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The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, 

  Small Business and Education References Committee

S1.61 Parliament House

CANBERRA   ACT   2600

Dear Sir/Madam

Please find attached a submission from the Queensland Chamber of Commerce and Industry to the Senate Inquiry into the Quality of Vocational Education and Training in Australia.

The Chamber's submission is in support of the submission prepared by the Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry.

If you would like clarification on any of the issues raised in the attached paper, please contact either myself, or Donna Mildren on (07) 3353 7755.

Yours faithfully

Peter Costantini

Manager, Employment Services

Queensland Chamber of Commerce and Industry

Submission to the

Senate Inquiry into the Quality of Vocational Education and Training in Australia

The Queensland Chamber of Commerce and Industry is Queensland's peak employer and business association.  It plays an active role in the development, monitoring and evaluation of employment, education and training policy and programs affecting business.  This is in recognition of the growing support for the development of comprehensive education and training strategies that are pivotal for the achievement of short and long term economic goals of Australia and provide industry with a competitive edge to compete in the global economy.

The Chamber is actively involved in entry level training in the form of apprenticeships and traineeships through its New Apprenticeships Centre, Queensland Apprenticeship Services.  Through this business unit, the Chamber is able to monitor developments in relation to training issues, including issues associated with the implementation of the National Training Framework.

The National Training Framework, which consists of the Australian Recognition Framework and Training Packages, is the platform for building the vocational education and training system in Australia.  The Australian Recognition Framework and Training Packages combine to enable training organisations to develop training programs in partnership with clients to provide outcomes that are recognised nationally.  As an organisation which has a commitment to the full implementation of the National Training Framework, the Chamber supports the view that if sufficient resources were provided to enable it to be implemented in its entirety, the Framework would assist in providing quality training outcomes.

In April 1999, the Queensland Minister for Employment, Training and Industrial Relations, gave a directive for an investigation of the quality and effectiveness of the traineeship program in Queensland to be undertaken.  A report entitled Independent Investigation into the Quality of training in Queensland's traineeship system, which was completed by a vocational education and training consultant, Kaye Schofield, was forwarded to Cabinet in June, who provided in principle endorsement to the 35 recommendations.

The Chamber provided a comprehensive response to the report prepared by Kaye Schofield.  The Chamber developed its response through discussions with members, National Chamber counterparts, state and regional managers of the Chamber and Queensland Apprenticeship Services and through the facilitation of a public forum of members in the Brisbane metropolitan area which was attended by approximately 110 people.

In developing this submission to the Senate Inquiry into vocational education and training, the Chamber has drawn its response from the report that was prepared to the Queensland investigation as well as from research undertaken on the impact of the existing workers policy.

In determining a policy position on vocational education and training, the Chamber supports the following policy principles:

· Integration of education and training programs with nationally recognised outcomes;

· Focus on training delivery models which are flexible and user friendly;

· Increase the participation of employers in the training market by ensuring public funds are linked to employer demands and to the training provider of choice; and

· Encourage competition, which will result in a more efficient and cost effective process while increasing employer and student options irrespective of the location of enterprises.

In this submission, the Chamber will address the seven key themes of the terms of reference.

(a)
New Apprenticeships and national priorities

National priorities for vocational education and training are negotiated every twelve months by the Commonwealth, States, Territories and the Australian National Training Authority.  All States and Territories gave their full support to the implementation of the National Training Framework in 1996.  Since that time, the implementation of the National Training Framework has been a national priority with States and Territories required to report against specific key result areas in terms of its implementation.

The National Training Framework is designed to make Australia's national training arrangements simpler and more flexible, and to meet industry's demand for high quality, nationally portable outcomes and flexible, responsive delivery
.

The investigation into the traineeship system in Queensland, highlighted the shortcomings in the implementation of the National Training Framework in Queensland.  In its response to the investigation, the Chamber advocated for the full implementation of the National Training Framework including the underpinning standards, principles and protocols.

In addressing the recommendations of the report into the quality of traineeship training in Queensland, the Department of Employment, Training and Industrial Relations (DETIR) have made a commitment to addressing the issue of auditing for registration and compliance under the Australian Recognition Framework.  This commitment extends to the provision of training to those people who perform audits while also involving industry in the auditing process.

In Queensland, industry involvement in the auditing process is generally through the participation of the relevant industry training advisory body, as these bodies are the primary source of advice to government on industry specific training issues.  The Chamber supports industry association/industry training advisory body involvement in the audit process of registered training organisations to provide advice to the client, while also providing industry specific information to the state government through the auditor.

The Queensland Government currently has a focus on creating sustainable employment opportunities through its Breaking the Unemployment Cycle initiative.  The focus of this initiative is young people aged between 16 to 24 and given that the current unemployment rate for young people aged 15 to 19 in Queensland is 25.4%
, it is a reasonable expectation for the government to focus funded training opportunities on the specific needs of young people.

It is also the government’s prerogative to direct funding to areas where it is likely to make an impact in terms of gaining a return on its investment.  Equally though, it is important that policy regarding eligibility for government assistance for training is not too restrictive so as to exclude other labour market entrants, for example, mature aged people and those moving to new industry areas where there is a further need for training.  This issue is discussed in more detail later in this submission.

(b)
Key objectives of New Apprenticeships as agreed by states and territories
One of the key elements of the National Training Framework is to develop a streamlined and simplified approach for the national training system.  Given appropriate time for the National Training Framework to be implemented in its entirety, the streamlined and simplified qualities will present themselves to the national training system.

Queensland is progressing towards the full implementation of the National Training Framework and is committed to streamlining and simplifying the processes within the training system.  Some examples of how Queensland is progressing with the implementation include:

· Streamlining compliance audits under the Australian Recognition Framework and User Choice so that there is less disruption to the registered training organisation.

· Formalising agreements between the state, registered training organisations and New Apprenticeships Centres in relation to the provision of information to employers and apprentices/trainees regarding their roles and responsibilities under a contract of training.

· Reviewing and restructuring industrial arrangements to ensure that appropriate provisions are in place for training to occur using National Training Packages accommodating full-time, part-time or school based training.

There have been a plethora of changes to the national vocational education and training system over the past few years which has led to confusion amongst employers.

The latest reform to the national training system is the introduction of National Training Packages.  Under National Training Packages, all commencements will be termed New Apprentices and the outcome of the New Apprenticeship will be aligned to an Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) qualification from Certificate level I to an Advanced Diploma.  This differs from the traditional system whereby apprenticeships were aligned to declared vocations; the training was for a four year period; and the outcome was a trade qualification.

The confusion lies within the fact that many employers knew that traditionally, traineeships were for a 12 month duration and apprenticeships were for a period of 4 years with the outcomes of the training being markedly different.  Further education is required with the introduction of Training Packages as traineeships and apprenticeships cross all traditional barriers with the outcome being based on the accomplishment of industry based competency standards.

In relation to the implementation of New Apprenticeships and National Training Packages in Queensland, the State has adopted practices outside of the national arrangements which the State considers appropriate for the needs of Queensland businesses.  For example, Queensland has retained the terminology of apprenticeships and traineeships, rather than New Apprenticeships.  This has created some confusion in the training market, particularly in terms of the different Commonwealth and State marketing campaigns.

(c)
Providers and the delivery of training services and programs

The Chamber supports a progressive and strong vocational education and training system, which features a responsive and accountable TAFE network and private sector operating in a competitive market.

In respect to the Chamber’s involvement with TAFE institutes, and through Queensland Apprenticeship Services, there is a clear perception in the marketplace that the quality of training that TAFE is delivering and its response to the needs of clients has noticeably improved over the past two years.  In addition, TAFE institutes are generally perceived as providing value for money in training delivery, which is an important factor in relation to participation in the training system.

Under the Australian Recognition Framework, all registered training organisations (private and public) will be subject to the same auditing procedures.  It is through the auditing process that the quality of administrative procedures and training delivery is identified.  If the audit is not favourable, the training provider will be given an opportunity to show cause as to why the scope for registration should not be removed.  If cause can not be shown within the specified period of time, the scope of registration for the particular vocational area will be withdrawn.  The Chamber supports this process as it is fair, transparent and equitable.

The Chamber fully supports the provision of on-the-job training to be maintained as an option for training delivery and supports the capacity of registered training organisations in making the decision on the mode of delivery in conjunction with the employer and apprentice/trainee.  Training delivered on-the-job will be of high quality if all registered training organisations are deemed compliant under the Australian Recognition Framework as this is the quality system that provides the checks and balances for the training framework.

The Chamber supports the integration of vocational education and training into schools.  There have been some ‘teething’ problems in relation to the quality of vocational qualifications achieved at school, particularly in situations where the student has completed a certificate under the Australian Qualifications Framework totally within the school environment, that is, without spending any time in the workplace.  A further issue in relation to vocational education and training in schools is where teachers are not providing training to the level of competence required by employers.

Queensland has the highest percentage of school students participating in school based apprenticeships and traineeships in Australia.  The success of many of these school based training arrangements lies in the cooperative arrangements that have been negotiated between the schools, training providers (public and private) and employers in the local community plus enabling legislation.  The further success of school based apprenticeships and traineeships will depend on future funding for school-industry coordinators as it is the role of the coordinator that has been instrumental in establishing connections and maintaining relationships with the key stakeholders.

The Chamber has recently completed some research on school to industry programs and partnerships which will be released in the coming weeks.  This research supports an integrated approach for the transition from school to work which is driven by local businesses.

(d)
Quality and accessibility of vocational education and training resulting from the policy of growth through efficiencies and user choice

The Chamber supports the maintenance of a competitive training market where the provision of quality training, which is responsive to the needs of employers, is the number one priority irrespective of the number of training providers.  Equally, the Chamber advocates that all training providers should demonstrate financial stability and adopt modern and progressive business practices.

The Chamber holds an interest in the issue of third party access to public infrastructure.  Third party access will increase the utilisation of facilities and maximise the return on the publicly funded capital investment.  A market based approach for enabling access, as opposed to a regulatory approach is recommended as regulatory models inherently contain complex bureaucratic rules and mechanisms.  The market approach encompasses the need to separate the role of managing the public infrastructure from the training and service delivery role.  If there is a separation from the purchaser and provider role, access to infrastructure would be enhanced because of the asset managers need to maximise the rate of return on the assets.

User Choice was designed to give greater market power to individual employers to negotiate with both public and private registered training organisations.  It enables employers to have a direct influence over training options such as content, timing, location, sequencing, mode of delivery and provider.  In this context, the policy provided for the employer to play a major role in the flow of public funds to the provider of their choice.

The Schofield Report on the quality of traineeships in Queensland presented different outcomes in relation to User Choice compared to the national evaluation of User Choice completed by KPMG Consulting.  The Schofield Report indicates that:

“Employers and employee choice of training provider and delivery method is in most cases non existent.  Employers, and to a greater extent trainees, are not sufficiently aware of their choices and are therefore likely to choose a standard product from a single provider”.

In comparison, the KPMG report indicates that:

“With respect to employer respondents:

- 76% understand the concept of User choice to mean they have a choice of provider

- 55% agree that they have choice about program content

- 64% agree that they have choice about timing

- 68% agree that they have choice about the location of training”.

The Chamber supports the User Choice policy and suggests that a campaign be developed to increase the responsiveness of User Choice through the provision of knowledge and information to employers.

(e)
Provision of Commonwealth and State and Territory subsidies

In August 1999, Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ACCI) provided a submission to the Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs on Commonwealth New Apprenticeships employer incentives.  The Queensland Chamber supported the position taken by ACCI, particularly in relation to issues for broader reform.  These issues include:

· Incorporating incentive arrangements (under certain circumstances) for employers that employ casual staff;

· Encourage employers to commit to training through AQF levels with the incentive arrangements recognising the additional time involved in training employees in traditional trade areas; and

· Aligning the subsidy amounts and points of payment to more closely reflect the level of training investment by the employer.

Incentives should be targeted to influence employer involvement in the system and it is the role of the Commonwealth and industry to jointly determine the allocation of incentives to influence employer choice.  The agreed targeting of financial incentives will need to change over time as a result of changes in level and type of participation by employers and trainees and other labour market related factors.

The issue of the provision of public funds for existing workers to be involved in formal training arrangements needs to be addressed including the need to take into account industry areas where there has been no formal training prior to the introduction of the National Training Package.  Industry should be given the opportunity to access some form of public assistance to develop a training culture through the provision of training to existing workers.  This would not only provide existing workers with formal qualifications, which are nationally recognised, but would also enable workers to be trained as mentors and supervisors.  This arrangement will enhance the delivery of training to new entrants to the industry, as there will be qualified employees can support them through their training.  The end result is a better trained and qualified workforce.

This position is supported by the 1999 Queensland Vocational Education and Training Plan which states that 

“In industries/occupations where formal training is newly instituted, it will be important for existing workers to have access to recognition of prior learning so that they can be incorporated within the new training structure and issues with qualifications as appropriate.  Wide spread implementation of this formal recognition process should assist in building up a more accurate skills profile across industries which, in turn, will assist the vocational education and training planning process”.

Through discussions with employers in relation to the provision of government incentives for training, it is evident that incentives are not the key drivers for employers to get involved in training.  The most common comment from employers in relation to incentives is “the priority is to have skilled staff, the incentives are an added bonus”.  Such comments show that employers are more interested in ensuring the workforce has the appropriate knowledge and skills, for which the employees receive a formal qualification, which in the long run will improve the company’s bottom line.

It is imperative that the future direction of training includes the development and implementation of a training culture within industry, for both existing employees and new employees.  Skills development is crucial to economic development and growth, and to increasing employment.  As such, it is critical that Commonwealth and State Governments fully support the development of a training culture and this would include funding support for training existing employees with new skills to enable the industry area to grow by using its existing workforce.

The development and implementation of a training culture within industry is more than just the provision of training.  It is a commitment by both the employer and employee to invest in both formal and informal learning and training for the employee to obtain new skills, upgrade their existing skills or improve their general level of education as part of a lifelong learning process.  In this context, for an employer to instill a training culture, it requires a commitment to develop career pathways for employees through the provision of training.

(f)
Future provision of vocational education and training in schools

The Chamber is involved in the school to work transition process through the School Industry Liaison Officer (SILO) project.  The provision of vocational education and training in schools, the integration of structured workplace learning arrangements, and apprenticeship and traineeship pathways are considered to be the core components required for a smooth transition from school into the workforce.

Vocational education and training in schools has been discussed in various sections throughout this submission.  One issue that has not been raised is that of the skills and experience required for Career Guidance Advisers.  The current situation in many schools is that the Career Guidance Adviser is also teacher with a full timetable who therefore has competing priorities.

This position has an important role to play in terms of providing students with advice on career options and pathways.  If this position is occupied by a teacher who has the dual role of the Career Guidance Adviser, the students may not get the attention and advice they require to make informed decisions about their future.  In addition, this position should demand the skills of a person who has had minimum of 5 years industry experience and whose contract includes regular industry placements during school holidays to ensure that the information they are providing to students is relevant and current.

(g)
Statistical information on the performance of the national vocational education and training system

The collection of data on the vocational education and training system which is consistent across all states has been an issue for some time.

The data collection system in Queensland is being reviewed with the aim of making it easy to retrieve data in a format whereby a comparative analysis of current trends in the training system can be made.  The state government has given a commitment to this data being publicly available through an annual reporting system.

The Chamber is supportive of the system being reviewed in Queensland, however, it would be of great benefit if all States and Territories reviewed their data collection systems to remove any ambiguity and to enable Australia wide comparisons and analysis of trends.
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