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26 November 1999

The Secretary 

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education References Committee

S1.61 Parliament House

CANBERRA ACT 2000

Inquiry Into the Quality of Vocational Educational and Training in Australia: Submission on Behalf of Open Learning Australia (OLA)

Open Learning Australia and Vocational Education and Training 

Open Learning Australia (OLA), is an educational organisation offering all Australians, regardless of age, location or educational qualifications, the opportunity to study university and vocational and training subjects leading to degrees, diplomas and other qualifications. It has no entry requirements and no limits on places; and OLA units are studied at home through a specifically designed package of study materials utilising all aspects of modern communication, print, radio, television, videos and audio cassettes. Registrations are taken for OLA undergraduate units in any of the four study periods in March, June, September or December with continuous vocational education and training registrations throughout the year. While known for its distance undergraduate programs, OLA is unique in working across all sectors of post-secondary education – bridging undergraduate, postgraduate, and vocational education and training. In all, OLA offers over 300 undergraduate university units and over 200 vocational education and training modules, responding on a day to day basis with a diverse range of student queries and problems. It has close associations with the university sector (OLA is owned by a consortium of eight Australian universities) as well as links and connections cross-sectorally. As many of OLA’s students have no experience of formal study, it has developed a strong understanding of the learner. OLA works on a daily basis with 38 education providers, from single sector universities and TAFE providers to major players in the multi-sectoral area, providing it a significant insight and overview of education in general, and the significance of the changes within the VET sector.

In this context OLA is best positioned to provide an overall global response about the current curriculum directions of Vocational Education and Training in Australia rather then expressing views on the detail of the terms of reference for the inquiry.  

OLA’s experiences with VET provision and current national developments 

Australia is justifiably proud of the quality of its vocational education and training  both in the past and in its current form. The ideas underlying the Australian vocational education and training system appear in major human resource development policies across the Asian region. However, there are some areas, identified by OLA, where improvements might be considered. These include the quality of teaching, the appropriateness of curriculum and learning resources, and the capacity of the system to address both diversity in immediate individual need and the long-term requirements of individuals, industry and the nation at large. There are also considerable constraints resulting from recent developments including the competition for funds and students on a competitive basis, which have impacted on the quality of staff, materials and delivery. 

The recently developed National Training Packages have gained considerable nation wide support for focusing on better-quality outcomes, greater flexibility and responsiveness to industry needs. At the same time there are those who question whether these objectives are actually being met.  While some of this criticism is engendered by social costs of change, a natural consequence in any environment, other concerns arise from those, supported by OLA, who seriously question the viability of any prescribed system wide set of policies for a set of diverse individual needs. For some players the policy has been perceived as being based on the concept that all industries, learning circumstances and work place circumstances can be viewed as identical, with a consequent stifling of innovation in teaching and learning. Whether, too, current Vocational Education and Training approaches address the needs of the Information Age is questionable and are enhancing our capacity to deliver in a knowledge –based global economy is still to be resolved.

More specifically, the following valid criticisms have emerged: 

· The current quality assurance mechanisms have been perceived as too constrained in their focus by financial considerations emphasising bureaucratic mechanisms rather than the teaching and learning process;

· The introduction of a number of packages has been  precipitous, without adequate consultation on their structure, content and parameters;  

· The capacity or intent of some Registered Training Organisations (RTOs) to provide effective assessment practices supported by quality learning experiences at the required standard is still to be proved, given financial constraints and the stage of development of appropriate learning materials. Compliance with government reporting requirements, and in the case of TAFE providers, the maintenance of community service obligations, have added to the pressures.

· The linking of training with employment incentives (New Apprenticeships) has led to some employers placing low priority on meeting their education and training obligations. 

· The continued demand for flexible education, particularly with a knowledge content and generic skills acquisition focus has been neglected. Increasingly Vocational Education and Training is occurring in the workplace and individuals are being asked to collect or develop portfolios of evidence (work reports and references, short course completions, completion of accredited courses /subjects/modules etc.) to support their claim of competence. Individuals have to demonstrate that they are competent against endorsed or prescribed competency standards; how they gain competence is not prescribed.  This has freed up the system and has certainly taken away the need for people to work with study material and curriculum that duplicates knowledge and skills they have already acquired. Instead they demonstrate their competencies on a daily basis. Yet this produces a range of new obstacles for nationwide  vocational training.  Aspirant small business managers wanting transferable generic skills; employees or partners in the rural communities wanting to retain their privacy within a learning environment; those who have yet to enter, or have difficulty entering the workplace without skills and knowledge development, are just some groups who are disadvantaged in an environment that emphasises workplace competencies and assessment.  Such learners may better catered for by a content and skills based curriculum orientation in a flexible mode than the new arrangements. Management skills, although addressed, are treated within a narrow industry context, within the boundaries of a particular industry framework;
· The current approach in general focuses on the achievement of competencies, which prepares the learner to operate within the existing workplace rather than recognising the workplace is also one that requires capacity to make judgements and resolve issues;

· The development of training provision based on and driven by industrial prescriptions, with a consequent shift from a training to an assessment culture, has glossed over the need for high quality learning resources beyond the immediate work situation, particularly those that take advantage of new technologies. Though capable of acting as an effective motivator, these are expensive to produce and require collaboration. Defining competencies does not in itself produce learning. A well-designed learning environment can.

· The overall approach would seem to run counter to the idea that continual workplace and professional development is required and to reinforce the idea that learning only occurs within a narrow context. While the emphasis on the practical and on situated learning is to be endorsed, there is still a role for other modes of learning.

· As a corollary of the preceding point, articulation to higher education courses has become more problematical as some higher education institutions are beginning to a raise questions about the continuance of current articulation arrangements for students who may not have acquired their awards through formal study. At the very least there is questioning whether this provides the necessary pre-learning for the higher education environment. The focus on competencies in the formal VET sector, rather than generic skills, further exacerbates the problem. Competency based training is not always in concert with the generic problem solving orientation of much of higher education. This has meant that universities are starting to experience difficulty in working in this area, especially in assessing student readiness and achievement levels. The interface between university and competency based education needs to be re-thought as a consequence.

Overall, Open Learning Australia would suggest, as a consequence of the considerations listed above, that the overall Australian VET agenda as it is currently exists needs re-thinking in three main directions

· A more global and generic emphasis to learning for the workplace, one which values ideas and generic skills and lifelong learning rather than narrowly defined competencies. This requires an understanding that while  “just enough, just in time and just for me” are admirable organisational and motivational objectives for the individual at a given point in time they are too narrow to define lifetime learning needs and to play too large a role in a national vocational agenda. The Post-Fordian modern business and industry requires entrepreneurship, human resource and communication skills, as well as personal management skills. The implications of the Information Revolution need to be accommodated. The acquisition of generic transferable skills has always been the most difficult to address, and even more difficult to measure, but is the greatest challenge for educators and trainers;

· Greater recognition of the diversity of VET sector needs in the Australian community. Among others, these encompass the training needs of the indigenous student on remote communities or the needs of individuals who are not in the workplace for a range of reasons. These could include family commitments, issues arising out of disability, geographical location, prior education experience, as well as those who are already in the workplace and need recognition of their existing competencies, but have learning styles which are more suited to different teaching approaches; 

· Greater recognition of the need for a quality learning environment that supports an effective learning outcome. Effective learning requires good teaching, motivation, situated learning and relevance. Quality learning materials can go a great distance towards providing this. 

Globalisation and technology driven innovations are changing the face of the workplace making lifelong learning an imperative rather than a luxury. As Australia shifts to a lifelong learning culture a requirement of the inevitable consequence of the sweeping changes will be the need for a smooth interface between vocational education and training and other avenues for learning. It’s time to re-think the relationship between universities and vocational education and training providers; it’s equally time to re-think the relationship between vocational education and training and professional development. The challenge is to develop a VET sector that is responsive to the demands of an increasingly complex environment and works in partnership with other players to deliver quality transferable outcomes.   

Open Learning Australia would be happy to explore these ideas in more detail.  I can be contacted at 03-99038900 or janet.baker@ola.edu.au.

Yours sincerely




Janet Baker

Manager-Academic Programs

