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1.
Introduction

Retailing is the largest employing industry in Australia.  In addition the DETYA study Workforce 2005 estimated that one in five new jobs created in the decade ending 2005 will be in the retail sector.  Retailers have traditionally not used the formal vocational education and training system (VET) preferring enterprise based training.  The lack of formal qualifications in the industry has contributed to a community perception that retailing is an unskilled industry.  In fact retail staff are skilled, but generally lack formal credentials due to the inability of the VET system to adequately cater for the particular needs of employees and employers in the sector.

The reforms to the national VET System that have been introduced since the mid 1980's have assisted in redressing many of the problems associated with formal training in the retail industry.  The most recent round of reforms, which introduced the National Training Framework and New Apprenticeships have provided the next step in the development of a flexible, industry driven framework to support learning for retailers.

This paper outlines the views of the Australian Retailers Association on these reforms and provides comments on specific aspects of the Terms of Reference.

2.
The Australian Retailers Association

The Australian Retailers Association (ARA) is the peak industry body representing the retail sector in Australia.  It has over 10,000 members ranging in size from the nation's largest employers (Coles Myer and Woolworths) to small single operators.  Over 90% of the membership employ less than 20 people and therefore fall into the small business category.

Retailing employs 14% of the total workforce making it the largest employing industry in Australia.  ARA members employ over 70% of the retail workforce with nearly 75% of all retail sales transacted in stores operated by ARA members.  The Association has divisions or affiliated bodies in each Australian state and territory.

3.
The ARA's Approach to Employment, Education and Training

The ARA is committed to ensuring that the retail industry has access to an appropriate pool of skilled and qualified workers so that our members can operate productive and profitable retail businesses.  The ARA is involved in the areas of employment, education and training at three discrete but interrelated levels.  These are:

Systemic Level

The ARA has been an active participant in Commonwealth and State committees and working groups established to review and advise on the employment, education and training systems.  In addition, the Director of Employment, Education and Training is a member of the Board of the Australian Student Traineeship Foundation (ASTF).

Through these committees the views of the industry in relation to the structure and operation of the VET system are promoted.

Industry Level

The ARA is an active participant in the WRAPS ITAB network (National Retail and Wholesale and Personal Services Council).  An ARA representative is Co-Chair of National WRAPS and member companies and ARA nominees are represented on the national and state ITAB councils.  Through this involvement the ARA has been able to have significant input into the development of the National Retail Training System (NRTS).  Further information on the NRTS can be provided to the Committee if required.

Enterprise Level

The ARA operates registered training organizations in most states and also has an affiliated group training company, (Retail Group Training & Employment) which employs over 350 trainees in NSW, Victoria, Queensland and South Australia.  The NSW Division of the ARA operated a New Apprenticeship Centre (NAC) during the first contract period but chose to form an alliance with another industry association to provide NAC services in the new contract period.

The ARA through key Association staff and member companies has an in depth knowledge of the operations of the VET system at all levels, its relationship with the broader education system and more importantly its relevance to the retail industry.

4.
Training and Learning in the Retail Industry

Retailers have always provided training for staff.  The level and quality of training has varied depending upon the size and sector in which a particular enterprise operated.  Major corporations such as McDonald's, Coles Myer and Woolworths have seen training as an important component in ensuring their ongoing viability.

Traditionally the craft focus of the Australian VET system has meant that the majority of publicly funded training has been in manufacturing and selected areas of the commercial sector.  Entry level pathways combining employment and learning through apprenticeship arrangements were available in only a limited range of areas until the introduction of traineeships in the mid 1980's.

The retail industry has embraced traineeships as a mechanism for attracting young people into the industry and currently employs in excess of 5000 trainees across the country.  In addition, retailers have utilized traditional apprenticeships in such areas as pastry cooking, butchery and hairdressing.

The reforms to the VET System have assisted in the development of a learning culture within the retail sector.  Major corporations have established themselves as registered training organizations to enable them to tailor training to the needs of their particular enterprise within the context of national training arrangements. The development of "on job" training has made the system more accessible to small business.

The introduction of training packages, under the most recent reforms in 1994, has made it easier for retailers to offer accredited training.  The previous accreditation process, which focused on curriculum, was extremely onerous and in most cases not worth the effort to ensure formal recognition of skills developed in enterprise based training courses.

The achievement of vocational qualifications through apprenticeship type arrangements had been restricted to a limited range of industry sectors, most of which have experienced marginal to negative employment growth over the past two decades.

The service sectors of retail, hospitality and tourism, which have had the greatest job growth, have only had significant vocational pathways leading to recognized qualifications in place in most areas for a little over 12 years.

As a result the level of VET qualifications in the retail industry is significantly below other industries.  This in part explains why Australia has a lower VET qualifications profile than other OECD countries.

Retailers are beginning to utilize the National Retail Training System as a component of broader human resource management arrangements.  The competencies identified in training packages not only provide skill benchmarks to support learning programs but also assist in the identification of recruitment criteria, the establishment of performance management systems and the development of job descriptions for particular positions.

The competencies contained in the Retail Training Package provide a template to assist in the development of people management strategies within the context of a business's overall strategic direction.  The benefits of such an approach for organizational performance were identified in a recent study undertaken by the University of Technology of the retail company Lowes-Manhattan Menswear.  The study showed that trainees have better retention rates and sales performance than other staff leading to an improved bottom line (see Attachment One).

5.
The National Training Framework, Training Packages and their importance for the creation of a VET System that supports life long learning

The VET accreditation process that existed prior to 1994 was unwieldy and required a training organization or business to submit a detailed curriculum document to the various state accreditation agencies for assessment and approval.  Approval provided the right to deliver accredited training and hence receive public funding.

The introduction of the National Training Framework recognizes that the pace of change can no longer support an accreditation process which focused on evaluating and accrediting the processes for how people learn (eg curriculum model). The new system verifies whether people have the skills that the learning is intended to achieve (eg competency model).

In many ways the National Training Framework is the next step in the evolution to a competency based training system.  It is a key component in the creation of a less complex and more responsive arrangement that better meets the needs of employers and employees by providing a nationally consistent, flexible, industry driven learning system.

The need to shift towards a  "demand driven" system was a pivotal recommendation of a review of the VET system undertaken for ANTA by Dr Vince Fitzgerald under the previous Labor Government.  This review quite rightly recognized that future VET reforms had to be consistent with the needs of industry.

Under training packages registered training organizations (RTOs) are required to issue qualifications that certify that people can "do certain things" not merely that they have undertaken a training program.  Training packages recognize that people learn in a myriad of ways and provide RTOs with the flexibility to tailor learning and assessment arrangements to the particular needs of individuals or enterprises while maintaining a nationally consistent quality framework based on the effective validation of competence.

This is essential given the rapid pace of change that is occurring in the broader community and within particular industries, the emerging opportunities to support learning through the internet and the trend for individuals to want products and services tailored to their particular needs ( mass customerisation).

6.
The implications of the reforms for the Retail Sector

The ARA believes the introduction of the National Training Framework and associated reforms is merely the next step in a VET reform process that commenced in the 1980s. The reforms, therefore, have to be reviewed in the context of an evolutionary process that aims to create a nationally consistent, responsive and efficient VET system that meets the skill needs of individuals, specific industries and the nation.

The retail sector has made significant progress in establishing a national training system. Students can undertake retail courses in their senior years of high school, traineeships develop the skills required up to middle management level and links are in place with Universities to provide articulation with tertiary courses. Processes are available to provide formal recognition of the skills of long term workers in the industry.

Despite this progress further effort is required to remove a number of remaining impediments. These impediments exist because of the failure of the state training systems to appropriately respond to the needs of a nationally driven training system. These issues include:

Accreditation of Registered Training Organizations

The ARA was disappointed that proposals to establish an industry driven, quality assurance mechanisms for registered training organizations linked to the Retail Training Package were rejected by the states on the basis that RTO registration was a state responsibility.  Retail was in the first round of training packages submitted to National Training Framework Committee for accreditation and nearly all of these packages included some form of industry controlled mechanism to regulate who could issue credentials against the respective training package.

This resulted from a view that individual industries were best placed to ensure nationally consistent learning outcomes. However, the role of industry in quality assurance has been restricted to “supposed” involvement in the audit process of RTOs. This is a component of the overall quality assurance process.

Many of the problems that have occurred in relation to the implementation of the Retail Training Package have resulted from ineffective accreditation processes on the part of State Training Authorities. State Training Authorities are responsible for accrediting RTOs offering a range of credentials and this prevents them from taking adequate account of the particular needs and interests of a specific industry.

An examination of current processes indicates that accreditation still primarily focuses on traditional factors such as the quality of the training facility without adequately addressing the fundamental issue of whether an RTO is now issuing a credential that adequately reflects an individual's ability to display the competencies relevant to a particular qualification.

Attempts to rectify this situation by placing greater onus for quality assurance on under resourced ITABs is not the answer.  Nor is the introduction of generic quality assurance processes underpinning accreditation which requires significant investment and time. Greater commitment by State Training Agencies to actively involve industry in the accreditation of RTOs and the development and implementation of audit processes is required.

Funding

Different funding arrangements are in place across the states.  This is particularly frustrating for major companies who seek to implement a nationally consistent human resource program utilizing traineeships.

The retail industry also continues to receive a disproportionately small share of VET funding given its level of employment.  Reference to the Recent Directions in Resource Allocation for 2000 document prepared by ANTA indicate that sales and personal services amounts to only 3.6% of approved hours and 2.8% of enrolments.  ( See Attachment 2). While retail employees may choose to undertake courses in other areas such as business studies and computing this needs to be offset by the fact that a significant component of sales and personal services resources and enrolments relate to hairdressing and beauty.  There is no doubt that the enrolments and available resources for the retail sector are significantly below the 14% of the workforce employed by the industry.

A further problem with funding is the policy of funding training on the basis of contact hours. This provides insufficient flexibility to support quality "on job" training delivery which has been identified as a major need for small retail businesses. It also prevents the development of reliable processes for the recognition of prior learning and hence precludes existing retail workers from gaining appropriate qualifications under the National Retail Training System based on the learning that has occurred during their employment in the industry.

Recent criticisms of the availability of New Apprenticeship subsidies for existing workers failed to take account of two things: (i) the take up indicated the high level of demand by existing workers in the retail sector to achieve nationally recognized credentials for skills which they have developed during their time in the retail workforce and (ii) the failure of State Training Authorities to address this demand through the broader allocation of training funding.

The high demand by existing workers under New Apprenticeship merely reinforces the fact that appropriate steps are required to ensure State Training Authorities allocate sufficient funds to enable existing workers to achieve appropriate recognition of their skills.

Private Providers and User Choice

The failure of the Public training system to adequately meet the needs of the retail industry has meant that a large number of private providers operate within the retail sector in direct competition with TAFE.  Public funding has been made available to develop a number of Retail Skill Centres across the Country. Also major companies have become RTOs .

User choice introduces an element of competition in the market and fostered innovation by both public and private training organizations to the benefit of the industry.  The Association notes that the recent review undertaken of user choice was extremely positive. We believe greater attempts should be made to ensure a wider application of user choice with the ultimate aim of the development of a fully demand driven system.

7.
Response to Specific Terms of Reference

Following is our specific response to the Terms of Reference:

(a)
An evaluation of the place of the new apprenticeships scheme (etc)

New Apprenticeships provide an effective employment/ learning pathway for young people to assist in their transitions from school to post school life.  The strength of an apprenticeship type arrangement is not only what one learns but more importantly how one learns through the workplace experience. 

The development of the internet and improved telecommunication systems offer much greater opportunity for individuals to learn in a diverse range of environments.  The focus of future vocational education has to shift from the delivery of "training" by professional instructors to the promotion of learning by individual supported by educational professionals.

Traineeships are an important component of the entry level employment arrangements for the retail industry. The development of the Retail Training Package has created appropriate pathways to supervisory and middle management levels and arrangements with tertiary institutions will enable graduates of a New Apprenticeship pathways to move on into tertiary study with appropriate recognition of prior learning.  Retail courses in schools are also in place and expanding.

One of the strengths of the New Apprenticeship system is that it has provided a second chance for non school leavers. The availability of New Apprenticeship opportunities for older people recognizes the fragmented  transitions many people make from school to the workforce.

The existence of employment subsidies and training funding assists companies offset the costs associated with the employment of trainees.  A major inquiry into the need for training subsidies for large companies (over 100 employees) was conduced soon after the election of the Howard Government.  This report indicated that employment subsidies were an important factor in the continued employment of trainees in most major companies.
(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 and specifically (etc

There is no evidence that overall training outcomes are of a diminishing quality in the retail sector.  The ARA recognizes that in some cases, particularly were training is delivered "on job"  selected RTOs may not have provided the appropriate support and guidance to ensure effective outcomes. However, this is primarily the result of limitations in the accreditation and monitoring process of registered training organizations by State Training Authorities.

(ii)
Older people rather than younger people and new entrants to the workforce are the main beneficiaries of new apprenticeships

There is no doubt that a number of older people have been able to gain recognized credentials in the retail industry for the first time through the funding of training for existing workers under New Apprenticeships. The take up is the result of strong demand for formal recognition of skills by retail workers, which was fuelled by aggressive marketing by selected  RTOs and NACs.

The ARA believes that the New Apprenticeship pathway is not the most appropriate vehicle to provide this opportunity but accepts that it was the only mechanism by which funding and support was available. The ARA would prefer existing workers gain qualifications without being required to sign a "training agreement" under a New Apprenticeship. It strongly urges State and Commonwealth Governments to consider appropriate ways of providing the necessary resources to enable existing workers to develop and have recognized the skills required by the industry through the broader VET system.

 (iii)
the system is more rather than less complex

The regulations governing the recruitment of a New Apprenticeship is less complex than previous arrangements. However, there is no doubt that a number of "players in the system" do not fully understand this and are uncomfortable with the most recent reforms. This coupled with reform fatigue generates a perception that things have become "too complex".

The promise of a nationally consistent system has not been assisted by the inability of the State Training Authorities to relinquish their power and control over existing areas of responsibility and to work towards a nationally consistent system.

Training Packages change the role of   and require them to have enhanced skills in order to determine whether an individual is competent at an appropriate level prior to issuing of a credential rather than relying on the completion of an accredited curriculum.

Some enterprises in the retail industry have a limited understanding of the workings of the training system and are initially attracted to taking on new apprentices because of the availability of financial incentives.  However, our experience is that over time these businesses recognize the value of New Apprentices for their business and the benefits the learning provides for young people.

(c)
An assessment of the quality of provision of technical and further education (TAFE) and private providers in the delivery of nationally recognized and non-recognized vocational education and training (VET) services and programs, including

(i)
the adequacy of current administration, assessment and audit arrangements for registered training organizations and the credentials they issue

The Association pointed out that it believes that State Training Authorities have been tardy in coming up with an effective quality assurance mechanism for registered training organizations.  The Association is disappointed that proposals for an industry driven quality assurance process for RTOs contained in its initial Retail Training Package were rejected by the States.

(ii) processes for the recognition of registered training organizations, the effectiveness of compliance audits and validations of registered training organizations, operations, and sanctions for breaching the conditions of registrations.

The views of the ARA on this issue have been covered elsewhere in this submission.

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

The quality of vocational education and training varies across providers and within certain States, however, in the main the ARA believes that those  RTOs that offer retail programs that have a commitment to the industry are providing quality training. These include TAFEs, Retail Skills Centres and other private providers as well as accredited Enterprise RTOs .

However, concern exists that a limited number of training organizations have offered Retail New Apprenticehip merely because of the "large" potential market. In some States the accreditation of some RTOs to deliver retail training has been withdrawn because of a failure to deliver quality training.

The ARA retains concerns that vocational education programs in schools will be undermined unless appropriately skilled people are available to teach in these courses. We have resisted attempts to have these programs delivered by teachers who have had limited industry exposure. Also it is essential that these programs have an adequate level of structured workplace learning to satisfy the requirements of the relevant training package. This will require significant effort on the part of schools, business and the broader community but will ultimately lead to a more effective learning experience for our young.

(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.
The level and structure of support provided by employers on the job has traditionally been dependent on the size of the business and available resources.  Greater assistance is required to sell the important role that on job experience plays in the development of competence to employers.   RTOs should be accountable for ensuring that the "on job" component of a New Apprenticeships is appropriate.

(v)
the range of work and facilities available for training on the job

The availability of a fully "On Job" pathway have made New Apprenticeships accessible to many small businesses for the first time.

The range of learning activities and facilities available for formal training "on job" delivery will vary according to the type of industry in which a person works.  The availability of online learning will broaden the options available; however, the Association believes that some face to face contact will always be a component of any effective learning program for New Apprenticeships.

Funding for "on job" delivery in most states is generally inadequate to enable RTOs to provide significant support to individual workplaces. The most effective states are those that have established a defined set of criteria for  on workplace contact.

(vi)
attainment of competencies under national training packages

The Association believes that graduates with retail credentials have increased skills and confidence and make a positive contribution to their businesses.  There is still a need for RTO to recognize that credentials under the new arrangements signify that an individual has certain competencies as opposed to the past when it reflected the fact that a graduate had a competed a course.

In the long term the obligations under the new arrangements place a more onerous responsibility on a  RTO and should lead to more meaningful credentials within the retail industry.

(vii)
the reasons for increasing rates of non-completion of apprenticeships and traineeships

Greater effort is required to make young people aware of the long term opportunities that exist through the completion of a New Apprenticeship.  Perception problems still remain within the community and VET options are still viewed as a second class option to university. Many young people do not see the long term benefits of such programs.

The retail sector has traditionally had low completion rates of New Apprenticeships in some areas. These rates are higher for larger businesses and group training companies were there is a clearer link to future career progression.

A number of trainees in retail are leaving to take up full time positions, often at assistant store management level, because of current heavy demands for retail staff.  The ARA is exploring ways of enabling people to continue their traineeship in such situations to ensure that they receive some form of recognition for their learning.

(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, with particular reference to the viability of TAFE, particularly in regional Australia

The Association believes that funding allocation in the VET area significantly disadvantages the retail sector and therefore strongly supports any attempt to create greater efficiency within the VET sector.  The current significant underutilized capital investment in physical infrastructure has to be questioned and more innovative attempts are required to ensure students have access to up to date equipment to support learning activities.

(e)
An evaluation of the provision of Commonwealth and State employers' subsidies, including

The views of the ARA on this issue have been covered elsewhere in this submission.

(f)
An evaluation of the growth, breadth, effectiveness and future provision of vocational education in schools, including: 

The Association is a strong supporter of the introduction of vocational education and training in schools and is actively involved in establishing arrangements, which ensure students receive appropriate workplace experience as part of their courses.  We believe that it is essential that students receiving accreditation of courses undertaken while at school receive the same learning as those undertaking courses in other VET areas.  

The Association supports the series of principles prepared by National WRAPS in relation to vocational education and training in schools a copy of which is attached for your information. ( See Attachment 3)

(g)
an assessment of the consistency, validity and accessibility of statistical information (etc).

Further work is required to ensure adequate and up to date information on the current situation of vocational courses across the various systems.  A key component will be the capacity to distinguish New Apprenticeships at the appropriate AQF level so that the quantity and quality of the VET can be adequately assessed. 

NCVER is already in the process of developing a mechanism to distinguish New Apprenticeship date to enable the identification of those individuals who have undertaken several traineeships progressing to higher AQF levels from those who may have only done a level II AQF program.

Current data collected by state training agencies is inadequate.

8. Conclusions

The retail industry has benefited from the significant reforms that have been introduced in the Vet system over the last decade. The most recent round of reforms have further assisted in the emergence of a responsive, demand driven learning system. Further work is required to “sell” the benefits of the reforms to the retail industry and the broader community. 

The ARA believes that the reform process must continue. Current criticisms of the reforms have to be objectively considered and appropriately discounted when they come from vested interest groups who have had there existing power base undermined by the reform process.

99txt407

Australian Retailers Association

13

