SUBMISSION TO

Senate Employment Workplace Relations,

Small Business and Education References Committee
Inquiry into the Quality of Vocational Education and Training in Australia

The following submission addresses aspects of the terms of reference from the perspective of the TAFE NSW Managers Association.

Term of Reference (a)

The emphasis on funding of new apprentices effectively directs resources towards those in employment based programs and away from unemployed people. One of the flaws in the new apprenticeship system is that, in order to participate, people have to be employed as either an apprentice or trainee. Although numbers of trainees have increased over the past few years, apprentice numbers have decreased. 

The introduction of the Youth Allowance resulted in a significant increase in enrolments of early school leavers in TAFE Institutes. In 1999 enrolments of under 18 year olds in general education programs increased by 1,122. This represents about 200 additional classes across NSW. The impact of increased enrolments by early school leavers has put increased pressure on student support services such as Counselling, language and literacy support and tutorial support. In previous years Commonwealth financial support has been provided through Labour Market programs. Although schools received additional funding from the Commonwealth via the Full Service Schools Program in recognition of the additional support needs for ‘youth at risk’, there was no additional funding allocated for VET providers.  Therefore the cost of these services has now been shifted from the Commonwealth to the state.

Some groups in the community have much lower participation in vocational education and training in general and apprenticeships and traineeships in particular. This is coupled with disadvantage in labour market participation. The cessation of Commonwealth funding of the Pre-employment program has reduced the opportunities for disadvantaged young  people to gain work skills and become more attractive to employers. The Commonwealth funded Access program is too small to make any significant difference and the imposition of employment-outcome conditions makes it unattractive to many RTOs.

In NSW, TAFE offers Certificate of Occupational Studies (COS) courses which usually cover the first stage of trade (and some traineeships) courses in one semester full-time. These have been very popular with employers and school leavers and have good employment outcomes. However as these courses are relatively expensive, the ability of Institutes to offer these courses has declined. There is a great need for additional Commonwealth funding for pre-employment and pre-apprenticeship programs to provide a pathway for disadvantaged young people into the New Apprenticeship system.

In isolated and rural parts of Australia the only way that a range of vocational education options can be increased is through the use of distance and flexible delivery approaches. The cost of producing materials for these students requires a considerable investment by providers.

In relation to the issue of the respective obligations of industry and government, pre-employment courses such as COS can represent a transfer of costs from industry to government. Given the attractiveness to employers of someone who has completed part of an apprenticeship, this training model should be reviewed to see if there can be more sharing of costs with industry. 

Terms of Reference (b) & (c)

The Senate Committee asks whether the training outcomes of the new apprenticeship scheme are of diminishing quality and requests an assessment of the quality of provision of TAFE and private providers in the delivery of nationally recognised and non-recognised VET services and programs.

As TAFE NSW has in place comprehensive quality assurance mechanisms, there has been no diminution in the quality of education and training provided by TAFE. TAFE NSW is committed to providing excellent vocational education and training to meet the needs and expectations of students, industry and the wider community. TAFE NSW qualifications are highly valued and keenly sought after. Institutes work within the Australian Quality Council’s Business Excellence Framework to ensure their high standards are maintained and their products and services are continually improved.

In 1998 and 1999 the quality priorities in TAFE NSW focused on RTO registration and QETO quality endorsement in response to the introduction of the Australian Recognition Framework nationally. Each Institute is individually seeking and maintaining registration and quality endorsement within a structure system of statewide system coherence. As QETOs, TAFE Institutes and OTEN will share in the co-operative development of curriculum and curriculum materials through the Educational Services Divisions, thus ensuring maintenance of the consistent high quality of curriculum and curriculum support across TAFE NSW. TAFE Institutes are implementing national Training Packages as they become available.

Although TAFE Institutes are confident of their own internal quality mechanisms and the NSW recognition process, there are concerns that the quality mechanisms in some other states and territories are not as rigorous. This is important when it comes to mutual recognition of qualifications and recognition of prior learning. Some Institutes have reported examples of students with qualifications from other providers not having the required level of competencies when applying for entry into a higher level TAFE course.

Term of Reference c (iv)

TAFE Institutes are implementing national Training Packages as they become available. However, an issue of concern to TAFE Institutes is that of how to ensure the quality of on-the-job training and workplace assessment of competencies. It is likely that small companies may not have the ability to meet their obligations to deliver the on the job component and meet the competency outcomes. There is still great confusion in industry about what a Training Package is and what are the responsibilities of the employer. There are still some employers who want TAFE to do in colleges, the assessment which is required in the workplace. The workplace assessment requirements are a major impost for regional areas in terms of teacher time and travel costs. Teachers may be required to travel relatively long distances to assess small numbers of students in workplace situations. There are also significant resourcing implications for TAFE in making provision for non-employed students to have access to Training Packages and assessment of competencies.

Additional Commonwealth resources need to be allocated to enable VET providers to implement Commonwealth initiatives such as Training Packages, without compromising quality or constraining growth in delivery.

Term of Reference (c) (v) raises the issue of the extent to which employers of apprentices and trainees are meeting their obligations to deliver training on the job and the adequacy of monitoring arrangements. From an Institute perspective, some employers, both large and small, take their commitment seriously while others have no interest in wider concerns about the standards of training. Training and assessment is not normally part of the culture of small employers and the culture will not change simply as a result of a change of training arrangements. TAFE has the potential to contribute to this cultural change but is not at present being funded for a liaison and development role.

TAFE NSW has a strong record of initiating co-operative arrangements for planning and delivering vocational education and training services. Partnerships have been developed with industry, universities, schools, the adult and community education sector, other vocational education and training providers, community groups, other TAFE systems, government agencies and overseas countries.

One of the outstanding features of the partnerships between TAFE NSW and industry has been the ability of TAFE institutes to adapt their programs to meet the needs of the industry partner. The customisation of courses has involved developing a thorough understanding of the structure, function and culture of the organisation in order to provide client-specific curriculum, to deliver it at times convenient to the normal running of the organisation and to arrange the most appropriate and flexible methods of delivery.

TAFE Institutes continue to increase the flexibility of their delivery in order to meet the training needs of industry and the community. More training is now taking place at a time and in a location that suits employers and employees, particularly in the workplace.

The TAFE Online project was initiated in 1996 to increase choice and convenience for the users of TAFE services and to position NSW TAFE Institutes as the skills development leaders for tomorrow in an increasingly competitive training market. The essence of the project is to create a information/communication rich electronic environment where students are supported and guided by teachers in their learning wherever the students may be - home, workplace or learning institution. 

Term of reference (d)

The Senate committee is asking for information on the quality and accessibility of VET resulting from the policy of growth through efficiencies and user choice in VET.

In recent times, the Commonwealth government has made significant funding reductions in the sector nationally, through the abolition of growth funding, cuts to labour market programs and the decision to require States and Territories to fund further growth in the system out of efficiencies. Such reductions have had significant implications for TAFE Institutes and are a source of concern to the State.

NSW TAFE Managers consider that value for money and effectiveness are at least as important a consideration as price in determining efficiency. Further, training offered through both public and private providers must be appropriate to the State’s demographic and industry profiles (which in NSW are both very diverse), its culture and the cost structures of the State.

The notion that achieving extra efficiencies will automatically make available resources to fund growth is questioned. While some growth will be funded through the creation of efficiencies, there are some areas of growth which cannot be funded through efficiencies. This may be because of the scale of the growth required as in the need, for example, to provide institutionally based pathways to an AQF qualification for young people out of work. It may also be because of the magnitude of capital expenditure required to meet particular industry needs, as in some new technology areas.

One of the issues raised by the Committee was the viability of TAFE, particularly in regional Australia. In NSW initially there was some concern that the implementation of user choice for apprenticeships might have an adverse impact on the viability of provision in regional areas given the difficulty some rural TAFE Institutes were having in maintaining viable classes. The strategic implementation of user choice for apprenticeship in NSW has meant that to date, thin markets in regional areas have not been affected. However, the fall in the numbers of apprentices is putting financial pressure on a number of rural Institutes as it is becoming increasingly difficult to form economically viable classes in small and remote communities. The continuation of delivery in small and remote localities is an important part of TAFE’s community services obligations.

The Senate Committee also asks about the effect of growth through efficiency on the quality of structured training, the quality of teaching, appropriateness of curriculum and learning resources and the range and availability of student services. It is highly likely that quantitative gains are being purchased through quality losses. If a quality TAFE system is to be maintained, it is essential that the principle of growth through efficiency is dropped from the next ANTA Agreement.

In relation to fees and charges [(d) (vi)], TAFE NSW does not have tuition fees but does impose an Administration Charge. As part of TAFE’s community service obligations, there are exemptions from the charge for individuals who are in receipt of a benefit or allowance from Centrelink, Veterans Affairs, Austudy and ABSTUDY. Some Institutes have a disproportionately large number of exemptions e.g. in 1999, 76% of students enrolled at North Coast Institute were eligible for exemptions. 64.1% of students at New England and 65.6% at Riverina were also exempt. In addition to the Administration Charge, Institutes also may impose a range of charges for materials levies to try to recoup some of the costs of consumables. OTEN is about to introduce a $30.00 materials handling charge. There is also a voluntary $10.00 Student Association fee. These charges are not a significant source of revenue for Institutes.

Since its inception as a formal system of education in 1889, the TAFE system in NSW has played a significant role in the welfare and prosperity in this state. It has succeeded in this, not by standing still but by growing and developing in response to changes in the community and industry. TAFE NSW has also won a well-deserved reputation as the major provider of quality vocational education and training in Australia.

TAFE fulfills an important social responsibility by providing access to education and training for the socially, economically, geographically and educationally disadvantaged.  TAFE students tend to come from lower socio-economic groups than those in higher education.

Another aspect of TAFE’s community services obligations is the delivery of training to industry sectors that are important to the economy but are uneconomic to provide on a private basis. TAFE also provides continuity of supply of skilled people during times of economic downturn when enterprises generally cut back on their training effort.

Term of Reference (g)

Although most States and Territories keep separate statistics for apprentices and trainees, at the national level these are combined. This disguises the fact that there have been different trends with trainee numbers increasing and significant declines in numbers in some trade areas. NCVER should be asked to provide separate national figures for trainees and apprentices so it is possible to see the real trends in the take-up of new apprenticeships.

Implementation of the National Training Framework

In conclusion, it is imperative that the effects of national initiatives on providers, students, employers and employees are monitored to ensure the systems are resulting in improved outcomes and where necessary, to make changes quickly to avoid employers and individuals being disadvantaged by the new system. 

Ardyce Harris

President
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