INTRODUCTION

National WRAPS is the national industry training advisory body with coverage of the following industries:

Wholesale - Sales representatives and wholesale agents

Retail - General retailing, department stores, supermarkets, specialty (food & liquor, personal products, home, business and leisure products), boutique, hardware, pharmacy and floristry 

Personal Services - Hairdressing, Beauty, Funeral Services

National WRAPS considers that important advances have been made in vocational education and training under the National Training Framework; however, numerous concerns remain regarding the effectiveness of the system and its ability to deliver quality outcomes.  These relate largely to the process of implementation through the various state and territory systems, which has acted to undermine many of the stated aims of the national system.

The strength of the system lies in the involvement of industry in developing Training Packages.  This ensures that Training Packages are representative of the current and future skills needs of industry, and enables both employers and employees to have confidence in the relevance of the qualifications issued under the system.

In this process ITABs play an essential role.  The independence of ITABs is essential to moderating the interests of a range of stakeholders and developing Training Packages which serve the needs of industry as a whole.

The other goals of the system in ensuring national consistency and responsive, flexible, competency-based training, are also significant and represent a considerable advance over previous models.  The potential exists for a VET system which achieves high quality outcomes and which delivers on these policy objectives; however, lack of attention to valid quality assurance processes and lack of accountability for outcomes undermines this potential.

THE ENDORSEMENT OF TRAINING PACKAGES

The development of Training Packages incorporates a high degree of industry consultation throughout the process. This involvement enables Training Packages to address the skills required by industry, in the manner that the industry considers most appropriate. 

This industry involvement is a highly positive development which is necessary to ensure the viability of the Vocational Education and Training system.  Vocational qualifications must address identified industry needs and be accepted by employers if they are to deliver benefits to learners undertaking the qualifications.

However, there are numerous areas in which the objectives and effectiveness of this system are being undermined.  Central to this is the pre-eminence given to the State and Territory Training Authorities in both the endorsement of Training Packages and their implementation. 

The current endorsement process includes the requirement for approval by the State /Territory Training Authorities as one of the final stages of endorsement.  In effect, the state/territory training authorities become an endorsing body.  This creates conflict between the stated preferences of industry in terms of delivery and assessment, and the preferences of the State and Territory Training Authorities. 

In numerous cases, individual States and Territories have required amendments to a submitted Training Package according to local political, bureaucratic and industrial relations agendas. There is no obligation on the agency to document support for their position, in contrast to the exhaustive documentation provided to verify industry consultation during the development of the Training Package. In allowing state/territory training authorities this role in the endorsement process, the current process privileges the interests of states and territories above that of the industry, and privileges local interests over national interests.

Similarly, the endorsement process provides too many opportunities for additional issues to be raised.  Training Package developers are required to submit exhaustive evidence of consultation with industry and the ways in which competing interests and viewpoints have been addressed.  Even after this evidence has been provided and industry at large has signed off on a Training Package, it is possible for a small but vocal group to delay or stop the endorsement process. 

In addition to the alterations which may be demanded, many of which are unacceptable to industry, this also creates long delays.  The overall time frame from submission of a Training Package to ANTA to the endorsement of the Training Package is unacceptably long, and this is exacerbated when State Training Authorities also require additional amendments. This has created a high level of disillusionment among affected industries.  There is a very real risk of industry withdrawing from the process as a result.

There is also often a significant delay between the endorsement of the Training Package and the actual implementation at state/territory level, including the recognition of New Apprenticeships and allocation of nominal hours.  This creates frustration on the part of Registered Training Organisations and employers who wish to implement the Training Package but are forced to wait because of long delays at this stage of the process.  This is particularly difficult where existing curricula are nearing the expiry of their endorsement period.

IMPLEMENTATION

The implementation of endorsed Training Packages at State/Territory level also creates difficulties for the national framework, thereby impacting on quality and public confidence in the system.

The funding models adopted by various states and territories determine the responsiveness of the New Apprenticeships system to the introduction of new Training Packages and qualifications.  These also impact upon the achievement of the vision of a truly flexible “national” system.

These funding models are largely predicated on nominal hours for delivery, determined on a state-by-state basis.  This creates confusion among training providers and industry, particularly when the nominal hours adopted may vary between states and territories.  The reliance on funding models based on nominal hours is a legacy of previous curriculum-based delivery; as such, it is an inadequate system for the implementation of Training Packages, which are designed to operate in a more flexible environment.

The flexibility and the range of pathways to achieving a qualification embedded within the Training Package Framework are largely negated by state administrative systems that are unable to support this flexibility.  Current funding models based on training delivery alone provide a disincentive to methods for recognising existing competencies, such as Recognition of Prior Learning. A more effective model would entail the integration of up-front assessment and skills recognition as a key element of the system.  This would reduce the cost of training delivery as well as providing a more responsive system for individual learners. 

In some states and territories the appropriate ITAB is not consulted in the implementation of the Training Package, leading to incorrect information being circulated and the issuing of qualifications which do not meet the requirements of the Training Package.  This is compounded when the same authority purchases publicly-funded training, ostensibly issuing Training Package credentials, which blatantly fails to meet the stated requirements of the Training Package.

Similar situations, where qualifications are being issued without regard to the requirements stipulated in the Training Package, have also been identified in some states with regard to VET in schools.  Situations such as these have the potential to devalue Training Package qualifications and the National Training Framework overall.

NEW APPRENTICESHIPS

The primary model for the delivery of Training Packages in Australia is the New Apprenticeships scheme.  There can be no doubt that New Apprenticeships are positive in terms of providing employment opportunities for many individuals, and that New Apprenticeships have a valid role to play within the vocational education and training system.  However, the New Apprenticeships model is not in itself an adequate response to the Vocational Education and Training needs of Australia.

The New Apprenticeships system currently serves two purposes: providing employment opportunities as well as structured Vocational Education and Training.   The difficulty is that New Apprenticeships have assumed dominance in discussions and funding of Vocational Education and Training.  The New Apprenticeships model is relatively narrow and fails to engage fully with the entire range of benefits and drivers of the VET system.  

In targeting new employees, primarily entry-level employees, New Apprenticeships serve a valuable function but fail to provide for the needs of existing and older workers. There is little doubt that older employees are in some cases accessing the New Apprenticeship system; however, this seems inevitable given the lack of resources allocated to other parts of the VET system.  Existing and mature workers have few other options in terms of gaining access to the training dollar; this has been exacerbated by the tightening of eligibility criteria for existing worker subsidies.  The result of this system is that many employees are currently denied access to recognised Vocational Education and Training.

Given that subsidies for existing workers do not meet the policy objectives of the New Apprenticeships system, it is important that alternative models funding for existing workers are considered. The provision of some form of funding for existing workers would provide some practical support for the marketing of the concept of “lifelong learning”, and would provide an effective means of contributing to the development of training cultures within industries which traditionally lack such a culture.

SUBSIDIES 

The employment subsidies provided through the New Apprenticeship system are effective in encouraging employers to employ trainees and apprentices, and as such they must be maintained.  The use of subsidies is an effective method of introducing the concept of structured skill development to industries and enterprises which lack an established training culture.

Evidence of “rorting” of the system by employers and Registered Training Organisations cannot be disputed.  However, this is not an inevitable consequence of subsidies; rather, it is a consequence of a system in which responsibilities and accountabilities are not adequately defined.  There are currently few controls over the administration of New Apprenticeships, and inadequate protection from abuses of the system. 

The operation of New Apprenticeship Centres, combining a lack of accountability and the requirement to achieve specific targets, has created some major issues.  A primary concern is the way in which some New Apprenticeship Centres have marketed New Apprenticeships to employers primarily on the basis of subsidies, with little emphasis on the obligations placed on the employer to provide opportunities for structured learning, and minimal assurance that the New Apprenticeship contract is appropriate. 

Structures need to be introduced to ensure that employers are fully cognizant of their obligations when entering a Training Agreement, and clear accountabilities need to be introduced to ensure that there is clear recourse when these obligations are not met.  One simple measure would be to require that all employers attend a one-day workshop covering their obligations and the ways in which they can meet these obligations before signing up an apprentice or trainee.  There also need to be clear penalties for abuses of the system when they are identified.

GOVERNMENT EXPENDITURE ON TRAINING

The allocation of government funds to training does not reflect the current employment market.

Retail, for example, is the single largest industry of employment in Australia, providing jobs for more than 1.2 million employees.  Analysis of employment trends indicates that the service sector, of which retail is the primary element, will continue to grow and provide the bulk of jobs created in the future.  

It is important that government funding recognises these changes and makes the necessary adaptations.  Provision of government funding to retail and other service industries remains at a very low level in comparison with their contribution to employment and the economy as a whole.  

According to figures published by NCVER in 1998, the sales and personal services occupational areas receive only about 2.5% of government-funded Vocational Education and Training.  Less than 40% of the workforce has a post-school qualification, the second-lowest proportion among all Australian industries.

It is important that funding models are updated to acknowledge the needs of these industries and their contribution to the economy.  

QUALITY PROVISION OF TRAINING

The transition to Training Packages is a relatively recent initiative, and it has been accompanied by a number of other significant changes to the Vocational Education and Training system.  This has necessitated a high degree of cultural change among both public and private training providers.

The implementation of the NTF requires that Registered Training Organisations and their staff possess a higher level of skill in meeting their clients’ needs in a flexible and responsive manner.  It also devolves a greater degree of responsibility to RTOs in many of the areas that are essential to maintain quality.  While some providers have been highly successful in implementing Training Packages, others do not appear to possess the skills required to effectively deliver quality training and assessment services utilising Training Packages.

This process is ongoing; whenever a new industry Training Package is introduced, training providers servicing that industry are required to engage with the system for the first time. 

It could be argued that many training providers have not yet reached maturity in their adoption of Training Packages.  Equally, there are some providers who appear to be rorting the system.  This situation will have obvious repercussions for the quality of vocational education and training, and there are a number of implications for the quality assurance mechanisms that are in place.

The Australian Recognition Framework

The Australian Recognition Framework is the primary check on the standard of delivery and assessment of vocational education and training. Public confidence in VET requires that the ARF not only be effective, but that it is seen to be effective. However, there are some key weaknesses in the formulation and implementation of the system which compromise its ability to maintain quality.

The fundamental weakness of the system is that it measures “inputs” rather than “outputs”.  There is no monitoring of an organisation’s performance in terms of effective delivery and assessment, and no validation of these outcomes.  

The ARF cannot ensure the quality of the qualifications being issued when it fails to monitor any of the outputs of the system.  The “quality” of a training organisation’s management processes is not automatic assurance that it can produce quality outcomes.  In effect, this means that there is no effective check to ensure that the provision of service is adequate and the issuance of qualifications is valid.

The possibility that a training organisation may be registered to provide training and /or assessment services when it cannot produce quality outcomes is a major concern. 

Service failure on the part of RTOs has the potential to undermine the credibility of the whole system. Anecdotal evidence suggests that some employers have so little faith in the ARF to deliver quality outcomes  - an employee who is competent as stated by their completed qualification – that they will not recognise qualifications issued by an RTO that is not known to, and approved by, their organisation. 

The introduction of measures to assess quality where it really matters – in terms of outcomes - is vital in ensuring a quality vocational education and training system in Australia.

Audit processes

In addition to the inadequacies in the formulation of the ARF, its application through audit processes is also problematic.  Individual states appear to adopt varying levels of rigour to this function.  

A primary component of any auditing process must be the ability of the training organisation to deliver the qualifications specified in its proposed Scope of Registration.  Audits which check premises, policy statements and paperwork are only part of an effective process.  Validation of a training organisation’s Scope of Registration is also of crucial importance.  It is essential to examine a training organisation’s ability to deliver specific qualifications in a specific industry through a careful examination of its physical and human resources.  This requires that auditors be familiar with the specific requirements of individual Training Packages.

In practice, it is unreasonable to expect that auditors employed by state/territory training authorities will be familiar with the requirements of all endorsed Training Packages.  This means that industry involvement in the registration process is vital to ensuring that training and assessment services are delivered in accordance with Training Package guidelines, and to a standard which maintains the integrity of the qualifications.  ITABs are uniquely placed to provide this assistance.  However, a number of state/territory training authorities do not allow industry involvement in the auditing process.

The approaches of the various states and territories vary in this regard.  Some deny industry a role in the process, or pay lip service to the concept of industry involvement. There have been cases of recognition authorities approving a provider to deliver particular qualifications even after industry has clearly advised that the provider is incapable of meeting the requirements to deliver these qualifications.

Discussions with other National ITABs confirm that they have similar concerns on the above points, with a number planning to implement their own “industry-preferred” provider scheme in an attempt to provide an additional quality endorsement which meets the needs of their industries and Training Packages.  Such programs would be unnecessary if the ARF was operating effectively to maintain quality and public confidence.

Mutual recognition

The inconsistent application of the ARF between the various states/territories also undermines mutual recognition processes.  Where one state or territory is perceived to lack rigour in its recognition processes, it is inevitable that other states and territories may question the appropriateness of granting mutual recognition to training organisations registered in that state/territory, or to recognise qualifications issued in that state.

Further, mutual recognition as currently administered has facilitated arrangements which undermine the quality of delivery and assessment.  When rigour varies between various states and territories, certain RTOs will inevitably apply for registration under the less rigorous system. This has obvious consequences for the quality of outcomes and the confidence felt by both individuals and industry in the system.

Some states/territories are currently refusing to honour mutual recognition arrangements. This impacts on the portability of qualifications and undermines the concept of a national system.  

The reasons for this situation must be further investigated and measures taken to ensure that such issues can be resolved effectively between the states without compromising mutual recognition.

CONCLUSION

The fundamentals of the current VET system in Australia provide an effective model for ensuring the skill development of the Australian workforce.  The policy objectives provide for a consistent national system which is industry-driven and provides and emphasis on quality.

However, there are serious problems with the implementation of the current system, which impact on the quality of both service and outcomes and undermine the objectives of the framework.

The key issue is that the majority of structures adopted for the implementation are based on outmoded systems and lack the capacity to effectively address the needs of the new VET system.

Central to this is the role of State Training Authorities which have acted to preserve independent state systems, at the expense of national consistency, and the lack of regulation and accountability processes in the system.

These issues must be resolved if the VET system is to be equipped to produce quality outcomes. The current system should be refined through the introduction of simple measures to improve resource allocation and monitoring.
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