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SUBMISSION TO SENATE EMPLOYMENT, WORKPLACE RELATIONS, SMALL BUSINESS AND EDUCATION COMMITTEE – INQUIRY INTO THE QUALITY OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING IN AUSTRALIA.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This paper argues that industry should be given more control over resources to meet future skills needs.  Industry Service Centres built along the lines already established by PST should be put in place around Australia to simplify the existing system.  The guidelines on New Apprenticeships require revision to fix anomalies.  More care needs to be taken in establishing new apprenticeships as there have been problems in the past with specific types of generalist New Apprenticeships which do not meet the needs of industry.

SUBMISSION TO SENATE EMPLOYMENT, WORKPLACE RELATIONS, SMALL BUSINESS AND EDUCATION COMMITTEE – INQUIRY INTO THE QUALITY OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING IN AUSTRALIA.

PURPOSE

The purpose of this submission is to highlight areas for improvement in the effectiveness of the vocational education and training sector in developing the educational skills of the Australian people and the skills formation and productivity of the Australian workforce.

BACKGROUND

Property Services Training is a not-for profit organisation comprising:

· Property Services Training Australia (PSTA) - the Industry Training Advisory Board (ITAB);

· Property Services Training Company  (PSTC) – formerly an Industry Training Company (ITC); and 

· Property Services Group Training Company.

The development arm of Property Services Training  Australia (the Property Services Industry Training Advisory Board or ITAB) has been in operation for six years and has developed a range of training packages including:

· Asset Security and Investigative Services,

· Property Management and Development, and

· Asset Maintenance.

The industry coverage includes 20 sectors with key areas being Security, Contract Cleaning, Real Estate and Pest Management.  Our Board is made up of key industry leaders and the Board members are listed on the last page of the enclosed newsletter.  The Chief Executive Officer of PST, Mr Alan Ross is a former Director from the Employment Programs Division of the former Department of Employment, Education and Training.

In the past year, PST has assisted New Apprenticeship Centres to place 13,000 New Apprentices in the Property Services Area.  We have also pursued equity goals including assisting and encouraging Chubb Protective Services to employ 120 Indigenous staff.

COMMENTS AGAINST TERMS OF REFERENCE

PART A – PLACE OF NEW APPRENTICESHIPS WITHIN NATIONAL PRIORITIES

PST fully supports New Apprenticeships as the most efficient and effective means of providing relevant training and related assistance to meet Australian industries’ needs for a skilled workforce in terms of both quality and quantity.  However, current arrangements for delivery and support of New Apprenticeships have shortcomings that must be addressed for New Apprenticeships to meet their full potential.

Resource Allocation

PST supports the current system of ANTA playing a key national policy role for vocational education in Australia.  This national role is essential to ensure consistency and to cope with problems due to different state policies.  However, PST believes that a more equal partnership with industry would occur if more funds fo rindustry training were distributed through National Industry Training Advisory bodies reformed to become industry service centres.  In other countries such as New Zealand, industries are able to decide themselves where priorities are and how the money should be spent to meet these needs.

PST believes that specialist industry service centres should be established around Australia providing policy advice, developing competency standards, disseminating information and developing new apprenticeship services.  The industry services centre model is detailed on the front page of the enclosed newsletter.  These centres would meet closely with ANTA to meet skill needs throughout Australia. 

PST has also had to employ consultants to assist prepare vocational training order submissions to state governments to establish new apprenticeships.  Although the money to do these tasks is purportedly given to State Governments by ANTA, they do not spend it on meeting their own  requirements.

I think is also fair to state that National ITAB’s are not given sufficient funds to perform the functions they are asked to do.  Additional requirements placed on ITABs by ANTA this year include international benchmarking but, at the same time, ANTA has further cut funding by $10,000

For accountability purposes, each service centre could report direct to a Senate Committee on allocation and expenditure of funds.  Another alternative would be to place a Senator on each board of directors.

Demographic Distribution

The way resources are currently distributed, PST has difficulty in providing a quality service to smaller states.   Due to economies of scale we are able to service Sydney Brisbane and Melbourne but have difficulty in reaching rural Australia and the smaller states.  What is needed is a central industry service centre with outreach officers spread through rural areas and the smaller states.

Opportunities for Youth and Older People.

We would like to pilot programs in the Security sector aimed at increasing participation in vocational education and training by young Australians.  The Security industry is modernising its image and now employs many younger people.  PST would appreciate marketing funds to promote career pathways in the Security Industry.

More younger people would be able to participate in New Apprenticeships if barriers to existing qualifications were removed and cadetship programs for areas such as Valuers and Architecture were re-introduced.  Cadetships are a very effective way of encouraging employers to take on staff.  It seems pointless to have a young Australian undertake tertiary studies and then have problems finding work in their area of study due to lack of experience.

PST already carefully services older Australians as a substantial proportion of workers in the Property Services Industry is mature aged.

Respective Obligations of Industry & Government

Government appears to assume that industry will simply do things without appropriate seed funding or advice.  Usually industry requires a brokerage body such as an industry service centre to ensure that industry is fully aware of their responsibilities. 

PST produces one-page flyers to assist in providing such advice to employers, registered training organisations and New Apprenticeship Centres.  PST advises employers what their responsibilities are to New Apprentices.  We regularly do so in conjunction with New Apprenticeship Centres.

There is also great diversity in the Property Services industry.  Larger organisations that may already be Registered Training Organisations have considerable expertise and resources and can easily run with government programs.  However, smaller employers have much greater difficulty.  The push is always for survival and simplicity in programs is the only way to encourage participation by such firms. 

The government needs to ensure that information is more readily available through organizations that are trusted and are known to industry and are not constrained by conflicting priorities or conflicts of interest.  Employees at such centres must be able to speak in a clear and concise manner.  The worst type of person to communicate is someone from an RTO who talks in acronyms etc.  Employers want things short and simple.  Written materials should be in one page.  Employers often want extensive assistance to introduce or participate in new progams. 

More attention needs to be placed in terms of meeting Australia’s Skill shortages.  PST is being called upon to provide intensive assistance in readying Sydney for the Olympics and is doing so on a threadbare budget.  We are helping the Department of Employment and Training in NSW organise pre-vocational training of 3,000 security guards and 3000 cleaners.  Skills shortages are expected to be 10,000 in each category.  These are not just short-term requirements as the Security industry is growing rapidly.

PART B – ARE KEY OBJECTIVES BEING MET

Quality of Training Outcomes

If you have good training providers and reputable employers you usually get good quality outcomes.  Similarly the level of care put into planning an intake of certain types of participants such as indigenous people is usually reflected in outcomes.

Chubb Protective Services has been able to achieve good outcomes through careful screening of participants, mentoring, special support and experience.

However, the dramatic fall in positive outcomes in the recent Queensland study by Dr Smith of the Queensland Department of Employment and Training points to significant problems in certain types of New Apprenticeships.  I am particularly concerned about Office Administration and Small Business Traineeships.  These types of non-specialist New Apprenticeships promote the “cannon fodder” or “churning” syndrome where employers take on people for subsidies rather than to obtain a quality employee.  I understand that ANTA is taking action to rectify this situation.

The Property Services Industry is less influenced by this type of behavior as New Apprenticeships have been developed with the specific needs of industry in mind.  They are specialised New Apprenticeships which require careful attention.  We are pleased to have contributed towards a safer community through Security Training. Larger companies serviced by PST have intoduced a training culture into their organisations and we feel that the community has received good value for the tax dollar.        

Mature Aged Take Up.

Agreed.  We see the employment of older Australians as a positive step as the Property Services Area is generally mature aged.  However, we also see significant problems in terms of Youth Unemployment.  We would encourage programs aimed at raising the involvement of more young people.

In PST we have tried to change the image of industries that have in the past focused on older people.

Complexity of the System.

There are too many forms and the programs are too complex.  Each State has a different form for registration of a traineeship whereas the details contained are very similar.  In addition, DETYA has introduced a new form for initial sign ups (Form 1247) which collects virtually the same information as the State registration forms.  A committee needs to be established to simplify these and other administrative procedures.

Under existing arrangements, New Apprenticeship Centres are required to direct substantial resources for administrative tasks and forms processing with a consequent loss of priority for marketing New Apprenticeships.  NACs are also required to spend substantial time and resources on meeting employers’ needs for information on the progress of payments and training.  A good quality Human Resource and accounting system is required but many small employers do not have such systems in place or simply cannot afford them. 

The whole system is funded in arrears with government contract such as the Group Training expansion program paying a tiny amount up front.  Organisations require several hundred thousand dollars to commence Group Training operations.  The Government is putting staff of Group Training companies and New Apprentices through much stress due to poor financial management practices.

System Driven by Financial Incentives and Targets.

The environment is now largely driven by financial incentives and we believe that those in real need of help are falling between the cracks.  A competitive market means that the most disadvantaged job seekers are simply not attractive to NAC’s, employers or other providers because of the additional resources needed for an outcome to attract a standard fee.  These people will, unfortunately, remain on the bottom of the pile.

The training packages that PST has developed do carefully meet the needs of industry.  We have proven in a range of case studies that they do work when employers are provided with the necessary level of support.

PART C – QUALITY OF PROVISION OF TAFE AND PROVIDORS

Adequacy of Current Administration, Assessment etc.

Many TAFEs are caught up in the belief that curriculum is the only way to operate whereas others have moved on to Training Packages and National Competencies.

The current system has been introduced helter skelter and RTO’s have not been given sufficient time to change their mode of operation.  We are constantly told that many States do not want training packages and that TAFE is simply waiting to go back to a curriculum model.

PST believes that there is a significant role for us to become involved as encouragers and facilitators of quality assessments of competency.  We do not believe that all assessments are being properly carried out at present and that the training packages are useless unless this matter is pursued vigorously.  There are far too many people involved in “tick and flick” approaches rather than properly conducted assessments supported by an appropriate paper trail.  We are aware that the Office of Training and Further Education in Victoria have taken action through a comprehensive audit program to address this issue.  State Training Authorities in other States and Territories must adopt the same approach to regulation of Training Providers if they are not already doing so.  Whilst PST does value classroom based assessment we feel that on the job assessments can be effective if controls are put in place.

PST would be happy to do spot checks on assessment if resourced to do so and provided State Governments will act to remove the registration of providers if they do not comply.  PST has disassociated itself from one provider who abuses the system and remains practicing as an RTO despite numerous complaints from PST and others to the State Government.

Recognition

It is possible for almost anyone to set up as a training provider. The current process simply requires approval in one state and then mutual recognition rules apply in other states.  There needs to be a far more rigorous process put in place at both State and National level to gain approval for RTO status. 

Level & Quality of VET.

Varies markedly between RTO’s, school systems etc.  More national consistency would be beneficial.

Obligations for On the Job Training

This varies markedly between employers and trainees.  Chubb Protective Services has world class facilities with an intranet and superb training centres around Australia.

We have found that smaller businesses are not able or are unwilling to provide the same level of commitment as the larger employers.  Among some employers, there remains a perception that training is not a core activity and is not worth diverting resources to it.  The tick and flick approach to training and assessment is more prevalent in these types of businesses.

However, given the shift work common in PST industries, on the job training must remain the primary source of training.  Connect Employment has delivered Cleaning Training around Australia and has used CD-ROMs in conjunction with flexible hours to achieve good results.

Range of Work

We feel that there is plenty of range of work to cover on the job training.

Training Packages

PST has effective training packages in place and training against these competencies is generally accepted.  PST had to force this issue with Contract Cleaning in Western Australia but this has now been accepted.  Our approach was to register an AQF level 3 New Apprenticeship in Contract Cleaning to replace the bastardised AQF level 2 small business New Apprenticeship being used.

The system for developing training packages is complex and is further complicated by the need to meet the requirements needs of Government bodies are met and that industries’ needs are unduly delayed and frustrated.  The Waste Management package has been thwarted many times and is now held up due to insistence by ANTA that PST accepts Transport and Distribution Standards for certain sectors.  Previous delays have been over descriptor changes and formatting.  Industry does not understand or appreciate the needs for such delays.

Similary, National ITAB’s get caught up over State Versus Federal issues in areas such as licensing which causes considerable inconvenience.  National ITABs then wind up as scapegoats.

Non Completion

A major reason for non completions is the massive increase in New Apprenticeship numbers and lack of proper processes in place to monitor delivery.  In particular, marketing of New Apprenticeships to industry by some organisations has misrepresented the intent and spirit of the program either unintentionally through ignorance or intentionally to achieve short-term results.

PST has taken much care developing our New Apprenticeships and piloted them in both Cleaning and Security firms before introducing them.  We also include the ALHMU on our board to ensure that the rights of workers are taken into account in our programs.  The awards we have developed include supervision requirements and we get a quality product.  We have significantly improved staff retention rates in many companies we have dealt with.

PST is relatively new to New Apprenticeships but sees areas such as literacy and numeracy as key areas for improvement.  More proactive support by New Apprenticeship centres would be beneficial.  We doubt that many Australians even know what New Apprenticeship Centres are or where the nearest local one is located.  Whereas the old CES had an identity and a recognisable shopfront, there is no common identity for New Apprenticeship Centres nor the number and widespread location of outlets.

The current system is a paper war with most effort going into tracing payments and ensuring that reporting requirements are met.  PST believes that there should be a single national outlet with Australia wide coverage similar to the previous CES.  Perhaps the correct way forward would be to expand Employment National throughout Australia.  Employment National would then be backed by industry specific selling arms such as Industry Training Companies with the role of developing, marketing and advising industry of New Apprenticeship requirements and needs. 

PART D - IMPACT ON THE QUALITY AND ACESSIBILITY OF VET

PST believes that there is a clear need for better access to training provision in regional Australia.  The current system means that a minimum number of participants are required before it is economically viable to run a specific course.  This discriminates against regional and rural areas.

PST believes that a huge amount of the taxpayers money has been wasted in the production of training packages as nearly all deal with common areas such as OH&S, Communicate effectively in the Workplace, Supervision, etc.  Many of these units of competency have been developed separately 60 times!

I also see significant problems with ANTA Toolbox development.  My observation of their operation is that they are complex and are not user friendly.  I doubt that they will receive much use.  There seems little point in developing a Formula 1 car when the drivers (TAFE teachers) are over 45, shortsighted and will be far more comfortable in a VW.  There are also many private software companies such as Didasko in Melbourne who develop interactive CD ROMS at no cost until they actually sell their products. 

The fees imposed on students and trainees by some State Governments such as the ACT and Victoria discriminate against participation by disadvantaged groups.

PART E – COMMONWEALTH AND STATE SUBSIDIES

Many group training companies have gone bankrupt due to the change in policy whereby completion payments are not paid to non for profit companies.  The most recent example was Careskills with 650 New Apprentices on board before its demise.  This will create havoc in the Community Health Industry.   I am at a loss to explain why the Government discriminates against companies working for the good of the Australian public.  The non-payment of completion incentives to Group Training Companies is a disincentive to provide valuable resources for the support of trainees because there is no return after the mid-point of the New Apprenticeship.  It would seem logical that if you want New Apprentices to complete their training to pay completion payments.

The limited amount of funding offered by State Governments restricts training in regional areas.  The emphasis on cost per training hour flies in the face of competency based training.  It is not how much time you spend on a task it is whether you are competent that counts.

Existing Workers

This policy was a huge help to us in promoting New Apprenticeships in sectors that were crucially short of quality training.  We have encouraged companies to set up skills centres and have introduced a genuine commitment to training in these industries.

Given legislative changes concerning licensing for Security Guards in NSW, the policy enabled many security firms to meet these requirements and saved guards a considerable amount of money.  

Would companies have trained the same numbers if the policy had not been introduced?  The answer is clearly NO in the short term.  However, there is high turnover in the Property Services Industry and the cost would simply have been spread over a greater period of time.

I understand that the existing worker policy was a ministerial decision.  There is not much point in blaming public servantsworking in a politicised environment for following ministerial directives.  I believe that DETYA has acted appropriately in changing the former existing worker policy was too loose and open to exploitation.  The new guidelines are more appropriate although some of the changes introduced specifically for existing workers have flowed over, inappropriately, to new entrant trainees and have adversely affected their access to assistance.  

An example of this is the denial of Commencement Payments to new entrant trainees who are enrolled in a Certificate 3 New Apprenticeship and who have a Certificate 2 prior qualification.  The idiocy of this guideline is evidenced by the fact that the guidelines provide that if the same trainee enrolls in a Certificate 2 New Apprenticeship and subsequently progresses to the same Certificate 3 New Apprenticeship, all incentives are payable, including the Commencement Payment.    

Accountability and audit procedures within DETYA.

Probably the greatest risk is the huge delays incurred with the current system which are due in large part to a process of continuous change by DETYA to guidelines for the administration of Commonwealth New Apprenticeship employer incentives.  The guideline changes generally create an environment of uncertainty, are often poorly thought out and generally seem to be an attempt to create hurdles for employers rather than encourage their participation. 

The guidelines relating to the eligibility of new apprentices with prior qualifications are a particular sticking point and DETYA has, to date, failed to respond to many representations on this matter.  While the needs of accountability and risk prevention must be met, there is a danger that the current approach of too much ill-conceived regulation will strangle the delivery of New Apprenticeships and drive employers away from participation.  I am confident that these matters will be resolved as we have found the staff in DETYA to be efficient, good listeners and very supportive.

The project management processes in place within ANTA are over rigorous and far too much time is spent on reporting instead of carrying out work.  Once again this is a reflection of the environment staff are working under and we have found the people of excellent quality.

PART F – FUTURE PROVISION OF VOCATIONAL EDUCATION IN SCHOOLS

The Property Services Industry does not easily lend itself to school based vocational training as the occupations are often not appropriate or attractive to the school leaver age group.  Despite arguments by Governments, PST believes that school should be focussing on encouraging life long learning across a range of careers rather than narrow vocational training.

PART G - STATISTICAL INFORMATION

The information that is available is inadequate and simply incorrect.  We have experienced particular problems with industry and occupation data from the Australian Bureau of Statistics.  PST has contracted a consultant to carry out statistical research for us as we are unable to gather proper information form the ABS.  As a National ITAB we need accurate data to be able to predict future needs and skills shortages.

