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Background

This submission to the Senate Inquiry into the Quality of Vocational Education and Training in Australia, has been developed by the Torrens Valley Institute Council, and outlines a number of key issues related to the experiences and issues faced by TVI, as a public provider, during a period of significant change, reform and restructuring in the VET sector. 

All comments and views expressed in this submission are made to provide key policy makers with a better understanding of the implications and impact of these reforms on public providers such as TVI, ensuring that the needs of industry, students, governments and the community, are effectively met.

Introduction


Torrens Valley Institute of TAFE (referred to in this submission as TVI) is one of eight South Australian Institutes of TAFE and has gained a national and international reputation as a leader in responsive, innovative and flexible vocational education and training products and services.

TAFE Institutes are the major providers of VET services in South Australia and are a key vehicle for the implementation of government policy in regard to VET in South Australia.

TAFE Institutes have a rich history of excellence in service delivery, innovation in delivery methodologies and many dedicated and highly skilled staff, with close linkages to industry.

TVI operates across four campuses located at Tea Tree Gully, Gilles Plains, Urrbrae and Cheltenham. TVI provides a variety of quality entry level and advanced part-time and full-time courses to local and international students. Programs are aligned to strategically focused 21st century industry sectors including:

· Electronics and Information Technology

· Digital Media Design

· Computing and Information Technology

· Para Dental Studies

· Veterinary, Applied Science and Biotechnology

· Business Studies

· Hair and Beauty

· Community Services

· Hospitality

· Horticulture

· Building Studies

Several of these programs provide a state-wide focus and attract students from all over South Australia, and, in some instances, from interstate and overseas. 

The Torrens Valley Institute Council comprises industry, community, student and staff representation and provides direction for the strategic policy and planning functions of the Institute.


A
The place of the new apprenticeships scheme within the national priorities set for Australia's vocational education system and the appropriateness of those priorities.

Resource Allocation and the Expansion of New Apprenticeships Programs

Over recent years, there has been a growing emphasis in the VET system towards workplace training, particularly through the expansion of New Apprenticeship programs and the development of training packages. Government funding has supported this growth in order to increase  employment levels and make training more relevant to the needs of employers. This has resulted in pressures towards greater ‘on the job’ training and a diminishing of programs traditionally delivered through institutionally based ‘off the job’ programs such as those provided by TVI.

These policy changes have also been designed to stem the decline in the number of ‘traditional’ apprenticeships undertaken and increase employment opportunities, particularly for the young, through establishing shorter and more industry ‘relevant’ traineeships.  There are now greater numbers of students undertaking traineeships, many of whom are receiving workplace training and assessment, the level and quality of which is influenced greatly by employer training requirements and capabilities. 

One outcome of this policy direction, has been a greater bias towards trainees gaining those job skills, which are immediately applied at the workplace, at the expense of more generic underpinning knowledge and skills. There has also been a similar diminishing of training conducted ‘off the job’, particularly related to those areas the employer does not believe are immediately applicable or relevant to their enterprise. 

These policy changes have been highly problematic for students not currently employed or who are seeking to change careers into new industry sectors, thus being excluded from having access to workplace facilities. Evidence from the recent TAFE SA Student Satisfaction Survey indicates that 89% of all students were not studying for their current job requirements, but in order to obtain a job, get a promotion, change career or for personal interest.

Whilst the percentage of students undertaking New Apprenticeships is only approximately 13% of TVI activity, too much attention, policy emphasis and increased funding has been directed towards New Apprenticeships and provides a dis-proportional view of the impact and importance of New Apprenticeships in the broader VET system. 

As the overwhelming majority of VET participants are not supported by employers, it is time for policy and funding to take a more balanced approach in regard to all participants and stakeholders in the VET system. 

The growing emphasis on New Apprenticeships is also undermining attempts to direct resources in line with state and national priorities (eg the State Training Profile) as the initiation and establishment of Contracts of Training under New Apprenticeships, are determined at an enterprise level by employers and are therefore subject to specific, short term needs, rather than addressing longer term regional, state and national economic goals. 

It would also appear that funding for the increased number of New Apprenticeships taken up by employers has been largely at the expense (actual or through opportunity costs) of other VET and labour market programs.

Growth of shorter-term ‘traineeships’

The day-to-day pressures faced by employers, has focused training requirements on the immediate short term needs of the enterprise. This has put increasing pressure on training providers to reduce the time students spend in training, whether on or off the job, increasing the number of shorter-term qualifications produced. This pressure has required a lowering of cost structures, at the expense of quality training outcomes.

Figures from recent NCVER trend statistics outline the rapid growth of shorter-term contracts of training (2 years or less), from 1995 to 1998:

· From 7,000 to 46,000 (aged 20 –64)

· From 7,000 to 22,000 (aged 14-19)

This rapid growth in traineeships can be contrasted with the very slow growth in longer-term (greater than 2 years) apprenticeship programs over this period.

In addition, there has been a decline in the number of traditional apprenticeships taken on by  public sector agencies, as a result of pressures to outsource large components of their operations. The public sector had traditionally provided an important role in training apprentices, who in many cases, have then been employed by private sector companies. NCVER statistics indicate that state government apprentices and trainees commenced have fallen from 4.0% to 3.4% and by the commonwealth government from 2.2% to 0.7% of the total from 1995 to 1998.

The long term effect of these changes will be a shortage of new workers with the high level skills and knowledge required to ensure the economic development of both the industry and enterprises.

Employers meeting their ‘On The Job’ training requirements

Where trainees receive full or partial ‘on the job’ training, employers do not always have the necessary skills, knowledge, supervisory personnel or facilities, to provide suitable training at an appropriate standard. This is particularly the case in South Australia, where the vast majority of employers are small businesses. In many cases, VET systems and reforms are modeled on the needs and capabilities of large eastern state enterprises, overlooking major State based differences. Concerns have been raised about the quality of workplace delivered traineeships and evidence of inadequate training and assessment practices, particularly related to the underpinning knowledge and skills components of broader industry competencies. 

In some cases, enterprises are themselves becoming Registered Training Providers (RTO) and are taking responsibility for the entire training obligations of their apprentices. In these cases, strict regulatory and quality assurance arrangements are required to ascertain whether such enterprises are capable of providing high quality standards of training or whether such changes are designed to simply gain control over the amount of time apprentices spend on training. It is important that trainees are not subjected to limited opportunities in the workplace to undertake the full range of training activities specified in the training program and that the training is not ‘watered down’ to accommodate any inadequacies in the particular worksite.

In addition, there is evidence that some employers are placing greater pressure on trainees whilst at the workplace and are increasingly reluctant to release trainees for attending ‘off the job’ training, especially where the trainee comprises part of the workforce establishment and may be required for backfilling absent staff. In this situation, formal training is seen as a luxury, to be accommodated when time allows.

Employers have a significant say in the particular competencies undertaken by trainees, selecting those which are more directly relevant to the nature and context of the particular workplace. For example, in the Horticulture Training Package, there is scope for a large number of electives (about 100) and very few core subjects. This emphasis on choice by the employer (and theoretically the student), risks the student choosing a training program which suits the needs of the employer and enterprise, but locks them into a very specific set of industry skills and competencies, with few of the broader underpinning skills and knowledge required by the industry at large, eg understanding information technology, communication skills. This impacts on the ability of industries to accommodate fluctuations in demand between different sectors of industries.

In this example, the design of the training package, influenced greatly by the immediate, short term needs of enterprises, rather than the broader, longer-term benefits to Australian industry or the employee, has led to a diminishing of quality training outcomes for all stakeholders, particularly the employee, who is locked into a narrow skills and knowledge base.

As outlined in the 1998 Small Business Professional Development Program Evaluation Report “Big Pictures from the Small End of Town”, the general conclusion of many investigations into the training needs of small businesses agree that “they are only interested in training which contributes to the solutions of today’s problems. They simply do not have the time to engage in generic training with a potential pay-off in the future”. The report also highlighted a number of structural, attitudinal and financial reasons for why formal training conducted in a small business environment was problematic, including:

· Not seeing the direct value of training

· Lack of personnel and specialty staff

· Lack of career structures

· Lack of resources and facilities

· Negative perceptions of government and ‘red tape’

These issues and attitudes make the delivery of ‘on the job’ training a much more difficult proposition than policy makers would probably care to admit to. 

Accordingly, TVI is placing great emphasis on working with small businesses to better understand their needs and assist them in developing a ‘training culture’, and promote and market the benefits of training.

B
Claims that the key objectives of the original new apprenticeships scheme, as agreed by the states and territories, are not being met.

Bias towards those already employed

Workplace training and the growth in New Apprenticeships, is problematic for those in the community who are not currently employed or who have limited access to ‘on the job training’ resources and facilities. This has significantly disadvantaged those students who are looking to the VET system to provide the skills and qualifications necessary to gain employment.

Changes in the nature of the workforce, particularly casualisation and the increasing use of labor hire workers, have reduced the ability of entrants to gain employment as a pre-requisite to gaining successful training outcomes. This is a vicious cycle that requires new entrants to have employment in order to access training, whilst at the same time requiring them to have qualifications in order to compete for jobs. 

Together with growing pressures on funding for pre-vocational programs, these changes have lead to a reduction in training opportunities for the unemployed, particularly young people.

Bias towards lower levels of the Australian Qualifications Framework

The emphasis towards employment related, immediately applicable skills, has also resulted in a lowest cost, high output delivery model, leading to greater numbers of lower level ‘traineeship’ qualifications. NCVER acknowledges that “trainees [2 years or less] were far more likely to have completed an AQF certificate level 1 or 2 or equivalent qualification”, compared with 98.3% of apprentices [more than 2 years] completing an AQF certificate 3 or above. 

Quoting recent NCVER statistics, of the rapid rise in traineeships from 1995 to 1998, the occupational area of ‘intermediate clerical, sales and service’, rose from 12,330 to 42, 520 and the ‘elementary clerical, sales and service’ area rose from 3,000 to 13,750 during the same period. The only other large increase occurred in the category of ‘labourers and related workers’. These occupational areas tend to be concentrated at the lower skill levels of the AQF framework.

This is in direct contradiction to the growing recognition that to compete globally, Australian industry require greater levels of workers who have developed higher level, internationally competitive skills and qualifications. The potential consequences are future skill shortages in some key industry sectors, resulting in lost opportunities for greater economic development, as enterprises and industries find it difficult to compete in the global economy. By concentrating on the short term, there is a danger of overlooking the long-term capacity of the future workforce, in industries and job categories that may not even currently exist.

Conversion of current workers into trainees

There is evidence to support recent media reports that many of the New Apprenticeship places taken up have been conversions of existing employees into ‘trainees’, allegedly to qualify for  Government subsidies which these programs attract. In some cases, whole workplaces have been signed up as ‘trainees’ with little regard to creating new employment opportunities. In these 

situations, there are concerns as to the level, standard or quantity of training provided, and the maintenance of standards. Alleged abuses such as these, where there is no demonstrated up-skilling or new employment for participants, lead to accusations of wasting public monies in the interests of merely subsidizing employer wage costs. 

As an example, an insurance company converted a large component of their workforce into ‘trainees’, gaining public wage subsidies.  By outsourcing the training requirements to a private training provider, the insurance company was able to use the remaining surplus towards wage savings and profits. Other examples include a large supermarket chain, a wine producer and a food manufacturer who, by converting employees to ‘trainees’ were able to claim the subsidies offered and offset the cost of training which they would have normally provided and funded in any case. In one example, even General Manager became a ‘trainee’.

Where appropriate training is provided, it is still questionable whether some New Apprenticeships, for example traineeships in the highly casualised fast food or retail sales industry, will actually lead to long term transferable skills development. These industries tend to have a majority of workers in the 16 to 21 age bracket with high levels of turnover and mobility. 

In these situations, the skills and knowledge provided, needs to be of a more generic and transferable nature. These types of organisations seem to employ ‘serial trainees’ where new trainees (together with the associated funding subsidy) are recruited as soon as the previous trainees leave their casual positions. In these examples, New Apprenticeships become simply a perennial government subsidy to the organisation, a means of shifting the cost of training to Government, rather than an encouragement for the creation of new employment and training opportunities.

Access and Equity Issues

The rapid growth in traineeships has been concentrated towards the older, already employed population, not towards youth as set out in the original objectives of the New Apprenticeships scheme. The policy and funding emphasis on traineeships and apprenticeships, with their requirement for employment, has meant fewer opportunities for both the young and older unemployed, to access training opportunities. The unemployed are then left to rely on other less effective labour market programs such as ‘work for the dole’ schemes.

Apprenticeships and traineeships are often filled through ‘word of mouth’, family connections or networks, diminishing the ability of many in the community to access such training. This particularly affects people from designated backgrounds such as women, people from non-English speaking backgrounds, people with disabilities and aborigines.

When comparing the number of students ‘in training’, the explosive growth has occurred in the 24 to 39 and the 40 to 64 age bracket, with annual growth rates of 39.7% and 99.8% respectively, compared with 5.1% and 6.8% in the 15 to 19 and 20 to 24 age groups.

TAFE has demonstrated its relevance and appeal to young people, and accounts for a higher than average percentage of apprentices and trainees in the 15 to 19 age group (47.7%) as compared to the VET average of 19.9%. This highlights the importance of full time institution based vocational education where TAFE is an important alternative to university and also an alternative pathway to employment. 

Whilst females have taken up a large share of the growth in traineeships created, they still tend to be concentrated in the lower levels of the AQF framework level 1 and 2 with males accounting for over 82% of apprentices and trainees at the AQF level 3 and above. The evidence strongly suggests that females are still concentrated in traditional occupational areas.

For Indigenous students undertaking New Apprenticeships, there is a significant bias towards shorter term (2 years or less) and lower levels (AQF 1 and 2), with 65% of Indigenous students undertaking Level 1 and 2 Certificates compared with 41% the general population. Figures provided by the NCVER, indicate that “a clear picture emerges that Indigenous apprentices and traineeships are under represented in the traditional trades occupations”.  

Complexity of the System

In many cases, we have found that employers do not understand the New Apprenticeship system and its associated policies, requirements, complexities, legal issues and risks and many simply find it all too hard.

For example, the Contract of Training is over four pages long, cumbersome and complex to administer and complete and employers rely greatly on either the training provider or New Apprenticeship Centre to try to understand their responsibilities. As noted earlier, in South Australia, the majority of employers are small businesses and do not have the level of administrative or management capability or resources available in larger organisations. 

Other issues

Other issues associated with the implementation of New Apprenticeships include:

· Diminishing margins and funding levels for providers

· Delays in payments of training funds

· Inefficiencies created through dis-economies of scale, in relation to the need to provide multiple methodologies (eg on the job, off the job, flexible delivery, on-line delivery, RCC etc) and private providers targeting more profitable ‘niche’ areas of delivery

· Labour intensive time spent on negotiation with individual employers to develop contracts of training and ‘on the job’ visits and monitoring

· Time delays after approval of the contact with Training Contracts Branch and negotiation with a suitable training provider

These difficulties have the potential to undermine the quality and credibility of the training provided.

C
Quality of provision of technical and further education and private providers in the delivery of nationally recognised and non-recognised vocational education and training services and programs.

TAFE and Expansion of Private Providers

With the expansion in the number of private providers openly competing for funds in the VET sector, private providers have targeted many of the lower level training programs traditionally offered by TAFE Institutes such as TVI. These tend to require lower levels of infrastructure and capital, lower staff knowledge and skills, therefore providing greater profit margins, leaving the publicly funded TAFE Institutes with the more complex, expensive, higher level training programs, without the subsequent economies of scale which a balanced program offering can provide. 

There is also the potential for conflicts of interest to occur where Industry Training Advisory Boards (ITABs) establish their own RTOs, or where an organisation is a combined New Apprenticeship Centre, a Job Network organisation, a Group Training Scheme and also a Registered Training Organisation. Each of these components have a differing role and the combination could jeopardise the integrity and efficiency of the system.

TVI operates as a division of the Department of Education, Training and Employment (DETE) with associated public service systems, practices and employment conditions, as prescribed in the TAFE Act and the Government Management and Employment (GME) Act. This departmental framework is important in ensuring proper standards of public and parliamentary probity, community and client service and ministerial accountability.

These systems and structures pose restrictions not faced by private providers. As such, the philosophy of market based competition in education has been implemented and promoted at a pace which has made it very difficult for public providers, such as TVI, to adjust and compete on a ‘level playing field’. 

In some programs, eg Hair and Beauty, the rapid introduction of competition from private providers, together with the increased requirements of workplace assessment and delivery, has resulted in greater costs by continuing to run smaller class sizes and less economical programs. Whilst private providers are able to specialize in niche areas, TVI has a community and public sector obligation to maintain a broad range of program offerings.

In addition, whilst TVI is required to compete openly for User Choice funding for New Apprenticeships, we are also required and expected to provide a greater and more costly infrastructure for students, such as student services, libraries, child care centres, cafeterias and access and equity programs. 

TVI TAFE works closely with industry

TVI plays a strong leadership role in forging close linkages with industry and business and has introduced many initiatives, which respond to their needs. For example:

· Online delivery

· Flexible learning

· New qualifications

· Customized training
Whilst there have been some recent statements from Government about the need to strengthen industry linkages, the Institute Council believes that one of TVI’s many strengths is its ability to provide industry relevant, flexible training programs, including those specifically customized for enterprises. TVI has many structures to support and encourage industry linkages, including staff participation on numerous industry committees and bodies.

For example, the Australian and New Zealand Federation of Wall & Ceiling Industries have passed an official motion that TAFE Institutes be the preferred suppliers of industry training and have voiced concerns about the quality of outcomes provided by some non-TAFE RTOs.

The Torrens Valley Institute Council, comprising industry, community and student representatives, provides policy direction at a strategic level, ensuring the Institute is aligned to the needs of the community and industry. In addition, TVI has a dynamic sales and marketing team, which is in regular contact with enterprises. 

TVI has implemented many reforms

TVI has been at the forefront of improving the quality of education and training products and services delivered to clients and industry in South Australia. TVI has adopted and implemented the SA VET Sector Quality System and introduced best practice approaches to management systems, particular in areas such as planning, professional development, quality management, human resource management and information technology.  

TVI, as one of eight TAFE Institutes in South Australia, is the first Quality Endorsed Training Organisation (QETO) within SA and has also twice been a finalist for the SA Training Provider of the Year award. Other SA Institutes of TAFE such as Regency Institute and more recently, Spencer Institute, have won both the state and national Training Provider of the Year Award.

TVI is fortunate in having very dedicated and highly skilled staff who are able to apply their skills and knowledge to the implementation of innovative educational processes and technologies, such as flexible learning and online delivery strategies. It is these efforts that have given TVI a national reputation for educational innovation and excellence. 

While becoming more commercially focused and diversifying its revenue base, TVI, as a public provider of education and training, continues to maintain its important leadership role and community service obligations to the broader local industries, students and communities.

TVI has contributed to this goal by liaising closely with industry, gathering feedback from our clients and employers and introducing a number of new highly sought after programs, for example:

· Diploma of International Business

· Diploma of Training and Development

· Advanced Diploma in Applied Design (Interactive Multimedia) 

These programs have generated significant interest from around Australia and highlight our ability to respond proactively to the future needs of industry and students. These programs are offered on a full time and part time basis outside of the workplace based New Apprenticeships and Training Packages framework.

High levels of client satisfaction and employment outcomes

TVI’s emphasis on quality outcomes is evident in the high level of employment outcomes achieved by students. TVI has established an Employment Services Unit, now copied by other providers, obtaining excellent results, for example:

· approximately 90% of building and finishing prevocational students find employment in the industry

· community services program have achieved over 87 % employment outcomes

· several students have gained highly prestigious positions in major overseas organisations

· computing students are highly sought after by major computer industry organisations for jobs such as network support, programming, help desk support.

· employment outcomes in the Para-Dental program are 100%

TVI has also achieved very high levels of student satisfaction, as noted in the 1999 TAFE SA Student Satisfaction Survey. For example:

· “The course is relevant to my career needs” (97.1 % satisfaction)

· “Teaching sessions have been very well presented” (93.7% satisfaction) 

· “My lecturers have a very thorough knowledge of the modules taught” (97.5% satisfaction)

The Importance of Quality Assurance Mechanisms

Assessment and delivery systems remain two of TVI’s key educational processes and significant emphasis is placed on the maintenance of quality standards.

TVI has established a number of quality assurance mechanisms, including Quality Advisory Groups and Quality Course Advisors, to ensure that our assessment and delivery practices are effective, consistent and quality focused. Even though there continue to be funding pressures to increase output at the expense of quality standards, TVI has maintained its priorities of quality student outcomes and has instilled these into the Institutes Quality Management System and Quality Charter.

Compliance costs

There are however, significant compliance costs associated with establishing and maintaining TVI’s Registered Training Provider (RTO) and Quality Endorsed Training Organisation (QETO) status. TVI has resourced a number of key quality mechanisms to ensure our education and training products and services are of a high quality standard, including:

· Establishment of rigorous quality assurance mechanisms

· Monitoring, evaluation and internal auditing practices

· Appointment of a professional quality manager

· Extensive use of client satisfaction and feedback processes

· Establishment and funding of Quality Assurance Groups (QAG)

· Conduct of regular Organisational Self Assessments

· Participation in external validation and audit processes

These activities all contribute to TVI’s reputation as a public provider of quality services, however, they also require significant amounts of staff time, effort and resources, adding additional costs to TVI’s corporate overheads. 

To date, there have been only 4 private providers who have been awarded QETO status (from more than 400 RTOs), reflecting the significant commitment, effort and resources required to achieve this higher level of quality accreditation. Under credit transfer arrangements, students from non-QETO providers are able to finish off or upgrade qualifications, which are issued as a TAFE qualification, providing additional status and recognition, even though most of the qualification may not have been undertaken with TAFE.

Private Providers and Maintenance of Standards

There is evidence to suggest that some private training organisations, driven by a focus on short-term profits, have sought to cut corners to reduce costs and have therefore put at risk the integrity of the VET system. Mobility and student pathways are fostered through co-dependency and mutual recognition of qualifications and through credit transfer processes.

For example, a full “Certificate 3 in Community Services and Health (Aged Care)” parchment awarded to a graduate from a private training provider indicated that the 16 modules completed were undertaken in a period of 8 weeks. This compares with the nominated hours for this course of 495 contact hours, normally completed over a 6-month full time basis. This student subsequently went on to complete several additional modules to gain a TVI advanced Certificate 4 qualification, utilizing credit transfer provisions to gain recognition for the modules previously completed. In addition, many hours of un-funded effort was provided to this student to overcome the lack of knowledge or skills which they should have already possessed. 

As another example, a TVI Horticulture student was granted recognition for the full requirements of a Certificate Level 3 by a private training provider through the process of Recognition of Current Competence (RCC), allegedly recognizing the skills and experience gained through the students horticultural related employment. The entire process took less than 2 hours and it is questionable whether sufficient rigour was applied in the assessment process. 

In this example, the student was willing to make the admission that whilst he was granted formal recognition of his skills and knowledge, he wished to continue his studies at TVI, as he did not feel he actually possessed the underpinning skills and knowledge needed.  Needless to say, such quick assessments, done on a fee for service basis, not only devalue the qualifications provided, but also place the employee and organization at serious risk.  

There have also been some examples where private providers have entered into contracts of training, or tendered in an open market situation, not taking into account the real costs of having to provide the full range of training and assessment services specified in the contract. In these cases, the provider has overstretched their resources and capabilities, subsequently seeking assistance from TVI to fulfill the contract.

Other examples include where TVI has picked up the training for distressed students left part way through a study program, when a private provider has gone into liquidation. These students were fortunate in being able to resume their study with TVI, recognizing our social responsibility in such situations.

It is also concerning that some private training providers are beginning to use the “TAFE” brand on parchments and for marketing purposes. This only serves to diminish the value of the publicly owned TAFE brand, which has been built up over many years by the various public VET providers across Australia.

Regulatory Arrangements

These examples highlight the possible failure in the VET regulatory arrangements designed to ensure the maintenance of standards and protect the interests of students.

TVI Council questions whether the relevant regulatory agencies at both state and national levels, are sufficiently resourced or motivated to properly monitor these situations and ensure the high standards of all providers. There continue to be examples where students enrolling at TVI in advanced qualifications, having come from a private provider, have been unable to continue their studies due to inadequate prior underpinning skills and knowledge.

The same high standards of accountability required of public providers such as TVI, must also be expected from all providers through the enforcement of a more rigorous and properly monitored registration process.  Public and market recognition of the significance of the QETO status and logo, should also provide greater incentive for more providers to achieve this higher level of quality recognition. Failure to do so will undermine the integrity and confidence that students, industry and the community place in the entire VET system and the qualifications issued.

Complaints received against providers, by students or other providers, should be used to review the RTO and QETO status of training organisations. In addition, the use and public publication of client satisfaction survey results should be compulsory and reported to the Accreditation and Recognition Council as a key accountability tool.

Implementation of National Training Packages

The development and implementation of training packages continues to have problematic effects on the ability of TVI to both deliver quality student outcomes and maintain its responsiveness and flexibility to industry. The requirement for workplace competencies achieved on the job and in particular the number of specializations specified in training packages, ignore the role of education and reduce the opportunities for career choice. 

The focus on achieving workplace competencies and the introduction of training packages has also diminished the value and application of the underpinning knowledge and competencies, which are crucial to creating pathways to advanced training and in providing employers with staff who are able to apply the full range of skills, knowledge and competencies in their particular vocation. This issue has significant access and equity impact, particularly on the young, unemployed and those seeking greater job mobility.

For training providers, many training packages set out the need to establish ‘simulated working environments’ increasing the complexity and cost of infrastructure and training. This also increases the costs of maintaining effective ‘on the job’ assessment processes with employers, who in many cases may employ only 1 trainee.  The current funding model does not take into account the complexity, logistics and expense of coordinating and monitoring such ‘on the job’ activity. As a consequence, TVI’s level of ‘on the job’ related activity is significantly lower than that of private providers, whose infrastructure, service levels and cost structures are more suitable for such support.

Where TVI seeks to engage students in ‘work experience’ programs with a host employer, to meet the workplace requirements of the training package, the employer may be reluctant to undertake the risks or time commitment necessary. 

There is also evidence and feedback to suggest that many enterprises see the development of training packages as a complex, irrelevant and highly bureaucratic process, adding greater complexity to a national training system, which has already been criticized as overly cumbersome and slow to react to change. In support, some training packages are vague, not clearly defined and open to interpretation. The use and application of the specified ‘evidence guide’ is also unclear.  Many South Australian enterprises, having little or no knowledge of training packages and their development, remain unconvinced of their relevance.

It is not clear whether training packages and the complex process of development and consultation, can provide a vehicle for leading innovation in training, especially as industry needs and technologies change rapidly, in an increasingly global environment. This is particularly evident in new and emerging industry sectors such as information technology, multimedia and biotechnology, where developments in these areas are occurring faster than the processes for adaptation and development can sustain. 

Impact of market based training

In some program areas, for example, Building and Hair & Beauty, competition is creating difficulties in supporting more than one training provider, leading to unviable financial margins, a thinning in the number of students and the creation of dis-economies of scale.

Conversely, in some program areas, there are no competitors willing to provide alternative training, due to the fact that the amount of funding provided through the User Choice arrangements are simply too low to allow for an adequate return on investment. In these situations, TVI is still required to provide training for apprentices, even though in theory, the parties are expected to freely negotiate a contract of training.

These examples should require Governments to rethink the rapid deregulation of the VET system and to better support participants, both public providers and clients, through longer-term transition and change management strategies. As we have seen in some other states, particularly Victoria and Queensland, rapid deregulation has impacted severely on public TAFE Institutes, requiring intervention by respective governments.

D
Impact on the quality and accessibility of VET resulting from the policy of growth through efficiencies and user choice in VET.

Reduced funding

An adequate level of funding remains one of the most important issues facing TVI. For example, state funding to TAFE Institutes in South Australia is being reduced by $10 million over 3 years, placing significant pressure on already overstretched resources and infrastructure. The Commonwealth, through ANTA, has also discontinued growth funds, relying instead on efficiency savings alone.  

The shortfall in funding has put pressure on TVI to:

· increase class sizes

· reduce the flexibility and choices available for students

· reduce the level of educational and student support services provided

· concentrate on achieving the volume of ‘student hours’

· increase the number of casual Hourly Paid Instructors (HPI)

· rely more on fee for service activities

· reduce access and equity programs

· increase fees and charges

· reduce infrastructure and service levels

· limit research and development activity

· defer equipment and building maintenance

· defer purchase of up to date industry standard equipment and technology

These funding cuts threaten the development of innovative initiatives such as flexible learning and online delivery, which require significant investments in technologies and resources. As a result there is a real risk that TVI could find itself a runner up in the global race to leverage its existing intellectual property against other interstate and international VET competitors who are well resourced and able to mobilize on a global scale.

Additionally, the uncertainty created through budget cuts, staff separation packages, casualisation of the workforce and rapid deregulation, has reduced the capacity for TVI to undertake long term planning and as a result is more susceptible to the impacts of global, national and state based changes.

It should be noted however, that TVI has been remarkable in its ability to maintain an effective and high quality service to students throughout this period, still achieving its quantitative and qualitative 

targets. TVI relies largely on the professionalism and dedication of staff, under increasingly high workloads. Because of the loss of more experienced staff and large increases in Hourly Paid Instructors, together with sustained attacks on TAFE by pro-market governments, it is not certain how long this effort and morale can be maintained.

Reduced funding is also impacting on initiatives to support staff through professional development and release time for industry placement and many staff are already questioning the significant amounts of unpaid voluntary time they put in. TVI, as a public provider, has always emphasised its community and public service obligations and the continuing pressure on funding and the need to be more profit driven has the danger of eroding much of this long standing culture and professional standing in the community.

Impact on Student Fees and Charges

Student fees and charges in South Australia comprise the highest percentage of total operating revenues of any Australian state, rising from 12.1% in 1996 to 12.4% in 1997 (NCVER Statistics, 1997). This is before the current round of fee increases being implemented for the year 2000. Many students have signaled their inability to pay this increasing level of fees, as demonstrated by the large number of students who are supported through Payment by Installment schemes, which TVI provides to students as a key part of our public provider social justice obligations. In addition to those students who receive reduced concessional fees, more than half of students apply to pay their fees in installments on an interest free basis.

Increases in fees and charges to supplement reduced government funding is having a detrimental effect on those students who are economically disadvantaged, particularly young people, the unemployed and women. 

Some examples of fees for award-based courses are:

Diploma of Beauty Therapy (2 years)
 
$5,500

Diploma of Dental Hygiene (2 years)

$6,900

Impact on Provision of Student Services and Learning Resources

There have been many examples, where private providers have been unable to offer an adequate level of student services (eg counselling, child care, learning support) and learning resources, to enable students to effectively undertake their training programs. Some providers argue that the level of funding provided through User Choice arrangements does not cover such services, which are seen as ‘optional’.

As an example, one local private provider was recently found to be delivering training in a TVI library without the consent or knowledge of TVI staff. The private provider argued that they did not have the necessary learning infrastructure to adequately support the delivery of this training and had to rely on the ‘local TAFE College’. 

This also applies to the resources provided in the case of many ‘on the job’ training programs, where employers do not have an adequate level of learning resources appropriate for the student to complete the requirements of the training package or curriculum, particularly in regard to underpinning knowledge and skills.

This example illustrates how TVI, is expected, by both students and the community, to provide a full range of student support and library services. There have been examples where students from private providers have accessed TAFE facilities to complete their studies.

Inadequate funding levels, are having a serious impact on the ability of TVI to maintain an adequate level of student support and library services and there have already been several restructurings to reduce service levels in line with the reduced level of funding provided. However, if the trend continues, TVI’s student and learning services will be in danger of becoming unable to maintain proper standards of service.

F
Growth, breadth, effectiveness and future provision of vocational education in schools.

Effectiveness of VET in Schools
The introduction of VET in Schools programs into secondary schools has been an initiative supported by TVI and a general introduction of some vocational education and training subjects into the school curriculum is to be encouraged. TVI has established the first Vocational College in South Australia in a joint venture with the Windsor Gardens High School. TVI also has an important partnership arrangement with 15 local high schools and private providers, under the umbrella of Torrens Valley Vocational Educational Services Inc. (TVVES Inc.) 

However, the ongoing expansion of VET in Schools beyond a few introductory subjects, raises some concerns in relation to ability of schools to adequately offer vocational education, which requires a higher level of industry standard infrastructure and technology, and teaching staff with suitable workplace experience.

It may not be practical or feasible to duplicate the extensive range of facilities, staff experience and industry linkages possessed by TAFE. Models such as the Windsor Gardens Vocational College, a joint venture between schools and TAFE, could lead the way for other future VET in School arrangements.

By going beyond a general range of vocational subjects as part of the SACE curriculum, schools may be in danger of attempting to produce ‘industry ready’ vocational qualifications. In reality these ‘VET in Schools’ arrangements are designed to provide students with a better understanding and awareness of the career and study opportunities available in the VET sector and to undertake some subjects to provide an introductory appreciation of the nature of vocational training.

Schools have a larger and more important role to provide all secondary students the foundation knowledge, attitude and key competencies, on which to make decisions for the future. This way, students are able to keep their options open, be it for further study or employment purposes, thereby not excluding future career and educational choice too early.

There are dangers that unless some clarity is provided in the VET/School arrangements, the pressure on the school sector to stem the decline in participation rates will lead to a duplication of much of the infrastructure and expertise currently residing in the TAFE sector, including some schools becoming RTO’s. Schools do not have the level of industry support and credibility required to provide fully fledged VET services and may devalue the respect and value with which TAFE qualifications are held by both employers and students.

Conclusion

As detailed in this submission, the introduction of New Apprenticeships and national training packages are having a significant impact on students and public providers such as TVI.

The growing emphasis on increasing the numbers of trainees, through the use of government employment subsidies, has resulted in a rapid rise of traineeships. However, many of these have been shown to be shorter-term traineeships at levels 1 and 2 of the AQF. In addition, many of these trainees have been conversions of currently existing employees, diminishing the benefit of the subsidies provided to create employment and training growth.

The emphasis on training packages and employment based training is also impacting on the quality of training outcomes, especially where employers are unable to fulfill their responsibilities to support trainees in the workplace and training providers are inadequately supported to undertake proper on the job delivery and assessments.

Acting for the Future

It was recently quoted that many of the students currently entering the secondary school system will eventually find employment in industries which do not currently exist. Technological and industry changes and developments will continue to occur at a rapid pace throughout the next century and the ability of Government VET policy and training packages to keep up to date with these changes will increasingly be difficult.

It is important that the vocational education and training system and public providers such as TVI, respond not just reactively to the immediate needs of enterprises, but equally importantly, work with industry in jointly shaping the future needs of these industries and jobs.

TVI will require the flexibility to work with students, employers, industry and the community to provide education and training solutions which reflect and cater not just for today’s needs but for a pattern of life-long learning to be established.

Industry and Governments, together with public providers such as TVI, have a responsibility to ensure that Australian industries and workers have the skills and knowledge to participate in the rapidly growing global economy and enable Australian industry to remain on the forefront of new developments in technology, productivity and competitiveness.

Key Recommendations

The following recommendations are made to redress the issues outlined above and to re-establish an effective Vocational Educational and Training system which facilitates the interests of students, enterprises and industry, together with the requirements of public policy makers, providers and Governments, in order to maintain and foster Australia’s global competitiveness and economic prosperity.

· Greater enforcement of regulatory arrangements of all providers, particular private providers, to ensure that standards and outcomes are achieved

· Increased funding, particularly for implementation of new initiatives such as online learning, product development and flexible delivery, to increase access, provide greater choice and flexibility in time, place and enable the VET system to remain internationally competitive.

· Implementation of long term planning in the VET sector, ensuring greater stability, supported by minimum guaranteed levels of funding for TAFE

· Greater incorporation of new initiatives into statistical reporting and better dissemination and marketing of this information to managers

· Review of the amount of funding being directed into New Apprenticeships at the detriment of other VET programs

· Review the criteria for accessing Government subsidies, particularly related to current employees

· Greater levels of industry–funded training to supplement public and student monies

· Review the New Apprenticeships administrative processes to streamline and reduce associated complexity and ‘red tape’

· Research into the impact of deregulation on high risk program areas and the effect on providers and clients

· Review the development and implementation of training packages to ensure that concerns raised are adequately addressed

· More research into the effects of training packages and expansion of New Apprenticeships on young people and the unemployed
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