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The AEU (Tasmanian Branch) notes that within Tasmania there are two significant Reviews relating to vocational education and training currently being undertaken.  One is the Review of the User Choice funding model and the other is the Review of the traineeship system.

Both reviews will have findings which are relevant to this particular Senate Inquiry.

Additionally, the Schofield Independent Investigation into the Quality of training in Queensland’s Traineeship System report identifies many of the issues and circumstances which could be directly ascribed to the Tasmanian situation.

The Australian Education Union (Federal) submission to this Senate Inquiry provides a framework and recommendations which this Tasmanian submission enhances.

AEU (Tasmanian) Branch has consulted with its members relative to this Senate Inquiry and submits the following commentary, broadly based on the terms of reference of the Inquiry.  The particular Term of Reference to which the commentary refers is identified on the right hand side.

Regarding the new apprenticeship scheme, there are significant concerns about the quality of training outcomes, a view espoused by both employers and bona fide registered training organisations.  The AEU believes the notion of a “bona fide” RTO is an important qualification because there is a view that all RTO’s are not primarily motivated by skills formation, with business objectives being the prime motivation.  


(b) (i)

‘Quality outcomes’ depends on a point-of-view.  Industry/employers on balance would argue that “they are getting what they want” – this being subsidised labour, an extra pair of hands, minimal/no interest in training for the trainee/apprentice.  TAFE as an RTO, using the curriculum driven approach to training as a former standard, believes training outcomes are of a lesser quality user the Training Package format as it is currently being applied.

The AEU submits that:

· Workplace training is ad hoc; not structured; does not refer/apply information provided by RTO; and there is limited scope for repeat/practice of competencies.  A particular example would be that of overhauling a vehicle transmission (a required competency in motor vehicle servicing industry).  With fewer breakdowns and the trend to replacement of entire systems rather than parts, trainees/apprentices may have only one exposure to overhauling a transmission.  These trainees/apprentices would be deemed competent.

The rhetorical question is: What level of competence do you expect from your motor vehicle service person?

· Assessment quality is less stringent than the previous trainee/apprentice training scheme.  The widespread perception that competency based assessment is about one off observation, supported by a tick-and-flick approach to recording competence is trivalising the little understood/appreciated notion of what “competence” actually means.  Newly emerging RTO’s without an educational pedigree or commitment and with their fundamental business motivation, relish the scope to “abuse” the concept of competency based assessment – time is money therefore “complete as quickly as possible” becomes the creed.

· Competency Standards and the elements of such are too general, with curriculum content being overlooked.  Cursory attention to the implied breadth of a competency, means that only superficial, perhaps one-off evidence of competence is complied.

· The differentiation between the various qualification levels is roundly misunderstood by RTO’s without an education pedigree.  There are examples where trainees, supposedly with the competencies to undertake the next level of a pathway, realise they cannot perform at the required level to commence the next level of their chosen pathway.  They opt to resubmit for further (initial?) training for a competency which has already been recognised as part of the individuals competence.

The rhetorical question is: What is the difference between a Certificate II, a Certificate III, a Certificate IV etc?

· Learning as a shared experience is an education tenet – interaction with other people is important to learning.  With the trend to workplace based training (imagine a single trainee in a small, narrowly focussed enterprise), an individual could complete a program and have no exposure to alternative thinking through other trainees/apprentices and a narrow, particular exposure to workplace procedures and practices.  Off-the-job training provided a mechanism which genuinely complements the notion of transferability of competency, which will be an ever increasing requirement given the mobility of Australia’s workforce.

Historical reflection on the reason for off-the-job training being a core requirement of our previous apprenticeships system indicated that the narrow experiential base of most enterprises and the need for a consistency of education/training standards was the driving force.  It is ironic that the move of the new apprenticeship scheme, with Training Packages as the key vehicle, flies in the face of this history which had a system which was the envy of the world, producing multiskilled tradespersons who were flexible, had all round competence and were attractive workers on the world market.

The current system is a response to key industry sectors dominated by large employers with a genuine training capacity.  These drivers of the new apprenticeship scheme are not typical or representative of the Australian profile of small to medium size enterprises who do not have, nor do they aspire to have training as a core activity.

The AEU acknowledges the training reform agenda and has been instrumental in supporting some of the key components.  The AEU cautions the Federal Government about the prospect of a lessening or deterioration of the public vocational education and training provision, given serious reservations about the capacity of Training Packages and the emerging provider/delivery systems to deliver sustainable, quality outcomes.

The new apprenticeship system is more complex than the previous system.
(b) (iii)
The AEU submits that:

· Another additional agency is involved in the assessment of competence i.e the workplace.  Fundamental notions of assessment validity and reliability become immediate queries.  The potential pressure (note the User Choice factor) wherein a workplace “assessor” deems the trainee/apprentice employee competent and the validating RTO does not accept the workplace assessment is a disturbing and challenging dilemma.

· Validation of workplace records, if they are genuinely completed or completed at all, is an other complexity.  Frequently RTO’s report visiting a workplace (subsequent to making appropriate appointment arrangements) to find the trainee is not accessible or workplace management has not acted upon the earlier understanding.  This situation has significant cost implications for the RTO.  Further attention (either statutory or financial) needs to be given to such issues.  Travel and travel costs to visit workplaces is a further complexity which can be (often is) a frustrating and unproductive experience for RTO’s.

· Industry is poorly informed about the new apprenticeship scheme “but nobody knows”.  For a system/scheme which is purportedly industry driven, there is in regional Tasmania a dire paucity of knowledge/understanding by industry of the new training agenda.  When explained, industry typically says ‘no’ and then blames TAFE for the changes.  It is extremely difficult for industry to relate to/understand the bureaucracy (ITAB’s, TAFE provider, non-TAFE providers) associated with this more complex training system.

· The complexity of customising and contextualising competency standards for individuals does not allow for the economies of scale which previous group, structured processes provided.

The new apprenticeship scheme is being driven by financial incentives and targets, moreso that the 
(b) (iv)

needs of industry and the individuals involved.


In support of this proposition, the AEU submits:

· For trainees with 40 hours work per week, there are examples where no training is provided during these hours.  Formal training and incidental, self-directed learning is expected to be done in the trainees own time.

It is a constant battle for TAFE (the particular RTO) to convince employers that particular off-the-job training is required eg. in some situations OH&S awareness needs to be completed off-the-job because of inadequate or compromised standards because the particular workplace does not meet OH&S legislative standards.

· Employers have reported that they did not see their RTO (non-TAFE!) from after the first day sign up until the last day of the traineeship when a massive, across-the-board tick and flick activity happened.

Regarding training providers (including schools, TAFE, non TAFE), there are some general matters which require closer examination.  The current audit 
(c) (i)
arrangements for RTO’s and the credentials they issue is a largely unquantifiable, unknown phenomenon in items of quality outcomes.

The AEU submits that:

· The monitoring of quality is not adequate.  Some indicative examples follow:

· The signing off at Certificate III with a private provider resulted in a subsequent enrolment at Certificate II in TAFE in the same vocational pathway.  This situation reflects on the earlier mentioned point about RTO’s without educational pedigrees not appreciating or understanding the qualifications differentials that underpin the AQF.

· Non-TAFE providers have been observed not meeting safety precautions (e.g soft footware; cleanliness; no overalls) for particular programs.  Comprehensive, systematic audit processes should address these matters – such processes do not appear to be in place. 

· As reported previously, RTO’s not meeting their obligations on the number of prescribed visits should be a matter of audit priority.

The question arises: How many user choice audits have been conducted in Tasmania in the last 12 months?

· The level and quality of vocational education and training needs be addressed across the nation.


Earlier anecdotes point to confusion which exists with some providers regarding standards and levels of qualifications.


For example, TAFE, as required of a RTO, acknowledges RPL/RCC processes but consistently finds trainees/students, who have been recognised by non-TAFE providers as having the specified competencies, opting to “repeat” or re-submit to undertake technical competencies.  Particular examples might be a ‘communications’ competence which deems the person to be able to prepare a resume – such competent persons simply indicate they have had no exposure to such a concept and have never developed such an instrument.

· With 83% of TAFE participants in employment arguably quality outcomes and appropriate levels of qualifications are being delivered.

Anecdotal evidence is suggesting that employers are giving a variable performance regarding meeting their obligations to deliver training on the job.

AEU makes no substantial comment on this matter, except to observe that employers have been inadequately/poorly informed by NAC’s regarding the extent of the employers obligations when taking on a trainee/apprentice.

In engaging a prospective employer the financial incentives and the notion of an extra pair of hands for say, a 12 month, no obligation work placement are heavily promoted.  The obligation to train and maintain accurate records of achieved competence and the like receives only cursory attention.

When RTO’s (TAFE) engage the workplace a major task is to accurately and comprehensively inform the employer of their statutory requirements.  TAFE is seen in a confronting light, for reasons which are beyond the control of TAFE.

An informal view is that employers regard trainee subsidies as a bonus and they have no genuine commitment to training.  Stories abound of trainees being made to pay TAFE fees and of a traineeship that was cancelled because the trainee refused to pay TAFE fees.

It needs to be clearly articulated (and audited) that a traineeship is fundamentally about training and is not a subsidised employment program.

The attitude of employers to apprentices seems to be somewhat different and more positive.

An interesting question is: What is the percentage transfer of trainees to apprenticeships?

The status and adequacy of on-the-job training 
(c) (v)

facilities is a vexed question.

The AEU submits:

· As an example, a single service station with no wheel alignment equipment is unable to provide the required facilities to enable overall competence for an individual to be achieved without resorting to alternate work environments.

· A ‘cash and credit’ competency which requires hands on use of cash registers and access to financial statements cannot be delivered/assessed in a particular workplace because the employer will not allow trainee access to such equipment/information and will not allow the trainee to go off-the-job to TAFE to address this Competency.  The solution was to get a private provider to complete the activity on-the-job.  (in this situation, the RTO was a private provider who had subcontracted TAFE to deliver assessment and training services.)

Regarding the accessibility of vocational education and training (in the context of “growth through 
(d) (i)

efficiencies” and “user choice”) the viability of TAFE in regional Australia is at risk.

The AEU submits:

· TAFE provides a most competitive, higher quality service than non-TAFE providers and accordingly should not be at risk.  Private training providers are contract driven, ad hoc and as previously noted, see their operations largely as business ventures.

· Given the policy settings by governments, TAFE is operating with less and less all the time so a previously efficient organisation is being challenged in terms of quality educational outcomes.  Budget restraints do not allow for “quality” depth and breadth.

· These diminishing resources do not allow for quality teaching – this situation is compounded by the nature of Training Packages wherein economies of scale are not attainable.  20 individuals in scattered workplaces who may not come together are more costly to manage/have less teacher contact time than 20 individuals who might participate in off-the-job training.

· Competition from non-TAFE providers puts downward pressure on costs (for unfair reasons).  However TAFE is still expected to meet its community service obligations in providing a broad range of expensive and not-so-expensive training programs.  Because of high capital infrastructure costs, TAFE management has moved to models of “specialist centres of training” typically in larger cities.

This trend has resulted in less employer support in the regions for training per se because access to training is perceived to be not as easy as it once was.  In other words, there has been a decline in apprentice numbers from regional areas when centres of training specialisation have been established.

· Fees and charges as a variable affecting access to vocational education and training is difficult to assess.  One end of the continuum says yes, with entry level training costing, for example, $800.00 per student for a pre-vocational course.  At the other end is the cynical view of private providers charging $300.00 for a short burst, Kool-MintTM enhanced program whereas the same less pretentious, more substantial TAFE program would cost $56.00.

The post trade area, where full cost recovery (i.e no public funding to support such programs) determines student fee levels, has witnessed a significant fall off in participation rates.

· Depressed economic areas of Australia – largely regional Australia – are characterised by relatively high unemployment areas.  There are typically fewer workplaces and the expectation that on-the-job training will become the norm is not a reality.  The need for quality simulated work environments, as part of the public (TAFE) infrastructure is becoming more crucial.

Regarding employer subsidies, there is a range of views which identify positives and negatives.  It is the governments ability/capacity to scrutinise these 
(e) (i)
subsidy programs which becomes the significant 
(e) (ii)

question.

The AEU acknowledges the positives of employer subsides, particularly the existing employees program, including:

· formal recognition of existing skills

· multi-skilled workplaces

· excess (subsidy) money being assigned to the enterprise’s training budget, which TAFE can access for further training development

· focussed/customised training for individuals

· employers can complement their strategic goals

· excess (subsidy) money being expended in the enterprise, with the trainees who “attracted” the subsidy, being given responsibility for the expenditure of the excess.

The converse of these positives also exist, being the negatives which arise from unscrupulous stakeholders (RTO’s, employers, other) including:

· employees obtain qualifications through a flick-and-tick (minimalist) approach to assessment.

· being qualified can be viewed as an end-for-all time of training and skills development.

· pathways have tight time lines and subsidies only available to complement these time lines-“too much, too quickly” whereas increasing the time to complete pathways would be an enhancement.

· some employers are only interested in money with no commitment to an individual employees personal growth and development.

· poor induction, including lack of clear information on employer expectations/commitments when signing up a trainee.

Tasmanian Secondary Colleges have been involved in VET Schools programs from their inception and have a reputation for excellence in the field.  They deliver 
(f) (i)
nationally accredited training programs whenever 
(f) (v)
possible and have this year sought accreditation under the QERTO process, which requires, among other things, that teachers have VET training qualifications.

· Teachers make considerable personal effort and sacrifice to acquire these qualifications.  They also make an enormous commitment in terms of their time and energy in performing the role of VET Coordinator, which demands that they work in modes and environments quite different from those of the general classroom teacher.  This is usually done while carrying out the general classroom teacher role as well, as few are exclusively teachers of VET.

· The “VET Burnout” that sometimes results in a recognised phenomenon .  Many of the tasks currently undertaken by overworked and stressed VET teachers in secondary colleges could and should be hived off to others, eg. To VET Support Officers based in each college: this would pay dividends in system efficiency in areas like finding work placement as well as in teacher wellbeing and would improve the long-term availability of teachers for VET subjects.

· Delivering nationally accredited training in general and being involved in the QERTO process in particular requires a high degree of accountability and lengthy paper trails.  VET in Schools is in general very demanding on college financial resources, among other things because of the need for extensive record keeping and form-filling and the constant need to train teachers, especially as training packages change continually.  Lower numbers in VET classes also impose an extra burden on other staff in terms of higher class sizes: there should be additional staffing available for VET.

· If the national VET in Schools participation targets are to be met, the Commonwealth needs to accept its responsibility for funding national goals.  There is currently insufficient support for training and for the extra clerical, administrative and support needs of VET programs.

Overview: Any attachments are individual member responses which support this submission.
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