The aim of the Rural Industry SILO Project is to raise the profile and participation rate of school based rural industry workplacement programs with primary producers in regional, rural and remote locations.  This is a “grass roots” project, which has allowed for specific feedback for VET in Schools in rural and remote communities.  

(3)
Historically, there has been limited activity in school-industry programs in agriculture and horticulture workplaces.  This project created 174 new workplace opportunities for senior secondary school students in 12 months in 15 targeted regions.  Enrolments so far for the 2000 school year program exceed 200 and reflect appropriate growth.

(4)
The deliberate “grass roots” focus of the project provides a ready access to agriculture and horticulture employers and industry/commodity organisations in local areas, which resulted in just under 1500 employer visits and around 230 school visits.

(5)
In general terms it is acknowledged that schools and industry in rural Australia are implementing VET in Schools programs to suit local conditions, particularly as there is a lower percentage of senior secondary students who go onto higher education than in capital cities.  There are however structural impediments for rural and remote Australians.

(6)
The benefits from the SILO program in the Rural Industry are significant and the program should be expanded to embrace more regions.

b.
Systemic Issues

(1)
Transport

(a)
The major impediment for rural and remote VET in Schools is the logistical problems of arranging transport to undertake VET in Schools work placements that are out of the town centre.  In most cases this means ensuring appropriate transport arrangements for the individual student (eg parents, employers, backfill of school buses) and, if needed, suitable on-site accommodation for ‘block release’ for the period.

(b)
These costs are currently borne by the parent or the employer in rural and remote communities and is a disincentive to the program.  These costs should be covered by public funds as an interval part of the training program.

(2)
Specialist Teachers

(a)
Another major concern affecting the provision of VET in School studies, including rural industry studies, is access to specialist school teaching staff and related resources.  With the decline of specialist teacher numbers, attracting specialist teachers to inland regional and rural locations is difficult.

(b)
There is a perception that teachers will end up getting stuck in rural schools without any opportunity of transfer.  Indeed, many do not take up the initial offer of appointment.  

(c)
When a specialist teacher, in any discipline receives a transfer out of a school the delay in obtaining a replacement is usually counted in school semesters, rather than weeks, and can be as long as one year. This is a great disadvantage to students.

(d)
Parents are very supportive of VET in School programs, but quite rightly are becoming wary of them because of the volatility of available specialist teachers.  There is fear of the student being left without a subject teacher, in some cases for most of the term or even for the school year.

(e)
It is crucial that:

(i)
more specialist teachers are trained; and

(ii)
an attractive system of teacher transfer arrangements for rural postings be introduced.

(3)
Resources

(a)
The lack of funding being provided by schools authorities for the provision of agricultural and horticultural training remains a concern.  Handling and storage of farm chemicals and OH&S training is vital training for all students prior to commencing their VET in Schools work placement.  The provision of this type of training is not normally within the capability of the school environment, so it is usually necessary for it to be externally purchased. 

(b)
While resources within schools are always scarce it is disappointing that funding for schools located in high agricultural production areas is restricted to such an extent that it prevents the adequate provision of training.  The alternatives are that it can be purchased from a Registered Training Organisation (RTO) or the school attains RTO status so that it can teach these mandatory subjects.

(c)
In general terms, many school staff have expressed concerns about the monopolistic position of Registered Training Organisations in rural areas, particularly those providing agriculture and horticulture training, where the pricing regime for the provision of training reflects a monopoly rent position.  Increasingly, schools are starting to register as RTOs to deliver agriculture and horticulture training, which will overcome the problem provided they can maintain the necessary quality of outcome.

(d)
The cost of delivery of VET in schools is greater than that for academic subjects and the continued introduction of VET in schools should not be jeopardised by the fact that VET costs more to deliver. The additional cost should be recognised in allocation of funding.

(4)
Academic versus VET

(a)
High schools in rural areas have to make deliberate decisions in relation to tight resource allocations in their offerings for student subject selections.  This often means a school can offer either an academic stream, which will lead students onto university, or alternatively, a VET related stream, but not both.  With approximately 70% of students who complete Year 12 not immediately going on to university, there is an urgent need for schools to incorporate VET subjects in their offerings for student subject selections.

(b)
While there is genuine support from the Departments of Education to implement VET in Schools, there are notable pockets of resistance from some schools that wish to maintain misguided and outdated ideals of academic reputations, and these need attention from Department authorities.  For example, some school principals refuse to change to implementing VET in the school despite demands from the local community. 

(5)
Training Packages

It is our understanding that from the year 2000 State and Territory Boards of Studies will incorporate the Agriculture and Horticulture Training Packages within their respective school courses.  The only exception to this is Western Australia, which has been slow to introduce Training Packages.

(6)
Years 9 and 10

(a)
A constant criticism of the current VET in Schools system is the inability of students in Years 9 and 10 to access VET in Schools in the meaningful way that is available to senior secondary students.

(b)
This is particularly evident in rural and remote schools that only cater to Year 10.  It is usual that many students have to travel to regional centers to complete their senior secondary schooling.

(c)
Many teachers are aware of students who are going to leave in Year 10, including many indigenous students, and it would be most appropriate to provide these students with VET related subjects and work placements.  The rural industry is most attractive to these students and is not catered for in the current climate.  This needs urgent attention.

(7)
School based part-time New Apprenticeships

There are many opportunities for school based part-time New Apprenticeships in rural and regional areas.  There appears to be no funding body to support and drive this exciting initiative although the Australian Student Traineeship Foundation (ASTF) may be well placed to extend its scope and undertake such a task because of its highly successful school-based work placement programs.

(8)
Careers Advisers

(a)
Career Advisers are in a position to significantly influence a student’s career choices.  A common complaint from Rural Industry SILO Liaison Officers and Cluster Coordinators is that many Career Advisers don’t seem to realise the responsibility they hold and don’t treat the position in the manner that it deserves.  Many have little qualification for the position and many are teachers who have been moved sideways into the position as a less demanding task than teaching.

(b)
There are many Career Advisers who are misinformed about technological advances and career options in the Rural Industry.  Indeed there are some who refuse to promote specific industries to students because it does not accord with their personal views.  There are many who still promote VET with disdain and recommend academic qualifications as the only means of obtaining a fulfilling career.

(c)
It is recommended that Education Departments and schools radically review their policy regarding selection processes for the filling of Career Adviser positions, and occupants should be provided with appropriate supporting professional development to elevate the position to one of importance in the schools and the system.

11.
Assessment of statistical information on performance of National VET systems

a.
We often have difficulty in obtaining statistics on New Apprenticeships from State Training Authorities.  We have difficulty in reconciling such figures that we can obtain with national data produced by the National Centre for Vocational Education and Research (NCVER).

b.
The figures collected by DETYA from NACs are based on ANZSIC codes which do not relate to the occupations described in Rural Training Packages.  Statistical collections should be corrected to conform to the new system so that meaningful data is available.

c.
We have not been able to obtain from State Training Authorities contact details of trainees and their employers on grounds of privacy.  As a result we are unable to survey satisfaction levels with the New Apprenticeship system as it applies in the Rural Industry including Training Package suitability and the roles played by the various participants.  This is a major obstacle to instituting improvements or directing further counseling.

12.
Summary

a.
In summary the Vocational Education and Training System as reflected in the National Training Framework, Training Packages and New Apprenticeships has presented new and exciting opportunities to the Rural Industry and has its support.

b.
As expected with such a radical change a number of matters require fine tuning but further major change is not warranted.

13.
Recommendations

a.
The new VET system be maintained


(see para 4a: 7e(4): 7f(1): 12)

b.
VET funds not be used for education and training which is not related to workplace productivity


(see para 4b)

c.
Appropriate funding be allocated to Rural Industry VET delivery and assessment, including Recognition of Prior Learning


(see paras 5a, b, d: 8l, m: 10b (3) )

d.
Industry associations or community groups be given financial assistance to support small businesses which participate in New Apprenticeships


(see para 5b (3) )

e.
NACs be required to serve the interests of the Rural Industry


(see paras 6d: 7g (3) (a) )

f.
Incentive payment system to employers of New Apprentices be retained


(see para 6d (2): 9)

g.
A rural and remote special incentive be paid to employers to encourage increased take-up of New Apprenticeships


(see paras 6d : 9)

h.
The opportunities for conflict of interest arising in NACs which are also GTCs and/or RTOs be examined


(see para 6d (3) )

i.
Industry should be given a greater responsibility for the quality of assessment


(see para7a)

j.
RTOs be required to deliver and assess in accordance with Training Packages.


(see paras 7a, b, c, d, e,)

k.
National ITABs be empowered to effect timely changes to Training Packages to keep them up-to-date.


(see para 7f)

l.
A mentor program be introduced to support trainees and apprentices


(see paras 5c: 7b: 8k)

m.
RTOs be encouraged to hire commercial Rural Industry workplaces as an alternative to maintaining institution-based facilities.


(see para 7e (5) )

n.
User choice be retained


(see para 8a)

o.
NACs be required to promulgate user-choice options


(see para 8)

p.
State Training Authorities to pay closer attention to auditing RTOs


(see para 8m)

q.
SILO program in the Rural Industry be expanded


(see para 10a (6) )

r.
VET in schools be extended to accommodate students in years 9 and 10


(see para 10)

s.
Transport costs for VET in schools in rural and remote areas be incorporated into the funding allocation


(see para 10 b (1) (3) )

t.
Appropriate funding be provided for VET in schools particularly in rural areas


(see para 10 b (3) )

u.
School career advisors be carefully selected and trained for the task


(see para 10b (8) )

v.
Enlistment and training of VET teachers in rural schools be improved


(see para 10b (2) )

w.
Rural Skills Australia be empowered to promote New Apprenticeships to all sections of the Rural Community.


(see para 7 g (3) (a) )

x.
ASTF’s role be expanded to include VET in schools


(see para 10 b (7) )

y.
Statistical data be collected which directly relates to Training Packages


(see para 11 b)

z.
Data on New Apprenticeships employers and trainees be made available to ITABs


(see para 11 c)

aa.
Adequate marketing funds be allocated to the Rural ITAB Network, RSA and SILO


(see para 7 f)
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