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Please note that the opinions expressed below are my own and not necessarily those of my employers. 

The following submission is based on my career as a VET academic during the 1990s, namely:

· Co-author of Smith E & Keating J (1997) Making sense of reform and competency-based training, Social Science Press.

· Manager of, and team member in,  several national and State research projects in the following areas: 

implementation of competency-based training and recognition of prior learning; user choice; VET teachers’ staff development; enterprise training; apprentice and trainee training; work experience.  Much of this research has been published in both academic and professional journals.

· Constant contact with over 400 students at Charles Sturt University who are VET practitioners in TAFE, private and community providers, and in industry.

The points in this submission are all supported by evidence from my research and from the VET practitioners who are my students.

Competency-based training

· While CBT has been much researched there is as yet no research which shows that CBT has improved student outcomes.  Such anecdotal evidence as has been gathered indicates that outcomes are lower, ie students of the VET system are now less skilled than they were ten years ago, as a result of CBT. It is almost impossible to monitor the effects of CBT on student outcomes as pass-fail grading systems don’t allow comparisons to be made with pre-CBT days, and no effective monitoring systems were set up by States and Territories when CBT was first introduced.

Recognition of prior learning

· While there may be social benefits of RPL, there has been no major research into the effects of RPL on student outcomes. As with CBT, anecdotal evidence and empirical evidence collected on a  small scale indicates that students who are given RPL very often do not have the same skills as those who have completed the parallel training. 

· As with CBT, the effects of RPL are difficult to research as State and Territory training systems were not all set up to record modules achieved through RPL  differently from  modules passed. 

· Very often even when providers are obliged to give RPL for a module achieved at another provider, the students have to be given remedial training. 

· RPL also creates a number of other problems for training providers, for instance financial difficulties and the problems of small class sizes if large numbers of students have RPL for particular modules.  

· Qualifications awarded entirely by RPL are suspect. For example, students who are awarded Certificate IV in Workplace Training entirely by RPL, as is quite common, cannot be assumed to have really achieved any of the units of competence in the qualification; they most certainly cannot be assumed to have developed any study or learning skills.  This creates great difficulties when the students seek credit into university courses. 

· Since a unit of competence on RPL assessment is not included in the Training Package in Workplace Training and Assessment, there is no guarantee that those assessing for RPL have been trained to do it. 

Training packages

· Training Packages are likely to depress skill levels still further.  Where they are ‘delivered’ and assessed on the job there may be no teaching or training component whatsoever. Graduates of such qualifications cannot be assumed to have achieved high levels of skill, and certainly cannot be assumed to have any learning skills. (Moreover, research shows that students/workers do not respect ‘tick and flick’ checklists.)

· At least under the earlier CBT system, qualifications had nominal hours attached to them so that employers and other providers could be assured people had undergone a certain amount of training.

· Training packages will create extreme difficulties for people seeking articulation into university.

· Training packages are welcomed by some employers because they provide competency standards for employees.  It is arguable, however, whether government money is correctly spent in doing the job of enterprises’ training functions.  The whole VET system is likely to suffer appreciably, which is a long-term loss to industry, even if in the short-term enterprises may find Training Packages useful.  Training Packages delivered by enterprises who are RTOs or who have recognition arrangements with RTOs are likely to be of lower quality and over-contextualised compared with qualifications delivered by TAFE and other reputable providers. 

User choice

· Research indicates that young apprentices and trainees (as anticipated in several reports) hardly ever get any say in the choice of provider.

· Young people prefer a TAFE qualification, and resent it when their employers enrol them in a private provider.

· User choice has led to some pluses such as negotiation of timing and delivery mode, but these outcomes could have been delivered within existing TAFE systems.

· The negative effects of user choice on rural TAFE providers have been widely predicted, but it is too early to say what will happen.

Apprenticeships and traineeships

· These two qualifications are quite different and need to be kept differentiated.  Confusing the two serves only to confuse employers, parents and young people.  People have quite different expectations from an apprenticeship and a traineeship.  Each serves an important purpose.

· The statistics on apprenticeship and traineeship need to be separated out so that useful data can be produced.  This can be done on the contracts of training, which should also record the mode of delivery of off-the-job training.  In this way the quality of different modes of delivery can be evaluated. 

· Traineeships are becoming more respected by the community, but mixing them up with apprenticeships will not help.  There are signs that a training tradition is growing in ‘traineeship’ industries which needs to be nurtured.

· Evidence suggests that young trainees often use traineeships as a stepping stone to higher qualifications both in the VET sector and at university.  Apprentices are less likely to do so.  The problem with this is that traineeships are low level (generally Certificate II) and trainees find their study too easy. Apprentices on the other hand (often younger and less qualified than trainees) often find their TAFE courses (generally Certificate III) difficult. 

On-the-job traineeships

· These only succeed with good intentions on all side (which are, however, often lacking ,as shown in the Schofield report) and with a number of other favourable conditions.

· I have found no evidence that employers of apprentices object when off-the-job training does not parallel what the young person is doing in the workplace, and I see no evidence that employers feel differently about traineeships.  Therefore (and for many other reasons) off-the-job training should become a compulsory part of traineeships.  At least where on-the-job training is absent or employers’ HR policies are less than perfect, with an off-the-job component the trainee will receive a qualification and some training in his or her occupation.

· The completion rates of trainees undergoing distance education need to be compared with those training face-to-face as I suspect completion rates are much lower.  DE trainees are de facto on-the-job trainees.  Providers give very little support to these trainees, and young people have repeatedly been shown to be unsuited to self-paced learning materials. 

Adult trainees

· The large cohorts of adult trainees undergoing on-the-job traineeships in foodprocessing, automotive and similar industries are a different ‘animal’ from young trainees seeking initial vocational qualifications.  While such traineeships have their good points they cannot be compared with ‘ordinary’ traineeships.  Adult on-the-job trainees have different goals and different career paths.

VET in schools

· Current attempts to introduce VET in schools are counter-productive. Students who have completed VET modules in schools often have to repeat them when they enrol in TAFE because schools are not able to deliver equivalent training (TAFE teachers say that in schools student watch rather than doing).

· School students who wish to undertake VET courses should do so at TAFE under JSST (Joint Secondary Schools-TAFE) type arrangements, since TAFE colleges have appropriately trained and experienced teachers and good facilities.  This would require some flexibility in timetabling but would be easier and more effective than trying to get schools to deliver VET. 

· A focus on IT in schools would be the most appropriate form of ‘VET in schools’, since IT skills are needed in nearly every workplace and for citizenship.  IT training should be possible for schools to provide effectively. The European IT ‘driving licence’ currently being piloted in Australia is a good place to start. 

· Employers do not want school-leavers with a few VET skills; they want school-leavers who have the right attitude.

School-to-work transitions

· What is really lacking in schools is effective careers advice for the 70% of young people who don’t go on to university.

· In addition more thought needs to be given to the two-thirds of teenagers working full-time who are not apprentices and trainees. How can they be encouraged to continue with part-time education or training?

· More attention needs to be paid to the learning potential of part-time student employment (I am currently carrying out an NREC project in this area).


Standards of VET teachers

· Most State systems no longer require TAFE teachers to have qualifications in education.

· The Certificate IV in Workplace Training and Assessment is rapidly becoming the maximum as well as minimum qualification for VET teachers, although hundreds of teachers vote with their feet by enrolling in university VET courses at their own expense.

· Teachers who only have a Certificate IV in Workplace Training and Assessment have a naïve approach to education and to the use of CBT.  They are not able to compensate for CBT’s shortcomings in the way that experienced and well-educated teachers are.

· The competency standards in the Certificate IV are, anyway, inadequate to describe either what TAFE teachers do and even what training officers do.  They describe a very narrow area of practice, ie the delivery of accredited training in enterprises. They badly need major revision.

VET teachers

· The motivation of VET teachers is very low because of the de-skilling of their profession and the lack of attention paid to teaching by ANTA.  For example the annual training awards provide awards to every category of VET stakeholder except teachers and trainers.

· The next big training need in VET staff is upskilling in teachers’ content areas which is an area currently under-resourced.

Conclusion

· A demotivated, casualised VET teaching workforce, using Training Packages containing questionable and rigid competency standards, in a system with very little quality control, makes it just about impossible to expect that high quality training will be delivered to the current or future Australian workforce.  

· This is not to say that the VET system was perfect before training reform; it wasn’t. But the reforms have not necessarily improved outcomes, and the system needs close examination before a slide in quality becomes impossible to halt.
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