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Inquiry into the Quality of Vocational Education and Training in Australia

Introduction

The following submission is presented on behalf of the Agriculture & Horticulture Training Council of SA Inc (A&HTC of SA) which is an Industry Training Advisory Body (ITAB).  It is a member of a network of rural ITABs with its national focus being the Rural Training Council of Australia based in Canberra.

The A&HTC of SA activities include the following:

Developing an annual Industry Training Plan (ITP)

· research and consultations

· identifying industry training needs

· development and validation

· implementation and review

· assistance with needs analysis and planning with vocational education

Supporting the State Training Agency (STA)

· accreditation, registration and auditing of Registered Training Organisations (RTOs)

· endorsing the implementation of Training Packages

· specific advice to Analysis and Planning Branch of the Department of Education Training and Employment (DETE)

· support for Employment SA

· participating in Vocational Education & Training (VET) in schools including teacher training

· advice to Apprenticeship Management Branch of DETE

· maintenance of a data base of information relating to industry trends

· involvement in industry committees as requested

Marketing and Communication

· marketing training and education to industry (including focus groups and launches)

· marketing and promoting Training Packages

· developing Training Plans for schools, RTOs public and private, enterprises, New Apprenticeship Centres (NACs)

· supporting new industries and introducing training to industries who have not used the system

· integrating the formal and informal training systems through linking with Primary Industries and Resources SA (PIRSA).

Contribution by A&HTC of SA to National Relationships

· contributing to development of national VET plans

· development of Training Packages including national marketing strategies and publicity

· providing linkages with state education and training systems

· providing linkages with state enterprises

· co-ordinating interstate activities

· supporting the National Training Framework

· developing consistency of training across the nation

· identification and assistance to providers to establish a presence in this state for industry where there are no local providers

· assisting in the establishment of new skills centres

Unless otherwise stated, this submission confines itself to the agriculture and horticulture industries and to the VET system in South Australia.  Nevertheless, many of the issues documented relate to other industries that are based in rural and remote SA.  These issues include those of equity and access as well as the provision of vocational education and training to a dispersed population which presents a ‘thin’ market i.e. where it is difficult to get what is deemed to be a viable sized group of people.

The potential VET market in rural SA is one which, for the most part has had an inadequate and lesser provision of secondary education than that provided for people in urban or metropolitan SA.  This has in turn impacted on rural peoples’ capacity and willingness to participate in further education and training in both the VET and tertiary sector.  The lower participation rates of rural students in tertiary education are well documented.

A characteristic of SA is that is doesn’t have the large regional cities that are common in the eastern states–cities such as Ballarat, Bendigo, Bathurst, Wagga, Orange, Armidale, Toowoomba and Townsville, all of which provide significant education and training services.  With Adelaide being the only major city in SA, there is a very high degree of centralisation of education and training.

Terms of Reference

The following responses follow the sequence of the Terms of Reference but the numbered paragraphs do not correspond to the roman numerals.

Quality of Vocational Education and Training in Australia

(a) Evaluation of the place of new apprenticeships
1. There is insufficient information to this respondent to comment on the relative distribution of resources across states except in very general terms.

· it is relatively more expensive to deliver training in rural and remote than in urban areas–where training providers are obliged to meet productivity standards, it is easier and cheaper to meet these requirements in more densely populated centres

· more densely populated states have the advantage of economies of scale and more extensive education and training systems

· rural people which includes the agriculture and horticulture industries have received a lesser education and training service than their urban counterparts and need special provision to ‘catch up’–this starts with the school system with the consequence that a lower proportion of rural people participate in further education

· there is a need for local provision of VET

· agriculture and horticulture industries are of varying economic importance to particular states but of all the states, a greater proportion of SAs export income is derived from agriculture and horticulture than any other state–this importance isn’t reflected in its expenditure on VET training for these industries.

· issues of inequity are documented in the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission Report March 1999.

2. In terms of SA, there is now a disproportionately low provision of training provided in the more remote agricultural districts viz Eyre Peninsula, Far North, Upper North and the Murray Mallee regions.  The essential issues are those of access, equity and the cost of delivery.

In ‘thin’ markets TAFE is the main provider which tends to market what suits it rather than offering people the whole range or at least an extensive range of what is available.


3. The recent Regional Australia Summit (October 1999) included the following as a major priority for education and training:
“The Summit urges all levels of government, industry and communities to develop strategies which ensure equality of access to quality education and training in regional Australia.  Regional Australia must develop a culture of lifelong learning to enable them to adapt to, and maximise the benefits from change.  Education providers, governments, business and community members must collaborate to deliver significant improvements in learning and education opportunities which should be determined by the communities themselves.”

Education and training underpinned most of the strategies emanating from the twelve discussion groups at the Regional Australia Summit.

(b) Key objectives
1. The introduction of New Apprenticeships has been closely followed by the introduction of Training Packages.  The latter has many advantages, some of which are still being realised, but the changes have required training providers to move from a curriculum system with which they have become familiar over many years, to an output oriented outcome based system.  Some people have welcomed the new system and quickly adapted to it, recognising the advantages that it brings, particularly to the people and industries that they serve.

Others have been less adaptable while yet others have resisted any change at all in the hope that the new competency based training system will disappear.


The new system which includes new qualifications for New Apprentices is still bedding down.  When it has stabilised the training outcomes will be enhanced compared with previously.

The new system, for the first time gives industry, particularly smaller enterprises the opportunity to identify its training needs and to participate in the training process.  This is positive and must help to improve the quality of training.

Perhaps it is the perceived ‘intrusion’ by industry into training that RTOs in some instances, resent.  RTOs are now required to be more responsive to industry’s requirements down to the enterprise level.  To this end there is still plenty of scope for better consultation between industry and RTOs using an integrated approach.  This is essential at all levels, but particularly locally.

Under the new system, training providers receive an initial payment when New Apprentices (NAs) are enrolled and are paid in full when competency is reached.  There have been instances when lecturers have been pressured to check off NAs as being competent when in fact they are not, simply so that the organisation can collect its final payment.


2. The concept of a more highly skilled workforce was the basis on which NAs were developed.  Older people are beneficiaries of new apprenticeships as well as younger people.  The whole of industry must gain if a wider cross section of the workforce is better trained.  Younger trainees have the benefit of being associated with older more mature trainees which is a useful and challenging experience that will assist their development.

While public funding was available for recognition of prior learning (RPL or RCC) there have been examples of private providers attracting older people into the training system for their own monetary advantage, providing limited training with high levels of recognition of existing skills.  In an industry as distinct from a personal sense, this is unproductive where such training arrangements do not contribute new skills to an industry.

It is recommended that training providers who are irresponsible and do not meet the intent of the provided funding should be disenfranchised.

3. During the transition period from a curriculum to a competency based system there may be a perception that it is more rather than less complex.  The issue is that most new things, until people are familiar with them, seem more complex.  The system is different, but not necessarily more complex unless some RTOs are for a period, managing a duel system. 


The important issue to consider is that the training system is more effective than it has been.  It is certainly more flexible and this presents some challenges to training providers.  At the same time it provides the opportunity for clients to acquire training that is relevant to their enterprises.  To this extent, meeting clients needs may make the system more complex because the previous system only met some of them.


4. As previously documented, the present system involves industry for the first time.  Never before has the industry had the opportunity to the extent it has now to ensure that its needs are being met.

Nevertheless there are financial imperatives which restrict what might be provided, where and how it is provided.  There is a balance between need and demand for training and subject to the comments in section (e) the system of incentives is reasonably refined.

The agriculture and horticulture industries have not traditionally been provided with an effective training service until very recently.  The training culture of the industry is still evolving with more people progressively recognising the benefits of training, particularly as many government services are reduced or removed.  There is still a need for training provision to allow a catch up for those people who previously haven’t been able to participate in training.

In the final analysis the incentives and targets (whatever they might be) are not of sufficient magnitude to warrant participating in the training system if the training itself isn’t worthwhile.

(c) Quality of training providers
1. The registering authority in SA takes its responsibilities seriously and is endeavouring to ensure that training organisations meet the required standards of operation.  The main concern with the registration and auditing of training providers is that it is process oriented and not outcome based.  There seems to be an over emphasis on an orderly paper trail, which while it is important that appropriate processes and records are documented, should not be at the expense of ensuring that there is adequate delivery of the training.

At the same time, registering authorities have found it difficult to discipline training providers who are not meeting the needs of their clients, are abusing the funding system and not acting in good faith.

Many of the apparent shortcomings of the registering authority is a result of lack of resources to respond promptly to the demands made on it.


2. The level and quality of VET varies widely.  There are both public and private providers who are meeting their clients needs very well.

Effective private providers are much more flexible than the TAFE system and are responding to their market more quickly with targeted training products.  Private providers have the benefit of being able to develop niche markets without the responsibility of providing a service to thin, difficult or expensive markets as does the TAFE system to some extent.

It is the intention that ‘User Choice’ arrangements should allow the market to sort itself out.  The reality is that it is not working as well as it should because of the lack of understanding by potential clients.  The market is not well informed and has difficulty in distinguishing between truth and marketing hype.

This comment needs to be considered in the context of people who might employ a trainee infrequently unlike a large business that always has several or many trainees or apprentices and consequently has continuing contact with a training provider.  There are a few training providers who are misleading with their marketing and for those unfamiliar with the training system, separating the reality from the partly true is nigh on impossible.

Schools are still adapting to the competency based system which cuts across their traditional curriculum based operation.  While its level of understanding is improving rapidly the school system is still to become proficient in delivering VET.  There are exceptions to this where some schools are operating very effectively in conjunction with local industries.


3. The quality of employers and their capacity to meet their obligations to deliver training on the job varies very widely.  This situation is improving as employers become more familiar with the new system and understand their responsibilities and opportunities to influence the training system to their advantage–given that it exists for them and their employees benefit.

As documented elsewhere, it should be a condition of receiving government incentives that they should be required to undertake trainer training.

Under the model previously used to deliver training to trainees in the agriculture and production horticulture industries in SA, the Certificate in Farm Practice, employers have been supported and encouraged in the delivery of on the job training.  The requirement to monitor on the job training has legitimatized a previous long standing arrangement.


4. The agriculture industry in SA has long maintained that most of the resources and facilities required for training exist in the industry and shouldn’t be replicated in TAFE institutions.  If individual work places don’t have particular pieces of equipment or facilities it is usually possible to access them on a neighboring property.


5. Training providers are still adapting to the implementation of Training Packages as are people in industry.  There has been a marketing program provided by the A&HTC of SA and as well, professional development workshops for staff by providers over an extended period.  There is still a need for further understanding of the concept and operation of training packages.

Training providers are still to various degrees, learning to understand that the competency standards which underpin the Training Packages are statements of outcome and do not provide guidance as to how the outcomes are to be achieved.  There is also a misunderstanding by some providers that competency standards focus only on skill and not on knowledge.  To the extent of this lack of understanding by groups of people employed by RTOs, the delivery of training based on Training Packages needs to be refined.

There are also differing views on assessment.  An extreme view is that all assessment should be undertaken in the workplace.  The critical issue is that people being assessed are competent against the standards.  Consideration of the circumstances and common sense will determine where assessment is best undertaken.

What is essential is that people practice their skills in the workplace.


6. Some TAFE lecturers are of the view that a significant proportion of the User Choice funding for delivery of training to trainees is siphoned off by their administrations, perhaps diverted to other uses, thus making it difficult for them to provide the necessary training for their trainees to achieve competence.


7. The reasons for non completion of apprenticeships and traineeships include the following:

· lack of training skills by the employer or workplace supervisor and their consequent inability to gain the confidence of the trainee.

· pressure by NACs to gain a contract irrespective of the needs of the client

· pressure by RTOs to gain a student without regard for his/her commitment or needs.

· high unemployment leading to potential trainees grabbing any opportunity, but subsequently finding that their new career doesn’t suit them

· trainees in isolated areas or without transport in rural areas having to live with their employer and finding the circumstances untenable

· employers finding that they can’t afford to continue employing a trainee

· employers unwilling to deal with the bureacracy and its seemingly excessive requirements

· inappropriate delivery by RTO or lack of liaison with employers

· trainees being confronted with tasks that are unexpected or not anticipated and being unwilling to undertake them

· trainees changing employment and switching from one traineeship to another.

(d) Impact of quality and accessibility of VET
1. The viability of TAFE in regional Australia, particularly in respect to providing a service to the agriculture and horticulture industry depends to a large extent on the acceptability of the people / lecturers representing TAFE.  Where they have credibility and empathy with the communities in which they work, they generate business which is vital in maintaining viability.  This is particularly so away from regional centres where clients of TAFE bypass unacceptable staff or simply opt out of the training system.

TAFE staff working in rural districts often lack the support that their urban counterparts take for granted.  Frequently, the rural lecturer will be responsible for marketing the programs that they deliver, are responsible for enrolling and managing groups of clients and generally being all things to all people.  At the same time they are obliged to meet productivity targets where the population is dispersed and small in numbers.

Typically, what happens where a lecturer has a full work load, the marketing stops until they need to generate more students.  This ad hoc approach is not conducive to establishing a learning culture in the community which can only gain access to particular programs from time to time, but not continuously.  This means that some people are not prepared to wait six or twelve months and will not participate in the training process if their needs cannot be met in a reasonable time.


2. The introduction of New Apprenticeship Centres (NACs) which depend on numbers of signed up trainees to remain viable, means that their effort is concentrated in areas of higher population rather than more distant and thinly populated areas.  The cost of identifying potential trainees and employers is much higher in rural areas than in and near regional towns.  This in turn affects the size of the TAFE market as there are few private providers that operate in rural SA away from centres of population.


3. The quality of structured training depends to a large extent on the attitude within the workplace towards training.  Most farmers who train employees under contracts of training, do so infrequently.  Consequently they are not usually familiar with the training industry and its requirements.  This situation contrasts with larger employers who might be continuously employing some apprentices or trainees.

It is essential that on-the-job trainers have a basic understanding of the principles of training and that they be supported by the relevant training organisation.

There is a need to recognise that the training system exists for the benefit of those being trained and not specially for the training provider.

4. The main issue in rural SA is not the quality of structured training, but that of provision of training and access.  Particularly in rural areas, poor performing training providers do not attract business.  Generally though they perform well although it seems that some private providers are exploiting the market, providing information that if not factually incorrect is of dubious quality.  This attracts some people into entering the training system under false pretences with consequent negative results.


5. A major shortcoming of the present system is the reluctance of training providers to recognise peoples existing skills and experience.  There is a system to recognise prior learning (RPL) or current competence (RCC).

Students should not be required to participate in training processes where they already have the required skills and knowledge, but some, mainly public providers will not acknowledge this and provide a RCC assessment.  This is a disservice to their clients as well as being contrary to the concept of competency based training.

In SA under User Choice arrangements, training providers are not recompensed for the cost of providing a RCC service.  Hence there is no incentive to provide it and an incentive not to if by including an additional student, more income will be generated.

The cost of RCC is not covered because of the system being abused by mainly private providers who have ‘selected’ students, have provided virtually no training and claimed the full User Choice funding for training under a contract of training.

It is recommended that RCC should be funded up to about 25% of a complete qualification covered by User Choice arrangements.  This funding should only be provided after the successful completion of a program under a contract of training within a nominated timeframe.

6. All VET training for the agriculture and horticulture industries in SA is based on the relevant Training Packages.  Those delivering the training are still becoming accustomed to the new system and are still developing their personal resources as well as using those previously prepared.  There have been some new resources developed based on the Training Packages with a continuing stream of new products.

There is an urgent need for new resources for Rural Business Management which is a high priority area for training delivery.  There are few resources available and as deregulation of the industry proceeds, farmers are more dependent on their own resources for managing their farms and marketing their production.


7. In rural and remote SA, many TAFE students do not have access to campus or institute facilities.

Of major importance is the provision of a child care service during off campus training delivery.  Invariably there are not facilities available which meet the legislative requirements for child care centres, but the need is just as great if not more so in a relatively isolated area.


(e) Employer subsidies
1. The Commonwealth employer subsidies are an effective means of encouraging employers to support their employees through training.  In SA, Commonwealth subsidies are supplemented by the State on an ad hoc basis according to the perception of need.

The level of people in training would drop dramatically if employers weren't supported by way of the existing subsidy.


2. Under the present arrangements, employers are not eligible for subsidies when their employees undertake training at Level 2 and have been employed for a period longer than three months.


This discriminates against the farmer employer.  The operation of the industry is based on the family farm.  Often a family member will be employed immediately they leave school and subsequently undertake training some time in the future.  Until the introduction of the Agriculture Training Package, it was a requirement that people gained some experience on farm before they undertook a traineeship i.e. they had to be employed on farm before signing a contract of training.  In many instances it is still desirable that this happens.

Where non family members are employed, it is the custom to employ a person for a probationary period before being committed to a training program.  This might be the only employee taken on for an extended period, perhaps five or ten years, so the employer needs to make sure they and their employee are compatible.  This is especially important if the employee is living with the employer and where they are working closely together in relatively isolated circumstances.

Employers need a longer lead time than three months to consider entering  into a contract of training with their employee.

It is recommended that employers be eligible for employer subsidies where their employees enter into a contract of training any time up to nine months from the commencement of their employment.

It needs to be recognised that many tasks on agricultural and horticultural properties are seasonal and may be undertaken for only a short period each year.  A potential trainee needs to have some understanding of and exposure to the range of work they will be expected to undertake before agreeing to a contract of training.


3. There is a need for employer subsidies to be available for employers whose employees complete a Level 2 qualification and then proceed to Level 3.  At present an employer is not eligible for a subsidy under these circumstances during the period a trainee is undertaking Level 3.

A trainee may not initially have the commitment or perhaps have the perceived ability to undertake a Level 3 traineeship but by starting at Level 2, may gain the confidence and inclination to become better trained by proceeding to Level 3.


4. There is concern at the relatively high attrition rate of trainees who do not complete their training.

The experience of the A&HTC of SA is that employers who have undertaken Train the Trainer training are as a consequence, better on-the-job trainers and often better employers.  This enhances the opportunities of the employee and leads to higher completion rates.

It is recommended that a condition of providing subsidies to employers is dependent on them gaining status as workplace trainers.

5. There is a need for an integration of the Commonwealth and State systems to reduce the processing requirements by employers.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that the application requirements and subsequent processing is unnecessarily complicated and discouraging for employers.

Last year DETYA made an apparently arbitary decision that the Certificate in Farm Practice which had been deemed to be an apprenticeship since 1985 was henceforth a traineeship with consequent changes in subsidy arrangements.  This sort of management is unnecessary and undesirable.

(f) VET in schools
1. There is an increasing emphasis on the provision of VET in schools with a wide range of quality of provision depending on:

· the capacity of the school to have adequate resources to deliver agriculture and/or horticulture VET.

· the industry expertise of the staff (or access to industry expertise)

· school links with industry

· the availability, capacity and willingness of local industry to supplement the efforts of the local school.

2. People in schools have a relatively poor understanding of the concept of competency based training, but those delivering VET are making a determined effort to address the issues.  Their understanding of Training Packages is progressing as a result of workshops provided by the Agriculture & Horticulture Training Council of SA Inc.  This is a slow and difficult task as the Council, which is the best informed organisation to provide this service is under resourced and has limited capacity to meet the need.

There is a continuing requirement for the provision of professional develop for teachers of VET in schools.

All vocational education in schools in SA for agriculture and horticulture is based on the respective Training Packages


3. The provision of VET for agriculture and horticulture is inhibited by the lack of industrial relations provisions to be able to introduce part time traineeships.

The A&HTC of SA which is not an industrial relations authority or a respondent to the relevant industrial awards has been seeking support from DETYA since October 1998 and subsequently from the relevant industrial parties and the State Training Authority without any apparent progress so far.


4. There is an expectation within the school system that students will readily achieve qualifications under the Agriculture and Horticulture Training Packages.  An issue is the valid assessment of students with regard to meeting the competency standards through having access to work places to practice their skills and apply their knowledge to become competent.

(g) Statistical information
1. It has not been possible to reconcile the statistical information of traineeship commencements from NCVER with anecdotal evidence collected from direct contact with the agriculture and horticulture industry.


2. Published information is often dated which reduces its value.  As at 1.11.99, the publications Australian Apprentices and Trainees 1997 and Australian apprentice and trainee statistics, January-March 1999 have just been received.

Only quantitative information is available without regard to quality of training provision.  Only aggregated statistics are available on a state basis.  Regional information about the distribution of trainees across the state would be useful, as would the distribution of training delivery.


3. Statistics, according to who collects them are recorded on either AVETMISS or aligned with ANZIC codes.  It is not possible to reconcile statistics from each system.

Training programs developed from Training Packages are reported by Fields of Study on the AVETMISS database.  Hence a training program in agriculture could be reported across the following Fields of Study: Business, Administration, Economics, Veterinary Science, Animal Care, Land and Marine Resources.  This is of limited or no value to ITABs that are providing advice on the training needs and priorities of their respective industries.

(Fields of Study is an inappropriate term to describe competency based training–it implies a certain delivery style.)

The only thing that is clear is that it is impossible to obtain accurate statistical information which is timely and useful.
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