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Technical Australia is a personnel management and training service provider and operates in Joint Venture with Randell & Associates Pty Ltd who is a Registered Training Organisation.

These two companies provide training and educational consultative services to a consortium of 20 employers who employ over 49 apprentices and trainees. Our prime objective is to work with the employer, private training providers and the VET system to produce employees who have the knowledge and skills required of today’s workplace environment.

Consortium Members

Hoist Hydraulics

Alfa Engineering

Geographe

Hydraulic Contracting and Supply

Berendsen Fluid Power

Pressure Dynamics

Parks Industries

Callcott & Downey Pty Ltd

Fremantle Hydraulics

Perth Hydraulic Centre

Prime Hydraulics

Gerrard Hydraulics

Hagglunds Drives

Hycon Hydraulics

Brambles Forklifts

Hydraulic Manifolds Australia

Atkins Hydair

James Hardie

Byrnecut Mining

Haynes Mechanical

Introduction

The purpose of the Vocational Education and Training (VET) system in Australian society is to foster, develop and maintain the skills and knowledge of the industries workforce. For industry to prosper and expand in a competitive international environment it must have access to employees who can apply their talents to the manufacture of goods or the supply of services.

As Australians we are often told of the “clever country” which has the ability to grow on the strength of its well educated and technically advanced populous. I have such a belief, employers must invest in Australia future workforce if they are to have employees who can handle the existing and future technologies.

The question is the VET system servicing the required needs of the Australian Industry. Employers have demanded and been provided the opportunities to utilise within the VET system the “user choice” principle. This allows employee training to have a tailored component to the individual employer’s need. The problem with this style of training is the conflict between broad based (cross trades) training to skill specialisation (vertical trade) training. The employer has a responsibility to the company’s director and shareholders to return an annual profit and to the individual employee to develop his skill to be a useful member of society. The individual personal training requirement is the portability of qualification and skills across industry while the employer requires specialisation in their company’s area of operation. These skills and knowledge are required specifically to improve the effectiveness and profitability of the service provided to the company’s clients

Comments on the Terms of Reference

Term (A)

VET Delivery System

With the VET system in Western Australia resource allocation is mainly budgeted and funded at the college level. This procedure can dilute funding to specific new technology areas at the campus level due to the high capital costs and a lack of understanding by college management of the requirements of the new technologies.

The second problem is the lack of coordination between the colleges and industry with the development and supply of VET resources. The question is, should all campuses in the metropolitan and country areas have access to the same level of specialist resources, or should some campuses be limited in the levels of technology deliver? With the centralised technology campus concept, the other college campuses would direct their students to a specialised resourced skill centre which would have access to special funding grants to keep pace with the requirements of industry technologies.

If the “skill centre” concept is to be adopted the level of student access and operating numbers in the facility must be more flexible. Its operating classroom criteria and funding could not be the same as a standard college based model for efficient student to teacher ratio.

The problem with full VET campuses resource devolution is in the area of specialist skill development as industry has limited student numbers and course operation becomes unavailable and employers are unable to have access to the required specialist training.

Our industry consortium currently has 8 (year 3) specialist fluid power apprentices in training and has difficulty in obtaining skilled training from the VET system. This difficulty is due to the required student numbers for course delivery that is set at 14 per class by college administration, to achieve set operating efficiency targets demanded by the Western Australian Department of Training.

Therefore, our industry apprentices attend generalised group sessions where the knowledge and skill level training provided by the campus is below the levels required on the factory floor. This restricted training delivery is due to limited classroom resources or lecturing staff technology skills and knowledge being outdated due to technology advances in the industry. The VET training delivery in technology is based on mediocrity due to college operational delivery targets not the needs of industry.

Term (B)

VET Curriculum

With the introduction of the new apprenticeship scheme and the centralised concept of broad based training, the VET system is not delivering the skilled trade training provided previously.

Increasing the level of basic skills and knowledge competencies into the trade requirements has the effect of limiting the level of training provided by the VET system. Consider the training requirements of the new training package to be introduced into Western Australia in 2000. The foundation and core training competencies for the mechanical trade in the workplace environment are;


Workplace communication


Occupational health and safety


Quality procedures


Planning routine tasks


Organising and analysing information

Operate in a work based team environment


Assist in the provision of on-the-job training


Measure with graduated devices


Plan a complete activity


Perform computations – basic


Perform computations


Perform computer operations

These 12 units of prerequisite competencies consume 20 points of the trades total of 96 credit weighting points or 20.83% of the total trade training.

I consider that VET is a provider of the higher vocational skills and knowledge. The allocation of only 79.17% to the broad based and specialist training competencies are restricting the delivery of the upper level VET trade training. 

The solution to this problem is to expand the existing technical study stream within the secondary system that would allow students to obtain basic industry experiences and competencies before they enter the VET system. The VET system should only have to validate that the student possesses the foundation or core competencies. Their credit weight therefore, should not have the effect of consuming excessive time at the expense of the higher level trade skills and diminishing the quality of VET trade training program.


Pre-vocational Study Stream

Core and Foundational Skill Development

Materials

Communication

Drawing

Occupational Health & Safety



Broad Based Trade Skills Related to Selected Trade

General Trade Competencies

Fitting & Machining

Mechanical Fitting

Fabrication

Electrical/Electronics

Automotive



Enterprise Skill Development

Workplace Employment Related Skill Development

Subject Specialisation

Hydraulics/Pneumatics

CNC Training

Electronics

Figure 1:  Levels of Vocational Education

With regards to the existing complexity of “user choice” system, this is only a problem if the individual employer has not established the requirements of their own individual training needs of the VET system. However, the employer selecting enterprise skill development within a specialist stream can encounter problems as the VET delivery system is now concentrating on the more commercial broad based general trade training stream.

Financial Incentives for VET Training

A problem with financial incentives provided to registered training organisations is funds can be invested into pre-vocational studies without the individual being able to obtain employment within his or her selected trade or career stream. Therefore, this type of VET training can consume valuable resource and training funding. However, I must also state the acceptable product by this training concept has a major benefit to industry by improving the profitability of the apprentices training program.

With respect to employer incentives these are very limited and do not go anywhere near covering the actual cost to the employer for apprentice training. The rule of thumb used by our company (metal trade training) is the first two years of the apprenticeship will be a loss to the employer and the apprentice must remain for the 4 years before a financial return is achieved from the training process.

Stage 1


Wages
$10,500


On-costs
$  8,000


Total  $18,500 (production loss)

Stage 2


Wages
$13,900


On-costs
$11,100


Total  $25,000 (production loss)

Stage 3


Wages
$19,000


On-costs
$15,200


Total  $34,200 (production break even)

Stage 4


Wages
$22,300


On-costs
$17,000


Total  $39,300 (returned obtained on total investment)

Estimated total apprenticeship employment cost over 4 years is $117,000.00.

The final return on the employers investment in apprentice training is limited when he is required to provide 8 hours off-the-job training per week (288 hours per year or 864 hours total). With the employer also providing and covering the costs for all on-site supervision, trade training experience, employee errors (loss of production and equipment damage), the completion of government administration and paperwork for training subsidies and apprentice assessment. The government subsidy of $4000.00 per apprentice equates to $0.506 per hour of employment. This level of subsidy is hardly an incentive to employ an apprentice. The management and administrative problems are seen more often by employers as a reason not to employ apprentices.

Term (C)

RTO Audits

With respect to my company’s experience with the procedures of the audit requirements of the RTO, I have found then to be effective and fair. The validator selected for the processing of my company’s registration provided advice and direction in meeting the requirements of registration.

Randell & Associates see the increased access by employers to registered training providers as a means of obtaining selective industry specific skill development not provided by the TAFE system due to financial or time constraints. Employers who take the time and effort to train their apprentices do provide the funds, resource and industrial experience needed to produce a quality tradesperson. The problem is the number of employers who do not assist in the training process but offer financial incentives to obtain their supply of qualified tradespersons from those who do.

New Training Package Assessment

The new training package assessment and accreditation procedures are causing some employers concern with respect to the validation and certification of the tradespersons competency. They see themselves as having a major role in identifying whether their employee has reached and can demonstrate consistently the required trade competency. This is not seen as exclusively the role of the RTO in the on-the-job assessment procedure. They prefer the existing trade assessment procedure of joint validation between the employer and the RTO.

Non-Completion of Apprenticeships

The reason for increasing rates of non-completion of apprenticeships is that under the existing system an apprentice must obtain a certificate of trade studies and complete his/her workplace assessment before they can complete their apprenticeship. Students who do not complete all their off-the-job trade studies are not eligible for a Certificate of Trade Studies and are classified as a non-completed apprentice. In the past it was possible for apprentices to complete their apprentice training without satisfactorily completing the off-the-job training.

The second problem with apprentices completing their training is the low wage rates. If their parents and family do not support the apprentice, the financial pressure can cause the individual to terminate his/her training. The simple solution to this problem is not to increase the apprentice’s wages in the first two years of training. This is the period at which the employer is faced with the highest level of financial outlay with the minimum return form the apprentices training.

Term (D)

VET Training in Regional Australia

VET service in regional Australia is always going to be limited under the user choice principal. The college generally has less resources limiting student access to training and lower regional population levels produces lower class numbers leading to non-viable class sizes.

VET delivery in regional location’s leads to structured training that is industry specific to the region or of a general broad based design. Any specialist training must be completed in the metropolitan area if the college can cater for block release training and has the required resource allocation.

VET Curriculum and Learning Resources

With regards to the curriculum and learning resources required for the new training package delivery may need a revision of the assessment and learning outcomes. The national competency units are general in their nature and their assessment criteria lacks focus. The concern felt by our consortium is that the review and development process is concentrated too heavily within the VET academic sector and lacks specialist industrial input on the current workplace procedures and practices. More curriculum and assessment development is required in the definition of the vertical skills and knowledge competencies required within the enterprise skill development specialised trade stream. The fluid power industry is currently discussing nationally a means of defining the levels of trade competencies and knowledge between classifications to assist in our industry’s curriculum development. 

VET Student Services and Fees

With regards to student services and course fees and charges, these are appropriate. The only problem our company has encountered is apprentices who are required to pay their own fees have great difficulty on apprentice wages paying semester enrolment fees of up to $270.00. A first year apprentices take home wage is $180.00 per week.

With specialist enterprise skill development training in the metropolitan area, a solution to the low class numbers may require a proportional increase in fees to cover the lower class numbers. The proposed fees for general TAFE training in Western Australia in year 2000 is $1.15 per hour, this is based on 14 students per class. To obtain a maximum class size of 7 to 8 students a fee of $2.00 per hour could apply.

Recommendations

1) Incentives for apprentice training should be increased from $4000.00 to $6000.00, an increase of $2000.00 with the additional funding in the initial two years of training. This incentive payment would encourage employers to increase their intake of apprentices and reduce the current shortfall of qualified and skilled tradespersons in Australia.

Proposed new incentive payments scheme;


$1500.00 after 3 months


$1500.00 after 12 months


$1500.00 after 24 months


$1500.00 on completion of apprenticeship


An alternative to this proposal is to provide tax incentives to employers who employ and train apprentices.

2) Government funding model should allow the VET system direct access to grants for the introduction of technology into the course curriculum.

3) Areas of technology or specialist training require additional funding or consideration as training numbers are not always viable for delivery.

4) Industry based subject specialists must provide technical input into the curriculum developed for the VET system.

5) In areas of high capital resource costs and/or low student numbers VET training should be delivered in the workplace with the aid of special training packages and education resources. This delivery concept could also allow regional Australia access to specialised technology training.
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