Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education Committee

An inquiry into the quality of vocational education and training in Australia

A response from the NSW Retail, Wholesale and Associated Services Industry Training Advisory Body  (NSW WRAPS)

Introduction

NSW WRAPS is the industry training advisory body in NSW with coverage for retail, wholesale, floristry hairdressing and beauty, representing approximately 24% of the NSW workforce.  In our view there are a number of questions to be raised and issues to be addressed in relation to the quality of vocational education and training in NSW despite significant progress over the past few years.  The key issue relates to the implementation of the National Training Framework within NSW and specifically to the implementation of the National Recognition Framework.   Secondly the lack of funding allocated to existing workers is seriously impeding  the development of  training culture in the WRAPS industries in NSW.  This response will only offer comment in relation to NSW.

(a) Evaluation of the place of New Apprenticeships

The New Apprenticeship scheme has generally been enthusiastically embraced within the NSW WRAPS industries.  The establishment of Retail Traineeships specifically, has enabled the industry to take up training at entry level with alacrity while at the same time ensuring the continual improvement of the quality of entry level training for the industries.  An additional advantage has been in the establishment of New Apprenticeships, there is a slowly increasing acceptance of the credibility and validity of the Retail industry in offering a career of choice to a wide range of people, from school leavers to more mature workers.

The lack of user choice in NSW for the more traditional apprenticeships has led to industry concerns given the opportunities for flexible delivery and funding of that delivery provided in the other states.  In NSW, Hairdressing and Beauty Therapy employers and apprentices have no choice but to utilise TAFE as the training provider for the delivery of the off job elements of the training.  It is in the experiences of interstate colleagues that NSW employers feel disadvantaged because of lack of user choice.  While there is no doubt that TAFE NSW delivers adequate training in these areas, the lack of opportunity is frustrating many industry players.

Resource allocation should be reviewed.  Little provision, if any, has been made by the NSW state government, for the training of existing workers through the New Apprenticeship scheme.  In NSW the Contracted Training Provider funding provides monies to address specific industry needs, the guidelines for this program should be reviewed in relation to provision of Training Package qualifications for existing workers.  The Retail industry has received only a small proportion of available funding in NSW, through the various programs available, and consideration could be given to provision of funding on an industry basis reflecting the specific needs of each industry.  Government at both state and federal levels persists in attempting to address "industry" needs - these do not exist per se.  Each industry is at a different stage of development in relation to training and education and this is a consideration which government has failed to act on in terms of its resource planning.  A classic example in NSW is the Curriculum Resourcing funding which focuses on the development of curriculum; this does not allow development of resources for those industries which are not traditionally curriculum based in terms of training.  Trade-based industries are perfectly satisfied with this arrangement as there is limited acceptance of competency based training (which is very slowly changing), however industries such as Retail, and the other service based industries, do not access the proportion of this funding which would be reflective of its size, because training delivery is not heavily curriculum focused.  The guidelines of this funding should also be reviewed.

Training in the Retail industry has traditionally been conducted by the major retailers, de facto almost on behalf of the broader industry.  It is only recently with the introduction of New Apprentices that a broad based funding pool has been available.  The increasing commitment in the broader retail industry in training and education has increased with the introduction of the National Training Package, however funding has been very limited.  Funds made available by ANTA to the state, for example in NSW, were passed on directly to TAFE.  Industry has had no access to that funding either in terms of marketing training or using it in someway to assist existing workers.

(b) Claims that the key objectives of New Apprenticeships are not being met

It is the experience of the NSW retail industry that the focus of New Apprenticeships has been on younger people, often new entrants to the workforce, rather than older people.  Nonetheless there have been a number of more mature people take up Retail New Apprenticeships.

The current structure of the traditional apprenticeship system in relation to Hairdressing and Beauty Therapy almost entirely precludes mature people who are often not in a financial position to devote 4 years to an apprenticeship at reduced wages.  At the same time there are many mature workers who would be suitable candidates for traditional apprenticeships in NSW were they in a financial position to do so.

The establishment of New Apprenticeship Centres while useful has led to some confusion in the market given the changes to Centrelink and the introduction of the Job Network at the same time.  This confusion should decrease with time, and the concept of a "one stop shop" has been useful where the contractors have performed that role, it remains to be seen whether the latest contractors do so.

The claim that the system is driven by financial incentives and targets rather than the needs of industry certainly bear some closer examination.  Rather than being industry driven, the VET agenda is being driven by bureaucratic imperatives with lip service being paid to industry.  Bureaucracies "consult" with industry then fit the results into an internal framework, industry is certainly not driving the system.

(c) Quality provision of training

The comments here are premised on the fact that in the retail industry, the introduction of a National Training Package has been a huge step forward in the acceptance by industry of training, especially the availability of nationally recognised credentials and the establishment of industry competency standards.  The experience in retail also leads to the belief that the wholesale industry will follow a similar pattern when a National Training Package is available.  In the more traditional trades areas, Hairdressing and Beauty, the introduction of Training Packages has been somewhat problematic however this is more indicative of the nature of the industry than the Packages themselves.  In Beauty there is an acceptance of the need for a level vocational playing field and the industry is coming to grips with the NTF as a means of working on this approach.

For Retail primarily, the provision of training and assessment by RTOs in NSW is highly problematic.  While VETAB in NSW is undoubtedly capable of conducting compliance audits in relation to the validity of the business, checking training facilities and ensuring compliance with the NTF principles and protocols in general terms, it is unreasonable to expect those officers to judge adequacy of provision in relation to the delivery and assessment against specific training packages.  RTOs are able to add to their scope of registration, Training Package qualifications on the strength of 'proof of purchase' of the Package without in any way having to demonstrate their capacity to deliver, to industry requirements, those qualifications.  Another issue has recently arisen relating to the possibility of conflict of interest in relation to the registration of RTOs.  In this case, a private RTO was unable to extend their scope of registration to include Retail because they were awaiting a compliance audit from VETAB.  VETAB indicated that this was going to take up to another 6 months.  The provider, who is a major cross industry RTO was seriously disadvantaged as they were in a position to sign up a number of New Apprentices in Retail.  While the RTO understood the issue, and was prepared to live with it, this became problematic when the reason for the delay was established.  VETAB had put back all compliance audits to accommodate the need for auditing the school sector.  While VETAB is technically a separate entity to the NSW Department of Education and Training, the reality is somewhat different.  It does, on the surface, seem unfair for an RTO to be disadvantaged because VETAB is concentrating its resources on its internal customers.

In NSW there is no industry expertise sought, or involvement in, the registration of training providers.  This has led to RTOs being able to deliver outside their area of expertise and the diminishing return this produces in the eyes of the industry in the perception of the value of training.  The introduction of a Retail Training Package has, for the first time, encouraged and sponsored the development of a training culture in the retail industry - the problems associated with the quality of assessment and delivery have meant that where there was an extremely positive start, the industry is in danger of questioning the value of training to organisations.

While all RTOs, even those against whom complaints have been made, continue to operate in an environment of acceptance of the mediocre, or even the dishonest, the level of acceptance of training and the NTF specifically will rapidly diminish.  RTOs who do not conform to the NRF requirements must be severely sanctioned at the least, and even de-registered.  This should also be done publicly so the community is aware of the importance placed on the registration process and to provide  the public with information to increase their understanding of the NRF and so to be in a position to ask questions of RTOs to verify their credibility.

The community has certain expectations in relation to secondary and tertiary education providers, these expectations should also exist  in relation to vocational education providers;  to allow the community to make informed decisions.  A campaign to educate the community is required, at the very least, to allow people to demand quality vocational education.  This quality can only be provided through quality RTOs and that quality is seriously flawed in NSW.

There is no doubt that the provision of funding has meant that the system has been exploited by unscrupulous providers and employers.  One of the reasons for this is the continuing focus on new workers, at the expense of funding for existing workers.  If we in Australia are to have a "smart workforce"  then consideration must be given to funding provision for people already working in industries where little public funding has been directed in the past.  This does not need to be at the expense of new entrants but simply a more balanced approach to the availability of public funding.  This, in one way, is reflected in the low level of completion of New Apprenticeships where people are employed for the wrong reasons, and leave.  By the same token there is some evidence to suggest that people leave to move into full time employment which is a more than satisfactory outcome.

The introduction of the NTF was premised on industry ownership and involvement; this obviously varies from industry to industry.  The industry competency standards particularly have gone way toward ensuring that interest and involvement.  In the past 3 years that level of involvement has increased as industry believes that vocational training is an issue within which they have a pivotal role to play, where this message is undermined there is a corresponding decrease in the level of involvement as there is a perception that this is just another government initiative which will eventually go away.  Industry must continue to be encouraged to take an active role and not be undermined by political agendas within training authorities as has occurred in several instances nationally.

TAFE has a key role to play in the vocational training agenda and obviously there is a need to ensure the provision of public education and training is available to all parts of the community.  While there has been some change, TAFE as a whole, has continued to work from its own internal needs and ignore the interests of industry.  This statement is obviously a generalization as there are specific areas of TAFE which do work with industry in satisfying its needs, however the continuation of an inflexible and bureaucratically driven VET agenda will continue to see a decrease in support for TAFE and an increased reliance on private providers.  Vocational training in the Retail industry has traditionally been provided by the internal structures within the large retailers and/or private providers.  There has been some change in this in NSW with the Business Services ESD working with industry to provide the flexible training solutions required by industry.  Nonetheless there are still many individual colleges and ESDs in NSW which pay lip service to working with industry and continue to provide the vocational training and education required by industry on their own terms.

A missing link in the establishment of the NTF has been the misunderstanding of the role of assessment in the process.  It is a truism that industry focuses not on how someone achieved competency, but on whether they are, in fact, competent.  While traditional modes of learning will undoubtedly continue, the education and training bureaucracies must be encouraged to provide resources to assist assessment processes and the role of assessment on a competency based VET system.  As stated earlier the continued support for a curriculum based system can only serve to impede the implementation of a competency based training system with the focus on how learning occurs, not whether someone has learned.  There is considerable work to be done in educating the public education sector in this distinction.  In the Retail industry internal training and training from private providers has continued to be the preferred means of training for exactly this reason.  Private providers are perceived to be more flexible and cognizant of industry's needs and certainly more prepared to work with industry in reaching appropriate training and education solutions.

(d) The impact and accessibility of VET and (f) The provision of vocational education in schools

Some of the issues in relation to the quality of training delivery and the assessment of competencies have been identified in the previous section.  There are however issues relating to the reliance on curriculum based delivery models which are in competition with training packages.  This approach particularly in NSW undermines national consistency and will ultimately undermine the satisfactory implementation of the National Training Framework.

This is not to say there is no place for curriculum; however the reliance on curriculum based models of delivery ensures the continuation of training which is not flexible and certainly not related to the needs of industry.  This model also fails to account for the learning that occurs on the job.

On the job training has received some criticism  recently, some of which is quite justified.  On the other hand it cannot be denied that learning occurs in the workplace as well as in a classroom.  Training on the job must be structured and monitored particularly in those industries where training is not seen as core to the operation of the business.  Provision in the Retail Training Package has been made for structured and supported on job training and generally this has been well conducted and appropriate the learning needs of the individual as well as consistent with the demands of the workplace.  There have been however some cases where this has not occurred, particularly where unscrupulous RTOs persuade businesses that nothing more needs to take place other than the occasional visit by that RTO for the purposes of assessment.  Clearly this is inappropriate and relates to the quality and ethics of the RTO concerned.

The NRF has allowed RTOs great power which goes with accompanying accountability and this is not always evident nor is it subjected to external scrutiny by state training authorities.

The provision of vocational training to high school students in NSW is now a reality and significant shifts have been made in the past few years as schools begin to work with industry.  There is still some way to go with the need for scheduling and flexibility in timetabling arrangements still paramount in the delivery of vocational training.  Much vocational training requires significant time in the workplace if vocational qualifications issued by schools are to be credible in the eyes of employers.  The 19th century approach to education in NSW based on industrial requirements do not adequately serve the needs of today's school students.  While the focus of a high school education must continue to be generalist, the latter years of schooling are predicated on the concept that students are beginning to work toward whatever will be their ultimate career.  Where this has an academic base, the NSW school system is perfectly placed to assist its students, where this has a more vocational base, students needs are not served.  Flexibility of timetabling in schools would be an excellent first step in ensuring students become contributing members of their communities.

The WRAPS network has introduced a set of guiding principles to encourage quality outcomes for vocational education in schools.  Within the strictures imposed by the NSW Department of Education and Training and the NSW Board of Studies these have been adhered to and while not perfect provide evidence that accommodation can be reached.  Those principles include:

· The program is based on an endorsed training packages;

· The principles of the ARF are applied;

· Outcomes are comparable to those achieved by the delivery of the credential under other pathways;

· Delivery standards are comparable;

· Fair workload for students is applied;

· Relevant part time work counts for the purpose of on job training;

· Subjects undertaken count for TER (UAI) purposes;

· The program does not operate as a de facto streaming system to cut young people out from the possibility of university entrance.

(e) Provision of training subsidies

The training market has broadened significantly over the past decade with closer analysis revealing much of this growth has occurred in the services sector, including retail.  There has been a decline in the traditional trades with funding structures failing to reflect these changes.

Over the period 1985-1998 the number of sales and personal services workers undertaking training via a contract of training grew from nil to 24,724.  Assessment of future employment trends suggests that the service sector will provide the vast bulk of jobs in the future.  Funding approaches within the system must recognise these fundamental changes.

Whilst recognising that abuse of the incentives system has occurred it should also be recognized that the same system has served as a major encouragement to employers to embrace training and to employ trainees.  Arbitrary restrictions on incentive payments penalise those seeking to operate within the system in the appropriate manner as well as those abusing the system.  The real solution to this is not to impose more restrictions but to ensure accountability from those who receive the training subsidies and incentives.

For industries such as retail to have moved to the extent they have in embracing structured, accredited training has involved a major shift in thinking, especially by the larger employers.  The existence of incentive payments and subsidies played a role in the bringing about of this mindset change.  

It needs to be recognized that when industries which have not had a strong training tradition embrace such initiatives certain dislocations within the industry may occur.  It is not appropriate that in moving to a new training based system that existing workers be left behind or be forced to expend their own funds to ‘catch up’ when they have never had a share of the training dollar.  In such circumstances it is not appropriate to argue that the primary emphasis of the VET system should be on young people's needs to the exclusion of the needs of older workers.

Recognition of prior learning has long been promoted as a feature of the NTF.  In practice it has had limited application, primarily due to the funding systems operative in the states.  Under current funding arrangements most states and providers find that RPL is a costly exercise.  Consequently it has been applied only on a limited basis.  Many existing workers, through extensive on the job work experience could complete all or a substantial portion of an AQF qualification through a recognition of current competencies.  This would be a cheaper exercise than applying the costs of a full course.

Access to adequately funded RPL must be expanded.

(g) Statistical information

The level of statistical information is slowly improving however confusion continues while NCVER continues to provide Apprenticeship and Traineeship data based on ASCO data.  More useful would be the additional provision of information using the ANZSIC classifications which align to ITAB structure and accountabilities.

