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INTRODUCTION
The Victorian Automobile Chamber of Commerce (VACC) welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education Committee on the quality of the vocational education and training sector in Australia.

The Chamber is well placed to comment on the Senate inquiry as it is the peak employer organisation representing the interests of over 4,500 retail automotive businesses in Victoria and Tasmania.  Many of our members are employers of young apprentices and trainees who have completed pre-employment vocational training in school or TAFE.

The Chamber has always promoted the value of the VET sector and entry-level training opportunities in the retail automotive industry.  In particular, the Chamber is at the forefront of promoting and developing industry training, and close working relationships have been established with secondary schools and training authorities to highlight the value of the automotive VET in Schools program and the career opportunities arising from it.  The Certificate II in Automotive (Technology Studies) is one such program which is designed to equip young people with vocational skills to prepare them for an automotive apprenticeship.

The Chamber recently hosted its second School Principal’s Forum to emphasise the magnitude of automotive career opportunities to high performing students and the industry’s need for skilled employees.  These forums have enabled the Chamber to acquire a greater understanding of school principals’ knowledge of VET in Schools programs and the relevant issues confronting their schools, with the intention of increasing student vocational training intake rates and delivering higher quality training outcomes.

The Chamber would like to propose some improvements to VET to reduce its complexities and enhance the quality of training outcomes for students, registered training organisations and employers.  Of importance, the Chamber supports improvements to resource allocations for training delivery and assessment due to the transition to the new Automotive Training Package, professional development programs for teachers and employers on aspects of the new training system, and improvements to the current mode of VET training delivery by clearly articulating the roles of teachers of VET and imposing a requirement upon teachers to upgrade their qualifications to meet the new standards.

RESPONSE TO TERMS OF REFERENCE:
A) An evaluation of the place of the new apprenticeships scheme within the national priorities set for Australia’s vocational education system and the appropriateness of those priorities, with particular reference to:
(i) resource allocation across the sector, between the states and territories and within program priorities:
The efficiency of resource allocation across the training sector, Australian states and territories and within program priorities, can be viewed by considering the allocation of resources to the following programs:-

· Pre-employment VET training delivery in TAFE and schools

· Apprenticeship and traineeship delivery by student contact hours

· Advanced skills training

PROGRAM PRIORITY RESOURCES
Pre-employment VET training:
Government funding for pre-employment VET training is most likely to diminish due to the need to allocate funds for the increasing numbers of apprentices projected to enter the industry.  The Automotive Industry Training Plan 2001 anticipates a 7% increase of trade apprentices by 2005.  The allocation of training funds by the Automotive Industry Training Plan requires that VET projections must be cost neutral, and to accommodate the projected increase in trade apprentice numbers, fund allocations will need to be limited in all other automotive VET courses.

Apprenticeship and traineeship VET:
Student contact hours funding for apprenticeships and traineeships is guaranteed by Government for all apprentices and trainees subject to a training agreement, however large variations exist in the number of funding hours and funding dollars per hour allocated to courses between Australian states and territories, and this will impact on the national consistency and quality of qualifications.  For instance, Victoria allocates 960 student contact hours for the Automotive Mechanics program, whilst NSW allocates 870 student contact hours for the Automotive Mechanics program.

Advanced skills training:
Advanced skills training is vital in order to keep workers and apprentices/trainees abreast with the ongoing pace of technological change, however government funds are primarily being allocated to the anticipated trade apprentice increases.

TRAINING SECTOR RESOURCES
Entrants without prior qualifications are given first preference for structured training in the automotive industry, and the policy of The Office of Training and Further Education also requires that training funds should only be available for employees who have been employed by the company for a minimum period of three months full time, or twelve months part time.

(ii) demographic distribution and equity of structured training opportunities:
The availability of structured training opportunities is dependent upon projected demand levels, which is brought about by economic growth in the industry and the demand for employment.  The availability of pre-employment VET training throughout schools and TAFE Institutes and the expansion of cheaper private training organisations has facilitated access to structured training options, although funding will most likely be projected at apprenticeships rather than pre-employment VET training in future.   Insufficient training opportunities exist in the traditional automotive trades which require high cost, capital intensive training, however.

(iii) opportunities for youth and older people:
The allocation of resources for new apprenticeships has been specifically targeted to young people and school leavers.  Older people are often denied entry level training due to state government criteria which requires that apprentices and trainees must be new employees to a business, whereas adults tend to already be employed in the existing workforce.  Older people may also be discriminated against undertaking entry level training due to recent increases to the adult apprenticeship award, whereby the weekly rate for a first year adult apprentice increased by $15.50 from 1 October, 1999.

(iv) the respective obligations of industry and government:
Government has encouraged the growth of traineeships in office administration, retail and cleaning operations, as all training for these courses is delivered on the job and at competitive, low costs.  Attractive employer incentives have been offered to employers in these industries, whereas employers in the traditional high cost trade areas have not been able to access the same financial incentives.  Contrary to the apparent focus of Government in promoting these Certificate II traineeships, the automotive industry has focussed upon providing quality training and skills development and significant resources have been devoted to achieving this goal.

Vacc policy/response:
- Government should increase resource allocations for training delivery and assessment as a result of the transition to implementation of the Automotive Training Package, and the obligations imposed upon apprentices, registered training organisations and employers in meeting the competency standards.

- The criteria for government allocation of training funds should be altered to reflect the fact that training should be delivered to applicants with prior qualifications in an unrelated industry who wish to commence employment in the automotive industry.  Applicants should not be disadvantaged from entering the industry if they wish to make a career change.  

- Structured training opportunities should also be made available to all workers, irrespective of whether they are a new or existing employee.

b) an evaluation of claims that the key objectives of the original new apprenticeships scheme, as agreed by the states and territories, are not being met:
(i) training outcomes are of diminishing quality:
The current curriculum based training system is highly prescriptive and lacks flexibility in training delivery.  Quality training outcomes are not forthcoming, as apprentices are only required to attend training at a TAFE Institute, where training is delivered directly by teachers or by self-paced learning and there is no mandatory requirement to undertake practical workplace assessments.

Implementation of the Automotive Training Package will be likely to result in improvements to training outcomes as the new system will require the formation of partnerships between the apprentice, employer and training organisation.  This will require the development of negotiated training plans, taking into consideration national vocational competencies with workplace requirements, and responsibilities for training delivery and assessment.

(ii) the system is more rather than less complex:
Widespread industry evidence exists to support the fact that the training system is too complicated due to the procedures involved in employing apprentices and trainees.  Compliance audits and satisfaction of legal requirements by training organisations predominate, rather than concern for the needs of industry.  A comparison of forms and procedures involved in employing apprentices prior to 1 May 1998 as opposed to post 1 May 1998, demonstrates that the training system has become less user friendly and more complicated.

The Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs has also instigated much policy on the run, and this has not been effectively communicated to industry.  New Apprenticeships Centres have not maintained close contact with Industry Training Boards and industry associations to keep them abreast of new developments.  In addition, the obligations imposed upon parties as a result of transition to the Automotive Training Package, and criteria governing access to subsidised training has increased the complexity of VET.

(iii) the system is being driven by financial incentives and targets rather than the needs of industry:
The training system promotes financial incentives to encourage businesses to employ apprentices and trainees.  Commonwealth and State Governments have introduced various training incentives to encourage employers to create employment and entry level training, and upgrade the existing skills of their employees.  Many employers have been attracted to the training system due to the promotion of financial incentives, without consideration of the obligation to train and assess apprentices and ensure the competency standards are satisfactorily achieved.

Group training companies who employ approximately 25% of all new apprenticeship commencements, are not encouraged to employ trade apprentices due to Commonwealth Government criteria which restricts their eligibility to obtain completion grants.  The group training company will only receive a $1250 commencement grant if the apprentice has not completed a pre-apprenticeship course and a $1250 progression grant, and therefore they will only obtain a possible $2,500 for employing a motor mechanic over a four year period.  In addition to this, it may cost a business in excess of $30,000 to employ and train a forth year apprentice and further restructuring has resulted in group training companies and general employers having to pay tax on incentives claimed.

By contrast, employment of Certificate III cleaning trainees and office administration trainees attracts a $4,000 grant over twelve months.  It would appear that the policies developed by the Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs in structuring incentive entitlements, clearly penalises businesses who are committed to quality training over a period of time.

VACC policy/response:
- The implementation of the Automotive Training Package will require the formation of quality partnerships between employers and training providers, in order to effectively deliver, assess and monitor attainment of competency standards leading to national qualifications.

- High priority needs to be placed upon professional development programs for employers and teachers in order to simplify their understanding of obligations of the new training system.

- The operations and procedures required to employ apprentices/trainees clearly need to be simplified for the benefit of employers.

- Automotive employers are eligible to receive Commonwealth employment incentives if they employ an apprentice who has previously completed automotive VET at school or TAFE.  This discriminates against employing those who have made a commitment to pursue a career in the industry and should be removed.
C) AN ASSESSMENT OF THE QUALITY OF PROVISION OF TECHNICAL AND FURTHER EDUCATION AND PRIVATE PROVIDERS IN THE DELIVERY OF NATIONALLY RECOGNISED AND NON-RECOGNISED VOCATIONAL EDUCATION AND TRAINING SERVICES AND PROGRAMS:

(i) the adequacy of administration, assessment and audit arrangements for registered training organisations and the credentials they issue:
Administration, assessment and audit arrangements for registered training organisations are stringent in Victoria.  Applications for approval to become a registered training organisation must be submitted to an approved State Government registered training consultant, and the consultant will forward the application to the Office of Training and Further Education for approval.  The training provider must be able to deliver training applicable to the qualification being issued, and demonstrate they have access to the required competencies, learning resources and a student recording system.  Training providers also need to successfully complete an assessor training program.

If the training organisation receives government funds for its operations, a compliance audit will occur at regular six monthly intervals, however if the organisation is not a recipient of government funds, the audit will take place on a random twelve monthly basis.  All audits assess the requirement imposed upon registered training organisations to have compulsory student record systems approved by OTFE.  The issue of a single qualification by a registered training organisation raises concerns from industry bodies as to whether a person is suitably qualified, however.

(ii) processes for the recognition of registered training organisations, the effectiveness of compliance audits and validations of registered training organisations, operations and sanctions for breaching the conditions of registration:

In accordance with the Vocational Education and Training Act 1990, a range of penalties can be imposed upon registered training organisations for breaches of compliance, including fines or removal of the registered training organisation’s status.

(iii) the level and quality of VET occurring within registered training organisations, including TAFE, private providers, workplaces and schools:

Information on the quality of national VET programs in registered training organisations highlights many deficiencies in the programs in place.  There is a lack of coordination and standardisation of curriculum taught at school, and a lack of support services for teachers as to the manner in which VET programs should be delivered in secondary schools and TAFE.  The CIA program has a standardised curriculum, however.

Difficulties are apparent with the delivery of VET in the workplace, as some organisations diligently nominate a mentor and induct apprentices into their workplace, however smaller businesses do not normally have the resources to undertake this.  Conflicts exist between industry and government sources over VET in schools policy, as Government encourages full time students to access training packages, however the industry is opposed to students undertaking practical assessments against industry competencies prior to obtaining employment as an apprentice or trainee.

(iv) the extent to which employers of apprentices and trainees are meeting their obligations to deliver training on the job, and the adequacy of monitoring arrangements:

Time and demands of the workplace sometimes renders it difficult for employers to provide structured, supervised training and many employers would prefer TAFE to assume responsibility for training.  Many employers do not understand what constitutes a competency standard and the criteria for assessing progress against the standards.

(vi) attainment of competencies under national training packages:

The framework for implementation of the national training packages is desirable as the Victorian Automotive best practice model recommends the registered training organisation, employer and apprentice negotiate a training plan to identify responsibility for training and assessment, (including workplace assessment).  In addition, an outline of the competencies to be attained during the training agreement and the need to use the industry training record book to measure the attainment of industry competencies, will be introduced.  Problems are apparent as secondary schools are often misinformed as to what constitutes a competency and they often incorrectly endorse competencies that school students have not attained.

(vii) the reasons for increasing rates of non-completion of apprenticeships and traineeships:
Many apprentices and trainees do not complete their training due to disillusionment with the training system.  The TAFE sector does not adequately cater for school students undertaking VET in TAFE, as school students may find it difficult to adjust to the self-paced competency based training standards in TAFE.  TAFE Institutes also do not adequately cater for the special learning requirements of those from non-English speaking backgrounds who have literacy problems.

VACC policy/response:
- TAFE and Government should initiate improvements to the current mode of training delivery by clearly articulating the roles and responsibilities of teachers of VET.

- Greater networking is needed between TAFE and schools to assist schools to understand the definition of competency standards and the criteria for assessing whether students have successfully achieved the standards.

- TAFE should be responsible for providing an induction which outlines the apprentice’s obligations and the consequences if they do not complete their schooling in the allocated time.

- Employer associations should provide professional development and ongoing monitoring for employers who provide VET work placements.

d) an examination of the impact on the quality and accessibility of VET resulting from the policy of growth through efficiencies and user choice in VET:

(i) viability of TAFE, particularly in regional Australia:
Criteria for the allocation of funding resources and the focus on fee-for-service threatens the viability of regional TAFE Institutes.  Regional TAFE has smaller student bases and it is more difficult to enter contractual arrangements for competitive tendering and obtain access to specialist equipment.  These difficulties are compounded by the fact that the increasing incidence of mergers between TAFE Institutes and universities is threatening the independence and viability of TAFE, as primary vocational education and training providers to industry.  

(ii) quality of structured training/teaching:
Government policies have removed the requirement imposed upon TAFE teachers to undergo professional teacher training.  Many TAFE Institutes employ teachers without consideration of their qualifications, on the condition that they possess expertise in the vocation being taught.

Other difficulties are apparent as Victorian TAFE teachers are not entitled to enrol in part time teaching courses, other than short courses in assessor/workplace training.   The implementation of the automotive training package will place high expectations upon TAFE teachers, however the system fails to recognise the importance of teaching qualifications.  TAFE Management does not train teachers to replace the ageing population of teachers, and instead commonly employs sessional teachers.

(iii) appropriateness of curriculum and learning resources:
Curriculum and learning resources utilised by the VET sector represent a problem, as most materials have been in use since the 1970’s and are obsolete.  Teachers have been responsible for devising their own resources in order to deliver the competency standards.

(v) effects of fees and charges on TAFE:

The provision of subsidised training schemes means that vocational education and training is generally within the financial resources of apprentices and trainees attending TAFE.  Subsidised training fees are generally only $11.00 per hour, however fee for service courses are more expensive.

VACC policy/response:
- Partnerships should be formed between industry bodies and TAFE Institutes to facilitate the survival of the regional TAFE sector.

- Teachers should be recruited from the industry under a training agreement to attend a university part time, complemented by assessed teaching experience.

- Government should provide professional development programs for teachers due to the advent of the Automotive Training Package and the need to understand the new training system.

- In future, the development of learning resources which reflects the competency standards in training packages will be a high priority.

e) an evaluation of the provision of Commonwealth and state employers’ subsidies:

(i) the effectiveness of existing subsidies arrangements in meeting national VET needs:

Criteria for employer eligibility to state and Commonwealth training subsidies has created confusion as to whether the subsidy provisions include existing workers.  The employer is entitled to access Commonwealth subsidies on the grounds that the apprentice undertakes an assessment against competency standards by a training organisation, and if the worker is 70% or more qualified, the employer does not qualify to receive Commonwealth subsidies.

f) an evaluation of the growth, breadth, effectiveness and future provision of vocational education in schools:
(i) the quality of provision of VET in both government and non-government schools:
The Office of Training and Further Education and The Department of Education need to ensure that schools abide by the guidelines required by VET standards.  The Certificate II in Automotive (Technology Studies) or CIA is a viable VET in Schools program and TAFE pre-employment model.  The CIA course is an approved Board of Studies course for Year 11 and Year 12 VCE students.  

However, VET students undertaking work placements are unlikely to meet the required automotive industry competency standards in the time allocated, yet automotive industry competency standards acknowledge that workplace assessments are vital as apprentices need to obtain repetitive experience on various systems and equipment.

VCE does not adequately accommodate vocational education into work placements due to difficulties in being able to fit work placements into the normal operations of school hours.  The participation rate in VET by VCE students is also low due to the impact of time required to be devoted by students towards improving their chances of obtaining university entry.

An employer survey on the relevance of skills acquired through vocational education and training in Australia during 1997, has indicated that 65% of employers believe the VET system provides graduates with skills appropriate to employers needs, but 84% were of the view that more work placements should be undertaken, and 75% of employers believed that the VET system needs to provide more practical job skills.

(ii) the relationship between vocational education in schools, and accredited training packages:
This issue needs to be investigated further by industry associations to ensure that strict procedures and policies are enforced and teaching staff are qualified.

(iv) accountability provisions for the funding of vocational education in schools:

Problems have been identified in relation to accountability for funding VET in Schools programs.  In particular, when a school becomes a registered training organisation, it can undertake to provide any type of training and teachers may have only completed a Train the Trainer program, without gaining a teaching qualification.

(v) school-to-work transitional arrangements:
The VET sector provides successful transition from school to work in most instances, as most courses aim to equip students with skills for jobs in industries where skill shortages are most prevalent.  However, schools that teach VET courses need to continually liaise with industry associations to ensure they updated with new changes.

VACC policy/response:
- Criteria for entry to university should be determined on the basis of students’ complete programs of study, which may include VET subjects in addition to academic subjects.  This may increase the participation rate in VET courses by VCE students and provide for more adequate integration of VCE studies with VET work placements.

g) an assessment of the consistency, validity and accessibility of statistical information on the performance of national VET systems, especially relating to apprenticeships and traineeships:

Data on the nature and scope of recognised VET activity differs between schools across various states and territories.  Data on VET activity are reported by some jurisdictions in the national VET collection, whilst other jurisdictions do not yet collect or report data consistent with the Australian VET Management Information Statistical Standard.
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