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Background:

Midland Districts Schools Industry Training Association (MDSITA) is a Midland Districts Chamber of Commerce and Industry initiative designed to streamline Structured Workplace Learning (SWL) placements and increase industry participation in the planning and training of vocational work-placements. This project is unique in that it has been industry driven.

MDSITA is a regional coordination service that recruits and supports employers interested in taking SWL and work experience students. The MDSITA regional coordination unit has developed a more effective and efficient SWL placement system than is currently used. A significant number of employers on the MDSITA database are Category 1 Workplace Trainers and are also offered on site training and support in the training and assessment of competencies.

With over 1200 active employers on the database, MDSITA offers a wide selection of job types in geographical locations across Perth and regional areas. The ease of placing SWL students and quality experience for the students and employers has been evident this year. Good working relationships between schools, ITCs (or ITABs), training organisations and businesses are being facilitated by MDSITA via several Schools Industry Working Groups. These SIWGs have provided the opportunity for all the stakeholders in SWL to voice their concerns and to give direct input into the direction SWL and VET is taking locally.

(f) (i) - MDSITA has placed students from both government and non-government schools and has noted that smaller, usually regional, government schools and non-government schools offer limited VET programs.  In these situations, SWL is usually not timetabled leaving the students at a disadvantage of having to catch up with the work they miss on their work placement days. Some students undertake SWL placements during school holidays, which can limit the placement choices due to employer preferences for day only placements.  The quality of programs offered generally in schools associated with MDSITA is very high; and there are excellent support structures in the staff covering VET programs.

The quality of some VET programs is being affected by the difficulties of insufficient funds and/or the inflexibility of the existing school timetable and term-based systems. Some examples of positive outcomes and challenges:

· The Visual Arts and Technology course available are in high demand and, for first hand experience are producing students with high levels of skills. This industry has been the most challenging to secure quality placements and often work unusual hours. 

· Hospitality and Tourism courses are being to provide positive employment outcomes within an industry that is rapidly growing. There is an obvious legal and moral issue with most students under the age of 18 undertaking SWL on licensed premises. These issues and the hours and weekend work requested by the industry are under discussion.

· Metals, Engineering and woodwork are areas that have not been attractive to many students and their parents with the lack of apprenticeships on offer. The traineeships and apprenticeships are making a slight impact but need much greater promotion to employers, schools, students and their parents. Often it is the parents and teachers that influence subject choice. 

(f) (ii) - The issue of SWL industry specific competency lists (or Skills Lists) has been raised by several SIWGs and we have found that this issue is being addressed. A company called Workplace Skills is currently endeavouring to directly relate SWL skills lists to the new National Training Packages (NTP). This will facilitate the transition from school to apprenticeship, traineeships or employment with the students having the key competencies and demonstrating a commitment to a particular job or industry pathway.

The project is to match industry specific skills, where possible, with competencies in at least ten of the NTP and it is anticipated that this process will provide a template that can then be applied to all NTP and SWL skill lists.

Employers, and their staff, who take SWL students are better prepared, due to training, support and familiarity with the systems, language and requirements of workplace training and assessment, to take trainees and apprentices. There is anecdotal evidence that indicates a shift towards a 'training culture' within SWL businesses that have had staff trained to Category 1 Workplace Trainer. This training culture not only adds value to the supervisors role but also promotes employee understanding, support and enthusiasm for having students-in-training within the workplace. 

With over 75% of MDSITA employer database new to Structured Workplace Learning, information provided by MDSITA field officers is often the first exposure to the new traineeships and apprenticeship programs. A significant number of the employers have not had regular contact with young adults and the extended contact via SWL has repeatedly proved positive and surprising for both parties. This positive experience has encouraged employers to consider a trainee or apprentice even if they had previously been seeking a junior employee.

Some businesses are no longer advertising apprenticeship positions but are recruiting from the pool of SWL students who have been placed in their workplaces. This is proving to be a cost effective and efficient way of attracting and maintaining reliable junior employees, who have core skills and enthusiasm for the job, coupled with appropriate job preparation. 

If there is to be a sustained increase in the number and quality of employers taking SWL students, trainees and apprentices, satisfactory funding of VET programs in secondary schools is crucial. The current level of funding places little emphasis on the high cost of the labour intensive SWL supervision, training and coordination activities. There is insufficient funding for employer training and support, which evidence from our project indicates, leads to improved work placement and employment outcomes for both employers and students. It is of little value to state that industry must contribute when industry places their money where their mouth is in very real terms for training, supervision, safety, lost production and employment for SWL students.

(f) (iv) - While we have been assured by Education WA that the funds provided to schools is adequate to cover the costs of VET and SWL, it appears that not all schools allocate VET funding directly into that area. It has been suggested that funds are rolled over into 'consolidated funds'. This is an indirect observation as a result of negotiations between several schools and Midland Districts Schools Industry Training Association. Direct and official comment by employees of Education WA is unlikely to be received by this Committee.

(f) (v) - As a school-industry program that has been initiated by industry, we have maintained the need for all stakeholders in SWL to have a voice. With MDSITA facilitating the 5 industry-area Schools Industry Working Groups, employers, teachers, ITCs and training organisations have a forum for open communication and exchange of information. Many business people have felt ignored and used by a system that does not consult, while expecting them to carry the financial and training costs of students undertaking SWL and vocational training within their workplace. The unsatisfactory preparation and presentation of students for the workplace is an issue that has been raised in all industry areas.

Equity is an issue with some of the students we place living on the fringes of Perth metropolitan area where public transport is inadequate or non-existent. This year MDSITA placed a student from regional WA's Central Midlands SHS, who has family accommodation in Perth. The student undertook her SWL placements during the school holidays with great results. The industry areas this student requested were either not available or in high demand in the town of Moora. The question of equity is raised for all the other students at her school and other regional senior high schools, who do not have the means or resources to travel and stay in Perth. We have been unable to find any equity funding and are currently seeking funding for a pilot program for 2000 between MDSITA and the Central Midlands SHS.  With the alarming rates of regional students leaving school before Year 12, youth unemployment and suicide, VET and SWL are vital tools in improving the opportunities and possibilities for these country students.

Conclusion

For a clear comprehensive evaluation of the current SWL situation, MDSITA recommends this Senate Committee visit our program, where we will happily arrange for representatives from all stakeholders to provide honest and poignant feedback on their first hand experiences.  As a unique schools-industry program, having been initiated and strongly supported by industry, MDSITA maintains that the businesses, from micro to multi-national, have not been adequately consulted and even ignored, in the SWL equation. While they are the stakeholders who are expected to contribute substantially to training and employing, they are rarely and ineffectually given a voice in the direction of Vocational Education and Training and Structured Workplace Learning.   

Please do not hesitate to contact us on the telephone number above for clarification or further information. Midland Districts Schools Industry Training Association looks forward to contributing valuable and unique prespectives to this Senate Inquiry and hopes to be included in this process. 
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The Midland Districts Schools Industry Training Association has been established to meet the objectives of the Schools Industry Liaison Project: a collaborative venture initiated by the Midland & Districts Chamber of Commerce & Industry. With support from the Australian Student Traineeship Foundation, Schools, Industry, Midland College of TAFE and The North Metropolitan Perth Area Consultative Committee it offers a commitment to quality improvement in the process of student workplace training in the North East Region of Perth.


