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Response to Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education Committee on the quality of vocational education and training

Introduction

The Construction Industry Training Board (CITB) was established under South Australia’s Construction Industry Training Fund Act 1993 as a principal adviser to the state and federal Ministers for education and training on training related matters for the SA building and construction industry.

This paper constitutes the CITB’s response to the above inquiry and has been prepared following consultations with key stakeholders with an interest in vocational education and training in the SA building and construction industry.

The CITB understands that the inquiry follows claims that have been made about the implementation of the New Apprenticeship Scheme (NAS) and the potential impact on the quality of the outcomes and on the intent of the NAS for the skills of the Australian workforce.

As the implementation of the NAS commenced only relatively recently, it may be too early to make definitive statements about the accuracy of these claims.  Nevertheless, the CITB wishes to make this response to the Committee to ensure that the views of the SA building and construction industry are made known.

This paper broadly follows the outline in the inquiry’s terms of reference, although it should be recognised that some issues span more than one term of reference and not all matters will be addressed as separate items.

A
Effectiveness of the VET sector in developing skills

Resource allocations……

The building and construction industry has had a rigorous contract of training system for a number, but not all, of the occupations in the industry.  A number of occupations, and some sectors of the industry have not had structured training arrangements in place prior to the recent reforms and the availability of new qualifications.  Consequently, the impact of the NAS will vary from one sector of the building and construction industry to another.  The impact of the NAS will be somewhat less for those sectors and occupations where traditional arrangements are entrenched.  It is important, therefore, not to treat all sectors of the building and construction industry in the same way.

In general terms, the NAS has opened up opportunities for two broad groups of occupations:

· Traditional occupations:  The NAS has provided the opportunity for alternate modes of delivery for the “traditional” trades, ie. those trades that had structured training arrangements (eg carpentry, plumbing).

· Non-traditional occupations:  The NAS has provided opportunities for the occupations in the industry that have never had access to structured training and have not had the benefit of the support of public funds in the past (eg civil construction, materials handling).

The impact of the NAS on these two broad groups will depend on:

· past custom and practice in relation to training/induction of new entrants

· the industrial arrangements in place (particularly in this transition phase where there is still a need for declared vocations)

· the level of risk for the enterprise in training the individual

It is anticipated that the NAS will have a limited impact on the numbers in training for the “traditional occupations” since the new qualifications simply offer a variation on existing arrangements.  Training arrangements for these traditional occupations were already in place and it would be surprising if the introduction of the NAS and the implementation of User Choice would have any significant impact.

The availability of new qualifications in the General Construction Training Package (to cater for a number of “non-traditional” occupations) has not translated into a significant uptake of training places by new entrants for these occupations.  This is largely due to past custom and practice and to the absence of appropriate industrial arrangements (at present there is still a requirement to link the new qualifications to declared vocations in South Australia).

The availability of new qualifications in the Civil Construction Training Package has also not translated into a large uptake by new entrants, even though the industrial arrangements are in place.  The reason for this is largely due to the risk for the enterprise as well as past custom and practice.

An example from plant operations in the Civil Sector of the building and construction industry will illustrate the point.

Traditionally, enterprises that used plant operators brought new entrants into the industry in an “informal” manner.  Individuals would work on site for some time and would become familiar with the operations before they were allowed to operate plant.  This enabled ample opportunity for the enterprise to assess the individual before allowing them to operate expensive plant and equipment and reduced the risk of damaging expensive items of plant.  This practice has been confirmed in a recent survey of plant operators by the Civil Contractors Federation conducted here in South Australia which showed a clear preference for  existing employees to be introduced to plant items, rather than “raw recruits”.

While the new qualifications in the Training Packages have provided training opportunities for the Civil Sector of the industry, the take up of the Certificate III in Civil Construction (Plant) has been somewhat limited for new entrants (with no industry experience).  The greatest impact has come where there are incentives for the training of existing workers under contracts of training.  This is consistent with the preferences expressed by employers in the civil contracting industry stated above.

From an equity perspective, the availability of funds for existing employees in the civil sector of the industry provides access to public funds that would not otherwise have been available.

The introduction of the NAS and endorsed components of Training Packages has not been accompanied by the resources to support the training packages.  There is still a distinct lack of (non-endorsed) resources for use by trainers.  This situation affects the non-traditional occupations more greatly where structured training and accompanying resources did not exist.  It will be some time before the necessary supporting structures can be put in place.

Opportunities for youth and for older people……

The availability of incentives for contracts of training for existing workers has not been at the expense of new entrants for the construction industry since the number of new entrants has remained relatively constant throughout the period.  The incentives have stimulated demand particularly in the Civil sector of the industry, where the stated preference is for workers with some experience in the industry.  The growth in demand is to be expected in the early stages, but will eventually reach a steady state.

The removal of contract of training incentives for existing workers in the building and construction industry will restrict access to public funds by the non-traditional sectors and occupations in the building and construction industry.  The CITB argues that the incentives for existing workers to be trained under contracts of training should remain.

B
Quality of training outcomes, complexity of system

Training outcomes are of a diminished quality……

At present, there is no indication that the quality of training is being compromised under the NAS.

The CITB is concerned, however, about the growing perception that the focus of funding bodies is on numbers alone.  Such a focus would divert attention away from the quality of the outputs and would undermine the extensive work undertaken to establish the system.  The delivery of quality training and the achievement of quality outcomes in a supportive student environment requires a level of infrastructure support for which funds should be provided.  The CITB is aware that some RTOs in a range of industries do not have these student support structures in place, especially where the training occurs exclusively on-site.

The fact that different providers provide different levels of support must be acknowledged and provided for in some way.  Failure to do so will provide a cost advantage to those training organisations who do not provide such support.  The registration of providers could be more stringent to take into account the minimum inputs and supporting infrastructure that are expected to be provided by the training organisation.

The availability of greater choice within a qualification is creating the situation where the outcomes are perhaps more varied within the broad scope of the Training Package, although the level of the outcome may still be of a high order.  This is exacerbated if delivery methods can vary from totally “on-site” to more traditional combined on and off site delivery.

The CITB is also aware that many enterprises in the building and construction industry specialise their services and do not provide the full range of experiences that might be demanded in the Training Package.  While Group Training Schemes provide a partial answer, they can only act for those apprentices and trainees that are their employees in the scheme.

The risk of narrow enterprise-focused training is higher for those apprentices who are employed directly by specialist companies and where the training is conducted entirely “on-site”.  In such a case, the apprentice is unlikely to obtain the full breadth and depth of training expected.  While the onus for the quality of the training rests with the RTO, this must be accompanied by a rigorous auditing system.

A specific matter for the construction industry’s Training Packages is the “Range of Variables” within the competency standards.  The breadth covered by these Range of Variables is large and they are too loosely defined to enable consistency of outcome across a range of enterprises.  This becomes an acute issue where mutual recognition for non-licensed occupations is required.  (This problem is less of a concern for the licensed occupations where the outcomes are more clearly specified in related legislation).  This is a matter that will be addressed in the review of the Training Packages.

Older people rather than younger people and new entrants to the workforce are the main beneficiaries of New Apprenticeships……

While older people (particularly existing employees) have benefited from the NAS and the incentives, there is no indication such a benefit has been achieved at the expense of younger people and new entrants since the number of new entrants has been maintained.

The system is more rather than less complex……

The CITB has received feedback from people in the industry that suggest that the system is confusing.  However, similar complaints were being made prior to the introduction of the NAS.

Certainly, training providers have indicated to the CITB that customisation at the enterprise level has increased the variety of options that have to be provided.  This has increased the complexity of the services from the perspective of the provider and has also increased the time required to establish a tailored training program.  This additional time requirement needs to be supported in some way.

The establishment of New Apprenticeship Centres is not necessarily seen as a positive move.  The CITB has received a number of comments from providers who have had to address problems associated with the NACs who are not in a position to know and advise on the intricacies of all the options of all the Training Packages across industries.

The system is driven by financial incentives and targets……

The availability of incentives for existing employees has certainly stimulated the demand by enterprises to provide structured training for their employees.  This cannot be seen as a negative outcome, especially if training occurs and especially when these employees had no access to structured training in the past.  One would expect that there would be a rapid increase in the number of existing employees under Contracts of Training with the introduction of incentives.  However, this would level off, as the industry reached “saturation point”.  

While the availability of incentives for existing employees has driven the expansion of the NAS, there are no indications that there is widespread abuse of the system by the RTOs or the enterprises in the construction industry.  It is recognised, however, that there is a definite possibility for abuse of the system by either signing people onto contracts when they do not need or receive training or by signing people off contracts early.

Similarly, there are no indications that the system is driven by targets.  The number of new entrants (commencements) and the number in training will be determined by the capacity of the industry to support people under Contracts of Training.  The CITB argues that the system cannot be driven merely by setting arbitrary targets.

C
Quality of provision

Adequacy of current administration, assessment and audit arrangements……

There is a general view that the administrative arrangements are adequate, although arrangements for assessing providers and auditing their performance need greater rigour.

While the procedures for assessment may be appropriate in theory, the assessment is largely about the administrative processes employed by the RTO and not on the quality of the training.  The use of “unqualified” individuals (ie those without a background in the industry and without a background in the training requirements) in the assessment process does not instil confidence that the assessment of the RTO is adequate.

Processes for the recognition of RTOs, effectiveness of compliance audits and validation of RTO operations……

Concerns have been expressed about the capacity to audit the providers, especially where “unqualified” people are used.  Audits have been criticised as being “paper-based” affairs that do not examine the quality of the training.

Extent to which employers are meeting their obligations……

There is particular concern where the training is conducted solely on-job, especially where the employers may not have the capacity to provide the underpinning theory and knowledge.  The nature of the work in the construction industry can be such that the apprentice or trainee cannot always be under the direct supervision of a qualified person.  This increases the level of risk in terms of achieving quality outcomes to an agreed standard.  While it is argued that it is the responsibility of the RTO to ensure the outcomes are achieved, the reality is that the devolution of such a quality control process must be accompanied by stringent and clear audit arrangements and equally stringent sanctions.

While some employers may state their preference for on-job training, they may be underestimating the additional burden this requires.  The desire by employers to undertake their own training may be made in good faith, but may be impractical in many enterprises in the construction industry.

It has been suggested that where the training is conducted largely on-job, then more stringent conditions or criteria should be required before the Contract of Training is established.

The problem is alleviated where group schemes are involved.

Reasons for increasing rates of non-completion……

The CITB is not aware of any increase in non-completion rates for the construction industry in South Australia beyond what would normally occur.

Quality and accessibility of VET resulting from a policy of growth through efficiencies and user choice

The CITB considers that efficiency improvements should be the concern of all entities reliant on public funds.  However, the pursuit of efficiencies at any cost cannot be the sole consideration of a healthy and accessible Vocational Education and Training system.

While the government must attempt to balance competing demands on public funds, consideration must be given to a range of “non-economic” factors that a VET system supports.

One mechanism used to drive efficiency was to open up the training supply market to more competition through User Choice.

User Choice has had little impact on certain sectors of the construction industry in South Australia, simply because the market is not sufficiently large to be able to support more than one provider.  Indeed, in some regions, where the demand for training places is low, it becomes difficult to justify the maintenance of training infrastructure if the criteria were solely economic.  The viability of public and private providers in regional South Australia is constantly tested.

The impact of User Choice for the construction industry is likely to be less in SA than for other states or industries where there are economies of scale, and where the training demand market is sufficiently large to warrant competitive forces to operate.

Appropriateness of curriculum and learning resources……

Non-endorsed resources are being produced for the construction industry to support the Training Packages, however, these have not been released as yet.  The CITB was involved in providing input to the resource developers, but it is uncertain whether the final products can meet the breadth of options within the Training Package and still be relevant to the range of apprentices and trainees for the various occupations in the industry.

Range and availability of student services……

The CITB is aware that the range of services for students varies considerably from provider to provider.  Some providers are not in a position to provide the student support services beyond basic administration and amenities that have been the norm in some institutions, particularly where training services are contracted out.  This raises a question as to whether all providers are expected to provide a minimum level of student support and whether such support is costed into the funding models.

Effects of fees and charges on TAFE ……

Providers (including TAFE) are required to charge the client $1.00 per student contact hour.  This is then used to reduce the obligation of the public funding source and to make additional funds available to meet increased demand.  However, the total funds available to the RTO remain the same. 

The requirement to charge the client $1.00 per student contact hour and administrative fees etc. is seen as a disincentive by the client.

E
Evaluation of Commonwealth and State employer’s subsidy

Effectiveness of existing subsidy arrangements in meeting national VET needs……

One of the arguments for providing subsidies is to compensate the employer for the lost productivity and increased supervision that arises in employing a trainee or apprentice.

The CITB argues that the value of the lost productivity varies significantly across occupational groups and across industries.  While a formal analysis has not been conducted, the CITB considers that the value of lost productivity and the potential risk for a number of the construction trades is higher than other occupations in other industries.  However, the level of Commonwealth funding is common across industries and occupations.  The CITB also believes that it takes considerably longer for an individual to become productive in some of the construction trades than in other industries.  While not denigrating the training of other occupations in other industries, the CITB argues that the level of subsidy more adequately covers the lost productivity and risk for a retail trainee or office trainee than it does for a plant operator trainee.  Seen from this perspective, the subsidy rates should vary across industries and occupations to more adequately reflect the value of lost productivity and increased risk to employers.

Alternatively, if the subsidy is there to provide the employer with some incentive and with some compensation for lost productivity, then consideration should be given to increasing the opportunities for new entrants to gain more skill before employment under a Contract of Training.  The pre-vocational courses provided some valuable grounding for new entrants seeking a career in the building and construction industry.  The practical skills gained in these pre-vocational courses generally are not a feature of the school sector, unlike a range of other vocational skills such as information technology, hospitality and retail skills.  Funding for pre-vocational courses in construction should be maintained and preferably expanded.

In terms of the funding of construction skills through the User Choice mechanism, the state government in South Australia has responded by providing higher level of funding support to the construction industry compared to other industries.  However, this is still considered inadequate for certain kinds of training involving large plant and equipment.  The CITB will continue to argue that funds for training should be determined on the basis of the cost of delivery.

Impact of changes to broaden employer trainee subsidies to include existing workers……

The CITB believes that the availability of subsidies for existing workers has been beneficial for the industry with a whole range of employees able to access structured training.

F
VET in Schools

Quality of provision……

The CITB supports the VET in Schools initiatives occurring in South Australia.  The CITB has provided formal guidance to the various school authorities on the implementation of training relevant to the construction industry which will enable students to simultaneously achieve their high school certificates and credit towards a VET qualification in the construction industry.

Schools (or school clusters) delivering construction training are expected to establish formal links with relevant registered training providers from the VET sector.  It then becomes the RTO’s responsibility to monitor and manage the quality of the outcomes.

It is the CITB’s understanding that this system is operating adequately and is gradually expanding, but there is still a considerable amount of professional development required within schools.

Of greater concern is the potential for the construction industry to be portrayed negatively by schools and their career advisers as an industry into which “less able” students are channelled.  There is a fear that career advisers are promoting the construction industry as the industry of last resort.

Furthermore, schools will be more inclined to utilise their existing resources and staff wherever possible.  While this is understandable, it places the construction industry in a disadvantage compared to some other industries such as retail, hospitality and information technology where the infrastructure requirements are generally already in place within the school.  In general, it is relatively easy to adapt existing school programs and resources to the retail, community services or information technology industries, for example, than to construction.  The net effect of this is that less funds flow towards construction related training.

Relation with accredited Training Packages……

The advice being provided by the CITB on the implementation of construction related training in schools takes into account the objective of enabling students to simultaneously achieve their SA Certificate of Education (SACE) qualification as well as credit towards a relevant qualification in the Training Packages.  The CITB is confident that the advice it has provided will ensure this objective is met and that articulation arrangements are maximised.

Effectiveness and quality of curriculum materials and teaching….

The CITB has produced a series of workbooks for students undertaking vocational training for construction related competencies in schools.  The CITB believes that these resources better meet the needs of students and teachers in schools than the materials available nationally.

Concerns about the quality of teaching were raised in the early implementation stages.  However, schools are required to establish arrangements with relevant RTOs who provide the quality control mechanism.  However, there is a need to audit the outcomes of the training and the effectiveness of these working arrangements to ensure compliance with industry and registration requirements.

G
Consistency, validity and accessibility of statistical information

The CITB undertakes on-going analysis of statistical data emerging from the National Centre for Vocational Education Research with the intention of identifying trends in training activity.

The CITB is aware that the information being collected at state and territory level needs some manipulation to fit into a consistent national reporting structure.

However, the delays in collecting, analysing, adjusting and reporting can be quite extensive.  Furthermore, changes to reporting formats make it difficult to compare reports and to analyse trends.

In particular, the distinction between “apprenticeships” and “traineeships" in the construction industry has been blurred in available reports so that a single combined figure is provided.  This aggregation makes it impossible to provide advice to the state government on training number trends for different occupational groups.
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