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In July 1999 the Australian Centre for Industrial Relations Research and Training (ACIRRT) completed a major project funded by the National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) on globalisation and industry training markets in Australia. The Report, entitled Making the Grade?, is due to be released by NCVER before the end of 1999. ACIRRT is also in the process of completing research under another major NCVER funded project concerning the effects of the growth of non-standard work on VET in Australia. This submission is informed by the findings of these two major projects. 

Relevant extracts from the findings from the globalisation and VET project are included. Brief general comments that highlight some of the themes emerging from the research are made first. This submission relates to terms of reference (a), (b), (c), (d) and (e).

Amongst other things our research suggests that industry training markets are failing and their operation and performance is having an adverse effect on training quality. In general terms the training market initiatives are encouraging employers, training providers and trainees to favour the use of the most convenient, most easily administered and most easily accessible courses of training. Unfortunately these courses of training often fail to provide high quality training, training that is well suited to industry or training that results in transferable skills that enable trainees to access key labour markets. A major part of the problem appears to be that many of these traineeships (or New Apprenticeships) are being used by employers as labour market programs rather than training programs. Our fieldwork has revealed a very widespread view that some of the most ‘popular’ traineeships such as those in small business, administration and hospitality often involve employers claiming subsidies and employing workers on training wages with relatively little structured training being undertaken. 

The marketisation of training and the more widespread application of user pays principles has also appeared to have created difficulties for workers seeking to access and fund training that may not be directly related to their current employment. Ultimately, the training markets are failing to clear – the South West Sydney training and labour markets, for example, are characterised by large numbers of unemployed youth seeking skilled work, persistent skill shortages especially in many of the traditional trade areas, and TAFE training facilities that are seriously underutilised.

The New Apprenticeship Centres (NACs) were designed to facilitate the matching of trainees and employers however our research suggests that the current incentives operate so as to encourage placements that are not necessarily resulting in optimal training outcomes for trainees. Rather, the NACs are largely motivated to make placements regardless of the quality of fit between the trainee, the employer and the program of training. The NACs also appear to be poorly equipped to provide the advice and assistance needed by workers and job-seekers seeking to access training. 

The following findings are drawn from our Report published by the NCVER Making the Grade?: Globalisation and the Industry Training Market in Australia. The study involved a detailed examination of the labour markets and industry training markets in metals and engineering in South West Sydney, metals and engineering in the Hunter, information technology in South West Sydney and information technology on the Central Coast.

Training and Skills Problems in the Metals and Engineering Industry

· Increasing competitive pressure is exacerbating employers’ traditional failure to sufficiently commit to training investment and skills development;

· Employers’ lack of knowledge of:

The opportunities presented by competency-based training and assessment reforms;

The means by which competency based training and assessment can be introduced in their workplace;

The flexibility of the new Training Packages;

The means by which Group Training Companies, networks and cooperative schemes can be used to assist in supporting training.

· Employers have a tendency to attempt to recruit already skilled workers, or buy in skills from labour hire firms, rather than take on apprentices and trainees, or train and develop the skills of existing or new employees;

· The prospect of existing skills shortages and skill gaps is becoming much worse as the combined effects of declining apprenticeship numbers, less formal structured training and the outsourcing of many skilled functions impact on the labour market;

· Difficulties attracting high quality school leavers to undertake apprenticeships are increasing;

· The range and relevance of available courses, modules, programs and training in various competencies is so broad that it is beyond the capacity of most training providers to meet specific employers requirements and even if these needs are met it undermines the transferability of skills/labour;

· TAFE lacks the resources and capacity to have adequate numbers of field officers, industry liaison officers or others with teaching experience devoted to communicating with industry.  This means TAFE cannot provide an effective brokerage role in helping employers articulate their training demands and then match these to potential course or trainees.

Training and Skills Problems in the Information Technology Industry

· Employers’ failure to sufficiently commit to training investment and skills development;

· Employers’ lack of knowledge of:

The amount and type of training they require;

The opportunities presented by competency-based training and assessment reforms;

The means by which competency based training and assessment can be introduced in their workplace;

The flexibility of the new Training Packages;

The means by which Group Training Companies, networks and cooperative schemes can be used to assist in supporting training.

· Employers’ tendency to attempt to recruit already skilled workers, or hire consultants or contract workers with the particular skills, rather than take on trainees, or train and develop the skills of existing or new employees;

· General and specific skill shortages in medium and high level IT skills.

· Private, vendor provided or certified training tends to be relatively expensive, product specific and relatively technical.

· TAFE provided courses do not enjoy strong industry support or widespread recognition amongst employers of medium and high end IT skills.

· There is a general lack of coordination between training providers and employers.

These findings raise serious questions about the appropriateness of current policy settings.  Training reforms need to extend beyond the facilitation of industry training markets. In particular future reform needs to build on previous initiatives to establish new mediating structures that enhance coordination between all the elements of these industries’ skill formation systems. Trying to make the industry training markets ‘work better’ will not address the key challenges identified above. Rather if the potential of previous reforms is to be realised closer attention needs to be given to developing new mechanisms of coordination at industry and especially regional level. 

Problems with Competency Based Training, New Apprenticeships and the training Packages in Metals and Engineering in the regions studied included:

· The full implementation of Competency Based Training and Assessment has  proven to be too difficult for most workplaces

· Workplaces are generally poorly prepared to accommodate the workplace focus that is an integral feature of the adoption of the new Training Package

· Employers and some training providers suspect that the training that will occur under the new Packages will not be coherent.

· The New Apprenticeship scheme may be pulling resources away from the training of existing employees in metals.

· The competency based system has established a full range of qualifications but there remains limited demand for lower level training.

Problems with Competency Based Training, New Apprenticeships and the training Packages in Information Technology include:

· Employers and private providers are sceptical of the applicability of competencies in IT training

· Many of the units of competency contained in the IT and Administration Training Packages are seen by employers and some training providers as too vague

· Where competency based training and assessment has been used it has often been used for reasons other than improving training quality or delivery.

· New Apprenticeships are sometimes seen and treated as employer subsidies rather than as commitments to training.

· The IT Training Packages may not articulate satisfactorily with vendor provided and licensed training.

· The possibility of employers and trainees undertaking training programs that fully utilise the flexibility available under the packaging arrangements is being frustrated by the absence of satisfactory institutions to assist in the design of those programs.

(Hall, Buchanan, Bretherton and van Barneveld 1999)
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