Construction Training Australia

Submission to the inquiry into the quality of vocational education and training in Australia conducted by the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education Committee.

1.
An evaluation of the place of the new apprenticeship scheme within the national priorities set for Australia's vocational education system and the appropriateness of those priorities, with particular reference to:

1.1
Resource allocation across the sector, between the States and Territories, within program priorities

Allocation of adequate resources to fund training in the building and construction industry is emerging as an issue. The part of the industry covered by the traditional trades received publicly funded training for a long time. At the same time the other part of the industry which is generally known as non-trades did not receive any publicly funded training.

This imbalance within different sectors of the industry has now been corrected through the development of Training Packages. However, if there is no increase in the total amount of funding flowing into the construction industry from the State/Territory Training Authorities then it could result in one sector of the industry gaining publicly funded training at the expense of the other sectors.

From an industry point of view this is not a satisfactory situation. The industry should be assured that the demand for training would be met without depriving another sector of the industry its share of publicly funded training. 

1.2
Opportunities for youth and for older people

The current training system provides fewer opportunities for older workers who are already in the industry. More than 50% of the members of the construction workforce have had no exposure to any formal training. Therefore, industry cannot increase its skills base in a significant way until more publicly funded training opportunities are provided to older workers as well as new entrants to the industry.

The above statement does not diminish the importance of providing publicly funded training opportunities to youth as new entrants to the industry. Construction Training Austraia's view on this matter is that State/Territory Training Authorities should be in a position to fund every apprentice and trainee under a contract of training, regardless of age.

Adequate funding should be provided for both categories and not for one category at the expense of the other.

The members of the workforce who have not received formal training acquire skills required to do their jobs whilst they are working. In the past, they had very few opportunities to get their skills recognised, except for the industry skills assessment and recognition system operated by Construction Training Australia through its State/Territory network of Industry Training Advisory Bodies (ITABs).

Although the situation has improved with the recognition of Registered Training Organisations (RTOs) for assessment purposes only, funding for assessment only pathway still remains a barrier. At present, no State/Territory Training Authority funds RTOs to undertake only assessments.

If the governments, at Commonwealth and State/Territory levels, want to increase skill levels within the members of the existing workforce, they should seriously consider providing public funds for skills assessments to recognise the skills gained outside the formal training system. 

When the members of the existing workforce get their current skills recognised they can undertake bridging training required to achieve the qualifications they wish to have.

2.
An evaluation of claims that key objectives of the original new apprenticeship scheme, as agreed by the States and Territories, are not being met, and specifically whether:

2.1
Training outcomes are of diminishing quality

The State/Territory Training Authorities have yet to comply fully with the commitments that they have made to new apprenticeships. The change over from curriculum based training courses to competency-based Training Packages has not happened as smoothly as expected. Although all States and Territories bar NSW agreed to do away with the declaration of vocations, only Victoria has done so to date. 

However, CTA does not believe that the training outcomes under new apprenticeships are of diminishing quality. On the contrary, with the advent of Training Packages the quality of training outcomes should improve. Training Packages have to undergo a very rigorous industry scrutiny in all States and Territories before they are endorsed. The Training Packages provide qualifications that are nationally consistent and yet flexible enough to accommodate specific State/Territory or enterprise requirements. In an industry like building and construction with a very mobile workforce, national consistency of qualifications is a crucial issue.

However, one of the areas of concern is how assessments are conducted by the RTOs. CTA is of the view that industry should be closely involved in the assessment process to ensure that qualifications issued by RTOs have the credibility in the industry. For this purpose CTA believes that it should be a requirement for RTOs to use industry endorsed assessors to undertake assessments in industries where such industry endorsed assessor systems exist.

Quality is not necessarily only about the product, it may also be about the delivery side of Training Packages. CTA's concerns in this regard are documented under 

3.2  compliance audits.

2.2
Older people rather than younger people and new entrants to the workforce are the main beneficiaries of new apprenticeships

CTA does not agree with this point of view. On the contrary new entrants are the main beneficiaries of new apprenticeships, at least in the building and construction. The industry fully supports the new entrants to the workforce being beneficiaries of new apprenticeships. However, as mentioned before, CTA is of the view that no significant improvement in the skills base of the industry can be achieved unless the members of the existing workforce also get the benefits of publicly funded training.

2.3
The system is more rather than less complex

CTA does not agree with this position. The new National Training Framework is far more streamlined and simpler than the system it replaced. The National Training Framework has improved the capacity, relevance and responsiveness of vocational education and training. The National Training Framework offers greater flexibility in what can be offered by Registered Training Organisations and how it is provided, greater choice for clients, more confidence and consistency in the underpinning of quality assurance arrangements, and more effective arrangements for national recognition of outcomes.

The National Training Framework and its two key components, Australian Recognition Framework and the Training Packages have simplified the way the vocational education and training system operated in this country for years. The old system was fragmented with a plethora of training courses with no national recognition of outcomes. The old system, although offering advantages of employment based training, was restricted to certain sectors of few industries and often lacked national consistency.

The "complexity" of the new system is not the system itself, but lack of understanding by Registered Training Organisations and State bureaucracies of both the system and implementation issues.

According to the information available to CTA, the National Training Framework is not clearly understood by many people who are involved in the vocational education and training system across the country. Unfortunately, only a few people who are closely associated with the recent changes in the vocational education and training system have a good understanding of the National Training Framework and how it operates. Therefore, it is imperative that the Australian National Training Authority conducts an effective marketing campaign to promote the National Training Framework and its benefits.

2.4
The system is being driven by financial incentives and targets rather than the needs of industry

CTA does not agree with this position. Training has a cost attached to the employers. Therefore, any financial incentives to encourage employers to take on apprentices are welcome. 

CTA is well aware of media and other reports detailing abuse of the system incentives. Lack of systems management should not be judgmental of the quality of outcomes.

Industry stakeholders, mainly enterprises, employer associations and unions have contributed a tremendous amount of time, money and effort to establish a training system that is responsive to the needs of the industry. The Training Packages are the products of these efforts made by industry stakeholders. To say that the system is driven by financial incentives and not by the needs of the industry is to belittle the enormous contribution made by all the stakeholders of the industry.

The changes in apprenticeship enrolments during the industry boom and bust cycle is a clear indication that the system is not driven by financial incentives only. As mentioned previously financial incentives are important to employers so that they could defray at least part of the cost associated with having apprentices. 

Targets are a political matter between Commonwealth and State governments. They should not be used to judge the quality of the national system.

3. An assessment of the quality of provision of technical and further education (TAFE) and private providers in the delivery of nationally recognised and non-recognised vocational education and training services and programs, including:

3.1
The adequacy of current administrative arrangements

Administrative, assessment and audit arrangements for Registered Training Organisations are given in the Australian Recognition Framework (ARF) arrangements. The ARF is a comprehensive approach to national recognition of vocational education and training.

CTA is of the view that ARF is quite adequate for registration of training organisations seeking to deliver training, assess competency outcomes and issue qualifications, provided it is applied with consistency across all States and Territories.

Although ARF looks good on paper, it may not achieve its objectives, unless it is implemented in a way that gains credibility in all industries. CTA is of the view that industries, though their National ITABs should have a strong voice on the implementation of the ARF.

3.2
Compliance audits

The standards for registration of training organisations seeking to deliver training and assessment services and for compliance audits described in the ARF are adequate. However, it should be noted that any standard is as good as the process used to measure the standard and to carry out the compliance audit.

CTA has been informed of instances when the scrutiny of some organisations seeking to be registered as providers of training and assessment services was less than satisfactory. As a result some organisations with less than adequate or doubtful capacity to deliver training and assessment services have passed through the net.

State/Territory Training Authorities have to be more rigorous and meticulous in conducting assessments for registration of providers and their subsequent compliance audits.  

CTA is of the view that industry should be provided a leading role in these areas to establish credibility in these matters. If a substantial number of providers without adequate capacity to deliver training and assessment services pass through the net, the provider system as a whole may loose its credibility with the industry that it is funded to serve.

3.2
Facilities for on-the-job training

One of the major benefits of Training Packages is the integration of on and off-the-job training. Under the previous system the providers were mainly concerned with off-the-job training, more or less ignoring what happened on-the-job. 

Under the Training Packages it is no longer possible to ignore the on-the-job component of training when training is delivered under a contract of training. It is incumbent upon the provider to draw up a training plan in consultation with the employer and the apprentice as to how the competencies required in the qualification are going to be achieved.

The range of work and facilities for on-the-job training is an issue for many small contractors. Small contractors can select the competency standards their apprentices can achieve, depending on the range of work available, through choice of electives in the qualifications included in the Training Packages. 

Those small contractors who use very narrow range of skills will be better off using group training arrangements, a policy that CTA actively promotes. This implies a greater participation by group training companies.

Pilot projects that are currently being conducted by CTA to implement the Training Packages in a number of States and Territories show encouraging evidence of partnership arrangements between the providers and employers to provide off-the-job training. Partnership arrangements made between the providers and employers would be crucial for successful implementation of off-the-job training.

3.3
Attainment of competencies under National Training Packages

Attainment of competency standards is one aspect that some providers have not understood clearly. Some providers fail to make a distinction between attainment of competency standards, and successful completion of a training course. In this process they fail to understand that achievement of competency standards mean that the successful assessee not only has the necessary knowledge and skills required but also that person could apply those skills in a variety of ways in accordance with the demands of the job. 

One of the biggest achievements of Training Packages is the direct link established between competency standards and qualifications. As a result it is very clear to everyone concerned what a person with a qualification from a Training Package is competent to do.

The building and construction industry strongly supports assessment by competency standards. 

However, as mentioned in paragraph 2.1, assessment process used by RTOs should be monitored closely by the respective State/Territory Training Authorities to ensure that the results of competency assessments have credibility in the industry. For this purpose, CTA strongly advocates use of industry endorsed assessors by RTOs in conducting assessments and the State/Territory Training Authorities to seek industry participation through the State/Territory ITABs when conducting compliance audits of the RTOs.

3.4
The reasons for increasing rates of non-completion of apprenticeships and traineeships

This issue has been researched from time to time and the finding are documented in a number of reports.

4. An examination of the impact on the quality and accessibility of vocational education and training resulting from the policy of growth through efficiencies and user choice, with particular reference to:

4.1
Viability of TAFE, particularly in regional areas

Many industry stakeholders welcome user choice arrangements. User choice allows employers and trainees to exercise choice in selecting a provider who can meet the training needs of an enterprise and of individual apprentice or trainee. It also allows negotiation on specific aspects of training such as location, timing and mode.

Although the policy of growth through efficiencies has some merit, relentless pursuit of this objective could be detrimental to clients in regional areas. If the policy of growth through efficiencies is followed to the letter, then many regional TAFE institutions would not survive.

Publicly funded institutions like TAFE have a much broader role than merely being economically efficient. To be other wise would be an act of abrogation of social responsibility by the Commonwealth and State/Territory governments. 

Whilst striving for economic efficiencies, TAFE institutions should also consider their social responsibilities and the difficulties in operating in thin markets.

4.2
Quality of structured training

Improvement in quality and economic efficiencies should not be treated as mutually exclusive. Use of user choice arrangements by clients would force providers to improve the quality of training they are offering through normal market mechanism.

Drive for greater economic efficiencies has a down side as well. In pursuit of economic efficiencies some providers may opt for the softer end of the training market by providing more training in less expensive training in areas such as office and computer skills at the expense of the more expensive, but very important key industries like building and construction, metal trades etc.

There should be some mechanism to prevent providers concentrating their efforts in less expensive types of training at the expense of traditional trade areas, which are important but expensive to provide.

4.3
Curriculum and learning resources

Although the word curriculum has dropped out of the vocabulary since the advent of Training Packages it does not make learning resource materials to support the delivery of competency standards less important.

Although some players within the VET system believe that competency standards alone are sufficient to deliver training, CTA does not subscribe to that point of view. No matter how comprehensive the competency standards are, providers would require good quality learning resource materials that the trainers and students can use to provide and receive good quality training.

There seems to be reluctance on the part of the Commonwealth and State/Territory governments to invest in quality learning resource materials. Unless more resources are allocated to the development of quality learning resource materials, the qualitative improvement that industry is seeking from Training Package may not materialise.

4.4
Effects of fees and charges on TAFE

Australian industry in general spends far less on training than their counterparts in other OECD countries. Although, historically there had been training for few established trades, there is no real training culture in Australia.

Against this background, any fees or charges levied on TAFE training would be further detrimental to the training effort made collectively by the industry and Commonwealth and State/Territory governments. Any up front fees levied by RTOs will have a similar negative impact on uptake of training.

5.
An evaluation of the provision of Commonwealth and State Employers' subsidies, including:

5.1
The impact of changes to the new apprenticeship policy, which broadened employer trainee subsidies to include existing workers

The building and construction industry would welcome broadening of employer trainee subsidies to include existing workers. As mentioned earlier, this industry cannot increase its skills base in a significant way unless publicly funded training opportunities are provided to the members of the existing workforce.

Such subsidies may however need to be of a different form to that applied for entry level.

However, subsidies for training of existing workers may lead to mis-use of such subsidies unless the process is closely monitored. But that should not be used as an excuse not to provide subsidies for training of existing workers.

6.
An evaluation of the growth, breadth, effectiveness and future provision of vocational education and training in schools, including:

6.1
Vocational education and training in schools

The building and construction industry supports delivery of VET in schools. All Training Packages developed by CTA to-date have programs specially designed to facilitate delivery of VET in schools. These certificates articulate into higher level qualifications.

CTA is opposed to VET in schools programs that do not articulate into qualifications under the Training Package as it would detrimental to the students when they find out that the learning they have had has no standing in the industry. A much better understanding is required of the Australian Qualifications Framework and the Australian Recognition Framework by schools, and the role they play.

Some industry training lends itself very well into delivery in schools. Unfortunately, building and construction is not one of those industries. The building and construction industry is generally considered to be dangerous industry with an accident rate higher than the average for all industries. In view of this, the industry considers on-the-job experience to be an integral part of training for the industry. Therefore, any VET in schools program should take serious note of this fact.

The industry does not endorse full-time institution-based qualifications at trade level. If schools do not act with prudence, especially in the building and construction industry, many recipients of qualifications under the VET in schools program may find that this training will not assist in gaining employment.

7.
An assessment of the consistency, validity and accessibility of statistical information on the performance of national vocational education and training system, especially relating to apprenticeships and traineeeships.

Although the collection and publishing of apprenticeship and traineeship statistics has improved in the recent past, the system has a fundamental flaw. The biggest drawback of the current collection system is its inability to distinguish long-term traditional apprenticeship statistics from short-term traineeships.   

For the statistics to be meaningful, especially for industries with traditional trades, they should be separated into apprenticeships and traineeships. More detailed statistics should be provided for a designated number of important qualifications in each industry. Industry wide statistics do not help different sectors within one industry to plan their future training requirements. 

In conclusion CTA would like to state that it strongly supports the Australian National Training Authority and its efforts to develop a competency-based vocational education and training system, which is truly national in character with sufficient flexibility to suit all States and Territories.
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