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Submission to the Senate Inquiry

Into the quality of vocational educational and training

In Australia

This submission addresses points–

c) an assessment of the quality of provision of technical and further education (TAFE) and private providers in the delivery of nationally recognized and non-recognized vocational education and training (VET) services and programs, specifically (c) (iii) and (c) (iv).

d) an examination of the impact on the quality and accessibility of VET resulting from the policy of growth through efficiencies and user choice in VET.

About Silver Circle

Silver Circle was established in 1991 to provide care and support services for people in their own homes.  These services include assistance with household tasks such as cleaning and cooking, personal care tasks including showering and dressing as well as services that offer respite care to enable regular carers to take a break.

Silver Circle’s clients come from a diversity of the community.  The youngest client is 6 months old and the oldest 101.  The company employs over 1,000 Direct Care Workers throughout Victoria and services over 5000 clients at any one time, 24 hours a day, seven days a week.  Its services are predicated on the belief that client needs are paramount and that service must be flexible and responsive, delivered at the time the client requires it.  

Silver Circle provides for fee for service clients as well as a range of subsidised community support services, such as Linkages, Community Aged Care Packages and Respite Care programs.  In offering a mix of HACC funded and private services, Silver Circle is in a unique position to view the educational requirements of workers in the community services sector in a broad ranging manner.

Direct Care Workers are predominantly mature aged females, the majority of whom have not previously had the opportunity to gain vocational qualifications and who left school at an early age.  Some have literacy problems or come from non-English speaking backgrounds.

Background of Silver Circle (Registered Training Organisation)

Silver Circle became a Registered Training Organisation in 1998.  Its scope of Registration includes the Certificate III in Community Services (Personal Care), a 50 hour Dementia elective from the Certificate IV in Home and Community Care and the Certificate III in Community Services (Home Care).

Prior to this date the company paid for Direct Care Workers to attend various Melbourne TAFE’s to complete 4 modules from the Certificate III Home Care course.  The motivation to become an R.T.O. was driven by the desire of Silver Circle to deliver:-

· Recognized training that would enable employees to gain an accredited qualification;

· Vocational education that was “industry-focussed” and incorporate relevant, specific case studies and practices that are specific to Silver Circle;

· Training that had a focus of home based community care as opposed to residential care;

· Training that was practical, hands on, focussing on the skills needed by a person working alone in someone’s home.

Reference:  (c) (iii)  

Silver Circle successfully tendered to deliver in 1999: -

· Certificate III in Community Services (Personal Care) to 52 trainees in three Melbourne locations, (DEYTA & OTFE)

· Certificate III in Community Services (Personal Care) in Shepparton and Melbourne under the PETP tender program

· Dementia specific course in Morwell (50 hours) (PETP)

Reference:  (c) (iv)  

Approximately seventy percent (70%) of the Certificate III course is delivered in the classroom and the remaining learning is completed on-the-job.  This year, all staff holding supervisory positions completed Workplace Assessor training and gained qualifications.  This enables Direct Care Workers’ supervisors to accurately assess the on-the-job performance of the Direct Care Worker.

As part of its commitment to delivering relevant training to its Direct Care Workers undertaking the Certificate III course this year, Silver Circle conducted interviews with its students in June/July/August this year.

Responses were collated and reported on and a copy of this Report is attached to this submission.

During the interviews, students were asked to provide applications of the classroom learning to the job in addition to comments about the course, to date.

A selection of comments and examples are included below:-

· I’m able to be more concerned for clients and how they’re feeling.  The Showering and Dressing classes were great, I learned how to get in and out of a shower, to walk with the client and with one client I have who is hearing impaired I now look at client’s face, stand face on to client when I speak and as a result I now feel that the client is much warmer towards me and that the client understands me much better.

· I feel like I belong to the Organisation and that has improved my day-to-day work.

· My attitudes to clients has changed, particularly through being able to share experiences with others.

· The First Aid training has been very helpful.  I had client who cut herself and I was able to treat the wound in a confident way.  I learnt a lot about Silver Circle in the Record-keeping module.  Disabilities was useful as I developed a bit of awareness in how the client might be feeling.  Time Management has also been useful in my work.

· The communication skills have helped generally in the workplace and I hope to be able to use new skills as I pick up new clients.

· I’ve learnt to break up the housework to prevent back strain, and I now feel less pressured in carrying out duties.

· The most valuable thing to me has been to be able to share experiences in class with other Carers and to get ideas.

· Listening to and sharing with other Carers has been very useful for me.  My listening skills have improved and I now wait for clients (and other people in my personal life) to finish sentences in their own time now.  Communication skills have improved.

· Everything has been useful as I came from a completely different field of work.  My Communication skills, awareness of issues, perception particularly in dealing with the aged and my dementia clients has increased.  This in turn has increased the satisfaction levels in my job.

· The Health and Safety class was valuable – I have noticed and reported hazards I have seen in clients’ homes – I’m more conscious.  I also think I am communicating better;  in the case of a deaf client I have adapted some techniques and also write things down for my client.

· I now really listen to my clients, my listening skills have improved, I’m better at picking up “clues” from clients and I have a greater tolerance.  From Time Management, I have been trying to reduce my pressure and not rush so much.  I am going to negotiate some roster changes.  I had a client who became abusive towards me and I was confident in dealing with situation because of what I had learned in the class on Uncharacteristic Behaviours.

· The classes have increased my awareness of a number of different aspects of my job, especially health and safety.

· I learnt a lot from Time Management.  Definitely.  I am learning to say “No” and am more confident in saying it.  I am more confident in handling clients, I know the procedures in the Manual and now feel more knowledgeable to deal with all sorts of situations – even emergencies.

· I’m more aware of safety for clients and for myself.  I have one client with dementia and I take her for a cup of coffee every day, to the same place.  I have put the safety of client ahead of trying to find a new place.  The client feels safe when I take her out.

Examples of Benefits/Improvements Attributable to Training

· I communicate more with my Co-Ordinator and Client Service Officer about my clients, I’m more aware of the importance of communicating and of communicating well.  I feel more self-confident with my Personal Care clients.

· I am now feeling part of the organisation and understand how it works and some of the issues facing Client Service Officers and Co-Ordinators.  I communicate better and report on clients more now.

· I have adopted better methods of lifting and am more aware of safety issues; I’m also better organised for the job.

· I’m more confident in making decisions and in saying ‘no’ to certain client requests (e.g. A client wanted me to take a spare key to her house in case client needed assistance).  I understand the importance of being true to the times on the Roster and in complying with procedures and letting the office know of changed arrangements.
Reference:  (d)  

Prior to Silver Circle running its own in service training programs and the Certificate programs, Direct Care Workers wishing to attain the Certificate III in Community Services (Personal Care) undertook studies at various TAFE institutes in Melbourne.  The feedback from staff undertaking these studies was that they found the material presented was too general.  Many reported that the course was delivered in a language they did not relate to and by people who did not seem to understand the issues that confront a person working alone in someone’s home.  

Direct Care Workers also commented that issues for them that arose in their workplace were not dealt with in class and their questions were often unanswered.  

Studies in home and community care offered by tertiary institutions are generic and often taught by people who have had no experience of delivering a service into a person’s home.  Workplace fieldwork arranged by tertiary institutions is often done in residential care facilities which is a very different working environment to working alone in a private house.  In addition, the courses are often offered in blocks, usually by day and do not fit the working and personal lives of the home based worker.

Silver Circle’s challenge was to find a way of delivering practical training to its student workers at times suitable for both workers and clients.

Initially, discussions were held with various Melbourne based TAFE institutes to ascertain if they could meet our requirements for delivering the off the job components of the Certificate III course, in three hour blocks at night and weekends, across a variety of locations.  Despite the TAFE claims of being flexible in program delivery, none of the TAFE institutes offering the Certificate III course, were able (or willing) to accommodate our needs.

Silver Circle has been able to provide staff with a supportive training environment that offers a mix of on and off the job training in one package.  The ability to be able to assess staff on the job, has been another feature of our training.

Classroom discussions foster client focussed care, where the emphasis is not only on Direct Care Workers performing a task well, but performing the task with an 

understanding and an insight into the personal and emotional issues that confront their clients.

Examples of this client focussed care are illustrated by the following Direct Care Workers’ experiences:

· “I have a client whose wife has dementia. She paces around all the time and never talked unless to accuse me of stealing things. I used to argue with her and her husband. After my training I decided to take a tape of 1940’s music with me and put it on as I cleaned. She stopped pacing and started to sing and smile. It was wonderful to see and I asked her about the songs. She spoke about those times and we had a good chat. Her husband was delighted, as he had not thought to use music before and now puts on tapes when she paces and this helps settle her. These days I look forward to my visits and now her husband is happy to leave her with me while he gets some time to himself out in his shed.”

· “My client is always losing her glasses and we spend forever looking for them. After the session on problem solving and lateral thinking I got a chain for the glasses and put them around Mary’s neck. She loved it and it was such a simple solution really. I could have saved so much anger if I had this knowledge earlier. It is really important we have this learning.”

Silver Circle’s aim to infuse the training with real examples that occur on the job, to teach our students to think laterally and to respect the client’s right to live according to the client’s customs, values and beliefs adds an important dimension to the learning.  It is our experience that the TAFE institutions can only offer a generic course and do not have these same insights to share with students, nor do they understand the tension of providing a community care service based in private homes.

For all of the above reasons, our Direct Care Workers see themselves as making a real difference to countless lives by their caring role. They want due recognition of this and they want to learn skills that enable them to provide high quality, flexible, responsive care.  For these reasons, our Direct Care Worker students nominate us as their preferred training provider.
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