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AUSTRALIAN SECONDARY PRINCIPALS ASSOCIATION INC

SUBMISSION TO SENATE, WORKPLACE RELATIONS, SMALL BUSINESS AND EDUCATION COMMITTEE

An inquiry into the quality of vocational education and training in Australia

INTRODUCTION:

The Australian Secondary Principals Association Inc (ASPA) is the professional association which represents the leaders of government schools throughout the nation. Its 2000 members are responsible for the delivery of curriculum options for over 70% of the nation’s secondary aged children. ASPA has been raising concerns about the provision of vocational education in the nation’s schools for most of the nineties.

The present submission is drafted from the viewpoint of secondary schools. It concentrates on the areas of the Committee’s terms of reference which are most relevant to secondary schools. ASPA notes in the very first sentence that the committee is to investigate the effectiveness of the vocational education and training sector in developing the skills formation and productivity of the Australian workforce. It is this effectiveness which has concerned ASPA since it first became involved in the matter of vocational training in schools. It will also be noted that ASPA’s observations cannot be made without reference to what it perceives to be some deficiencies in the approach which the various Australian governments make to education generally. Vocational education in schools cannot be isolated conveniently from the rest of the education scene.

Across the country, all Vocational Education in Schools is based upon Industry specific programs  within the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF).  There are differing approaches between states and between schools in those states.  In some states, students will access components of an AQF level 1 program.  In other states, students will access all of a AQF Level 1, 2 or 3 program.  These programs are generally linked to Structured Workplace Learning.  Structured Workplace Learning (SWL) is a planned means of delivering competencies in the workplace which are required for an employee to function effectively, and takes place over an extended period of time.  In some states such as Victoria, such programs contribute to an ENTER score as a part of the year 12 certificate and tertiary entrance.

It is worth noting that the terms TAFE and VET are often used interchangeably in discussions in this general area. It is important that the terms are defined and then used consistently. ASPA prefers to use the generic term “vocational education and training In Schools” (VETIS) to describe AQF Industry specific courses of study which generally include a Structured Workplace Learning component.  We should be mindful of the fact that in addition to courses offered generally in schools some Company specific but widely recognised qualifications will be incorporated within the VETIS definition.  Eg: CISCO Computer Networking Architecture Programs.

ASPA prefers not to use the term VET and offers VETIS as an alternative. The use of the terminology in the terms of reference of the present Inquiry is unfortunately, confusing.

School-based activities which we consider to be outside the VETIS program, but within the purvey of general education are programs such as Work Experience and Careers Guidance and Counselling.

The submission follows in broad terms the numbering system used by the Committee in its terms of reference.

(a)
New Apprenticeship Scheme Priorities

The take-up rates of New Apprenticeships vary markedly around the states and territories.  In Victoria, only 800 secondary school students are involved in the scheme.  In Queensland, the take up rate is higher.  In the other states, the take up rate is very low.  It certainly seems that more have been taken up by older people, rather than the younger people for whom the program was originally intended.  This is of a major concern to ASPA because of its implications in retaining these young people within the school system.  Experience where the new apprenticeship schemes have been implemented in schools is that they are highly effective in retaining “students at risk” of early school leaving.

(b)
Objectives of original new apprenticeships scheme

The programs are valued.  The original funding was delivered in a timely and effective manner.  There are concerns about continuity of funding, as there are about the whole VETIS agenda.  The direct funding of schools as Registered Training Operators (RTOs) is efficient and effective.  However, the New Apprenticeship Scheme adds an additional component to an already complex area, and there is some evidence that programs are being driven more by the needs of the structure than those perceived by the schools and local industry.  For example, in Victoria, a specific target was set for traineeships in both 1998 and 1999 which had no relationship to perceived needs.  There was no additional monies for places over these targets.

(c)
Quality of provision of nationally recognised and unrecognised “TAFE”

ASPA believes that secondary schools have a vital role to play in the delivery of both types of courses across the nation. It further believes that schools, if properly resourced and supported, can and do deliver VETIS of the highest quality. It also believes that in many cases it can deliver these services at a lower cost than many TAFE colleges and in environments which are much more conducive to full support of students and their families. Indeed in many parts of Australia there is no reasonable access to a TAFE and the local secondary school is the only possible avenue for the provision of VETIS training.

However there is plenty of evidence that more support for the provision of VETIS courses could and should be offered by local industries and that this support could be enhanced by the provision of more national leadership (both in industry and education), more resources in the schools, and the provision of more adequate and visible support in the form of workplace co-ordinators. The other major impediment to the delivery of the best quality programs is the ongoing uncertainty about funding, particularly for the continuation of workplace co-ordinators. ASPA raised this issue in a submission to a House of Representatives Committee (see below) in 1998.

Our experience tells us that employers are often not fully aware of the possibilities and the advantages to their communities of more structured workplace learning in association with schools. Further they are not confident that they will be able to cope with the requirements associated with accreditation, legal obligations and school expectations. In addition they need to know that arrangements will be ongoing and not subject to constant change. More workplace co-ordinators would assist in remedying this situation.

The submission will address aspects of these issues below.

(d)
Quality and accessibility

Growth of Demand for “TAFE” Type Courses
ASPA is not clear on what is meant by the policy of growth through efficiencies and user choice in this context. It certainly concurs that there has been rapid growth in the provision of and demand for VETIS programs. It is not certain that in many areas there is additional user choice. Initial Commonwealth funding through both ASTF and ANTA has been instrumental in promoting growth. ASPA has not been surprised by this; indeed it has long predicted that such growth was expected and needed. The current government is to be congratulated for recognising the need and at least in part for addressing it. ASPA contends however, that Australia still has an enormous distance to travel if it is to achieve a more effective VETIS sector (in international terms) and the maximum possible level of skills formation and productivity of the Australian workforce.

Growth of User Choice
ASPA also believes that there has been a welcome expansion of user choice with the addition of more courses in TAFE colleges and the introduction of private providers. It believes, however that most of this expansion of choice has occurred  through schools which are most often the first place where young people are given the chance to sample VETIS type courses. An earlier House of Representatives Committee report Today’s Training. Tomorrow’s Skills recognised that this interface was significant because of the potentially greater number of students to be involved than at other times (p84). ASPA is in no doubt that continued expansion depends on more courses being provided in schools as among other things it is simply not possible to locate TAFE colleges wherever there is a demand. In practice there is little realistic possibility of user choice in many areas.

The same report emphasises the need  to sell TAFE (and VETIS) to schools (p58) and also to secondary teachers who often have little experience of what TAFE (and VETIS) have to offer (p59). It also recommends that “careers guidance must be regarded as a legitimate need and right for all secondary students” (p59). Indeed it went so far as to recommend  “that the Commonwealth Government fund a universal careers guidance service.’ (p61). The Careers Education Association of Victoria with the support of the ASTF has developed a Quality Framework for careers programs, to provide careers co-ordinators in schools with a methodology for assessing the quality of the programs that they offer. (Career Education - Myth or Reality, Document produced in August, 1999). ANTA in its National VET strategy 1998-2003 also identifies the provision of comprehensive career advice as a means to enhance labour market mobility and seamless post-compulsory pathways. (Article by Damon Anderson).

ASPA agrees wholeheartedly.  Principals are understandably frustrated that resources never seem to be provided for needs such as these which are widely recognised and which are not new. There are probably fewer careers guidance officers in government secondary schools now than there were in 1998 when the House of Representatives report was drafted! A recent visit to New Zealand revealed that all secondary schools have full time trained careers officers!

Need for More Links Between Schools and Industry
It seems inevitable as TAFE colleges become bigger and specialise more, demand in many areas and in many subjects can  only be met by schools. However there is a need to look for more innovative and flexible approaches to obtain access to the best quality trainers, the necessary breadth of training and access to industrial experiences. Schools are of course well able to provide supportive environments to students which enhance learning and promote retention and successful conclusion of courses. 

Spring (CEO Department of Education, Training and Employment, SA) in a paper Learning to Do presented to the recent Victorian Principals Conference emphasises the positive results likely to be achieved by closer links between educators and work which he lists as: improving industry attitudes and commitment, the need for a broad and positive general education on which to build, supporting the development of a training culture, and the need for flexible and seamless pathways. (p3). ASPA has been making similar points for a number of years.

The ASTF and ASPA are currently developing a training program for School Principals with the aim of improving the relationship between secondary schools and industry. This is also one of the main objectives of the newly formed Education Trust in Victoria.  It may be worth considering the formation of a national “trust” whose function would be to develop links and guidelines between peak educational and industry bodies.  It may also be the vehicle for the determination of national educational training objectives and targets.  Overseas experience demonstrates that links between industry and primary schools are also well worth developing.

There is an urgent need for Education, including VETIS, to be seen as a national priority.  Again, overseas experience demonstrates that other countries have succeeded far better than we in achieving this.

Need for Access to “TAFE” in Schools
The House of Representatives report referred to above also made some strong statements about the most rational ways for such courses to be offered, the costs, and the barriers to effective action. Some of these points were made to that Committee by this Association. “There ought to be access for schools to ‘TAFE’ facilities at a reasonable cost where specialist facilities and courses are not available in schools” (ASPA p47) and also: “Collaboration between institutes of TAFE will avoid unnecessary duplication of resources and make ‘VET’ in school courses more industrially responsive.” (p47). The sad point of all of this is that what needs to be done has been known for some time.

Overseas Experience and Need for Serious Professional Development
Overseas experience suggests that partnerships involving the use of trainers with industrial expertise but not necessarily formal teacher training, part-time and short-term approaches, and where necessary student accommodation associated with training institutions can be successful. They need to be accompanied and supported by appropriate national accreditation processes. Above all there needs to be national leadership to aggressively sell the benefits of such training and to achieve parity of esteem with other types of training. Further the training of teachers (and trainers) needs to be tackled seriously - it needs to be ongoing, relevant and linked to performance rewards. Professional development of teachers (or Principals) in any field has never been taken seriously in Australia. Individual schools in England, for example commonly budget amounts as high as 25 000 pounds for professional development in schools with staffs of about 100. (Over $A500 per staff member with much higher amounts for Principals). Similar sized Australian schools commonly allow amounts less than $100 per teacher!

The Scandinavian Approach
In 1998 this Association had two members present at an international conference in Norway where the focus was on links between education and the community. Their reports were reinforced by those who attended a recent international conference in Helsinki and who visited schools in Singapore, England and Sweden. Australia is sadly lacking in its approach to the whole field of VETIS and schools, although some states do it better than others. Woolley in his report on the conference held in Trondheim in 1998, New Alliances in Learning for the Next Millenium speaks of the much higher percentage of GDP which Scandinavian countries allocate to education generally, their low youth unemployment rates and the close involvement of business in secondary education. There seems to be a national consensus on this matter in countries such as Norway which is sadly missing in Australia. “The recent and major reform agenda in Norway has focussed on three key areas - lessons from the past, the immediate needs of young people, and the needs of young people through to 2040.” He says later: “Immediate needs were essentially the skills young people require to enter higher education or the workplace”. Their system is characterised by low class sizes with “ a legal right to three years (effectively four for vocational education) of upper secondary education which is designed to qualify them for university entrance or an occupation. They are happy to create apprenticeship positions to meet the requirements of the vocational education system. In Scandinavian countries there seem to be arrangements which prevent young people from falling through the cracks such that training or employment is almost guaranteed. It is of further interest to note that in Norway vocational education, including contractual arrangements between schools and industry may even commence in primary schools! This Association believes Australia has much to learn from the arrangements which these countries make to advance their national interests by taking vocational (indeed all) education seriously. Perhaps we have no need to reinvent the wheel?

Fees and Schools
As far as fees are concerned schools are struggling to provide courses for students when TAFE providers seek to charge commercial rates for services provided. Neither schools nor parents can afford to pay the charges expected. In states where government policy precludes the payment of compulsory fees this situation is an impossibility. Once again this Association has raised this as a concern previously. (Today’s Training. Tomorrow’s Skills. p48).
(e) 
Subsidies

This is of a field in which ASPA has no particular expertise.  It seems that subsidies have been highly effective in supporting New Apprenticeship schemes in schools.  However we suspect that the availability of these subsidies is not as well known to employers (particularly small concerns in rural areas) as it might be. Once again workplace co-ordinators could assist here.

(f)
Growth, effectiveness and future provision

Need for Targetted Funding for Schools
ASPA believes that the provision of VETIS can and should be greatly expanded. It is concerned that current funding for VETIS in schools is based on a per capita arrangement whether or not such courses are actually being offered!  Funding should encourage development of relevant VETIS courses with schools being expected to demonstrate that they are actually provided. It believes that a much closer relationship can and should be developed between VETIS in schools and accredited training packages. It sees no reason why schools cannot be engaged to deliver such packages, particularly in areas where TAFE colleges are simply not available. It believes that active involvement of schools can only enhance the quality and delivery of curriculum materials.  

In an independent study by Ernst and Young, commissioned by the Victorian Department of Education indicate that the average cost of delivery of the Victorian VETIS was about $1,000.  A significant portion of the costs in this figure were incurred in the provision of support for students and employers in the workplace.  Schools are funded for well under half of this amount.  For most schools, the shortfall is achieved by taking money from other programs in operation in the school – eg: student welfare programs, literacy and numeracy support programs – and by the more efficient use of resources by integrating VETIS programs within the general curriculum offerings of the schools.  Information from schools overwhelmingly is indicative of the fact that the “robbing Peter to pay Paul” approach is short term only and cannot – and will not – be sustained.  There is an urgent need to significantly improve resourcing.

There is no doubt that employers providing Structured Workplace Learning to students do so at considerable cost to themselves.  In a real sense, they provide a part of the educational and training experience.  In order to improve the access of students to VETIS programs involving SWL, the small and medium size businesses will need to be brought into the program in far greater numbers.  It is these types of businesses which can least afford to become involved.  Consequently, there may be a case for businesses to be compensated for their involvement.

Recent research by professor Richard Teese of University of Melbourne on the outcomes of VETIS programs has indicated that 95% of students who have undertaken a VET course in secondary school are either in formal training, employment or higher education. (Quoted in article by Brierley in the Victorian Association of State Secondary Principals Bulletin for October, 1999.) It seems obvious that a properly funded and structured VETIS policy should be a major component of any government’s youth and social welfare policy. Indeed without such policy ASPA finds it difficult to understand how Australia will achieve the first of the goals in The Adelaide Declaration, particularly 1.5 which states that when students leave school they should: “have employment related skills and an understanding of the work environment, career options and pathways as a foundation for, and positive attitudes towards, vocational education and training, further education, employment and life-long learning”. ASPA in its policy position on VET makes the suggestion that: “To support the development of training policy and to generate sound data to monitor the effectiveness of that policy, a national framework for the tracking of students’ participation and achievement in the training system be established.”

Mainstreaming TAFE Type Courses
Further ASPA believes that a great expansion of VETIS as part of the normal secondary school curriculum is essential if schools are to support all students until the end of year 12. Brierley in his paper Supporting School Sector VET and SWL makes the point that “An increasingly important part of this curriculum will be the integration of the academic classroom curriculum with Structured Workplace Learning (SWL)”. Spring supports these views throughout his paper. It is this concept which holds the key to Australia being able to provide high quality skilled workers and employers.

The report by Delors for UNESCO Learning, the Treasure Within makes the same point: “….the Commission believes that valid responses to the problems of the mismatch between supply and demand on the labor market can come from a more flexible system that allows greater diversity and builds bridges between different types of education, or between life and further training.” The same report goes on to talk of this flexibility assisting to “reduce school failure and the tremendous wastage of human potential resulting from it.” ASPA has often made the point elsewhere that much of the social cost of unemployed and alienated young people could be reduced with more flexible and relevant approaches to secondary education.

Need for a National Strategy
ASPA has long believed that Australia needs to develop a national strategy for the delivery of TAFE. Its policy documents on the matter, the most recent of which was produced earlier this year emphasise this need. Currently we live from crisis to crisis. There is a lack of overall national leadership - we have eight different ways of doing things with the railway gauge mentality alive and well. While this continues we cannot possibly compete with countries which have made the effort to develop a national strategy and are in the process of implementing it. Singapore, some English schools and Scandinavia are examples of countries which in our view have much to teach Australia about implementing a coherent VETIS policy.

Adoption of such a policy would have positive effects on school retention rates, student alienation, truancy and the raising of the national skill base.

ASPA’S RECOMMENDATIONS

ASPA has listed these separately as they do not fit neatly within the terms of reference which guide the Committee’s deliberations.

That the Commonwealth Government take charge of the whole TAFE and VETIS agenda and with assistance from the major players draw up a strategic directions statement designed to take the nation forward into the 21st century. This statement to set out national goals related to the type and levels of training required along with appropriate financial allocations. 

That the Commonwealth Government take control of credentialling to ensure that Australia has a nationally recognised set of standards and certificates which are relevant to the nation’s needs and priorities. It is no longer good enough to indulge the railway gauge mentality which leaves these matters to eight different authorities.

That the Commonwealth use its financial and other influences to embed VETIS for all students in  senior secondary qualifications. The Norwegian concept of a paid compulsory year before other tertiary study is worthy of consideration.

That the Commonwealth lead a campaign to change the rhetoric and practice of education to encourage parity of esteem between VETIS type education and academic education. Major targets need to be the independent school system, universities, and industry as well as the general public.

That the Commonwealth Government fund a universal careers guidance service. 

That the Commonwealth make available to secondary schools specific funding which enables them to purchase VETIS training through other agencies. Where this is not practicable, VETIS in schools funding should be provided to schools to provide their own VETIS courses. This would involve Commonwealth funding and support to encourage schools to become RTOs.

That to administer the implementation of a rational national VETIS policy DETYA be reorganised along the lines suggested in the Brierley paper referred to above. 
That the Commonwealth in the short term guarantees that current financial arrangements will stay in place to allow systems, schools and students to plan for 2000 and 2001 with certainty.
That the Commonwealth commissions ASPA to monitor, advocate, support and continually suggest improvements to the provision of VETIS and associated programs involving secondary schools. 
That the Commonwealth take the lead to establish a national trust designed to encourage wide acceptance of strong relationships between schools and industry. 
That the Commonwealth encourages the establishment of an ongoing national council for VETIS involving peak industrial and commercial organisation, peak principals’ groups, DETYA and the Minister’s office.
That the Commonwealth in association with peak Principals’ associations develops appropriate accountability processes to ensure that funding for VETIS programs is applied as intended.
That the Commonwealth develop youth policy which highlights and incorporates the Adelaide Declaration and which in particular encourages and supports adequate provision of VETIS as both  educational and social welfare goals.
That the Commonwealth establish a national framework for the tracking of students’ participation and achievement in the training system.
Peter Martin

ASPA Executive Officer

25 November, 1999
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