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29 September 1999
The Secretary

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee

S1.61 Parliament House

CANBERRA    ACT    2600

Dear Sir / Madam,

re: Inquiry into the Quality of Vocational Education and Training in Australia
I refer to the advertisement placed by your Committee in major newspapers on 28 August 1999, concerning the expression of views for the “Inquiry into the Quality of Vocational Education and Training (VET) in Australia”.

The Tasmanian Transport and Distribution Industry Training Board Inc. (TTDITB) is a key participant in the current system of VET in Tasmania, with some contribution made through its National network of Industry Training Advisory Bodies (ITABs).  However, the TTDITB is not a training provider, nor is it a Group Training Company nor a New Apprenticeship Centre.  Consequently, it does not receive any remuneration for its role as a facilitator of VET for the Transport and Distribution Industries in this State, other than its basic Performance Agreement funding (currently $81 000 per year).  The major purpose in the preceding comment is to assure the Senate Committee that this letter will contain information that is neither affected by conflict of interest issues nor bias.

The Transport and Distribution Industries are currently, in one sense, in a fortunate position with respect to VET, though less fortunate aspects will be highlighted in other sections of this letter.  The positive perspective is due mostly to the relevance, scope, timeliness and status of their Training Package (TP).  This document has been developed by industry, and it defines approximately thirty-five Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) pathways across the Road Transport, Warehousing, Rail Transport, Logistics and Stevedoring Industries.  The pathways provide for the issue of qualifications from Certificates I to IV, and Diplomas and Advanced Diplomas.  Additional pathways through the Maritime Industry and some other specialised sectors are expected to be endorsed within twelve months.  Implementation of the TP, through skills assessment and training delivery, is strictly based on AQF requirements, thereby having a clearly defined link to the New Apprenticeship system.

“New Apprenticeships”.  This system has been widely criticised by a number of people with whom the TTDITB has had dealings.  However, the majority of that criticism appears to be based on the actual name, rather than the goals, processes and functions of the system.  In the Transport and Distribution Industries in Tasmania, the considerable growth in VET activity due to the TP is aligned to New Apprenticeships, although almost without exception, training agreements are for traineeships, not apprenticeships.  This is due to the structure of the industries, with Rail Transport effectively the only user of apprentices.

Funding Provisions for VET.  The TTDITB has sought funding for a large number of the approved pathways within the Transport and Distribution Industries’ Training Package.  Some approvals have been granted, for nine AQF credentials funded through entry-level traineeships (at Levels I to III).  Other funding by the Commonwealth Government of current employees has been widely utilised in Tasmania.  Whilst there are “stories” of corruption regarding the use of the individual $4000 amounts, the TTDITB is not specifically aware of any “real” circumstances of this type that apply to the Transport and Distribution Industries in Tasmania.  What is extremely pertinent, though, is that since 1 December 1998, approximately 260 entry-level or current employee traineeships have been commenced for these industries in this State.  Before that date, there were none.  There are absolutely no circumstances through which these extremely positive VET outcomes within the TP could have been achieved without funding.  The TTDITB would therefore strongly support the on-going access by its industries to traineeship funding.

As a related issue, the TTDITB believes that the funding of VET should reflect the integrated roles of all industries, and that this integration should impact directly on government strategies.  This applies particularly to those industries that depend on others, like Transport and Distribution, for a large proportion of their value-adding.  One Tasmanian example of this is the influence the Transport and Distribution Industries have on the value-adding of the Aquaculture Industry.  That industry, which receives very favourable VET funding and related government support, based on its growth potential and “importance” status, would fail to be successful if the Transport and Distribution Industries did not provide transport services that moved fresh seafood product from Tasmanian to Japan in twenty-four hours.  Perhaps such a contribution should be matched by a larger allocation of VET funds to the Transport and Distribution Industries, though not necessarily for formal traineeships.  In making this suggestion, the TTDITB is not indicating that a reduction should occur in funds allocated to other industries.

Registered Training Organisations (RTOs).  Several key factors have become evident with RTOs since the implementation of training packages.  None are more important than the willingness of several in Tasmania to directly co-operate in the processes of delivery against TP outcomes.  This is based on the realisation that the TP is so flexible that there is little prospect that all of the TP could be delivered by one provider.  There is probably also some influence from the relatively small “market” with few RTOs undertaking acquisition of capital equipment necessary for delivery, particularly in the Road Transport Industry, where one RTO has traditionally provided all driver-type training.

The TTDITB has been disappointed and, from a quality control perspective, extremely concerned by situations that appear to create conflicts of interest for VET practitioners.  This is based mostly on the appointment of some Group Training Companies (GTCs) as New Apprenticeship Centres (NACs) and as Registered Training Organisations (RTOs).  Experience has shown that questions about the quality of delivery and particularly assessment of TP outcomes can be fairly asked in these circumstances.  In addition, the situation is detrimental to other RTOs who are not able to secure roles as NACs (because of the limitation placed on NAC numbers in Tasmania).  There are also some grounds for concern that the scope of delivery afforded to NACs for multiple TPs may fail to provide the required industry experience of staff.  In the Transport and Distribution Industries, this can have broad ramifications for safety issues, not to mention the non-VET regulations that govern licences, permits, etc. for these industries.

User Choice.  This process is one of those within the VET System that is difficult for enterprises, and probably industry as a whole, to fathom.  It does not seem to be an issue of extreme importance, perhaps due to the co-operative arrangements being utilised by some of the Tasmanian RTOs.  Consequently, there have not been many instances where client choice of RTO has been problematic.  However, one instance occurred where a GTC / NAC / RTO was unable to provide all of the services for which it was attested.  This resulted in the cancellation of a number of entry level traineeship offers, which has been very detrimental to the training processes in a large enterprise.  The GTC’s over-commitment may even have been due to greed in striving to achieve every subsidy dollar possible.  Whatever the reason, however, the situation may well have been avoided if the potential conflict of interest circumstances mentioned before had not been permitted.  In all other instances, clients’ needs appear to have been well met.

VET in Schools.  The Transport and Distribution Industries face staffing problems due most to an ageing workforce, either those directly employment or engaged as sub-contractors.  Several attempts have been made to overcome these difficulties, but now enterprises are realising the likely benefits in securing junior staff with long-term career path options.  This being commenced through VET in Schools, with Certificate I programs in Road Transport and Warehousing.  The optimum situation for the future of these industries and the VET System is for young people to undertake such programs in Year 11 or 12, followed by formal New Apprenticeship traineeships at Level II first, then Level III as “current employees”.  This is then a precursor to Level IV Certificates, then progression to the Diploma and Advanced Diploma in Logistics.  By providing the opportunity for such a prolonged program to be undertaken, the TP is being viewed by industry as a very positive staffing tool.

There are two key issues associated with VET in Schools that warrant further comment.  The first is the introduction of and emphasis on school-based formal traineeships.  Whilst these are seen as being highly relevant to a number of industries, such is not necessarily the case for Transport and Distribution.  This is based mostly on regulatory requirements for Occupational Health and Safety and licensing, and will generally apply in all States and Territories.  However, the TTDITB would hope that the relative inability of its industries to participate in these traineeships will not result in unfavourable treatment of these industries in other VET considerations, especially funding of TP pathways, etc.

The second is the determination of the Transport and Distribution ITABs (as a National network) to ensure that each level of AQF credentials cannot be achieved unless a nominal duration of twelve months of training, both on and off-the-job but emphasising on-the-job, is completed.  This decision is based on the awareness by the ITABs that some VET participants and/or operators have taken the attitude that satisfactory completion of the “academic” requirements for the award of AQF certificates means that the recipients are then able to work in accordance with the exact occupational definitions within TP competency standard descriptors.  This is patently untrue and unacceptable, and is of considerable concern to the ITABs.  The nominal duration “ruling” is, however, subject to individual evaluation of Recognition of Current Competency (RCC) and/or Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) entitlements.  Again, the TTDITB would hope that this line of approach would not be detrimental to the VET options for the Transport and Distribution Industries.

There is a corollary to the above with respect to the use of some non-endorsed components of the TP, especially the National Assessment Tools and the individual Assessment Record Books.  The implementation of these has direct ramifications from the quality of RTOs and the product they deliver, and the roles of ITABs to oversee TP compliant delivery and assessment and use related data as part of their key advisory function.

Skills Recognition for the Current Workforce.  Since World War II, States and Territories in this country have been unable to agree on, then implement a system of mutual recognition of skills qualifications.  Thousands of workers have been denied access to formal recognition of their skills.  However, since the beginnings of New Apprenticeships (and particularly TPs as training agents), these workers now have opportunities for skills recognition that did not previously exist.  RCC and RPL are key factors in this outcome from TPs but, more pertinently, flexibility within the TP (especially in the training, assessment and/or formal recognition of single skills units) is the most important.  There is a very noticeable change of attitude towards training as a result of TP flexibility.  Training needs can be more easily evaluated, and delivery options are more numerous and therefore more beneficial to all users.  Commitment to prolonged periods of training is no longer necessary, as immediate and tangible rewards can be achieved.  Career path opportunities are being re-defined, and the positive aspects of the TP for current employees are being directly linked to the possibilities for entry-level staff.  Thus, the TTDITB sees considerable evidence that on-going skills recognition will, by itself, justify retention of the TP system.

Funding of ITABs.  Although this is not a listed specification for the Senate review, the TTDITB wishes to express its concern that ITABs in general are not adequately funded to complete the tasks for which they are contracted through their Performance Agreements.  Irrespective of the size of a particular State or Territory, to provide adequate and meaningful training policy and implementation advice to all stakeholders (but especially industry) with less than $100 000 per year is impossible.  When there are numerous industries within the bailiwick of each ITAB, not to mention multiple training pathways within TPs, governments must realise that the only way that truly valid, independent and timely advice can be provided is through proper resourcing of the ITABs responsible for it.  The status, quality and outcomes of the VET System depend upon this.

Evaluation and Validation.  There has long been a tendency in the VET System to implement change no matter what.  In the last eight years, approximately, industry has been asked to understand and use the National Training Board, accredited curricula, non-integrated competency standards, the National Framework for the Recognition of Training, the Australian Standards Framework, the Training Guarantee Act, the Australian Vocational Traineeship System, Career Start Traineeships, registration of training providers, Working Nation, etc.  All of these have had some merit, but they have all been replaced by new generations of systems and terms, most recently TPs and New Apprenticeships.  However, these newest systems mean that industry is now in a position where it can directly utilise truly “national” qualifications for the first time.  It can measure occupational outcomes in the workplace against TPs.  There is evidence to suggest that the current systems are more easily understood than any of their forerunners.  Consequently, the TTDITB strongly recommends that the current systems, especially the AQF, TPs, User Choice and traineeships, must be retained until a comprehensive evaluation of their effects can be achieved.  If changes are necessary, these must be cosmetic only for, if they are not, the TTDITB believes that industry will virtually withdraw from the VET System.

Because of the AQF structure and the career path opportunities provided by TPs, this will mean that evaluation is not technically possible for a nominal six years.  After that time, it can be based on the validation of the AQF for individuals who have proceeded through the VET System from AQF Level I to Level VI.  Individuals might possibly have achieved this by commencing in a VET in Schools program, then a formal traineeship, full-time employment and progression by deliberate career path development into management training.

On behalf of the TTDITB, I submit these comments in the hope that they will be beneficial to your inquiry.
Yours faithfully,

D M Strickland
Chairperson

