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1.
INTRODUCTION

After over 30 years teaching engineering and in educational management I retired from the position of Executive Manager of the Faculty of Engineering at Regency Institute of TAFE, South Australia, at the end of 1998. In 1998 the Faculty of Engineering had a budget of about $11M, 150 teaching staff over 3 campuses with in excess of 1M curriculum student hours.

I no longer have access to the documentary evidence that was available to me in 1998 and this submission is based on recollections and experience. It is hoped that any errors of fact are small. The submission also includes views developed from regular visits to overseas countries, in particular Germany, Sweden and UK,  and from participation in national and international conferences.

A personal profile is available at www.adelaide.net.au/~rseidel.

In this submission I would like to make a series of general comments about vocational education and training in Australia and then address specific terms of reference. My comments and views will be influenced by my long involvement in engineering education and training,  though in later years I took particular interest in  those younger people whose learning needs were not being addressed.

2.
SUMMARY

In recent times VET has been significantly influenced by:

· the structural changes leading to a national approach

· the adhoc approach to changing models for national curriculum development

· the reduction in resources

· the move from a 'community service' to a 'market' framework 

It is recognised that a number of the recent changes to vocational education and training have merit, for example:

· the introduction of formal training in areas where previously there had been little for example, production level work

· the introduction of group training companies.

However, there are a number of major problems, including:

· the lack of quality control

· the lack of appreciation of the effects of adopting a competitive framework for training providers

· the reduction of resources on the excuse of improved efficiency

· the loss of important provision in rural areas and in areas of limited (but often critical) need

· the emphasis on short term workplace (industry) training

· the disregard of the actual learning needs of many young people

· the lack of innovation and entrepreneurialism in curriculum content

· the lack of contemporary curriculum due to lack of maintenance of national initiatives

· the lack of innovation and the demotivation  of teaching staff 

· the quality of advice to state training authorities and ANTA

· the self-interest of ITABS

In areas where previously there was little formal training, it can well be argued that the quality of training has increased. Likewise initiatives such as group training companies have facilitated training for small enterprises and in  remote geographic areas. However, there is a large number of problem issues that need urgent consideration and Australia should learn from experiences overseas.  Some of these problem areas are markedly reducing the quality of VET in Australia. Of particular concern is:

· the need for realistic learning programs for a large number of young people

· the need for more balanced advice to state training authorities and ANTA

· the need to increase the quality of learning

· the need for a contemporary view of work and the work place

3.
GENERAL COMMENTS 

3.1.
What might be meant by quality?

Critical to the terms of reference is the concept of quality and it will be a major task of the Committee to find an acceptable set of indicators from which the quality of vocational education and training might be deduced.  Some indicators will be front-of-house (those directly affecting students) and other back-of-house, but these latter can indirectly affect student service quality and staff morale.

Among the indicators of quality might be:

· wide range of learning programs with different learning methodologies 

· a safe (facilities and personal) and conducive learning environment

· recognition of cultural differences

· recognition of the special needs of those with disabilities

· availability of good learning materials

· good teaching and learning practices

· contemporary physical facilities

· good student support services

· access by most in the community

· good institutional governance and ethics

· formal community (business, industry and geographic) liaison processes

· external educational auditing

· responsive and concerned administration

· financial protection for student fees

· good dispute resolution procedures

· good 'citizenship'

3.2.
Education and Training

It is contended that there are important differences between what we might call education and what we might call training. It is suggested that these two are out of balance and that the present emphasis on training is not in the interests of contemporary Australia. These ideas were explored in a short article in Campus Review of September 15-21 1999 and the original article (which is slightly different to that which appeared) is attached for convenience in appendix A. 

3.3.
Information and teaching

The main thrust in teaching  in previous times was to provide learners with information. Often little reference material was available and teaching often revolved around the teacher's knowledge and experience that was built up over the years. Probably in some fields there was no systematic knowledge base, for example in hospitality and social work.

There has been a significant increase in the availability of information in recent years largely due to electronic communications.  The need to provide learners with packaged information is less of an issue today, but what is critical is to mentor learners to develop skills of critical analysis.  Much of the information available though is of dubious quality, often dated and may be of limited academic use. 

There is perhaps an increasing tendency in VET (and also in universities) for teachers to provide students with packaged information, often coupled with packaged exercises and assessments, in the belief that this is all that contemporary learners require.  Certainly it is cheaper to produce a documentation package than to have to mentor students individually or in small groups.  Exercises such as filling in the missing words or labelling a drawing do little to assist the learning process but are easy to assess using the 'flick and tick' method, flick the page and give it a tick. During a visit to a FE college in UK recently I observed a (lathe) machining class (Prevocational in Australian terms) where almost all the work was book work as it was too expensive to allow the students to have more than a couple of hours hands-on experience.

3.4.
Work not jobs

There appears to sufficient evidence that the casualisation of work is increasing and it is the usual practice in some fields such as IT. There is an increasing level of contract employment and  part time work. The 'employer-for-life' days have gone and  the long term employment with one employer is even being seen as a career development disadvantage.  An article, ALL WORK NO JOBS, Bulletin, February 2 1999, explores the development of the changing work practices and some of the consequences.

Virtually all education and training is failing to recognise these changing work practices, and it is suggested that vocational education and training should incorporate studies to assist people to manage their own work, either as an employee or in their own business, including such as negotiation and contract management.  

3.5. 
The 'misfits'

It is contended that there is a relatively large number of young people with 'no where to go'. 

The curriculum and culture of schools is not suitable for these late teenagers who have not been particularly successful in school, they do not have the academic achievement for university, they are not yet ready for the narrow focus of VET,  and they do not have the personal skills or maturity to gain employment. The report Charting a Course,  Schools Council, October 1995, provides some information about the group of young people in mind.

For several years I have been tracking the evolution of the General National Vocational Qualifications (GNVQs) in the UK and more recently the Preparatory courses. In 1997 and 1998 I had discussions with Further Education Colleges and the (now) Curriculum and Qualifications Authority in England and had the opportunity to talk with a number of students undertaking the GNVQs. The report by Ms Wendy Katz, Report on visit to Germany and England, ANTA, November 1998,  makes some reference to the GNVQs.  In my former position I asked a colleague, Ms P M Thomas,  to prepare a scoping report on the applicability  of the GNVQ framework in Australia and the report identified the merits of the framework and some of the issues applicable to South Australia.  I have a copy of the report.

It is suggested that the concepts of these developments are applicable to Australia and it is strongly recommended that these developments in UK should be examined in some detail. 

3.6.
Community service or business

Traditionally education and training has been a 'community service' with collaboration between providers and a relatively high level of concern for the needs of minority groups and individuals. In recent years and through competitive tendering and the reduction of resources, vocational education and training has had to adopt a business framework, one quite different to that of a community service. 

Today the concerns are more about market differentiation, competitive advantage, protection of developed intellectual property,  'hard sell' and strategic maneuvering, reducing quality to that 'just' acceptable to clients, discontinuing services that do not add to a numerical bottom line and not collaborating unless it is to one's own strategic advantage. The services to those most in need have been curtailed.

The negative effects of increasing competition between universities a few years ago should be remembered.

3.7.
Globalisation

It is highly likely that all workers in Australia will be either directly or indirectly affected by internationalisation  and globalisation, for example through world based design and manufacturing. The issues arising from these developments need to be incorporated in vocational education and training at all levels, for example the curriculum should have a global context and there is a  need for an appreciation of the different social and work practices. It is suggested that Training Packages and associated curriculum have not been constructed with the effects of  globalisation in mind. It was interesting during a visit in 1998 to a car manufacturing plant in East London that apprentices learn basic German not just to be able to communicate with their counterparts in a German plant but equally to appreciate the cultural differences.  

4.
TERMS OF REFERENCE

4.1.
The following are responses to the terms of reference. There are no responses for some items but for completeness these are so indicated

(a)
The New Apprenticeships have removed some of the previous restrictions on 'apprenticeships' in Australia and have opened  formal training opportunities in new fields and at new levels where these were not available previously. While the responsibilities remain that of the states (and territories), the New Apprenticeships have a national basis. 

Unfortunately the New Apprentice scheme has overlaid the development of national curriculum and more lately Training Packages and so the New Apprenticeships have been caught up in some of the major deficiencies of these training frameworks. In addition the move in VET to a cost driven, market based framework has mitigated against the success of the New Apprentice scheme. 

(i)
No response

(ii)
It is suggested that because of the significant reduction in resources available to training in the VET sector (regardless of the claims of increased efficiency) the training opportunities in rural areas have been reduced. It is suggested that group training companies have made a significant contribution to the provision of training in rural areas where conventional approaches were not cost effective, for example those  based on 'declared trades'. The reduction of resources has also resulted in less student support facilities, reduced access programs, library facilities, child care  and so on.

(iii)
Because of the reduction in resources to VET and in particular TAFE, training providers have been actively 'selling' traineeships for current employees  to employers and often granting substantial amounts of RPL to the trainees or 'fast tracking' the trainees through the off-the-job (or competency development) training. It is suggested that the number of new trainees is much larger than the number of new entrants to industry though this  has resulted in formal training in industries and at levels where it was not previously.  

(iv)
Industry in Australia especially SMEs do not have a tradition of supporting education and training as, for example, in Germany where it is part of the 'social contract' (though now in Germany the support is rapidly diminishing). Industry is primarily concerned with 'making a profit' and does not see investment in education and training having a positive effect on the shorter term bottom line. The very dynamic industry environment mitigates against the longer term  development of human resources especially since the casualisation of the work force is increasing. In Australia, education and training is seen as a community service to be provided by government; government is seen as responsible for the development of the human capital of the country.

(b)
It is debatable whether the New Apprentice scheme is currently meeting its original objectives. It is suggested that the implementation of the scheme needs attention to overcome actual and perceived difficulties. These difficulties may not be so much a function of the New Apprentice scheme itself but rather a result of the changes to the structure and operation of VET in Australia.

(i)
It may not be so much a matter of 'diminishing quality' as the lack of objective and agreed standards of training. The idea of Registered Training Organisations while helpful, is quite inadequate as a mechanism for maintaining quality control of learning outcomes. Industry competency standards are usually so broad that there is far too much diversity in learning outcomes. The current cost driven market approach framework will cause  training to be minimised.  

(ii)
It appears that those undertaking New Apprenticeships in traditional trade areas are mainly school leavers, but in new areas and for  the lower technical levels (Certificate 1 and 2) a significant number of New Apprenticeships are current employees.  

(iii)
Employers are clearly of the opinion that the new system is more complex. They now have to 'negotiate' training programs and may have to provide more on-the-job training and assessment depending upon the field.  There have been many examples where employers especially SEs (single person or family organisations) leave it to the RTO to complete the 'details'.

(iv)
Industry is by no means homogeneous and the needs of one group of employers can be in conflict with the needs of another group within the one notional industry sector. In addition some disciplines such as electronics and IT are across a number of industries with each industry (or group within the industry) having their own particular perceived needs.  The dynamics of industry and work mitigates against the longer term investment in education and training. 

Certainly the financial incentives available to employers are important and at times the New Apprenticeship scheme is sold to employers because of the incentives.  The need to address the longer term development of human resources is generally not considered by industry. 

(c)
TAFE in general provides a richer learning environment than private providers because of facilities and services built up over the years, including student counselling and advisory services, LRCs, sports facilities, cafeterias, health facilities and child care. TAFE organisations are generally seen as 'public' facilities. Many private providers provide adequate facilities for the teaching that they do especially in those areas that are not capital intensive. Some providers especially 'in-house' industry based providers are likely to have quite minimal facilities and services. 

(i)
These processes are being built up over time as VET evolves and there is little reason to expect that they will not be adequate. As providers are required to meet additional or more exacting criteria such as transparency, public accountability, OHS and equal opportunity then some private providers are likely to discontinue operations.


It is suggested that staff of the regulatory authorities may not be well qualified or experienced in education and training and concentrate more on administrative matters than the quality of learning outcomes.

TAFE is a government agency (or pseudo government agency) and therefore subject to public accountability. Private providers have no similar public accountability.

It is contended that at present there is a wide interpretation of learning outcome standards and this is largely a quality management issue. It is doubtful whether Training Packages inherently will address this issue, but continuing cost pressures will tend to stabilise standards at the lowest level.

(ii)
As for (i) above, it is expected that these will improve with time. 

(iii)
It is suggested that the adoption of national curriculum has lowered the standards of vocational education and training for several reasons. Firstly it has created uniformity and has discouraged the development of excellence in either curriculum content or teaching, secondly, the curriculum has been influenced by industrial advice that is narrow and technically dated, and thirdly the thrust towards current workplace practice has discouraged creativity and innovation.

(iv)
No response

(v)
No response

(vi)
No response

(vii)
The completion rate of apprenticeships and traineeships in the area associated with my former position was very high, probably around 99%. Students that experience  learning, personal or work difficulties were mentored or assisted by experienced teaching staff and the issues were generally resolved. The ways in which such difficulties could be resolved was seen as an important aspect of the student's experience and learning. 

If there is an increasing rate of non-completion this may be due to inadequate support infrastructure possibly brought about by the reduction in resources, and the expansion of apprenticeships and traineeships into areas where these have not previously existed and where there is limited training experience.

(d)
Much depends upon the definition of 'quality' and an attempt to outline some of indicators was made earlier. The main thrust within VET and TAFE in particular has been the reduction of costs regardless of any reduction in 'quality' and the longer term needs of Australia. The budget reduction in some areas has been so severe that significant energy has had to be directed to meeting cost reduction targets. To maintain the same output in student hour terms with reducing input resources has resulted in the significant reduction of quality and the move of student places to less expensive course areas. It could be argued that the existing established quality was excessive and that a reduction was appropriate. However the diversity, forward investment in human resource development, and the quest for leadership and excellence have disappeared, and this is considered dysfunctional in a time  of globalisation.

(i)
The longer term viability of TAFE must be questioned. Some countries (such as Sweden) do not have the equivalent of a  VET/TAFE system. Increasingly the lower levels of VET are being moved into general and vocational schools, there is an increase in industry based training and the universities, independently or through state government policy, are offering the upper level TAFE courses.

In regional Australia, the way forward is probably the development of affiliated or collaborative multi level institutions. Such institutions may affiliate and collaborate with a number of other institutions probably in metropolitan areas or overseas depending upon student needs and regional interests.

(ii)
No response

(iii)
It was suggested above that the quality of teaching has reduced because of budget reductions. However, it is contended that the development of national curriculum, for example in engineering, has alleviated the need for, or discouraged teaching staff from developing innovation in teaching, considering specific local student and employer needs and quality improvement.  Teaching staff have been able to 'hide behind' the national curriculum materials rather than take a proactive responsibility for the teaching process.

(iv)
The present curriculum thrust is training for current, narrowly focussed workplace tasks. This approach does not encourage creativity, innovation, process improvement and problem solving, and is not consistent with rapidly changing technology and work practices, and globalisation. The current approach may satisfy the lower and middle levels of management in industry but is of little strategic value.

Training Packages provide an opportunity for progressive institutions to create appropriate curriculum but given the costs and the current operational framework this is unlikely to happen. The use of contemporary technology in the learning process is likely to be based on cost reduction rather than improvements in the learning process. The recent article by Professor Penny in the Adelaidean, November 15 1999, draws a comparison between the reasons why Australia and USA are using contemporary technology in learning.

Australia has access to a number of information sources and it seems little point in teachers preparing learning resources that are based on primary materials available else where; it is often just a repackaging exercise. In some areas that traditionally have not had formal education and training programs it might be necessary to develop learning materials. Likewise in some advanced areas information might not be readily available in a form to suit VET/TAFE based learners.  Given life long learning, learners will have to sooner or later develop their own strategies to obtain and analyse information. 

(v)
Student services in many institutions have been highly focussed, reduced or abolished because of budget reductions. The best examples of student services are probably adequate, but most can only offer limited services during quite restricted hours. 

(vi)
The evidence collected in my former position suggests that fees and charges have not had a great effect on TAFE. Having to pay up-front causes problems for some, and pay-by-installments creates a significant overhead that institutions cannot afford.

(e)
No response

(i)
No Response

(ii)
Subsidies for existing workers encouraged structured training at those levels and in those fields where such did not occur previously.  A significant proportion of the workforce is employed in such areas.  While this training has been at the lower technical levels (Certificate 1-3) it will contribute to the quality of products and service, and  in some areas has been an organisational change agent. The incentives are considered to have had a positive outcome in increasing the skill level of the work force. It is anticipated that the resulting wave of training will last for several years.

(iii)
No response

(f)
Australia is one of the few western countries with a reducing school retention rate. There is a clear concern among young people about getting a job and perhaps there is a difference between this concern and what they perceive to be going on at school. For many young people the introduction of VET into schools has enriched their learning environment and increased their self esteem. 

That learning considered to be in the VET arena today will be general knowledge (or skills) tomorrow. It is contended that any young person leaving school today should be able to use a computer for personal productivity purposes, for example word processing, even though such skills might still be considered 'vocational'. VET has to cater for a diverse client group and much of what it offers especially at the lower levels is well known by many of those at school.

Australia is also noted for the idea of  'leaving school and getting a job', a concept not present in many other countries. The current concept of 'seamless education' may assist overcoming the entrenched Australian idea that learning and working are not closely related. Schooling has always had work implications though in a general way than the more specific ways apparent today. 

(i)
It is argued that given the current thrust in VET of workplace training, the difficulty schools face is how to create a workplace environment in the school. While it would be a challenge for a school to establish a realistic workplace culture, many workplaces today are more knowledge based than those involving extensive physical activity.

Much of the VET in schools is at the lower technical levels and could well cater for those students who previously left school and sought general employment in such as in the retail industry or as process operatives. 

(ii)
It is known that students in some schools complete Certificate 1 and 2 in IT with some structured workplace experience  during years 10 and 11. Students undertaking such learning are often those that otherwise would have left school before year 12 and usually such studies are not undertaken by those wishing to pursue a more academic career. Such studies are along side other subjects and all combined form a legitimate schooling environment. The argument that the competencies have to be demonstrated in a real work place over some period of time is pedantic and an unnecessary constraint on the learning of young people. There is little reason why  students at school cannot achieve at least some of the  competencies of Training Packages.

(iii)
Experience suggests that most schools have collaborative arrangements with RTOs, often using the materials developed by the RTOs.

(iv)
No response

(v)
There appears that there is a growing  relationship between schools and the local business community. In effect, public schools as they move to being more self managing are also becoming more student and community oriented. The inclusion of VET in school should ease the school-to-work transition. 

(g)
No response

Appendix A

SUBMISSION TO

INQUIRY INTO THE QUALITY OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING IN AUSTRALIA

Ron Seidel

29 William Road

KLEMZIG 5087

AUSTRALIA

Phone:  
+61 8 8261 6593

Fax:   
+61 8 8261 6594

Email: 
 rseidel@camtech.net.au

URL:
http://www.adelaide.net.au/~rseidel

VET: How much 'E', How much 'T' ?

Vocational Education and Training: how much 'education'  and how much 'training'? 

It is contended that Vocational Education and Training, VET, with its emphasis on immediate workplace skills is not encouraging the development of innovation, adaptability and improvement that is necessary to sustain a technologically advanced society. This emphasis on short term, immediately useful skills, or quite often  those of a previous  time,  is to entrench the past and is dysfunctional to the individual and the community. It is suggested that the 'E' and the 'T' of VET are out of balance.

The term 'training' has been prominent in policy and documentation. There has been such as the National Training Agenda and now Training Packages with education seemingly playing a minor role in recent years.

The argument depends to a large extent on what we mean by 'education' and what we mean by 'training'.

A common model links training with manually oriented, process based skills and education with more intellectual pursuits. But is the process that leads a philosopher to decide which is best question to ask that much different to the process that enables a toolmaker to fabricate a tool-piece.

Another model links training with the skills necessary for the work environment and education with general living skills, but these days many critical skills are equally applicable to income earning activities, the home and to leisure pursuits.  Work activities and general living are no longer independent compartments of our existence.

The model of education and training that I have found most useful over  years is that training is a convergent learning process while  education is a divergent process. 

What I mean by saying that training is a convergent learning process is that learners, with their different abilities, experiences and learning strategies, are constrained to similar learning outcomes. Teaching involves guiding and directing if necessary the learner to a prescribed solution or limited range of acceptable outcomes. Training tends to lead to consistency, uniformity and repeatability; training tends to lead to an ordered and  closed end point.

On the other hand, education is a divergent learning process whereby learners develop a  range of learning outcomes even in the same learning environment. Teaching involves encouraging and mentoring the learners to develop and test ideas without prejudice, and the diversity in learning outcomes gives rise to innovation, creativity, and alternate solutions. Education tends to lead to an open end point that can be built on with changed circumstances. 

Training tends to concentrate on using the present body of knowledge while education encourages the creation of knowledge. Training tends to be reactive, education proactive.

While education may require more highly developed intellectual skills of hypothesis and synthesis, training requires sustained precision and attention to detail. Both  education and training are necessary and both are right, one is not intrinsically more important or more correct than the other. There may be a tendency for those that have been heavily trained not to be very context sensitive and to  have a 'one solution fits all for ever'  approach while those that have been educated may be able to generate many ideas but not actually be able to bring the ideas to fruition. 

There needs to be an appropriate balance between education and training. One trusts that the aircraft pilot or the surgeon are well trained in their particular crafts, but at the same time educated so that they might have the skills to solve complex and unexpected problems should these unfortunately arise.

It is suggested that education and training can occur side by side in an effective learning environment, much depending upon the capabilities of the teacher and the methodology. A learner might be able to explore a range of ideas and possibilities, debating their relative merits and limitations and perhaps  arriving at an optimum solution for the given context, but to actually arrive at a solution or implementation. Even in a very technical environment there is no reason why the learner should not adequately consider the social and ethical issues involved, the best technical solution may not be the best solution. 

In these times of financial constraint in the education and training  industry there is a push to maximise the apparent learning outcomes on the basis of some standard; get to the end point as soon as possible; don't worry about other ways, this is how you do it, now go and do it; practice it until you get it right; there is no room for error. The teacher and the learner are blinded.

It is interesting to talk with staff in industry and business at the different levels of management. Executive managers using a time horizon some years away and while acknowledging the need to achieve the bottom line,  tend to emphasise change, adaptability and flexibility, whereas those more in an operational capacity want immediate productivity from staff.  Most advice to VET does not come from executive management.

It is contended that there is excessive emphasis on  training in VET and that this is leading to a work force that does not have the necessary flexibility and adaptability to be effective in a learning organisation or society, and not only this, it reduces the possibility in the minds of many that the environment will change and that  there might be other legitimate ways, better but different.  Significant inventions and developments in Australia  have not always come from the minds of the classically highly learned,  but from the experience and hands of others. VET may be ignoring this fact. At present Australia seems to only want expert fabricators, perhaps it would be better that we have are good fabricators that can invent as well as inventors that can fabricate.

