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The Victorian Government’s Commitment to Training and Further Education

The skills of our workforce are the key to Victoria’s, and Australia’s, future competitiveness.  Vocational education and training has a vital role to play in creating the skills required to be internationally competitive, in providing young people with pathways to employment, in reskilling the existing workforce to deal with technological change, and in providing access to education and employment for those who are not suited by the current academic focus in our schools.

Currently in Victoria, there are 14 TAFE Institutes, 5 Universities with TAFE Divisions, over 1,000 registered private providers of VET, over 450 Adult Community Education (ACE) organisations and 24 funded Group Training Companies.  These deliver training to over 530,000 students.  The annual investment of the Victorian and Commonwealth Governments in this system is in the order of $700m.  

This commitment to TAFE has grown since the ANTA Agreement came into force in 1994.  There were 331,900 students in VET in Victoria in 1994, compared to 429,100 in 1998.  This growth was driven primarily by increases in Commonwealth funding under the first ANTA agreement, and a decline in funding per contact hour to providers.

Despite this growth in funding and places available, further expansion will be needed to meet increasing demand forecast over the next five years.  Developing strategies to meet continually growing demand for training is a key challenge facing Australian governments. 

TAFE also has a vital role to play in addressing one of the major issues facing Australia – youth unemployment and its associated social problems.  The skills provided to young people today will be the foundation of their careers and future contributions to society, and of Australia’s future prosperity.  Yet Australia is in danger of failing to meet the Finn targets for educational participation adopted by all governments in 1991.  With school retention rates falling, but participation in higher education at internationally high levels, any expansion in education for young people is likely to come largely through vocational education.

The Victorian Government is committed to meeting these challenges.  The policies of the Government feature: a new focus on post compulsory education, independent of existing sectoral boundaries; increased funding for TAFE; and incentives for continued growth in apprenticeships and traineeships in key areas.  These policies are outlined in more detail below.

Victoria is committed to the national system of vocational education and training.  In particular, progress has been made in improving the portability of qualifications, fitting the training offered under training packages to industry needs, expanding the occupations and industries covered by apprenticeships and traineeships, and improving cooperation in addressing the issues common to TAFE systems nationwide.  However, there remain areas of significant concern to the Victorian government, and this submission highlights the improvements that can, and must, be made.

Future Challenges for Vocational Education and Training in Australia

There are significant challenges facing the national training system in the near future.  Underlying these challenges is the expansion in demand for TAFE, which creates pressure for TAFE systems to do more, while resources are likely to remain limited.

Growth in demand for TAFE has been strong during the 1990s.  In 1998, TAFE Institutes and other Registered Training Organisations in Victoria delivered TAFE programs (excluding personal enrichment programs) to 428,427 students.  This was an increase of  2.6% over 1997 and built on increases in enrolments of 7.6% in 1996 and 5.5% in 1997.   

Strong demand for TAFE programs is forecast to continue.  Factors which are expected to contribute to this demand include:

· Economic growth, which creates demand for training in additional jobs both in existing industries and the emerging growth sectors.  Victoria experienced a 7.4% increase in skilled vacancies over the year to July 1999, and skill shortages are evident in a number of occupations.  These occupations span a range of industries, including areas where apprenticeships have traditionally been the main source of entry-level skills, but also emerging industries where there is not a strong tradition of employment-based or other structured training.

· Increased demand for retraining created by rapid technological change and the requirement for people to change jobs and careers several times over a lifetime.

· Strong growth in apprenticeship training resulting from the reform of apprenticeships and traineeships, their extension to new industry and occupational areas as national training packages continue to be implemented, continued high levels of Commonwealth incentives for the employment of apprentices and trainees, and economic growth.

· Continued national and State efforts to market TAFE, especially to early school leavers.

· Increasing numbers of school leavers choosing TAFE.  The number of 15-19 year olds in TAFE in Victoria grew by 24.7% in 1998, building on 12.1% growth in 1997.  

· An increasing number of higher education graduates studying TAFE programs to increase their practical skills, nationally an increase of 3% from 1995 to 8% in 1997.

· The recognition by industry and the community more generally that a skilled workforce is essential for the efficient use of technology, improvements in product quality and to remain competitive in a global economy.

Modelling recently conducted by the Office of Training and Further Education projects demand for TAFE in Victoria to rise from 428,427 students and 86.7m contact hours in 1998 to between 494,640 and 513,340 students requiring between 100m and 105m contact hours by 2005.  This represents an annual growth rate of 2.2-2.8%.  The resource implications of such a growth in demand are considerable.

Past growth in demand has been met through two main strategies – the provision of Commonwealth growth funding between 1994 and 1997, and, particularly in Victoria, reductions in the funding provided for each contact hour delivered.  In negotiating the second ANTA Agreement in 1997, States were placed under sustained pressure from the Commonwealth to adopt the concept of growth through efficiencies.  Cutting off Commonwealth growth funds has placed significant strain on State training systems. 

Funding pressures coming from the Commonwealth and the previous State government have put Victorian TAFE Institutes in a difficult financial position.  Of the 19 major public TAFE providers in Victoria, four are in serious financial difficulties, and five other Institutes have been assessed as medium risks.  The Victorian Government will provide an extra $35m over four years to TAFE Institutes, and a further $14.7m over the same period to regional Institutes, to restore their financial position and increase the quality of training they are able to deliver.

Adding to the pressures on the TAFE system is the need for an increased effort in training young people, particularly those aged 15-19.  In 1991, Australian governments endorsed the targets proposed by the Finn Report into young people’s participation in post compulsory education and training.  These targets are:

· By 2001, 95% of 19 year-olds should have completed Year 12 or an initial post-school qualification or be participating in education or training.

· By 2001 at least 60% of 22 year-olds will have completed at  least a vocational certificate (level 3) or made progress toward a vocational qualification above level 3 or a diploma or degree.

Under the methodology recommended by Finn, the achievement of the 19 year old target is in jeopardy.  Compared to the target of 95% by 2001, 81.1% of Australian 19 year olds met these requirements in 1998.  In Victoria the figure was 83.1%.  Progress towards the 22 year old target is better.  In 1998, only 50.2% of Australian 22 year olds, and 54% of Victorians, met these requirements, compared to the target of 60% by 2001.

With skills set to become the primary source of competitive advantage and economic growth in the next century, Australia can ill afford to miss meeting the Finn targets.  Even if the targets are met, this will only be a first step in addressing Australia’s poor performance in OECD comparisons of the qualifications profile of its population.

With secondary school retention rates falling, but high levels of participation in higher education by international standards, the challenge for Australia is to find ways to meet the needs of those young people not suited by the academic focus of much post compulsory education in Australia.  It is these young people who are currently missing out, and it is from this group that any further increase in participation will need to come.

If TAFE participation among young people increases without extra resources being made available, other groups will miss out on training.  The Victorian Government has made extra resources available to offer a broader range of vocational options to young people, and for extra apprenticeships and traineeships targeted specifically at the long-term unemployed.  The need to provide our young people with skills for their future careers and Australia’s future competitiveness is a national problem, not one unique to Victoria, and the Commonwealth needs to take some responsibility for funding an increase in participation.

The Victorian Government has committed to undertake a review of post compulsory education in Victoria, with the aim of finding ways to allow young people to study a mixture of vocational and academic subjects that suits them in the settings that will most assist their learning.  

Increasing the amount of training provided to young people is prominent among the pressures currently placed on TAFE systems.  The combination of the many roles that the community expects TAFE to perform is creating difficulties in meeting rapidly growing demand.  These tasks will be difficult to achieve at current levels of resourcing.

The Policies of the Victorian Government

The policies of the Victorian Government seek to build on the strengths of the current system, address some of its key deficiencies and position it to meet future challenges.  The key policy initiatives relevant to the terms of reference for this Inquiry are outlined below.

The Government will free up funding arrangements so that students can complete their Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE) in a variety of settings, including schools, TAFE Institutes and community based providers; open up a new range of vocational programs that students can complete as an alternative to the VCE; and greatly expand the range of vocational programs available to VCE students.

To simplify the granting of post compulsory qualifications, the Victorian Board of Studies and the State Training Board will be amalgamated into a single qualification Board.  This change will assist in breaking down the artificial boundaries that currently exist between education sectors.

Regional post compulsory committees will be established to bring together schools, industry, TAFE institutes, other training providers, universities and local government.  Regional provision plans, which will be developed in partnership with the committees, will enable local communities, schools and TAFE providers to respond to local skill shortages and tackle unemployment.

Students at risk of leaving school early will be supported through individual school to work plans.  These plans will be based on students’ interests and readiness for work and will provide for a combination of study, work experience and job-related training, to ensure a smooth transition from school to employment, training or higher education.  Initially, five pilot programs will be funded in areas of high unemployment and low retention rates.

As part of the Government’s commitment to restore public infrastructure in the TAFE system, an additional $35m will be provided over the next four years to TAFE institutes so they can better meet the training needs of Victorians.  This will address the financial problems created by low levels of funding and the impact of excessive competition.

Training in rural and regional areas will receive particular attention.  $14.7m over four years will be allocated to regional TAFE institutes to take account of the additional costs they face.

The Government’s policy is to freeze user choice and competitive funding at 1999 contestability levels for a minimum of 12 months to allow time to assess the desirability of further competition in the training market.

The Government has set a target of an unemployment rate of 5% by the end of its first term.  This is a realistic target based on Victoria’s ability to reduce unemployment to below the national average, as has historically been the case.  Vocational education and training has a key role in achieving this target, and some specific initiatives designed to achieve this are outlined below.

Organisations receiving government funds will be required to demonstrate a commitment to youth recruitment by meeting specified targets for the employment of young people in appropriate areas.  As part of this approach competitive recognition will be provided to government contractors that demonstrate a commitment to employing apprentices and trainees in appropriate areas.

The Government will provide 2,035 public sector apprenticeships and traineeships in its first term of government at a budget of $34.93m over four years.  At least 600 of these positions will be provided to long term unemployed young people.

To support long term unemployed teenagers the Government will provide an additional State subsidy of $1,250 per trainee/apprentice for 2,500 disadvantaged or long term unemployed each year.

The Government will also establish partnerships with the private sector to increase the number of available traineeships and apprenticeships in industries or occupations experiencing skill shortages.  Through these partnerships the Government will provide an annual wage subsidy of $1,000 a place to recruit an additional 4,732 apprentices and trainees into occupations experiencing skill shortages. 

The Government will provide up to $400,000 a year to its Learning Towns Program.  This program will provide five rural and regional centres with funding to employ a coordinator to foster cooperative partnerships between ACE providers, educational institutes and the local community and to integrate economic, social and educational development. 

The Government will also provide up to $3.6m a year to groups of ACE providers and Neighbourhood Houses to assist them to develop strategies to improve marketing advice and support; information technology advice and support; data collection; and, local and regional education and training needs analysis.
Key Issues for the Inquiry to Consider

In reporting on its terms of reference, the Victorian Government asks the Inquiry to consider the issues outlined below.

Post Compulsory Education

Young people require a range of training options which provide them with pathways into meaningful work and further study.  Access to an appropriate mix of training for each individual should not be constrained by sectoral boundaries and administrative inflexibility. 

The Victorian Government is committed to opening up the options of post compulsory education and training to all young people.  Victoria’s primary goal in this area is the retention of 15 to 19 year olds in education and training programs which meet their individual needs and broaden their opportunities for employment.  Those most at risk of not making the transition from school to work will be supported through individual school to work plans.

To this end, the Victorian Government is currently reviewing post compulsory education with a view to creating a coherent post compulsory education and training system which can meet a range of individual student needs and ensure pathways to work or further study.  It is expected that VET in Schools will be one of a number of options within this system, with a focus on developing consistent pathways from VET in Schools programs to TAFE, university and employment.

There are 15,445 VET in Schools students in Victoria in 1999, an increase of 75% over the 8,813 enrolled in 1998.  This growth is expected to continue as these programs become more widely available and improved pathways are developed linking VET in Schools to other education and work options.

A major issues for VET in Schools is how this growth in participation can be funded.  The initial funding provided by ANTA has proven to be inadequate to deal with current levels of growth, let alone the growth that can be anticipated in future.  The gap has had to be made up from State budgets.  VET in Schools often involves small class sizes and requires access to equipment that is not currently available in schools. Schools are simply not in a position to absorb these extra costs without extra support.

The review of post compulsory education will take into account a recent evaluation of VET in Schools undertaken for the Department of Education by the Educational Outcomes Unit, University of Melbourne. The evaluation found positive results for this cohort with:

· a wide range of destinations attesting to the fact that these programs are used by students wishing  to enter university, TAFE and employment; and 

· positive outcomes for 9 out of ten students with only 10.9 per cent of the cohort unemployed in 1998. 

· A high proportion of VET in Schools graduates went on to enrol in TAFE programs (31%) or were employed as apprentices and trainees (17%).  

One impediment to the continued operation of VET in Schools as a pathway into apprenticeships and traineeships is the current Commonwealth policy of not paying commencement payments to employers of apprentices and trainees who have a qualification at Certificate II in the same industry.  This policy is not widely known, and is not considered by young people choosing to study VET in Schools or pre-apprenticeship courses at Certificate II.  Because of this lack of transparency, young people are being misled into obtaining Certificate II qualifications that actually place them at a disadvantage when they attempt to gain apprenticeship or traineeship positions. 

The policy also disadvantages people who find that their qualifications are effectively useless due to the passage of time or the closure of major employers in an industry or region. 

A more equitable policy would be the following:

· Commencement incentives would be available in respect of all commencing apprentices and trainees who:

· Do not have a qualification at Certificate III or above and have not been the subject of such a payment in the past, or

· Have a qualification at Certificate I or II for which a commencement incentive has been paid, and are beginning employment with a new employer in an unrelated industry.

· If budgetary considerations required further targeting of incentives, an age limit could be imposed on the granting of incentives.

· Incentives could also be made available in the following cases:

· Where a person had been out of the workforce for twelve months or longer; or

· Where employer closure(s) made previous qualifications effectively useless in a particular region, assessed on a case-by-case basis.

Victoria welcomes the current review of this policy, and hopes that it will lead to a more equitable policy along the lines outlined above.

More generally, there is a need for TAFE to focus on young people as a key client group.  While retraining for the existing workforce is also vital to Australia’s future, it is young people who are at most risk if they fail to receive appropriate training, and who are least able to independently access and finance relevant training.

The Quality of Training under Apprenticeships and Traineeships

The introduction of the New Apprenticeships reforms on 1 January 1998 created an almost immediate expansion in the number of apprentices and trainees in training, the number of providers delivering this training, and the range of industries and occupations in which training was delivered.  This creates a particular challenge for monitoring and quality assurance. 

Victoria has a number of mechanisms in place to assure the quality of training delivered to apprentices and trainees.  Major mechanisms include:

· All apprentices and trainees are required to enrol with a registered training organisation (RTO).  No incentives are paid to employers until apprentices and trainees are enrolled with an RTO and a Training Plan has been completed.

· In recent times, an expanded audit program has been put in place.  Up to 20% of employers of apprentices and trainees are audited annually to ensure the quality of their on-the-job training.  Random and responsive audits of RTOs and Group Training Companies are also conducted.  200 RTOs per year are audited to check their on-going compliance with the Australian Recognition Framework (ARF).  New RTOs are assessed for their capacity to comply with the ARF prior to registration, and then audited during the first year of registration.  RTOs may also be audited if there are complaints received about any aspect of their operations.  The Victorian Government is committed to increasing audit activity and reviewing audit processes and procedures.

· The expanded audit will have a strong risk management focus.  The revised monitoring strategy will be based on a risk assessment of key policy and program areas, and on industry and operational intelligence. This approach is evident in a program of audits of identified high risk industry sectors that is currently underway.

· In extreme cases, employers may have their approval to train apprentices and trainees withdrawn.

While the majority of employers and RTOs are found to be complying fully with the requirements of their contracts, there are some aspects of the current system, particularly in certain industry sectors, that do not support quality training.  In relation to apprenticeships and traineeships, some particular concerns focus on on-the-job training, specifically:

· RTOs who subcontract training delivery to other training organisations who may be untested or inappropriate;

· The employment of inappropriately qualified or experienced trainers and assessors;

· Issuing qualifications to trainees who may not have the competencies specified in the training package or course;

· Inadequate assessment, poor records of assessment and inappropriate assessment instruments.

Audits show that these problems are most prevalent in short traineeships, which tend to be delivered by private providers.

In response to this, a program of targeted audits has been put in place in industries which seem to be having particular problems.  More intensive audit mechanisms are also being implemented, supplementing existing desktop audit procedures with interviews.  There is a need for all audits of training to focus more on quality than has been the case, in addition to the current focus on delivery. 

Quality assurance is an issue that should be addressed on a national basis to guarantee the transferability of qualifications.  Industry expects that qualifications will be nationally portable and of a uniform standard, and the issue must be addressed thoroughly at the national level through quality assurance mechanisms that are nationally agreed.

Many of the problems with the quality of traineeships, in particular, come when employers’ primary motivation for involvement is to access incentive payments.  This was most evident during the period when Commonwealth incentives were available for existing employees.  Where access to financial incentives was the primary motivation, there was little incentive for employers to ensure that training was of a high quality, genuinely delivering new skills, or even taking place at all.  The effects of this extend beyond the impact on Commonwealth and State budgets to a devaluing of VET qualifications in general, with implications for people who have already attained them through quality training.

The structure of Commonwealth incentives currently creates some potential for inappropriate practices, especially in occupations such as Cleaning and Security Operations where Certificate II and III qualifications are nested and can be completed within twelve months.  In this situation, large amounts of money can be accessed in a short time period with very little training taking place, especially if employees are already largely competent.  This is not illegal under current arrangements, but incentives to behave in this way need to be reviewed.

It is likely that the marketing of apprenticeships and traineeships primarily as a means of accessing employer incentives is contributing to poor completion rates for some courses.  In 1997, only around 30% of trainees studying at AQF Level 2 completed their contracts of training, compared to around 50% in the previous two years.  Such low completion rates are likely to result partly from people enrolling in inappropriate courses where participation is driven by employers’ desire to access incentives, rather than training considerations.  Employer incentives need to be presented and structured as an extra incentive for employers to make a genuine training effort, rather than as the main reason to become involved in training.

In summary, while Victoria currently has a range of mechanisms in place to assure the quality of training delivered to apprentices and trainees, the Victorian Government retains concerns about the quality of some training delivered in the workplace.  The pace of change in the system and the number of employers and providers involved mean that quality assurance remains a difficult task.  

These concerns have most recently been highlighted by the Schofield report into the quality of traineeships in Queensland, and the establishment of a similar inquiry in Tasmania.  Such an inquiry is planned in Victoria, to ensure that the quality mechanisms currently in place are effective, and to identify further initiatives to improve and assure quality.  

Appropriate Levels and Mechanisms for Resourcing Apprenticeships and Traineeships

Rapid growth in apprenticeships and traineeships has been a prominent part of the overall growth in demand for TAFE described above.  This creates specific financial pressures, as apprenticeships and traineeships are appropriately recognised as a priority for funding.  Any increase in the number of publicly funded apprentices and trainees reduces the number of places available in other government funded programs.  

The response of the previous Victorian government to this growth in demand was to cut funding per student contact hour to the lowest levels in Australia.  This forced all TAFE providers to cut costs, with a significant impact on staff development, maintenance and other areas that can not be neglected without reducing the quality of training provided.  It is no longer possible to meet continually growing demand through further efficiencies.

The Victorian Government is absolutely committed to apprenticeships and traineeships as one of the most effective pathways available for Australia’s young people to enter the world of work and develop the skills needed by employers.  This is backed up by a series of strategies to increase apprentice and trainee numbers in Victoria, ranging from direct employment of apprentices and trainees in the public sector to developing closer partnerships with private employers.  Many of these policy initiatives target incentives to key areas, notably occupations experiencing skill shortages and the long-term unemployed.  

After recent growth in apprenticeships and traineeships overall, the challenge now is to concentrate government funding, incentives and promotional efforts in areas where there are skill shortages.  While training is required across the economy, government efforts need to be directed to areas of strategic importance.  This needs to include a regional perspective, in addition to identifying occupations where there are national skill shortages.

This is an area in which Commonwealth-State cooperation is particularly important.  All incentives available and information provided to employers need to provide a consistent message, favour training in areas of national priority, and avoid creating excessive calls on State training budgets without appropriate compensation.

If demand for apprenticeships and traineeships continues to grow, State and Commonwealth governments will need to reconsider the appropriate level of funding for TAFE, to ensure that other priorities continue to be met.

The Need to Reskill the Existing Workforce

Increased global competition and rapid changes in technology and work practices make reskilling the existing workforce important for future competitiveness. Increased funding for apprenticeships, traineeships and other forms of entry-level training should not come at the expense of training for those already in employment.  

The Commonwealth needs to be creative in developing options for reskilling the existing workforce without diverting funding from training people entering the workforce.  There needs to be a national discussion to develop new and innovative options to give employers and employees an incentive to develop the skills of the workforce.

The Effects of Recent Reform on the Viability of TAFE Institutes

TAFE Institutes are the cornerstone of the national vocational education and training effort, providing 85% of government funded training in Victoria. TAFE Institutes have been required to operate in a context of consistent reductions in the funding they receive for each student contact hour they deliver and increased competition from private providers.

As a result, TAFE Institutes in Victoria are in a difficult financial position.  Four TAFE Institutes are in serious difficulties, and five others have been assessed as medium risks.  There is evidence that maintenance and staff development have been casualties of recent cost-cutting.  At the same time, meeting future skill needs and student demands will require new investments in technological infrastructure and a shift in staffing profile to emerging industries.

As part of its commitment to public infrastructure, the Government will be investing $35m in TAFE Institutes over the next four years, with an additional $14.7m provided to regional Institutes in recognition of the additional costs they face and the role they play in their communities as education providers, employers, and centres for community activity.  

User Choice has resulted in a large amount of funding being withdrawn from TAFE Institutes.  Private providers have concentrated on low cost areas, leaving TAFE Institutes to deliver high cost training at inadequate funding levels.  Currently in Victoria, 88% of apprentices are at TAFE Institutes, while 77% of traineeships, which are generally cheaper to deliver, are at private providers.  These short-term traineeships are the area where audits have revealed most concerns about the quality of training delivered.

In response to concerns about the viability of TAFE Institutes, Victoria will freeze contestable funding at 1999 levels for a minimum of twelve months, pending a review of the desirability of increased competition. 

The implementation of national policies driven by a desire for increased competition and efficiency needs to take account not only of the impact on the quality of training, but also of the need to maintain a viable network of TAFE Institutes, and in particular of the role played by regional Institutes in their local communities.  Preserving the TAFE infrastructure built up from years of public investment needs to be a primary concern in resourcing TAFE.

Increasing Commonwealth-State Cooperation

Generally, the process for agreeing national directions through the various arrangements surrounding ANTA works well.  While there will always be areas of disagreement and room for improvement, there are adequate opportunities for consultation and discussion, and consensus positions are usually developed.

Problems sometimes arise, however, where unilateral actions are taken outside the agreed national processes.  The actions of all Commonwealth agencies need to be assessed for their impact on State training systems and budgets.

Apprenticeships and traineeships are an area of particular concern.  States and Territories are committed to fund all apprentices and trainees who are attracted to the system by Commonwealth initiatives.  Where the Commonwealth succeeds in increasing numbers, the impacts on State and Territory budgets can be significant.  

Victoria remains committed to funding all apprenticeships and traineeships for new employees.  This training remains one of the most valuable paths to employment for our young people.  However, increasing numbers in some occupations and regions is of particular importance to the economy, and efforts to increase numbers need to target these areas.

The Commonwealth attempts to increase apprentice and trainee numbers in a number of ways.  Marketing, direct liaison with employers and industry bodies, the provision of employer incentives, and the operation of Commonwealth-funded bodies such as New Apprenticeship Centres (NACs) are all significant areas of Commonwealth influence.  

It is vital that Commonwealth initiatives are targeted to areas of national priority, and their impact discussed with States and Territories before implementation.

The decision to pay employer incentives for existing employees stands out as an example of unilateral action by the Commonwealth having a large impact on the States.  Faced with this threat to its ability to deliver training to all apprentices and trainees, Victoria was forced to restrict funding to existing employees, in order to focus public funding on new entrants to the workforce.  Victoria welcomes the Commonwealth’s decision to apply a similar focus to its employer incentives program.

A focus on priority areas is also lacking in the operation and funding of New Apprenticeship Centres (NACs).   NACs receive the same funding for each commencement processed, regardless of occupation or industry.  This creates incentives for NACs to concentrate on ‘easy’ commencements, with funding implications for States and Territories, who find themselves funding a large number of apprenticeships and traineeships which do not necessarily match State and national economic priorities.  Low completion rates in some areas suggest that little value is being gained from this investment.  There are also some cases where providers of NAC services also operate as training providers, creating conflicts of interest, and moving their behaviour further from national priorities.
Summary

Victoria is committed to a strong national system of vocational education and training, providing Australians with the skills needed for economic competitiveness and fulfilling careers in the future. This Inquiry provides a welcome opportunity to reflect on those areas that still need work if this goal is to be achieved.  Action that is targeted to identified priority areas will enable the national system to move forward and meet the challenges created by increasing demand for TAFE.

Victoria asks the inquiry to pay particular attention to the following issues in addressing its terms of reference:

· The need for an integrated approach to post compulsory education.  More attention needs to be paid to those young people whose needs are not met by current educational options.  An expansion of vocational education in schools, and more access to training in non-school settings for young people, will be needed to increase participation and ensure all young Australians have access to the skills they will need in the future.  A specific concern is the current policy on employer incentives for people with prior qualifications, which disadvantages young people who make efforts to gain skills in their chosen field.

· The resource implications of an increase in participation by young people.  TAFE caters for a broad range of groups, and an increase in participation by young people needs to be adequately resourced if the necessary reskilling of the existing workforce is to continue.  Both State and Commonwealth Governments have a role in ensuring adequate resources are made available.  Increased funding for training for young people is a strong feature of the Victorian Government’s policies.

· The need to ensure the quality of training provided under apprenticeships and traineeships.  The recent inquiry into this issue in Queensland, the inquiry underway in Tasmania, and that planned in Victoria will provide a basis for addressing these concerns.  A major role for the Commonwealth is to ensure that quality control mechanisms are agreed nationally, and that employer incentives are structured to reward genuine, quality training.

· Appropriate levels of resourcing for apprenticeships and traineeships.  Victoria has responded to increasing demand for TAFE with a significant injection of funds, both for TAFE in general and to encourage targeted growth in apprenticeships and traineeships.  Commonwealth actions need to be developed in a consultative manner, and target initiatives to increase apprentice and trainee numbers to priority areas.

· The need to continue reskilling the existing workforce.  Creative strategies need to be developed to provide training for those already in employment without diverting funds from other training priorities.

· The ongoing viability of TAFE Institutes.  Policies driven by a focus on competition and growth through efficiencies have created serious financial problems for Victorian TAFE Institutes.  Preserving the extensive public infrastructure that currently exists needs to be a prominent consideration in future resourcing decisions.

· Improvements to Commonwealth-State cooperation.  The national system generally functions well.  However, some unilateral Commonwealth decisions have created problems for States and Territories.  An area requiring particular attention is the impact of Commonwealth attempts to increase apprentice and trainee numbers, where these are not targeted to priority areas or backed up by additional funding for training.  
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