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Addressing
Terms of Reference

Introduction

Specific Points
In this paper I address terms of reference in the order they appear on the TOR document issued by the Senate Finance and Public Administration References Committee.

Writer’s Background
I am a Human Resoures Development specialist with a background as a TAFE teacher and manager, staff development and training manager, and HRD consultant.

For the past 11 years I have been employed by the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) in the Northern Territory. For the first 9 years I was Northern Territory staff development and training manager. As a result of ATSIC’s most recent restructure, I am now a senior development officer with responsibility for HR&D matters within three offices in Central Australia.

Most of my time is occupied managing staff movements and recruiting. I also coordinate workers’ compensation, occupational health and safety, performance management, training and development, and general HR issues.  

Limitations
Because I have worked in only one APS agency and had dealings with five or six others, my comments will not apply to each and every department or agency.

This submission is a personal submission and is not intended to reflect the views of my employing agency.

Comments


RECRUITMENT

(i)   the trends in recruitment to the APS over recent years

Titles

The introduction of multiple job titles, work disciplines, classifications etc across the APS organization has added to general confusion by the public, particularly job seekers, when trying to find jobs, contact staffs etc. This is evident in the propensity, which exists for organizations that have chosen different titles to include the ‘old’ titles in brackets after the new title. For example, one page of the Public Service Gazette (11/4/02) has the following among its entries:

Centrelink Band 3 (APS 5 and 6)

DSD Broadband 2 (APS Level 3-6)

EA Executive Level 1 (Executive Level 1)

A more standardized, structured approach to job titles and classifications would have benefits for movement of people between agencies, communication and public image. The Queensland Government has I think, three hierarchies, professional, technical and administrative, within which all public servants are categorised. While one may not know the relative pay levels, the jobs are more readily identified in this fashion. 

Job Competencies

Some agencies eg, Customs, are moving towards job competencies and Targeted Selection Interviewing practices. This approach needs to be adopted on a larger scale because the methodology is more efficient in linking job competency requirements to job applicants and competencies form a sound basis for identification of training needs.

Recognition of Qualifications

It’s regrettable that the APS does not place greater emphasis on post-secondary, tertiary, or other formal qualifications. We have this idea that anyone can do anything. This has led to mediocre performance across the board in many cases and an expectation by people in the private sector that when they deal with public servants, they will probably deal with someone who is under skilled at their job.

My experience as a TAFE Manager dealing with (the then) DEET staff to arrange training for long-term unemployed revealed an almost total lack of understanding about education and students. There is evidence that little has changed since then.
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For example, in the organisation for which I work, some years ago a consultant was hired to produce a ‘training package’. When the package was completed it consisted of 75 text-based PowerPoint slides, which had been requested by the gifted amateur who had prepared the consultant’s brief. 

Anyone who knew anything about instruction and learning would have known that nobody would concentrate on a 75-slide delivery, let alone learn anything.

While we expect lawyers, doctors, scientists and journalists to be qualified, we rarely require qualifications for our marketing, human resources, accounting, purchasing, records management, or other staffs, and few managers seem to have undergone rigorous management education.

This is regrettable. We pay good salaries for unqualified people when we could be hiring qualified people. Our APS Value of having ‘leadership of the highest quality’ is mostly rhetoric. 

(ii)   the trends, in particular, in relation to the recruitment of young 
        people, both graduates and non-graduates

(iii)  the employment opportunities for young people in the APS

There are two areas of concern for me here. First, we appear to be appointing graduates without much consideration of task, organisation and sometimes geographic fit. This means that we are recruiting people with a qualification in say communication and then giving them a job with a high accounting workload. Some graduate administration assistants with whom I have discussed these issues have told me that they had absolutely no idea what type of work they would be doing in their new jobs and were totally unprepared. If we can’t gainfully employ people in their disciplines or they are happy to do other work, we need to ensure we fully inform them about the jobs in which we intend to place them and perhaps do psychological assessments to determine job fit. 

Second, there probably needs to be more emphasis on entry level traineeship-style recruitment, especially for those who identify as being of Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander antecedents. While we do have some vocational education and training positions, graduate administration assistants and the odd cadet position, I believe we could do much better with entry-level recruitment and subsequent career development and management.
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This is necessary because many of the jobs at higher levels are unique to the public sector. It is therefore difficult to find suitably experienced people to recruit laterally from the general job-seeking public.
(iv)   the efficiency and effectiveness of the devolved arrangements for
         recruitment in the APS

There are advantages and disadvantages of each approach, but I feel that the economies of scale and relative efficiencies inherent in a centralized system outweigh the disadvantages.

Some of the advantages I would expect are:

1. Considerable savings across the APS in advertising and Internet establishment and maintenance costs

2. Consistency in standards

3. More professional selection practices

4. Less difficulty for small offices in remote areas finding selection panel members

Because of the size and complexity of the APS it is possibly not feasible to have a one-stop-shop for recruitment for every APS department and agency. However, decentralization on State and Territory or similar lines may provide a better system than we have now.

Professionally staffed support agencies would provide a fee-for-service to government agencies and departments or, the whole APS recruitment and selection function could be outsourced to a national employment agency like Employment National, which already has numerous offices throughout Australia.


TRAINING AND DEVELOPMENT

(i)   the trends in expenditure on training and development in the APS
       over recent years

Until several years ago the PSMPC issued an annual booklet, which provided very useful information about HRD activities within a cross section of agencies and departments. Since that publication ceased, I haven’t seen anything that covers the same content. It’s difficult therefore, to know whether exenditure has increased or decreased across the APS without doing a comparative study of Annual Reports. 
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Additionally, some of the expenditure on training is ‘hidden’ as it relates to discretionary spending from other budgets.

My employing agency, ATSIC, has always had healthy training budgets however, I believe much of the funding has been poorly administered and badly targeted.

Discussions with, and observations of other agencies’ training and development activities leads me to think that targeting is also a challenge for them. For example, while every audit report I have ever read has been critical of the lack of financial skills among our field staff, most of our training budget is spent on development programs for indigenes. Some of the other ways in which I believe funding is being poorly targeted are discussed in following paragraphs.

(ii)   the methods used to identify training needs in the APS

These probably differ among agencies. In ATSIC there is a Learning Development Agreement established between supervisors and subordinates which is largely ineffective because they do not sufficiently compare skills needed for jobs with the skills gaps. Many of the needs are too generic to be useful eg, ‘financial skills’. There are no identified job competencies from which supervisors can determine gaps.

 (iii)  the methods used to evaluate training and development provided
         in the APS

With the exception of some larger programs I have designed, developed and evaluated I have never know a comprehensive, formal evaluation to be carried out on training and development activities within my employer agency, or those with which I am in regular contact.

There are no doubt agencies which complete comprehensive evaluations, but I’d be surprised if they are more than a handful. They might include Centrelink which is or has adopted competency-based training, the Defence Department and perhaps such regulatory organisations as ASIO, Customs and the Australian Federal Police.

Most agencies do not assess participants which means that evaluation cannot be comprehensive. Proper evaluation usually entails measuring in four steps: participant satisfaction, whether participants learnt what was intended, transfer of learning to the workplace, and cost-effectiveness and efficiency. (There are other models, but generally all measure participant learning which is, after all, the focus of training). 
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The PSMPC ‘sheep-dip’ type programs which run for a half day or a couple of days are examples of the typical APS program. They never, in my experience, provide for participant assessment.

Evaluation at these programs inevitably involves only step one of the hierarchy mentioned above ie, distributing a questionnaire at the end of the session to gauge participant satisfaction. Any additional evaluation activity, without an assessment component, is virtually fruitless since it misses the whole point of the exercise - learning.

I believe the APS would benefit enormously if it encouraged people to improve their education by completing prescribed, accredited courses linked to promotion and salary increment advancement. 

A system of salary barriers requiring completion of specific levels or types of study would encourage people to improve themselves. At present while there is no call for qualifications, there is little incentive for self-improvement and the APS and our clients miss out as a result.
(iv)   the extent of accredited/articulated training offered in the APS

This is possibly increasing as more agencies adopt competency-based training, some of which relates to the range of accredited public administration programs. Unfortunately, most of the courses which are accredited and for which articulation is therefore possible, are mainstream post-secondary or tertiary courses.

While it is preferable for staff to be studying these programs than nothing, it would be excellent if options to undertake courses directly related to the functions of APS agencies.

Given the well identified need for lifelong learning (from womb to tomb), there is an opportunity for the APS to increase the nations intellectual capital by developing an holistic approach to accredited training linked to   job competencies, salary increments, and performance outcomes.
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(v)   the processes used in the APS to evaluate training providers
        and training courses

(vi)  the adequacy of training and career development opportunities
        available to APS employees in regional areas

Having worked in remote areas for the past 11 years, I am well qualified to answer these questions. I am responsible for training at our Tennant Creek Regional Office and two Alice Springs Regional Offices, but for many years looked after all six Northern Territory ATSIC offices.

There is no doubt that those of us in remote areas miss out on training and career development opportunities. There simply is not the number of Registered Training Organisations/private providers available in remote areas to provide the breadth of training (at any level) required. Even at Alice Springs (25,000 people) it is not possible to undergo an introductory management certificate program without resorting to distance education.

Low enrolment numbers in remote areas make program delivery cost-inefficient and providers offer only a few, popular programs. Program cancellations are frequent when enrolments fall below break-even points.

Irrespective of what our staff wants, we are 100 percent reliant on what training providers offer. At Tennant Creek there are very few programs offered annually and at Alice Springs the same programs at introductory level are recycled year after year.

There is some opportunity to ask providers to customize their programs, but they are limited by the in-house expertise to which they have access.

Career development opportunities are similarly scarce. There are occasional opportunities to act in higher positions and the odd vacancy for which people can apply, but as one would expect, the higher the level, the more scarce the opportunity. 

If people wish to develop their careers, they usually need to move to Canberra, or some other capital city. Some of us choose to forego our careers to remain in remote regions with friends and families. 

Most evaluation of the training providers from whom I have purchased consists of comparing costs with competitors (if any) and getting feedback from those who have attended and other organisations who have used the same providers. Where there is not much choice in selecting programs, one cannot be too fussy. It’s either take what is available or go without.
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Fortunately at Alice Springs we are able to send staff to programs offered by the NT Government’s Office of the Commissioner for Public Employment Learning Centre. The Learning Centre has a quality control process for those providers it hires to deliver on its behalf, so we are able to benefit from their efforts and pay reasonable rates.
(vii)   the efficiency and effectiveness of the devolved arrangements
          for training in the APS

The Northern Territory Government is, surprisingly, much more advanced in the way it manages Human Resources and Development than we are in the APS. It is very aggressive and innovative. In particular, its formation of the NT Government Learning Centre means that instead of each department and agency having its own HR&D section, a discrete group provides support and consultancy services to all government departments within a region.

This model is also applied through its Department of Communication and Information Systems which provides the IT and staffing function for all departments and agencies. Although I understand it is not perfect, a distinct advantage is that specialists are appointed to the HR&D positions and as a

group can support each other.

Devolving the HRD function to each agency and department has had benefits in  the flexibility it has permitted organisations. Total centralisation for a service as large and geographically dispersed as ours is probably impracticable, however, a hybrid arrangement could have value.

This arrangement would, perhaps, provide a core of specialists to consult to agencies and departments who do not have sufficient in-house expertise. Additionally, the specialists could project manage tenders for training resources, provision, and delivery etc and in so doing better coordinate activities across organisations. Instead of 20 organisations designing and developing a particular type of training, the central agency could develop the training once for everyone. Economies of scale would be possible and hopefully, a greater degree of professionalism and consistency.

The PSMPC attempted this idea on a very small scale a few years ago when it posted coordinators to each capital city. Unfortunately, these people were simply course brokers and while they filled a worthwhile function as points for liaising with the PSMPC, didn’t offer anything we couldn’t do with our own resources.
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The couple of ‘coordinators’ I met – I believe at the SOG C salary level – had limited credibility within the training community because of their noticeable lack of professional qualifications.  

(viii)  the value for money represented by the training and 
          development dollars spent in the APS

My experience is that while many programs probably represent good value for money as such, the return on investment is doubtful and therefore the value of the training and development to the APS is diminished.

There are at least two reasons for this:

1. Quite commonly, people attend courses because they are available, not because they need them. A significant amount of training and development is not properly targeted and I’d be surprised if this is not the case across the APS

2. When there is no measurement of what people learned (assessment) or what they have taken back to their workplaces, then it’s hard to argue that there has been a sound return on investment; the truth is we don’t know. We can’t even be sure that participants benefited

We can do much better in ensuring that training fills skills gaps rather than providing a welcome break from work for participants and sometimes a junket inter/intra-state.

(ix)   the ways training and development offered to APS employees 
        could be improved in order to enhance skills of APS employees

Some of the following might be helpful:

1. An holistic approach whereby job competencies are developed for each occupational group and selection documents address those competencies (along the lines of the previous ASO 1 - SOG C competencies, but more closely job aligned)

2. Salary barriers that require specific tertiary, post-secondary or other educational attainments to gain advancement would motivate those who are not self-directed to pursue learning; the intellectually lazy or disinterested would be left behind 

3. People employed within HR&D need to be professionals, even if only at the senior management level so that there is a high level of professional competence directing HRD activities
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4. Training needs could be better identified through skills audit questionnaires linked to job competencies

5. A national APS skills audit database (or separate databases in each State and Territory) could be used to collate skills audit data and target common needs throughout agencies

6. We should, as far as is practicable, use National Training Modules (accredited) for our training. It is assessable and results in certificates of attainment issued under the Australian Qualifications Framework

7. Agencies should develop Nationally recognised courses for their key occupational groups

8. Managers should be required to complete specified management studies before moving to set salary levels eg, APS 6, Executive Levels 1 and 2 etc

9. An APS College could be established to provide generic online training to APS staff, especially those within remote areas or overseas and to run management programs

10. Preference could be given to those private providers offering programs with at least some form of assessment 

11. We need to evaluate more and devise benchmarks for measuring return on investment

12. We could assign people to work with consultants to upgrade skills where possible so that eventually we can do the work ourselves

13. We should have databases showing the different types and levels of expertise among people within the APS and use our colleagues to advise or consult before we go to tender (We have a cornucopia of skills among us, but many people are under challenged and under employed)
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PUBLIC SERVICE COMMISSIONER

(i)   the role of the Public Service Commissioner

The PSMPC provides a range of development programs which are very useful across the APS. Its range of publications and the special projects in which it gets involved are also very useful for those of us wishing to keep our finger on the HRD pulse.

OTHER ISSUES

There are two issues relevant to the terms of reference which are not referred to specifically which I want to raise. They are:

1. Stacked promotional opportunities

2. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Recruitment and Career Development Programs

Stacked Promotional Opportunities

It’s a common practice across the APS to place people in vacant positions so they can gain experience with the expectation that they will apply for the job and win. This is so entrenched within the APS that numbers of people contact me regarding advertised employment opportunities and ask if they are ‘real vacancies’.

Possibly the worst example I have heard about of promotional stacking was where an APS 3 officer acted in an APS 6 position for close to 12 months apparently to ‘engineer’ her into the higher level position. As if that wasn’t bad enough, the organisation hired an APS 6 non-ongoing officer to tutor the APS 3 officer so she could compete for the position ‘on merit’. (Interestingly, the non-ongoing officer was eventually appointed to the position)

This situation poses somewhat a dilemma for us. On one hand, we need to place people in higher positions to make sure the work gets done while we recruit and also to provide development opportunities. On the other hand, we claim to support promotion on merit and equity in employment.

We need to develop a policy which provides that those acting in a position for development purposes cannot apply for THAT position, but may apply for a similar or identical position. While that would mean APS officers foregoing opportunities, it would increase the balance between looking after our staff and our merit, diversity and equity policies.
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People so acting would need to be made aware of the requirements before accepting the development opportunity.

Recruitment and Career Development Strategy for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders

This program seeks to address the disadvantage suffered by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, but has reached the stage where funding is being squandered on people who cannot, by any measure, be said to be disadvantaged. To say that everyone who identifies as being of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander extraction is disadvantaged is simply untrue.

When ongoing APS officers are provided with assistance to accelerate their promotion or to educate themselves at public expense solely because they have Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander antecedents, it is a disgraceful waste of taxpayers’ money. It also generates considerable resentment among non-Aboriginal APS officers and the public. 

This is totally unhelpful in advancing the cause of the indigenous, especially the many genuine needy, for whom these types of opportunities remain unavailable.

Instead of spending millions helping people who are in comfortable, well paid, relatively secure APS jobs to earn more or gain formal qualifications, we should be spending the money targeting indigenous youths by helping them get into entry level positions.

Needless to say, this would be more difficult, but at least we would be targeting the disadvantaged and not the comfortably employed.

Robin Henry
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