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Executive Summary



The Victorian TAFE Students and Apprentices Network (VTSAN) welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Inquiry into the Quality of Vocational Education and Training in Australia. 

VTSAN is in a unique position to contribute to the debate about the quality of vocational education and training due to its daily contact with the key users of VET: students. VTSAN is highly concerned that the views of students be regarded as central both in this Inquiry, and in any subsequent policy development in the sector.

To this end VTSAN has incorporated both the views generated by students via the representative structures of student organisations, but also individual case studies illustrating key concerns with the quality of VET as experienced by students and apprentices. VTSAN believes that these case studies paint a stark picture of declining quality, lack of support services, lack of supervision and lack of positive training outcomes as perceived by students and apprentices.

The submission addresses the terms of reference of the Inquiry, beginning with an overview of the current state of the VET sector. Section Two evaluates the New Apprenticeship Scheme. Section Three and Four address regulation and on the job training. Section Five and Six consider training packages, and the funding and quality of VET. Case studies are incorporated into the structure of this submission.

Finally, a list of recommendations is appended.

1.
Introduction

1.1
What is VTSAN?

The Victorian TAFE Students and Apprentices Network is the peak body of TAFE student organisations in Victoria. Since its formation in 1987 VTSAN has helped to establish over twenty student organisations in Victoria. The network consists of 10 student organisations at 8 TAFE institutions. 

There are 12 TAFE institutions with student organisations at Victoria’s 19 TAFE institutions. At the other seven institutions there are no real student representative structures. VTSAN member organisations cover over half of Victoria’s 400 000 TAFE students. VTSAN is in regular contact with all the other student organisations in TAFE and is recognised as the collective voice of TAFE student organisations in Victoria. 

This submission is the product of collaboration between member organisations and representatives from student organisations at VTSAN council meetings.  

It should be noted that while VTSAN represents the large number of TAFE students in Victoria it is severely restricted by limited resources. The impact of VSU legislation in Victoria has been to destroy several organisations and severely restrict the activities of all the remaining organisations. This has been combined with a systematic exclusion of student representatives from all representative bodies. 

1.2
Role of VTSAN

In the last 12 years the main role of VTSAN has been the establishment, development and sustenance of student organisations in TAFE. In the process of establishing these organisations VTSAN has built a thorough understanding of the role that student organisations have to play in the vocational education and training system.

VTSAN has produced several publications which detail all the necessary steps in forming student organisations. Its publications cover skills required by student representatives, directories of services available and aspects of vocational education and training such as the apprenticeship system. 

VTSAN has gathered extensive information through our delegates  about each of the TAFE institutes in Victoria. The networking between students has resulted in a clear view of TAFE colleges in Victoria. As the only TAFE student network in Australia, VTSAN has been contacted by students from every state and territory in Australia for advice and information. 

In fact, VTSAN was in the process of initiating a national network of TAFE students in 1994 when VSU forced it to restrict its activities. 

VTSAN has prepared submissions and made representations on areas including:

•
Austudy reform

•
Changes to apprenticeship training 

•
Fees and Charges 

•
Student participation in TAFE 

•
Accreditation  

•
Development of a National TAFE student organisation  

•
Materials fees 

•
Graduate tax  

•
Increased funding for provision of student support services  

•
Apprenticeship subsidies  

•
Implications of the Carmichael report  

•
Youth unemployment

•
Youth wages  

•
Sexual harassment and safety on campus  

•
Grievance procedures 

•
Articulation  

•
Library funding 

•
Childcare funding 

•
TAFE budget cuts  

•
Industry Training Advisory structures  

•
Governance & control of the TAFE system 

•
Affirmative action 

•
Review of the Metropolitan TAFE System

•
Common Youth Allowance

•
Apprenticeship system

1.3
An overview of the VET system

In the decade of national training reform, the emergence of the VET system has meant significant expansion of the aggregate “training effort” in Australia, which has been carried out alongside profound upheaval in the training system. From a system organised around apprenticeships and some white-collar training (especially clerical, sales, etc, and including traineeships) in public sector TAFE’s, VET has expanded significantly into structured training around the services sectors and even semi-professional areas. 

Concurrent with the expansion and diversification within VET there has been the deregulation of structured and public training (including partial privatisation). This has led to a situation that has been described as “effectively a system of industry self-regulation.”
 At one level, this process of reform has led to the elimination or marginalization of some key criteria that we would advocate as central to defining quality (quality outcomes) in the VET system, namely equity, the reduction of income differentials and moves away from a low-wage (high exploitation) economy or low-wage areas in the economy. These are qualities we would argue the system should advance and should be at the heart of the training project. As principles of quality for training, they are criteria by which VET has not scored well. At another level, de facto self-regulation has led to a collapse in public scrutiny of organised training and the dismantling of relatively organic procedures of review and development of curriculum (including craft- and professional-work traditions in apprenticeships and some community sector occupations, and peer review of curriculum by teachers). It has also resulted in an abrogation of planning and leadership over the sector and the national objectives of training (and dialogue over what these objectives should be). 

The resort to quality determination through reactive and formalistic procedures such as surveys and “audits” are widely treated and perceived as tokenistic and are the object of contempt, especially in the face of a systematic assault on the pay and conditions of staff (both teaching and general) over the course of the nineties, and the derogation of their role in favour of “industry” (with its mystique of expertise and infallibility). The question of quality has not been approached or treated as a strategic one – in the elaboration of its meaning, objectives, allocation of resources, etc – but as a measure of expediency in the deregulation of the public training system and in the dispersal of public funds (as subsidies). These aspects form regulatory and fiscal frameworks in the artificial construction of a training “industry”, including a significant private sector, drip-fed by public monies. In the absence of a strategic prerogative, coupled with an authentic public discourse around the issue of VET (including all actors, not just business and compliant government agencies/institutions), the paradigm of quality will be obscured by the poisonous competition for funding, the preoccupation with (band-aid) responses to crisis and austerity, the failure of accurate reporting and information, and the substitution of “performance” and credentialling over learning. 

Diminishing the question of quality, the VET system has been incorporated into a number of strategic objectives besides the development of an authentic “training effort.” These include a mechanism of de facto employer subsidies for the wages of young people, to fill the glaring gap in the youth labor market (and of older or retrenched workers) and the problem of youth unemployment figures, and to sponsor a “training industry” with its interests and its dependency on public monies. Whether these are legitimate roles for vocational education and training to play or not, these sorts of objectives need to be openly stated as part of VET policy, alongside the key objective of the formation and cultivation of technical capabilities of the workforce, informed and astute workers, and vibrant and respectful workplaces. 

2.
Evaluation of the New Apprenticeship scheme

2.1
New Apprenticeships: success or failure?

In evaluating whether or not the new apprenticeship system has met its objectives, it is important to attempt to define what the aim of apprenticeships is in the first place. Originally, apprenticeships were designed to provide training and education opportunities for school leavers, but since their inception, that role has grown to include a training and recognition scheme for existing workers, an employment program and a defacto source of wage subsidies for employers. It is our opinion that the government needs to ensure that apprentices and trainees are receiving high quality training and education, which will give them a wide range of skills and real opportunities for employment and further education and training. For this to occur, in VTSAN's view, a re-engineering of the system, so as to ensure education and training are the priority, must occur.

Numbers are often used as an indication of the success of the New Apprenticeships system, even though they themselves do not paint the whole picture. Recent National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) statistics show a substantial increase in the number of New Apprenticeship commencements.  Those numbers are largely made up of new trainees, who can receive training for anywhere between 3 and 12 months. At the same time, NCVER figures for apprenticeships in trade areas are in perpetual decline for the period of 1988 to 1997
. This points to the fact that traineeships are more attractive to employers because they allow them to train people for only a short amount of time, at low costs and with the advantage of a government subsidy, yet they require little commitment from employers.  Due to the de-regulation of the sector, they also offer no guarantees for the receiver of that training about its quality and portability. 

All the evidence VTSAN has gathered to date points to a severe drop in the quality of training for apprentices and trainees, a fact attributable to the trend towards self-regulation. The majority of the funding for New Apprenticeships is directed towards employers, as an incentive for them to hire young people, which results in the system often being abused by employers wanting cheap labour. Not enough resources are directed towards the training of the apprentices and the monitoring of the quality of that training, which includes monitoring employer commitment and RTO suitability.

Furthermore, some of the changes that accompanied the New Apprenticeships scheme, such as the de-regulation of awards, have further exacerbated the vulnerability of apprentices and trainees in the system.

Recommendation 1

That the Federal Government affirms that the fundamental purpose of the apprenticeships scheme is the development of skills which aid the life-long learning process and provide both young and old people with viable career paths. 

2.2
Equity

From the outside it appears that the reporting of equity statistics within OTFE does not seem a priority, but the available data collected by independent resources points to the fact that the system has not given minority groups, and women  in particular, more training opportunities. According to Smith and Ewer 
 the only trade occupation where women form a majority of the workforce is hairdressing, and only 11% of the overall apprenticeship workforce are women. 

Whilst NCVER has recorded a growth in structured training for women in the retail and clerical jobs, the New Apprenticeship system has not given women the opportunity to make inroads into other , traditionally, male-dominated areas. The fact that employers in the retail area in NSW only moved to develop traineeships because of the wage subsidy casts a shadow over their motivation to provide their trainees with the highest quality training.
 .

Whilst it appears that people over 20 years of age are taking up more than half the apprenticeship places (Australian Committee on VET Statistics, 1997), this is not necessarily a major problem, in the sense that people of all ages should be entitled to training opportunities. Where it does present a problem, however, is in the assumption that the New Apprenticeships are a long term solution for youth unemployment. The problem is exacerbated by the fact that with the advent of part-time apprenticeships (which can take up to 7 years to complete), the apprentices earn less than the current rate of government unemployment benefits, which makes the apprenticeships less attractive for young people. Many feel that it would be financially advantageous to wait to get a job which pays at adult rates, instead of taking up training opportunities at 50% of the adult wage.

Recommendation 2

That the National Training Wage and award rates for trainees and apprentices be increased to at least the minimum  wage.

2.3
Industry and Government obligations

The advent of the Registered Training Organisation (RTO), effectively a system of industry self-regulation, has allowed the government to shirk its responsibility of ensuring apprentices and trainees are receiving portable credentials and skill-based career paths. Similarly, by its consistent unwillingness to act on issues in the workplace, it has allowed for apprentices to be mistreated, harassed, underpaid, overworked and generally exploited.

Wages and conditions

Apprentices and trainees are entitled to the same working conditions as other employees, as well as access to quality training. And yet, underpayment of wages, non-payment of superannuation, annual and sick leave are rampant within the industries. Some apprentices are made to work up to 70 hrs per week, with many being denied time off to complete their training. Most of the complaints VTSAN receives are in relation to underpayment of wages and conditions, with the main concern being denied time off to complete the off-the-job components of their training. The advent of part-time apprenticeships, which have no minimum or maximum hour stipulation, once again leaves apprentices vulnerable to exploitation by employers.

Evidence form JobWatch, points to the fact that it is virtually impossible for an employer to be 'blacklisted', or simply, denied the right to hire any more apprentices or trainees. Most often, employers who have mistreated their apprentice or trainee get a warning, but are allowed to keep employing more apprentices and keep receiving government subsidies to do so. This points to a fundamental failure of governance by OTFE, the Victorian State Training Authority, who have chosen to see themselves as 'purchasers of training' as opposed to being regulators of employment.

Harassment and workplace violence 

In Victoria, the State Training Board has devolved responsibility to WorkCover for incidents of workplace violence and harassment. However, WorkCover deals only with criminal investigations and prosecutions which in practise means that if an apprentice or trainee were to make a complaint, it could take months to investigate and press charges, if need be. In the case of David McHugh v John Luca t/as Kabinet Konnections, it took twelve months after the apprentice was set on fire for WorkCover to press charges against the employer. WorkCover is also not equipped to deal with the myriad of issues arising out of such incidents, particularly the issue of the apprentice/trainee's welfare.

From our experience of working with apprentices/trainees who have experienced workplace harassment or violence, it is only if the situation becomes completely untenable that they are likely to make a complaint, and most often the first body they turn to is the State Training Board/OTFE.  In these situations, there is a need for early intervention and a properly co-ordinated response. With the devolution of its powers, the State Training Board has become incapable of properly case-managing these incidents and apprentices/trainees are forced to work through layers of bureaucracy for their complaint to be taken seriously.

If the apprentice/trainee attends off-the-job training at a TAFE institution, there are services such as counselling and student rights, most often available through their student organisation, that they can access. But in workplaces where the training is delivered on-the-job or by an RTO which doesn't fund such services, making a complaint is particularly difficult. It is also important to remember that apprentices/trainees are often young or have been unemployed for long periods of time, which makes them much less aware of their rights.

Of most concern is the fact that even when incidents of workplace violence or harassment are reported, the willingness of OTFE to "blacklist" those employers is rather lacklustre. This, in turn, sends the wrong kind of message, both to potential and current employers, and to potential apprentices.

Case Study: 

In this instance a female apprentice hairdresser had undergone verbal harassment for most of the duration of her two and a half years with her employer. She sustained ongoing putdowns, degrading and inadequate training on the job. Her frustration led her to an alternative employer who was willing to continue her apprenticeship. She gave her existing employer four weeks notice of her intention to resign. She said "I have done more cutting with the new employer in one week than I have in 2 years here". If this apprentice had been monitored appropriately, it would have been clear that she was not getting enough opportunities to learn her

trade and that the employer had been sexually harassing her.

When young people, such as the person in question do take initiative and decide to move on, they are often frustrated in their attempts to complete their qualifications by existing employers refusing to release them from their training agreement. In this instance the apprentice had to undergo a stressful and hostile meeting with a representative from OTFE, who showed little concern for her situation,  and was told she could not bring a parent with her. 

Recommendation 3

That a new and separate offence be created under the Vocational Education and Training Act 1990 (and interstate equivalents), which would specifically address the issue of workplace violence and harassment. Such an offence should contain elements such as a scale of penalties depending on the nature of the offence, and the removal of approval of employers to employ an apprentice or trainee.

Recommendation 4

That all STB/OTFE and WorkCover Authority personnel receive training and education relating to the handling of workplace violence and harassment complaints,  so as to better prepare them to receive complaints and referrals from apprentices/trainees.

Suspension and Cancellation of Training Agreements

The cancellation of Training Agreements is an area of much concern for VTSAN. An employer of an apprentice is allowed to cancel or suspend a Training Agreement, with the agreement of the State Training Board, if there is a lack of business or financial difficulties. Judging from the cases we deal with, obtaining that approval from the STB is a simple pro-forma process. Even more worrying, is the ability of employers of trainees to cancel or vary the agreement unilaterally, without approval from any government body.  Quite often, this clause is exploited by employers to employ cheap labour for a short period of time, without any real commitment to provide new apprentices with career-building training and job opportunities. 

Case Study:

There are several instances reported whereby trainees and apprentices are hired only to be told near the completion of their probationary period that they are "unsuitable for the job". According to JobWatch, an employer in the jewellery trade (a non-traditional apprenticeship) is known to have dismissed six female probationary apprentices from the business in recent times. This employer is clearly rorting the training system. Often young people are frightened to speak up because they are worried about their future careers.

Self Assessment

The idea that "industry trainers" who have undertaken a short course in assessment posses the skills to asses competency standards is flawed. This has led to a dramatic drop in the quality of training. Curriculum development is not a priority for people who can, in three or four days, become qualified to asses others. In essence, the government is effectively promoting  a slide in the quality of education and training in Australia through this system.

Secondly, state training authorities need to be more interventionist in the employer suitability appraisal to ensure compliance with OHS standards. This kind of preventative monitoring could prevent the many workplace accidents as well as the harassment apprentices and trainees experience. These problems are exacerbated by the fact that apprentices are often unaware of their rights and have not been told of a means of redress, whilst there is no redress for some circumstances (such as unfair dismissal if you are a trainee).

Recommendation 5 

That the current assessment process for the registering of RTOs be overhauled.  That a new process be established which requires potential RTOs to demonstrate their ability to provide appropriate resources for the courses, including human resources and a full range of student services. The RTOs should also be required to prove their commitment to the provision of vocational education and training through the provision of curriculum plans based on sound educational principles. Finally, the RTO must be capable of providing training to equity groups (women, migrants, disabled workers) in a sensitive and supportive environment.

2.4
Quality and Outcomes

The New Apprenticeship scheme was designed to arrest the rapid decline in the number of apprentices/trainees and reduce youth unemployment. To do this, it was felt, the system had to be simplified, the employers and apprentices granted more flexibility and employers were to be given extra incentives for taking on apprentices.

From our research it appears that the system has not in fact achieved those objectives. The major failure has been the reduction in the quality of training,  which has made both employers and apprentices reluctant to take them up. Although the New Apprenticeships were meant to go someway towards solving the problem of youth unemployment, evidence suggests that the scheme is being used by employers to train existing workers, and that less of the apprenticeships are actually giving young people viable career pathways. 

The drift towards sole on-the-job training has left both educators and industry deeply concerned about its quality. The most recent disturbing evidence comes from the Schofield Report, whose figures relate only to Queensland, but judging from the number of complaints VTSAN has received, could easily be transplanted to Victoria. According to the report, 19% of trainees receive no training from their RTO, whilst 39% of all employers and trainees report never referring to the Training Plan during the course of their traineeship/apprenticeship.

These concerns are compounded by the fact that 71% of wage and salary earners receive on-the-job training, whilst 33% receive structured in-house training, and only 20% structured external training (ABS Cat No 6278.0). On-the-job training is a form of learning with uncertain educational value, because it has a very weak link to vocational credentials and most often involves training specific to the particular products or companies involved, hence not portable skills.

The division of the employment/training functions within government regulatory bodies (ie. OTFE) has led to apprentices being trained in an unsupported /unstructured environment.  Meanwhile, public TAFE’s which do provide these support services are undermined by competitive tendering. Private providers do not have the same overheads, because they do not provide these services, even though in VTSAN's view, they are integral to the concept of 'quality' training'. 

Cases of employers flatly denying apprentices and trainees the time to complete their off-the-job training are not uncommon. The fact that they are often not paid for that training acts as a financial barrier for the full participation of apprentices and trainees in their education.

As mentioned before, the shift away from course accreditation and towards registration of providers has meant that course standards have dropped. It is not simply a question of making RTOs provide the training they promised, or ensuring employers train their workers, it is also a question of what they are taught. It is a question of quality teaching staff and supervision, which the current RTO accreditation process takes no account of. The fact that contracts are awarded to RTOs on the basis of the cost of provision and the fact that they can fill in some forms, is not exactly the best way of ensuring quality training. The system is plagued by its current reliance of 'front end regulatory' processes to ensure the quality of training, and very little assessment of the training outcomes themselves.

Case Study :

A call centre in Bendigo Enrolled 109 students in the Certificate II Traineeship in Call Centres through the Bendigo Training Company. The call centre received a subsidy of $1500 for each commencing trainee, whilst the training company received the funding per contact hour for the training. No training was actually provided to the trainees, and yet at the same time people were required to reach excessively high sales targets. Within 7 months, 80-90% of the workforce that had originally been enrolled had left.  One of the employees raised concerns about the training with the Apprenticeship Field Officer, but no resolution came forward. She then raised the issue with the relevant union (CEPU) who took the case to OTFE. The union was told to provide a written complaint, which they produced, but they are still waiting for a reply. In the meantime, the company has acquired another training provider, but no monitoring of its performance has been carried out.

Recommendation 6

That a monitoring system be set up which requires State Training Authorities to make routine checks of all RTOs, especially private ones. In these checks, the trainees/apprentices should be given the opportunity to express their view of the training they are (or not) receiving , without fear of retribution from their employer.

Recommendation 7

That a stricter punitive system apply to RTOs which are not providing the quality training they were contracted to provide, as well as employers who exploit or harass their trainees or apprentices. That an independent ombusdperson position be established to investigate complaints, and if found guilty, those employers and RTOs be 'blacklisted' immediately and their contracts severed.

Recommendation 8

That trainees/apprentices be paid for the time they spend training off-the-job.

2.5
Who benefits?

Many employers have used the New Apprenticeship system as an avenue for skilling up existing workers, whilst accessing Commonwealth subsidies and also substantial payroll tax and worker's compensation payment concessions. Whilst increasing the skills of the existing workforce is a noble goal in itself, it should not be done with public money and at the expense of those needing apprenticeships and traineeships in order to enter the workforce. Converting existing employees to trainees does not create jobs, in fact it forces existing employees to accept cuts in conditions and wages. Secondly, with on-the-job training, there is no guarantee that even those in existing employment are receiving quality training, or for that fact, any training at all.

The way the New Apprenticeships system is set up, in order to win a tender for the training of apprentices/trainees, the most important criteria, as determined by the OTFE is the cost of the delivery.  In their selection process for the tenders, the cost is weighed at 50%, the quality is weighed at 30% and the delivery plans are weighed at 20%. The then Victorian State Education Minister boasted after the first round of tenders that the process has resulted in the average cost for apprenticeships being reduced from $9.77 to $9.18 per hour.
 Basically, the tendering system has set a new low benchmark in the cost of delivery of training, which all RTOs are struggling to achieve, and the most obvious way to achieve it is through the cutting of services and resources.

Many regional TAFE’s had a hard time of delivering the training at such a low price due to the costs associated with delivering programs in small groups (ie. they do not have the benefit of economies of scale). Most importantly, this process pays little attention to the individual needs of apprentices and trainees and epitomises the factory conveyer belt approach to education.

In addition, in the name of 'financial certainty', employers have the ability to unilaterally change a training agreement or even cancel it, but no attention is paid to the need for job and training security of an apprentice. Employers also get to decide when an employee is engaged in 'productive work' for which they get paid, as opposed to 'training' for which they receive no wages. In such a way, they can manipulate the system to reduce the apprentice wage bill, without scrutiny or repercussions. 

All the evidence above suggests that with de-regulation, the market has been flooded with training providers who use the New Apprenticeships as an opportunity to access subsidised wages, without any commitment to quality education & training or industry-wide acceptance of skills. There is no doubt that some training providers do the right thing by their apprentice, but the happy stories tend to come largely from industries where the traditional apprenticeships as opposed to traineeships are offered. The student feedback VTSAN has received suggests that some training schemes currently offered really are a 'rort' with little or no benefit to the people it is aimed at.

Case Study:

Savage Motors, a boat building company employs 200 trainees in October each year, under the guise of delivering the Certificate II in Boat repair. They advertise for people who want to become 'boat mechanics', a highly sought after qualification, but the trainees are made to perform tasks such as cleaning the boats, detailing, polishing, grinding rust off and selling them in the showroom. The Boating Industry Association is the RTO and is subcontracted through Chisholm College, which accredits the course, to design, carry out and assess the training. The trainees never receive any training, and are often made to work 7 days a week. Their traineeships are cancelled in March, when the peak season is over, because, ironically enough, the company claims there is 'insufficient work'.

Recommendation 9

That the criteria for the awarding of funding to RTOs be changed so that more than 50% of the weighting is given to their ability to demonstrate the intent to provide quality training.

3.
Regulation and quality in VET provision

The ambit of this question is vast and relatively complex as outlined in the terms of reference. Broadly speaking, these provisions of the inquiry seek to interrogate the effectiveness of the current arrangements for VET provision and delivery in Australia. These include regulatory arrangements, curricular or pedagogical elements, and funding issues. Each of these impact fundamentally on the policy and practical operations of the system. In particular, they impact on the capacity of the system to operate in terms of quality, although the notion of quality is not a self-evident concept but rather a criterion whose content needs to be clarified.

3.1
Assessing Quality

The first matter of this section concerns the use of the concept of quality in application to the field of vocational education and training. Its prevailing use has centred on highly formalistic procedures for the survey of VET content and processes, and use of a series of reductive categories for the analysis of activities in VET as "outcomes." Quality has become the central standard in the production of norms in VET and for VET activities (teaching, administration, studying and being assessed/graded, etc). These norms are based on the construction of an input-output scenario for the activities that comprise the VET sector. The various indicators of quality include course completions, student experience and satisfaction responses, graduate salaries and employment. 

Quality assurance procedures and mechanisms inherited from industrial contexts (eg. ISO and versions of TQM) have become widespread in internal review by institutions and providers. By and large, these procedures represent little more than marketing aspects of the institution or an instrument of greater surveillance of what staff and students do. In practice, they have little or nothing to do with recourse by students or staff to address deficiencies in the system. 

The capacity for students and staff – as the largest body of individuals involved in the education and training process, and as key actors in VET – to articulate (individually or collectively), seek recourse or redress, and have meaningful input into the forms and actions of redress ought to constitute the practical and policy framework for quality in VET.

3.2
Policy-making and regulation in the VET sector: the failure of governance

It is our submission that the VET sector is characterised by an inadequate regime of governance, and that this significantly contributes to a lack of transparency in decision-making, review, and rigour in the formulation of policy and practices. These include limitations and failure in the process of informed decision-making, and the substitution of rhetoric and ideology for grounded or empirically well-founded policy-making (above all, a grounded content to policy-making). 

Governance of the VET sector has effectively dissolved into a regime of dispersed, irregular and opaque  regulatory mechanisms, which frequently maintain the operation of the system permanently on the point of crisis and stress (the question of funding processes is crucial here), and which subordinate all aspects of it to the political, industrial and educational sponsorship of “industry.” Under the latest round of reforms (Australian Recognition Framework etc), the system has been reduced structurally to two central instruments – training packages and the ARF – and the various regulatory paraphernalia that surrounds them – quality assurance programs, AQF, “modern” apprenticeships and traineeships, ITABs, RTO’s, and so on. The organizational question, however, has been subordinated to the ideological implementation of this structure – a form of the “level playing field” operating in terms of access to public funding, access to recognition (for private providers) and access to delivery and assessment of recognised content. 

The historic situation, in terms of its overall organization (regulation, funding, curriculum etc), is an uncoordinated and confusing series of federal, state and institution level relations and responsibilities. Since the implementation of the National Training Reform Agenda, three distinct layers of policy-making and regulation have emerged:

∑
Various training bodies and offices at the state level, responsible especially for funding;

∑
ANTA, at the federal level, whose role has come to centre on structure;

∑
Institutions, or providers, at the local level, which can be further divided into public and private players.

This arrangement is nominally responsible for oversight for :

∑
A system of provision that has been dispersed, or deconcentrated, into the occupational and functional terrain of “industry”, ie enterprises and their management;

∑
A system of education and training that now is based not so much on participation of accredited courses of study but the “assessment of individuals against competency standards” (Gonzci 1998: p. 141)

The regime of governance and regulation has become extremely thin, unresponsive and (arguably) unmanageable. Not only are these governmental/regulatory bodies ill-equipped for the task of monitoring, (proactively) interrogating and enforcing standards and actions of “providers,” they seem disinclined to play this role. For example, the quantity and quality of information being received, processed and made publicly available from the provider level is limited and patchy. Also, the level and quality of policy at the institute level (at the “chalk-face” for most students) is deficient, and by and large fails to deal with prevailing student concerns such as forms and nature of assessment, fees, campus conditions and availability and quality of teaching. There seems little space for redress and action on their concerns.

While public (TAFE) institutions maintain boards of governance for this sort of purpose, these now represent a residual role in the process of oversight in an increasingly privatised system, and their activities are now less preoccupied with oversight as providing forums for advancing and refining institutional market strategies. 

3.3
Student Representation 

Consultation plays a critical role in the process of governance, and TAFE institutions need to have a major role in these processes of consultation and governance. Consultation processes between TAFE management and the student body (perhaps the major base of the VET system) is entirely inadequate. For example, it is not uncommon, even at dual sector universities, for TAFE Division managements to base their decision-making on random, ad hoc or informal interviews/discussions with students to ascertain students perceptions of matters. This is what passes for a strategic, proactive approach to determining the effect and outcome of managerial decisions on students! The institution of versions of “quality assurance procedures” (eg. ISO 9001) represents a formalisation of this mode of decision-making, especially when it is used as a complaints mechanism. It is common and anecdotal knowledge that student responses to these sort of procedures are either effectively ignored or treated with suspicion by students who doubt any efficacy or validity to this method of “quality control.” 

Furthermore, as a recent study coordinated by VTSAN has suggested, the policy and regulatory environment has worked systematically against the political participation and public role one of the main actors in the VET system, that is students. (Anderson and Hoare 1996; Anderson 1999, forthcoming)  Therefore, despite the fact that students represent the single most important base of private funds (in the form of tuition and other fees), as well as paying taxes/contributing to public funds, in the VET/TAFE system, (Anderson 1996
) they are a constituency singularly and systematically disenfranchised by the governmental and regulatory regime currently in place in the VET sector. The present arrangements not only have the political effect of suppressing the “plurality of interests” (Anderson 1999) in VET, but in practice of systematically acting against students as an constituency in local, provider-level and system-level processes. 

VTSAN believes that student participation at every level of decision making is crucial to the success of developing a vocational education and training system. As current ‘consumers’, students are best positioned to comment on the effectiveness of TAFE provision, and their views need to be brought to the fore in any analysis of the TAFE sector. 

Case Study

The introduction of Training Packages is an example of a fundamentally flawed process which did not involve students at any stage in the process. The community services training package in community work has been in the process of development for two years or more. It was endorsed by ANTA in April 1999 and is due to be implemented in 2000. In October 1999, every student at a Victorian TAFE in the Diploma of Community Services (Community Development) was informed that their course would no longer be available in 2000. The new course would be called Diploma of Community Services (Community Work).

Students were concerned over a whole range of issues which included: 

•
Current  Community Development students may not be able to complete their current course.

•
No funding to implement the new training package.

•
Ongoing funding may not be sufficient and will result in an inferior course being delivered.

•
Students may not be able to transfer to universities in their third year.

•
Course content will be narrowed, with the possible exclusion of core subjects, such as: Politics, Sociology and Economics.

•
Very little time has been given to teachers and course co-ordinators to work out a course of delivery to meet competency standards.

•
General concern about the quality of training students will receive.

•
Training packages over- simplify the learning process.

•
RPL arrangements for the new course are unclear 

•
Rural students were concerned that the training packages would narrow their learning outcomes which would weaken their employment prospects in rural towns. 

A number of students would be displaced by the changes. When teachers and management  were questioned by students they had no answers for the students. There is still the real prospect some of these issues will not be resolved by the new year. It could result in students who are juggling work and family commitments losing valuable course time. It could add years to students’ courses. Moreover it is an example of the TAFE system not delivering a course that it agreed upon when it was advertised. Most of these issues could have been resolved if students and teachers had been properly consulted and a proper implementation committee was established. 
Problems such as the above would not be resolved simply by student representation on industry boards. The problem is that students are systematically excluded from decision making bodies in the TAFE system. At the annual ANTA national conference in August 1998 there was no space for the articulation of a student perspective. The conference theme was “Creating our future.” With no presentation from students and no evidence of any student participation in the conference, one would have to ask whose future was being created. 
Recommendation 10

VTSAN recommends the development of an office of ombudsperson for the vocational education and training sector, with powers 

∑
to undertake independent investigations into systemic problems in the VET system, 

∑
to investigate individual complaints, and 

∑
to make binding recommendations and orders on VET providers concerning the sources of grievance and/or systemic failure.

Recommendation 11

VTSAN recommends a process of democratisation of TAFE institutes, including :

∑
legislation for social and community/regional objectives and for recognition of students/apprentices as an actor in the governance of the institute/division,

∑
representation on TAFE/University boards more proportionately representative of the major actors in the sector, 

∑
government resourcing, support and recognition for independent TAFE student and apprentice representative bodies at state and national levels.
At the heart of this exclusion of students from having a say in the system is the move to develop a Training Market. The prevailing philosophy is that by developing a training market there will be some automatic self-correcting mechanism for allocation of resources and meeting the community's need for vocational education and training. This is coupled with an emphasis on meeting the narrow needs of industry. 

It is hoped that by offering courses on the market the success  (or otherwise) of a particular course will be determined by its demand in the market place. There is no need to consult students in this scenario. They will express their opinion by exerting their choice as users.

This may be the case  if we were talking about selling consumer goods where the need was not so crucial as the need for a skilled workforce and people with life skills. This view is oblivious to the fact that we are talking about educational institutions. It treats the TAFE system like a business enterprise, more interested in achieving "greater efficiencies" than educating the students that are enrolled in the system. 

The Training Market is not an adequate mechanism for determining the needs of students or the community. The market can only see needs that can be paid for. Students and the community have needs to further their vocational education and training which may not always be expressed in market. 

The training market is also inefficient because  it can only see needs in retrospect, and after a failure has occurred or after people have exercised their "user choice". People will always complain after their needs have not been met and so the system will always lag behind current needs.

An alternative method is consultation with students through their student organisations. The same would apply for teachers through their organisations and representative community organisations. This will ensure that TAFE institutions are more closely in touch with the needs of students and the community. Consultation with business and industry is already recognised. 

Even if the training market is not abandon, part of the reform agenda needs to include an expanded role for students and their organisations in decision making and policy forums. The development of the training market would be fundamentally flawed if it were not to do so. It would put ideologically driven considerations ahead of the need to develop a vocational education and training system that meets the needs of the Australian people. 

Student organisations have always championed the vision of the TAFE system that catered  for the total needs of students which, as the Kangan Report (1974) pointed out, "include those of being a citizen at work, at home and in the community at large". The role of TAFE Institutes in our society is not to make a profit but to serve the needs of the community. This does not exclude business and industry. However, it places their role and influence in a proper context.

Currently, business and industry are in the drivers seat of reform of the vocational education and training sector. On every industry board and Institute council business and industry have a disproportionate say. Yet the financial contribution of business and industry is almost negligible. This is despite the fact that employers are the primary beneficiaries from an increasingly skilled work force. 

In 1994, approximately 1.7 million TAFE students across Australia contributed some $111 million in tuition fees to TAFE colleges nationally (not to mention the tax contribution of those in employment). This is substantially more than that contribution of industry clients. In the same year international students generated over $40 million. Since 1988, income from student fees in TAFE has grown steadily by about 44 percent each year. Taken together, local and international TAFE students are not only the biggest fee-paying customer, but also a major source of revenue growth in the TAFE system. Individual students are collectively the biggest fee-paying customer in TAFE yet they are barely represented on any decision making bodies and any attempts to establish representative structures (student organisations) have been obstructed.

Recommendation 12

VTSAN believes that the federal government should encourage greater participation of students in decision making and policy forums. It should acknowledge that students and their organisations do have a role to play in the decision making process. Concretely the federal government should:

•
ensure that all legislation be written to include representation of students. 

•
require ANTA to look for appropriate forms of involving students at the national level.

•
Initiate and encourage discussion among TAFE administrators about the positive role played by students in the decision making process. 

•
Raise the issue of student participation at the council of ministers and include it as a condition of federal grants. 

•
Remove all laws which infringe on the independence of student organisations. 

•
Use whatever means necessary to ensure that compulsory non-academic fees, General Service Fees, etc is spent through a student organisation.

National Student Representation

For student representation on a National level to be facilitated there needs to be the development of a national student representative structure. This should be seen as a necessary part of the national training reform agenda. There is already a developed student organisation structure in Victoria. VTSAN has provided a model that works and should be extended to other states and territories. A national network should be encouraged and facilitated by the federal government. A national council of existing organisations should be established to oversee the process of developing state based  structures. ANTA and any other national bodies should invite local representatives of the national council to its meetings in the city where the meetings are held. 

Recommendation 13

That the federal government set aside funds to facilitate the development of a national student network which encourages the development of state based student networks and student organisations at every TAFE institution in Australia. 

State Based Representation

At the state level students should be represented on the State Training Boards and the Industry Training Boards. Where this is impractical students should have regular meetings and consultations with representatives from this body. Student through their representative bodies should regularly meet with the departmental heads and the minister responsible for Vocational Education and Training. 

Local Decision Making -Governing Bodies of TAFE

Many decisions about VET are best made by those closer to the community in the governing bodies of TAFE institutions and on their committees. A starting place  should be a radically reformed, democratic, open and accountable governing bodies of TAFE institutes. These governing bodies should draw on well resourced student and staff representatives from student organisations and unions that truly reflect the views, wishes and interests of students and staff in the TAFE system. Extensive community consultation should be combined with input from industry and business. This is the basis for ensuring that the TAFE system meets its community service obligation. 

VTSAN believes that the current governing bodies are inadequate to make those decisions. These bodies have become meaningless rubber stamps for college management decisions. In many cases they have failed to act as the governing body and the representatives have failed to fulfil their roles. The process of accountability needs to be strengthened through elections of a greater proportion of Institute Councillors. We believe that radically reformed governing bodies should replace existing councils and be entrusted with decisions about restructuring. 

Recommendation 14

The reforms of governing bodies should include:

•
An increase in student, staff and community representation.

•
Clear electoral regulations to ensure that TAFE administrations do not manipulate elections to governing bodies. 

•
Clear standing orders which force governing bodies to be properly accountable rather than rubber stamps.

•
Equal access to information for all governing body representatives. 

•
Proper resourcing of all representatives to ensure effective participation.

•
Student and staff representatives to be accountable to their constituents through their student organisation or staff union or association.

Student Organisations

VTSAN believes that any reforms should be accompanied by an improvement in the status, funding and strength of student organisations. Student organisations are the vital element to making the TAFE system open and accountable. If well resourced, independent and democratically run, they can be an invaluable feedback  mechanism for Institutes in the restructuring. This would entail removing the shackles placed  on student organisations by Voluntary Student Unionism Legislation in Victoria and Western Australia. 

Student Organisations have an essential role to play in the educational life of ordinary students. In particular, the traditional presence of student organisations at universities has undoubtedly enhanced the overall quality of the educational experience. Unfortunately, this has not been the case within TAFE institutions, as students organisations have not had the same presence.

4.
Training on the job
This section deals with some of the issues that have arisen in relation to students who are required to undertake training in the workplace as part of their course. More and more courses require students to do a period of practical placement in a workplace at some stage of their study. Students’ experiences of placements vary greatly. When placements work well they can provide students with rewarding, course-related work experience. There are however a range of problems that students encounter in relation to placements and there is a lack of clear policies and procedures for dealing with many of these placement related problems. 

4.1
Policies and procedures

All Institutions in Victoria are bound by legislation (VET Act 1990) to follow certain guidelines regarding placements. Some aspects of placements are also regulated by the existing policies and procedures of Institutions. Individual departments also develop policy and procedures to suit their needs. The regulations covering placements therefore vary from Institution to Institution department to department and from course to course. Significant aspects of placements are not covered by any policies and procedures - in particular issues around the organisation and administration of placements, learning outcomes, assessment and grievance resolution. The following case studies illustrate some common problems arising from placements.  

Case studies:

Case 1: Certificate Community Services (Disability)

∑
students had to do their placement module before their theory module which contradicts the aim of placements as a time to apply theory to practical workplace environment. 

∑
the one placement was supposed to allow students to cover a range of course-related work but it was very hard to find a placement that really did offer that range of experience. 

∑
some students didn’t get given any course-related work to do on placement and were therefore unable to meet the competency criteria for the placement subject.  

∑
it was unclear how placement hours were calculated. Some students did three times as many hours in order to complete the subject requirements.

∑
students  had to pay for police checks in order to get placements. 

Case 2:  Nursing students

∑
A group of students arrived for placement and found that a large number  of staff had been sent on annual leave just before they came, and that students  had to do the cooking and cleaning for the patients. 

∑
students getting offside with staff for whatever personal or professional reason and this being reflected in their assessment

∑
the supervisor at the placement never being available, so that the assessment was based on other nurses comments about the student 

∑
students being left on their own in situations they weren’t comfortable with, having to do work they didn’t have enough training to deal with, being given nothing to do - for example, spending their time watching videos.

∑
placements falling through for whatever reason and students having to make the time up in their holidays.

∑
students being given placements in inappropriate locations, having to travel to an early shift on the other side of town with no transport, etc.

∑
having to abandon ongoing  paid employment because of placement.

∑
difficulties with contesting placement assessment - no appeal because it’s done by agency staff person. Institution reluctant to antagonise agencies, because competing with others for places. The response to a serious challenge to assessment quite likely to be that the student has to do all or part of the placement again, even if its not their fault.

Recommendation 15
That clear guidelines policies and procedures  be established which address the issues around the organisation and administration of placements, learning outcomes, supervision, assessment and grievance resolution, harassment and discrimination. That a process of accreditation be developed for employers who wish to take students on placement based on ensuring Institutions and employers comply with these guidelines, policies and procedures. 

5.
Training packages

Training packages represent in principle the abolition of curriculum, or of the integrated course structure in VET. They replace the latter with competency standards, principles for their aggregation (modularized learning outcomes), and procedures for their delivery and assessment. These standards are addressed in terms of the observed performance of students/apprentices/workers against the competency standards and criteria elaborated in modules. The content of training packages is dominated by “industry needs” as imputed or articulated by employers, employer bodies or TAFE/RTO staff or contracted officers (eg, on ITABs) acting according to the “needs of industry.” This is all a further development of the implementation of the Competency-Based Training agenda. In effect, the restructuring or even (prospectively) continued existence of curriculum is dependent upon developing and maintaining relations of industry/employer sponsorship. 

The practical effect of training packages has been the dismembering of existing courses, and removal of key aspects, in particular academic aspects, of courses. This is especially evident in semi-professionalised courses, such as social and community services. As cited above, considerable controversy has emerged around the imposition of training packages in Welfare  Studies and Community Development in Victorian institutions. In both situations, the introduction of training packages has meant elimination of key academic components of curriculum, including modules in sociology, politics, etc. The effect of removal of “non-vocational” knowledge is to eliminate capacity for contextualisation of skills and actions by workers in the fields, that is to remove from them the means of a broader strategic and informed perspective on tasks and  work in these sectors. 

Other effects of the introduction of training packages have included an effective reduction in teaching contact hours, especially in the classroom, while students continue to be charged fees for the previous complement of contact hours. This has been evidenced in the introduction of training packages in Child Studies at VUT. 

Recommendation 16

VTSAN recommends  a freeze on the implementation of training packages.




6.
Funding and quality of VET

6.1
The impact of growth through efficiencies and user choice:

The issue of funding has fundamentally affected VET in three important ways: cuts to public funding, the contractual method of funding (tendering for funds), and access of private providers to public funds and increased need for private sources of funding in the system (ie de jure and de facto privatisation of the system). 

Cuts in government funding have produced a situation of permanent stress and fiscal crisis in the VET system, especially at TAFE providers. It has been the principal direct cause in the erosion of quality of provision in VET, in the practical terms of instruction and the appropriation of knowledge by students as distinct from the rhetorical terms of marketing “products and services.” 

This erosion has two dimensions – the effect on “human resources”, that is the pay and conditions of staff, and the effect on underinvestment and a “distorted” investment in facilities, materials, equipment, etc in VET (eg. investment in conference facilities or commercial/quasi-commercial ventures as against educational needs). 

In regards to the first of these issues, the funding regime in VET has not merely meant that good, experienced teachers have left the system (although this has no doubt occurred) but that those staff that remain face unreasonable and impossible workloads. 

It also has been the basis for an effective restructuring of teaching, toward “delivery”, in which deskilled, casualised, un(der)prepared and even inappropriate staff play a central role in VET provision. In the TAFE’s “core” staff (those residually on full-time contracts and with little more job security) represent the point of coordination, administration, leadership in teaching, etc – in short, the role of crisis-management aggregates to them. Alternatively, especially for private providers and non-institute RTOs, this role is either contracted to the TAFE’s or to other curriculum development agencies and assessors. 

At its limits, the structural tendency of the funding regime “to allow any person or organisation with three or four days of training to take industry competency standards and assess a person against them (the minimum compulsory in the training packages) is not merely intellectually bankrupt but has the potential to destroy the VET system completely.” (Gonczi 1998, p. 142) This is on top of the fact that the level of funding in the system is designed to encourage this sort of destructive “just-in-time” arrangement to the employment, commitment, morale and development of staff. It is a fundamental point of grievance for students and for student organizations in the sector that this critical state of staffing has such a detrimental impact on the pedagogical relationship. 

Case studies: 

∑
Training packages have allowed Institutes to absorb funding cuts under the growth through efficiencies program by reducing student contact hours. As a result, at one campus contact hours were cut back by 50%.

∑
Many Institutes have also reported that information technology resources are outdated and in some cases unable to run software required for the course. At Swinburne, some TAFE courses only have two computers from which students can access the Internet.

∑
An audit of equipment available to Computer Systems students at RMIT demonstrated the following;

- all student workstations require urgent updating in order to meet the minimum requirements of the courses being delivered. 

- operating systems and programs vary form computer to computer ( some using Windows 3.1). 

- inadequate access to computer labs. 

- that there were 3 students to a computer at the beginning of the year ( due to over-enrolment).

- that students felt forced to buy or arrange  access to equipment outside the course in order to complete their work.  

- that even after significant drop-out rates in first semester (due to the issues above) the numbers of computers  actually working remained  inadequate.

Recommendation 17

VTSAN recommends the abolition of competitive tendering mechanisms for VET funding, and replacement with the provision of stable recurrent funding based on courses offered and a full range of support services offered (including outreach services for off-campus provision) at campuses. Consistent with these policies is the systematic reduction in casualisation of staff/employment conditions, and development of a funding base that allows for job security, reduction in teaching and general staff workloads, and normalisation of a stable VET workforce.

Recommendation 18

VTSAN recommends  an immediate increase in the overall level of funding for public providers, which form the central and dominant plank of the VET system, and the reversal of public subsidisation of private providers (de facto privatisation) through private provider access to public funds other than at the margin.

6.2
Viability of TAFE, particularly  in regional Australia

Recent TAFE amalgamations in Victoria have done little to rescue a TAFE sector that is drastically under resourced. Chisholm Institute has been operating at a loss for some time now and faces the prospect of winding down some of its campuses in regional Victoria. TAFE mergers alongside funding cutbacks have resulted in courses at some institutes been ‘rationalised’ and moved away from regional campuses.  

Case Studies:

∑
At Chisholm Institute, Certificate 3 in Hospitality 1st year apprentices were transferred from Frankston and Rosebud campuses to Dandenong campus (up to 3 hours away from Rosebud by public transport). Electronics 2nd year students had their course moved from the Frankston campus to the Moorabbin campus, and rural studies was moved from Bonbeach to Cranbourne. We believe that measures such as these are made purely on a financial basis with little or no regard for community or student needs.

∑
One Institute has reported that there have been a number of previously viable courses cancelled because class sizes were less than twenty. We believe that this approach disadvantages smaller and regional TAFE colleges, which may have a significant number of students who wish to undertake a particular course, but not enough students (20) to make the course viable under the current funding model. Students in country areas are discriminated against, as there is often no alternative within a reasonable commuting distance.

∑
Students were advised by a department manager that the computer resources they needed to complete their course was not available at the campus that they were enrolled in. The manager suggested that they travel (50 minutes by train/ 30minutes by car) to a campus where they could access the resources they needed to complete their course.

∑

Recommendation 19 

VTSAN recommends the development of a "guaranteed access scheme" whereby Institutions which can demonstrate a significant demand for a particular course or courses but which fall short of the achieving the minimum class sizes necessary for viability under the funding model are eligible for top up  funding.

6.3
Quality of teaching and structured training

One of the consequences of reduced funding to the TAFE sector has been that Institutes have decided to employ greater numbers of sessional staff as opposed to permanent staff. Student Unions have received significant numbers of complaints relating to sessional staff.

Complaints include difficulty accessing staff to ask for assistance with work. Many sessional staff often only come to their campus to teach their allocated classes, they often do not have times allocated for consultation with students, nor a fixed location where students can find them. 

Often sessional staff are not properly inducted or trained by their Department so they are not aware of the existence of institute polices and procedures especially those that relate to assessment, examination conduct, discipline, progress review. There have been occasions on which sessional staff have expressed surprise when informed about the existence of policies and procedures and of the fact that these regulations apply to the way they deliver their courses. This has led to situations where sessional staff are in breach of policies and procedures, and infringe upon students rights. 

There also tend to be more complaints about the quality of teaching provided by sessional staff, who’s main qualification is “industry experience” and have little if any teacher training. In general teacher training is not a requirement and to fulfil sessional teaching duties in TAFE. Sessional teachers do not have the time or the capacity to provide for student support and feedback at the level needed to meet course requirements and outcomes.

Case Studies:

∑
In one Diploma level course at a particular TAFE campus all but one of the teaching staff were sessional, and all were based off campus. In the same course one subject remained unscheduled for six weeks due to a lack of staff.

∑
We have received a report of a teacher being sick for 5 months, during which time students had a total of 6 teachers. Upon return, the teacher informed students that they would need to undertake an extra 20 contact hours to complete the course. 

∑
Students at one campus were unable to obtain feedback because their sessional teacher would not be back until the following semester.
∑
Teachers have been timetabled to teach two classes at once; this being done by sending one class to the library/setting an assignment and leaving the room for most of the duration of the class. This situation has been reported to the Student Union by both students and staff members associated with the course. 

∑
The RMIT Student Union has spoken to students complaining that they are only getting 1/2 or 3/4 of the hours they have paid for. The Student Union has also spoken to teachers who have been asked by Course Coordinators to deliver an 80 hour course in 60 hours. These cases have been reported in four different Faculties- Engineering, Education Language and Community Services, Applied Science, Biomedical, Health Sciences and Nursing.

6.4
Range and availability of student services

The area most affected by the funding cuts in TAFE has been student support services.

∑
At Swinburne permanent Disability Support officers resigned through frustration that they could not provide a quality service, because of funding cuts. At Wantirna and Croydon campuses permanent support staff were replaced by contract staff who, in some cases, had to provide support on three geographically dispersed campuses.

∑
At Frankston, the Student Union had their funding withdrawn and was served with an eviction notice.

∑
At one campus the First Aid Room was converted into an office. The only other First Aid facility was located in the trade area, which was not accessible to the general student population.

∑
At Swinburne’s Lilydale campus there is no Student Health services available on a day when apprentices are on campus. The campus nurse had her time cut because the position could not be funded.

6.5
Effects of fees and charges on TAFE

VTSAN has consistently opposed the charging of any tuition fees for TAFE courses on the grounds that they create a barrier to access and recommends that all tuition fees be abolished and that Government funding be increased to compensate institutions for the loss of revenue. The Federal Government should be asked to provide the additional funding necessary by increasing the company tax rate. This will ensure that private sector pays for the benefits it receives from state funded vocational education and training.

Given that the Federal Government’s policy is heading in the opposite direction and is therefore extremely unlikely to agree to this proposal this submission puts forward a number of proposals that lessen the adverse effects of charging tuition fees. In doing so the VTSAN wishes to emphasise that it in no ways supports the charging of tuition fees and is strongly opposed any increase in the current level of the tuition fees.
Problems with the funding model

In addition to the problems caused by the inadequacy of the rates of funding for each field of study under the standard funding model there are a number of specific aspects of the way in which the model operates which disadvantages students at particular Institutions and in particular courses. Under the current funding model Institutions with high number of students eligible for exemption or concession can lose a significant amount of funding. The provision of exemptions or concessions is an access and equity measure for the TAFE system as a whole. The fact that those Institutions which do the most to improve access for people from disadvantaged groups suffer the greatest financial penalty is extremely inequitable. 

Recommendation 20 

VTSAN recommends that all Institutions be given "top up funding" to compensate them for the income lost through exemptions and concessions. If this is not accepted we would suggest that Institutions at least be given such "top up funding" above a certain level of exemptions and concessions (set at the lowest level of exemptions and concessions in the state) so that the costs of providing this access and equity measure is at least spread equitably across the system.

Under the current system there is a strong financial disincentive for Institutions to make prospective students aware of the availability of exemptions and concessions. A number of Institutions make very little effort to inform prospective students of the availability of exemptions and concessions or do so in a way which is half hearted and confusing. 

Recommendation 21

The VTSAN recommends that State and Territory training authorities develop a standard format for information regarding exemptions and concessions to be used by all Institutions and minimum standards for ensuring this information is available to prospective students. 

Students being charged for tuition which they are not receiving

The current OTFE fees and charges policy calculates tuition fees on the number of direct teacher/student contact hours only and not on the basis of total hours which include other factors such as field placements, etc. VTSAN has consistently pointed out in previous submissions the unfairness of Institutions including these field placement hours in their calculation of contact hours. Institutions have argued that teachers still have duties in relation to the students while they are on placement. This is irrelevant. If that argument held any water students could legitimately be charged for time spent by teachers on curriculum development, assessment, etc. Obviously this is inappropriate, and any decision by Institutions to charge for field placement hours is equally inappropriate and only reflects a desire to extract more money from the students.

Pressure to charge materials fees

As mentioned earlier, the shortcomings of the funding model are increasing pressure on Institutions to pass as many costs as possible on to students particularly in the form of materials fees. VTSAN has had numerous reports which suggest that compliance with the current OTFE Direction about Fees and Charges has been extremely limited and that many Institutions continue to charge compulsory materials fees upon enrolment. 

The clause relating to materials fees in current Direction about Fees and Charges under ,  No Other Fees for Centrally Funded Courses - 1.22, specifies that 

A Council must not charge fees in relation to an enrolment in a centrally-funded accredited course other than:

(b) 
to recover no more than the actual cost of providing goods or materials to be retained by a student as his or her personal property. However, a student must be permitted to use equivalent goods or materials obtained from sources other than the institution 

The intent of this clause is fairly clear although given the numerous attempts at creative interpretation throughout the system, further clarification would be desirable.

Our interpretation of the intent of the clause is that it aims to ensure that students can only be charged a fee equivalent to the actual cost of providing goods or materials which they choose to retain as their personal property. The rationale for having such a clause is clearly to ensure that student can undertake a course of study without incurring extra costs. 

The rationale for allowing Institutions to charge a fee under the conditions specified seems to be based on the notion that no student should derive a personal benefit from the state funded education system in the form of retaining a finished product made of goods or materials paid for by the state. It should be pointed out that given that all students pay tuition fees and most will inevitably pay taxes these contributions would more than cover the cost of the goods or materials they retain. VTSAN therefore opposes the charging of material fees under any circumstances. However in the event that the rationale for the existing policy is reaffirmed we would suggest that there are a number of issues which need to be addressed.

Ensuring that students: 

∑
can complete any course of study without incurring extra costs in the form of materials fees;

∑
have a genuine choice about whether they wish to pay a fee in order to retain goods or materials provided by the Institution as their personal property

Ensuring that Institutions:

∑
have adequate funding to provide the necessary goods or materials required by students irrespective of whether or not students decide pay a fee to retain goods or materials as their personal property

∑
charge students no more the actual cost of providing goods or materials to be retained by a student as his or her personal property

∑

Case studies:

∑
At one inner city campus, costume design students are required to pay for all of their fabric and costume making materials. Theatre students have been required to pay for costumes and make-up in both cases the costs of these materials have mounted to several hundred dollars, placing a considerable burden on many students. 

∑
At Chisholm students were told that a Material Fee of $70 was compulsory when enrolling in the Diploma of Liberal Arts.

∑
In Art & Design at one campus students were informed that the materials fee of $300 was compulsory. Once students paid they did not receive an itemised account.

∑
Students in one case were only informed of a $70 compulsory materials fee two months into the course

∑
Students studying Information Technology and Librarianship, at one institute, have been required to pay for course note books for each module of their course, these cost approximately $15.00 each and most students can study 10 or 12 modules per year. This cost alongside tuition fees has proved to be a disincentive to many students.

∑
Students at Swinburne are forced to buy textbooks and workbooks produced by the institutes publisher as they are not available in the library.

In terms of how Institutions are ignoring or circumventing the current Directions the following methods, including combinations of all of them have been identified.

Compulsory materials fees- 

students are not given any choice as to whether they wish to pay a fee in order to retain goods or materials provided by the Institution as their personal property

Compulsory non- materials fees-

students are charged a fee for goods or materials that they do not retain as their personal property or for other course related costs 

Overcharging-

students are charged more than the actual cost of providing goods or materials to be retained as their personal property

Students forced to buy materials from sources other than the institution-

students are required to purchase goods or materials which they must have in order  to meet the requirements of the accredited course from suppliers other than the Institution

It is worth examining all of these methods of ignoring or circumventing the current Directions in more detail in order to understand how this can and should be prevented.

Compulsory materials fees - Students denied the right to choose

It is clear that at a number of Institutions students are not being given any choice about whether they wish to pay a fee in order to retain goods or materials provided by the Institution as their personal property. They are simply asked to pay a fee when they enrol and in many cases are not even told that payment of the fee entitles them to retain goods or materials provided by the Institution as their personal property. At most Institutions students are not informed that they have the option of not paying the fee by choosing not to retain goods or materials provided by the Institution as their personal property.

VTSAN knows of only one Institution, RMIT, where most students in a number of courses are informed of this option and this has only been achieved as a result of constant pressure from the Student Union over this issue.

Compulsory non- materials fees

Hospitality students at one Institution are required to buy uniforms so they can work in the Institution restaurant which generates revenue for the Institution. They also have to pay for the cost of the food and beverages they produce which are then sold by the Institution, not retained by the students as their personal property. At another Institution when students who asked for a breakdown of the materials provided for the fee they found it included the costs of publicity for student art exhibitions. The breakdown of the materials provided for the fee at another Institution revealed a component for "profit". At least this Institution was honest to itself about the reasons for charging a materials fee.

Overcharging

In one case in 1995, a student collected receipts for all the materials that were provided for his course in that year. They totalled $68.00, or just over a third of the materials fee which he had been charged by the Institution. While students may be told they have the right of a refund if they are not satisfied that they received the materials for which they had been charged, in many cases the Institution has not provided a list of materials due in the first place.

Students forced to buy materials from sources other than the institution

Part of the clause in the current Direction states that 

"a student must be permitted to use equivalent goods or materials obtained from sources other than the institution".

The intention of this was clearly to allow students to use their own materials rather than being forced to buy them form the Institution if they wished to retain their work. However some Institutions have used it to pass costs on to students by requiring them to purchase goods or materials which students must have in order to meet the requirements of the accredited course. 

By forcing the students to buy these goods or materials, which were previously supplied free to students by the Institution, from suppliers other than the Institution the intent of the existing Direction can be circumvented and the Institutions can save substantial sums of money.

Case Study: 

In the Certificate of Basic Electronics course students must construct a circuit board as an assessment task and are required to purchase the components of the board themselves from suppliers other than the Institution. Students who did not purchase these components would fail the course  which effectively makes the cost of these components a de-facto tuition fee for this course.

Recommendation 22

That all Institutions be audited to determine the amount of income they have received form materials fees and charges in each course and that these fees and charges are no more than the actual cost of providing goods or materials to be retained by a student as his or her personal property; 

That State and Territory training authorities review the funding rates for all fields of study to ensure that they are adequate to allow Institutions to provide all materials necessary for students to complete their courses irrespective of whether or not students decide to pay a fee or charge to retain goods or materials provided by the Institution as their personal property;

Secondly, that they identify the materials component of the rate of funding for each field of study and require Institutions to prove that they have spent this amount on actual materials to be used by students 

Fees for assessment of Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL)

The VTSAN has a long standing policy of opposing fees for education on the grounds that they limit access to an essential public service to those who can afford to pay. The VTSAN is therefore opposed to the charging of any fee for Assessment of Prior Learning (APL). 

Not only do such fees discriminate against those who can’t afford to pay but they particularly discriminate against the very people Recognition of Prior Learning is meant to benefit. To charge people whose skills have traditionally not been recognized a fee to have those skills recognized only reinforces the discrimination that RPL is meant to overcome. It means that these individuals are been penalised because the skills they have were not acquired by formal training whereas those people who have acquired skills through formal training can simply apply for exemptions based on previous studies free of charge.

If a fee is charged for APL it ceases to be an access and equity measure and simply becomes a mechanism whereby those who can afford to, pay to reduce the amount of time they have to spend at Institution to receive a qualification.

Recommendation 22 

The VTSAN recommends that the cost of APL assessments should be met by State and Territory training authorities as an access and equity and efficiency measure. If State and Territory training authorities will not fund APL assessments they have a responsibility to ensure that  fees for APL assessments be kept as low as possible and should reflect the ability of people to pay.

The level of the APL fee will impact on students’ decisions regarding enrolment or whether to enrol at all. For some people any fee will represent a barrier. Others will decide on the basis of whether it is worth paying that much money to receive exemption from a number of subjects or whether they should just enrol in them anyway or not bother to seek recognition of their skills at all.

The additional cost of APL on top of other costs of studying such as Tuition fees, Student Services and Amenities fee, books, travel to and from Institution, child care needs to be considered in this context.

Recommendation 23

All people eligible for a concession or exemption on their tuition fees should not have to pay a fee for APL. People with a low income earners health care card should not have to pay a fee for APL. The APL fee should be less than the tuition fee for the subjects for which exemption is being sought.

Recommendations


 New apprenticeships scheme

Recommendation 1

That the Federal Government affirms that the fundamental purpose of the apprenticeships scheme is the development of skills which aid the life-long learning process and provide both young and old people with viable career paths. 

Recommendation 2

That the National Training Wage and award rates for trainees and apprentices be increased to at least the minimum  wage.

Recommendation 3

That a new and separate offence be created under the Vocational Education and Training Act 1990 (and interstate equivalents), which would specifically address the issue of workplace violence and harassment. Such an offence should contain elements such as a scale of penalties depending on the nature of the offence, and the removal of approval of employers to employ an apprentice or trainee.

Recommendation 4

That all STB/OTFE and WorkCover Authority personnel receive training and education relating to the handling of workplace violence and harassment complaints,  so as to better prepare them to receive complaints and referrals from apprentices/trainees.

Recommendation 5

That the current assessment process for the registering of RTOs be overhauled.  That a new process be established which requires potential RTOs to demonstrate their ability to provide appropriate resources for the courses, including human resources and a full range of student services. The RTOs should also be required to prove their commitment to the provision of vocational education and training through the provision of curriculum plans based on sound educational principles. Finally, the RTO must be capable of providing training to equity groups (women, migrants, disabled workers) in a sensitive and supportive environment.

Recommendation 6

That a monitoring system be set up which requires State Training Authorities to make routine checks of all RTOs, especially private ones. In these checks, the trainees/apprentices should be given the opportunity to express their view of the training they are (or not) receiving , without fear of retribution from their employer.

Recommendation 7

That a stricter punitive system apply to RTOs which are not providing the quality training they were contracted to provide, as well as employers who exploit or harass their trainees or apprentices. That an independent ombusdperson position be established to investigate complaints, and if found guilty, those employers and RTOs be 'blacklisted' immediately and their contracts severed.

Recommendation 8

That trainees/apprentices be paid for the time they spend training off-the-job.

Regulation and quality in VET provision

Recommendation 9

That the criteria for the awarding of funding to RTOs be changed so that more than 50% of the weighting is given to their ability to demonstrate the intent to provide quality training.

Recommendation 10

VTSAN recommends the development of an office of ombudsperson for the vocational education and training sector, with powers 

∑
to undertake independent investigations into systemic problems in the VET system, 

∑
to investigate individual complaints, and 

∑
to make binding recommendations and orders on VET providers concerning the sources of grievance and/or systemic failure.

Recommendation 11

VTSAN recommends a process of democratisation of TAFE institutes, including :

∑
legislation for social and community/regional objectives and for recognition     of students/apprentices as an actor in the governance of the institute/division,

∑
representation on TAFE/university boards more proportionately representative of the major actors in the sector, 

∑
government resourcing, support and recognition for independent TAFE student and apprentice representative bodies at state and national levels.
Recommendation 12

VTSAN believes that the federal government should encourage greater participation of students in decision making and policy forums. It should acknowledge that students and their organisations do have a role to play in the decision making process. Concretely the federal government should:

•
ensure that all legislation be written to include representation of students. 

•
require ANTA to look for appropriate forms of involving students at the national level.

•
Initiate and encourage discussion among TAFE administrators about the positive role played by students in the decision making process. 

•
Raise the issue of student participation at the council of ministers and include it as a condition of federal grants. 

•
Remove all laws which infringe on the independence of student organisations. 

•
Use whatever means necessary to ensure that compulsory non-academic fees, General Service Fees, etc is spent through a student organisation.

Recommendation 13

That the federal government set aside funds to facilitate the development of a national student network which encourages the development of state based student networks and student organisations at every TAFE institution in Australia. 

Recommendation 14

The reforms of governing bodies should include:

•
An increase in student, staff and community representation.

•
Clear electoral regulations to ensure that TAFE administrations do not manipulate elections to governing bodies. 

•
Clear standing orders which force governing bodies to be properly accountable rather than rubber stamps.

•
Equal access to information for all governing body representatives. 

•
Proper resourcing of all representatives to ensure effective participation.

•
Student and staff representatives to be accountable to their constituents through their student organisation or staff union or association.

Training on the job

Recommendation 15
That clear guidelines policies and procedures  be established which address the issues around the organisation and administration of placements, learning outcomes, supervision, assessment and grievance resolution, harassment and discrimination. That a process of accreditation be developed for employers who wish to take students on placement based on ensuring Institutions and employers comply with these guidelines, policies and procedures. 

Training packages

Recommendation 16

VTSAN recommends  a freeze on the implementation of training packages.

 Funding and quality of VET

Recommendation 17

VTSAN recommends the abolition of competitive tendering mechanisms for VET funding, and replacement with the provision of stable recurrent funding based on courses offered and a full range of support services offered (including outreach services for off-campus provision) at campuses. Consistent with these policies is the systematic reduction in casualisation of staff/employment conditions, and development of a funding base that allows for job security, reduction in teaching and general staff workloads, and normalisation of a stable VET workforce.

Recommendation 18

VTSAN recommends  an immediate increase in the overall level of funding for public providers, which form the central and dominant plank of the VET system, and the reversal of public subsidisation of private providers (de facto privatisation) through private provider access to public funds other than at the margin.

Recommendation 19 

VTSAN recommends the development of a "guaranteed access scheme" whereby Institutions which can demonstrate a significant demand for a particular course or courses but which fall short of the achieving the minimum class sizes necessary for viability under the funding model are eligible for top up  funding.

Recommendation 20 

VTSAN recommends that all Institutions be given "top up funding" to compensate them for the income lost through exemptions and concessions. If this is not accepted we would suggest that Institutions at least be given such "top up funding" above a certain level of exemptions and concessions (set at the lowest level of exemptions and concessions in the state) so that the costs of providing this access and equity measure is at least spread equitably across the system.

Recommendation 21

The VTSAN recommends that State and Territory training authorities develop a standard format for information regarding exemptions and concessions to be used by all Institutions and minimum standards for ensuring this information is available to prospective students. 

Recommendation 22

That all Institutions be audited to determine the amount of income they have received form materials fees and charges in each course and that these fees and charges are no more than the actual cost of providing goods or materials to be retained by a student as his or her personal property; 

That State and Territory training authorities review the funding rates for all fields of study to ensure that they are adequate to allow Institutions to provide all materials necessary for students to complete their courses irrespective of whether or not students decide to pay a fee or charge to retain goods or materials provided by the Institution as their personal property;

Secondly, that they identify the materials component of the rate of funding for each field of study and require Institutions to prove that they have spent this amount on actual materials to be used by students 

Recommendation 22 

The VTSAN recommends that the cost of APL assessments should be met by State and Territory training authorities as an access and equity and efficiency measure. If State and Territory training authorities will not fund APL assessments they have a responsibility to ensure that  fees for APL assessments be kept as low as possible and should reflect the ability of people to pay.

Recommendation 23

All people eligible for a concession or exemption on their tuition fees should not have to pay a fee for APL. People with a low income earners health care card should not have to pay a fee for APL. The APL fee should be less than the tuition fee for the subjects for which exemption is being sought.
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