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PREAMBLE

The Catholic Education Commission of Victoria (CECV) welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Senate Committee Inquiry into the quality of vocational education and training in Australia.

The CECV has overall responsibility for the education of some 179,000 students within Victoria. These students attend 99 Catholic secondary schools and 388 Catholic primary schools as well as 6 Special schools.

The primary focus of Catholic education is the development of the individual student, physically, intellectually, emotionally, morally, culturally, socially and spiritually, as well as an essential concern for the child’s faith development in the tradition of the Catholic Church. Catholic schools seek to help prepare young people for their future lives as individual persons, citizens, parents, workers, learners and members of the Church. The CECV views vocational education and training (VET) as an important component of such preparation and of the equitable provision of opportunities for all young people.

This submission reviews a number of aspects of the provision of VET as it affects Victorian Catholic schools.  Specific areas of concern are outlined and possible ways are suggested to enhance the growth and effectiveness of the provision of VET in schools. The submission is organised under headings corresponding to the Senate Committee’s Terms of Reference, but most attention has been given to those Terms of Reference relevant to the Victorian Catholic schools sector.

******************

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

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

New Apprenticeships

It is reasonable to suggest that the system is at least attempting to meet the needs of industry rather than being driven by financial incentives and targets. However, there are certainly teething problems associated with the initial phases of implementation of school-based new apprenticeships, emanating from uncertainty or misunderstanding by employers, students/trainees, schools and the wider community, as well as from problems of communication and process. Implementation faces the following barriers or challenges:

· The low level of understanding by many employers of the concept of school-based part-time new apprenticeships is a major cause of the shortage of places for apprentices/trainees within industry, as well as within Federal, State and local Government.

· The low wage rates paid to AQF Level II trainees compared to casual rates of pay for young people is a financial disincentive to students to undertake training.

· Should the numbers of school-based apprenticeships grow substantially, the finite level of ANTA funding made available to school sectors may not cover the associated training costs.

· In Victoria the range of the programs that can be offered as school-based apprenticeships is presently limited to 11 program areas. Areas with strong demand for skilled labour are not yet included. For example, in the regional centre of Bendigo, construction, plumbing, labourers, electrical trades and clerical, sales and service workers made up 952 of the 1650 Apprenticeship commencements (57%) for 1997/98 (see Appendices 2 and 3).

· There is resistance to new apprenticeships in some industries from trade unions, e.g. in the Building Industry.

· Research by ACER
 found that 54% of students who left school before Year 11 did so because they wanted to obtain a job or an apprenticeship (see Appendix 4). Yet adults (18 years or over) seem to be gaining access to new apprenticeships much more readily than students at school. During 1997-1998 80% of apprenticeship commencements in rural Victoria were by people 18 years or over. This proportion is no doubt falling as school-based apprenticeships become more numerous over 1998-99, but young people face serious competition for places. 

There needs to be put in place longer term strategic planning, marketing and advertising to help generate interest from employers, to create more places and to increase access by young people at school to this pathway. Such planning will require close collaboration between school sectors, employer/industry groups, certification authorities and governments.

It may be worth considering increased employer incentives for school-based apprenticeships, since much of the training at Certificate II level is now done on the job.  Such an increase also acknowledges the employers’ training contribution to a student’s/employee’s senior school certificate.

C. An assessment of the quality of provision of technical and further education (TAFE) and private providers in the delivery of nationally recognised and non-recognised vocational education and training (VET) services and programs. 

There are varying levels of satisfaction in the schools sector with the level and quality of VET delivered by registered training organisations (RTOs). The quality of training depends heavily on the individual TAFE or private provider. There have been some concerns that the needs of school-age young people are not fully understood within the TAFE sector and by individual training providers more used to dealing with adult learners. There is evidence, however, that this is improving. Some schools have become RTOs, where viable; this seems to be a successful alternative to what often become complicated negotiations between a school and a TAFE. 

Schools play an important role in monitoring the progress of apprentices/trainees, in providing support and pastoral care and in ensuring the adequacy of on and off the job training arrangements. There is evidence that this monitoring role is a key factor in the successful completion of school-based apprenticeships.

The rates of non-completion of school-based apprenticeships and traineeships in Victorian Catholic schools is about 20%. Many of those discontinuing are offered full apprenticeships by their employers. Others revert to full-time study. In some cases the difficulty of managing part-time study, training and employment is a factor in discontinuing the school-based apprenticeship.

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

Quality and Professional Development

The most significant factor in the quality of VET is the effectiveness and quality of teaching. Vocational education places additional and significant demands upon teachers in organisation, liaison and coordination. The lack of qualifications, systematic sustained professional development and recent relevant industry experience for many teachers makes it difficult to ensure the quality of some programs. This could be overcome by:

· the introduction of programs designed to give secondary schools teachers specific industry experience, as outlined in the National Training Packages;

· the inclusion in education undergraduate courses of teaching/training methods for VET in the VCE and school-based apprenticeships, with relevant industry experience, as well as an awareness of vocational education and training options available to senior secondary school students;
· closer liaison between universities and TAFE Colleges;

· resolution of industrial relations issues regarding sessional staff. 

It is to be hoped that the merging of postcompulsory education and training sections in the Victorian Department of Education, Employment and Training will help underpin quality assurance processes for training.

E. An evaluation of the provision of Commonwealth and state employers' subsidies.

F. Vocational education in schools: growth, breadth, effectiveness and future provision 

In recent years the national training reforms have created opportunities for students, teachers, schools, local industries and the training sector.  The move to competency based training and the progressive introduction of the National Training Packages reflect productive outcomes from effective strategic planning at a national level between Government, industry and the training sector.

School sectors, with the support of the Commonwealth, have responded professionally and enthusiastically to these opportunities to meet the needs of a more diverse range of senior secondary school students. They have increased the range of vocational education options available to students. In Victoria, during 1999, some 15,500 students enrolled in VET in the VCE (Victorian Certificate of Education) across 23 programs. This is approximately 15% of senior secondary students. Of these 3212 were in Victorian Catholic secondary schools, an 18% increase on 1998, and likely to increase by a similar proportion in 2000. In addition, by late 1999, some 900 School Based New Apprenticeships across 11 programs had begun, with over 100 undertaken by students in Catholic schools.

Research by Associate Professor Richard Teese at the University of Melbourne has indicated that the vast majority of VET in Schools students achieve successful post-school outcomes
 (see Appendix No. 1), in further education, training, employment or a combination of these, with a low level of youth unemployment.

Funding of vocational education and training in schools

VET provision faces significant disincentives in the inadequacy and unpredictability of financial support to schools. Most schools work in partnership with a TAFE provider, purchasing training from the provider.  The school may deliver some of the program in-house. Victorian Catholic schools are funded for only 50% of nominal training costs, and not necessarily for all nominal hours. Funding provides only cover partial recovery of training costs, as well as costs of auspicing agreement to ensure quality, oversee assessment and to provide the credential, and costs for specialised equipment and work placements. These costs must be met either by the school or each student.  Many schools are financially disadvantaged by providing these programs.

The costing analysis of VET in schools by Ernst and Young in 1999 found unequivocally that VET is more expensive than general education because of costs of workplace coordination, higher delivery costs due to physical requirements and the lack of integration of VET programs into the senior secondary curriculum. The issue of integration of programs is a thorny one. While it makes sense in theory, in practice the numbers in VET programs are often so low, with one or two students drawn from a number of other subjects, that efficiencies of staffing and timetabling are not really viable. The transition to a more efficient and integrated situation will take some years.

With growth expected to continue in 2000, but no increase in Commonwealth funds, Victorian Catholic schools will receive a substantially lower per capita amount. TAFE Colleges are already announcing rises in training costs, which will create further shortfalls for schools. In addition, severely reduced ASTF funding for work placement in 2000 is raising widespread concerns about the prospect of additional costs to families and schools for work placements.

Catholic schools rely entirely upon Commonwealth funds and private sources to implement VET in schools, with no access to State/Territory Governments supplementary fund. With the three major Commonwealth programs due to end in 2000, it is pressing to alleviate the current uncertainty.

While the Commonwealth understandably notes that VET should be seen as mainstream school activity supported through recurrent funds, it is important to continue to support this growth. There is strong evidence from schools that, without such support, programs will decline or be restricted to a few less expensive options. 

Access and equity considerations

Resourcing should be equitably distributed.  

Victoria has, in the main, implemented VET programs by linking completion of nationally accredited certificates with completion of the senior secondary certificate (the Victorian Certificate of Education or VCE). This creates problems of access for some students. Students with low literacy skills, some indigenous students, special needs students and others often leave school before the end of Year 10 and so fail to gain access to VET programs. Some schools offer Certificate I VET programs at Years 9 and 10 which can give students at risk other options linking to VET in the VCE. These have often been very successful, e.g. the Options for Work and Education program built around the Certificate I in Planning for Employment and Training.

Yet for some others for whom completion of the VCE presents great challenges, it is timely to explore alternative pathways. These might be a mixture of Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) courses to form clearer pathways between accreditation frameworks of the different sectors (schools, universities, and training). This could link school-based Certificate I and II studies to post school options at Certificate III and Certificate IV level, then if desired Diploma or Degree. Such an approach needs closer co-operation between TAFEs, schools and universities to embrace fully the AQF. 

Specific recognition should be given to students from rural communities in such areas as:

· access to regional TAFE centres: regional rural TAFEs must be maintained;

· ways to improve access for work placements and training to offset travel time and costs;

· extra financial support for schools with small numbers, to broaden provision of programs;

· additional financial support for students who have to undertake additional travel and have special accommodation costs associated with work placements or training.

Students with disabilities are able to gain financial support under the Disability Apprenticeship Wage Subsidy (DAWS) program, but this only applies to apprenticeships, not traineeships. They are significantly disadvantaged because of a lack of access to school-based apprenticeships. The DAWS program should be extended to traineeships.

Status

The understanding and status of VET in schools is growing but still low. The dominant influence of university requirements and tertiary selection procedures on senior secondary certificates and schooling limits the growth and status of VET and part-time apprenticeships. The continuing pressure to prepare for higher education and the dominance of the Equivalent National Tertiary Entrance Rank (ENTER) mean that teachers must continue to attend to traditional academic pathways. Although only 30% of students proceed to university directly, another 10-20% proceed after one or two years and a much higher proportion have aspirations to do so. Hence students select courses to keep options open, and this creates impediments to participation in VET.

The status of VET has been enhanced by its integration into the VCE from 2000 through a unitised structure. Up to eight units for satisfactory completion may be drawn from up to two VCE VET programs. Thus a student may be able to select one, two, four or more units of a program. Up to two of the three required sequences other than English may be approved VCE VET 3-4 sequences. Allowing graded assessment of VET programs to contribute to the ENTER may also help to enhance the status of VET, but there is a need for wider discussion of the issues associated with grading competencies, such as its impact on teaching and learning styles. In addition, further promotion of VET is needed to help overcome the still significant attitudinal barriers to VET among parents, students, teachers and the wider community.

To move towards a truly seamless postcompulsory education, training and employment, all players need to work in concert. Higher education, in particular, should be more directly involved in overall policy development and planning in these areas.

Delivery and organisational arrangements

Other issues are concerned with school organisation and partnership arrangements:

· Schools continue to face challenges to their organisation in trying to accommodate more flexible arrangements in timetabling and staffing.

· Schools invest significant amounts of staff time in coordination of VET programs, work placement coordination, development of partnerships with RTOs and employers, cluster arrangements and monitoring of student progress. These all absorb much staff time and energy, and hence form financial and human costs to schools.

· Partnership arrangements and off-campus activities can present challenges for schools in maintaining ethos and duty of care.

· Continued growth in VET, vocational learning and school-based apprenticeships is placing major demands upon employers for work placements. Market saturation is already a reality in some geographical and industry areas. In other areas there is insufficient demand.

· Partnerships have been a key to the success of VET in schools in the last few years. Schools and school systems are building closer relationships with industry and training sectors but further development of partnerships with industry should be encouraged. 

· The place of vocational learning in the compulsory years (including career education, enterprise education and development of key competencies) needs to be strengthened.

G. Statistical information on the performance of national VET systems, especially relating to apprenticeships and traineeships: consistency, validity and accessibility

Statistical information on school-based apprenticeships in Victoria is available through the Office of Training and Further Education (OTFE). The CECV generally gathers this data in conjunction with the Office of Schools. There are significant problems in the monitoring and administration of school-based apprenticeships because of the number of stakeholders involved, the circuitous path for registration and payments and the consequent lag time in availability of data.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

Australia is well positioned to establish a world’s best practice model of vocational education and training using a variety of models. A successful convergence of both general education and vocational education will help establish a culture that will develop the necessary knowledge and skills to ensure our national future in an increasingly competitive and globalised environment. However, such a convergence is an immense task, requiring integrated strategic planning and resourcing between both State and Federal governments.  This planning must work to establish a convergence between secondary schooling, the training sector and industry.  Provision in rural communities will require imaginative, innovative and adequately resourced strategies to meet these challenges. 

Catholic schools, together with those in other sectors, are at a relatively early and precarious stage of a major cultural change in senior secondary schooling, involving attitudinal changes on the part of students, teachers, parents and employers. These changes have deep implications for teacher training and professional development across all curriculum areas.

� Australian Council of Educational Research (1999) Research Developments, No. 2, Spring 1999


� Teese, R. et al (1999) VET in Schools: A Study of Post-Schooling Destinations
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