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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The South Australian Government forwards this submission for consideration by the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education Reference Committee for the Commonwealth Parliamentary Inquiry into the Quality of Vocational Education and Training in Australia.

The South Australian Government, primarily through the Department of Education, Training and Employment is implementing national training policy reforms and is interested in the potential impact of the reforms on the quality and equity of vocational education and training.  The State Government, therefore, welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Senate Inquiry into the Quality of the National Vocational Education and Training System.

In formulating its response to this Inquiry, the South Australian Government gives consideration to the objectives and intended outcomes of the national strategy for vocational education and training and addresses whether these objectives are indeed being achieved.

The national reforms are aimed at:

· Equipping Australians for the world of work

· Enhancing mobility in the labour market

· Achieving equitable outcomes in vocational education and training

· Increasing investment in training

· Maximising the value of public vocational education and training expenditure.

Reforms to achieve these objectives include:

· Australian Recognition Framework

· Training Packages

· User Choice

· On-Job Traineeships

· VET in Schools

· New Apprenticeships.

There is considerable evidence that the reforms are achieving the desired outcomes in South Australia.  This evidence includes:

· More flexible traineeship and apprenticeship arrangements, including on-job traineeships are making training more attractive to enterprises and individuals.

· Training Package qualifications are available in new or emerging industries such as information technology.

· Employers, apprentices and trainees in South Australia are exercising an increased level of choice over training arrangements.

· Expanded numbers are taking advantage of training opportunities through New Apprenticeships.

· There is greater regional and community involvement in training through greater collaboration between stakeholders and flexible delivery.

· Truly national qualifications from 31 Training Packages developed by Industry are being implemented in the State.

· TAFE continues to perform a valuable role in fulfilling access and equity and community service obligations, as well as competing effectively for User Choice funds.

· Increasing numbers of students are commencing VET in schools.

It is important to note that South Australia has not found evidence of widespread systemic fraud and “rorting” as reported in at least one other state.  However, there are some unintended consequences of the policy reforms.  Three issues in particular need consideration:

· Balancing training effort between upskilling existing workers and training of new labour market entrants.

· The confusion of the education and training environment bought about by the administrative complexity of the system

· The need to monitor the impact of these training reforms on the regions of the State.

In considering the relative effort expended in the upskilling of existing workers and training of new entrants, South Australia notes the increasing proportion of older participants in the apprenticeship system.  This is not regarded as a problem in itself.  The South Australian Government supports training of the existing workforce where there is value added to the knowledge and skills of employees.

With increased choice and flexibility for employers and individuals accountability requirements in relation to the expenditure of public funds have resulted in complex administrative arrangements.  It is acknowledged that this may act to discourage participation in publicly funded training.  Efforts are continuing to streamline application and reporting processes.

Continued monitoring of the impacts of these training reforms on the regions of the State is needed to ensure optimal outcomes are achieved.

Overall, the impact of these reforms in South Australia is positive.  There is substantial evidence of increased commitment to and demand for training in industry.  Industry continues to play an active part in the identification of training needs and priorities and contributes to the development of policies and programs to address these needs.  This is being achieved through strengthened alliances between enterprises, registered training organisations, peak industry and employer associations and regional bodies.

1. INTRODUCTION

The South Australian Government in its 1999/2000 document, “Directions for South Australia” confirmed:

“The Government will continue to place priority on lifelong learning as the main way for individuals to achieve lifelong employability, and to support economic growth by ensuring South Australia has a highly skilled and flexible workforce.”

and

“The emerging skill needs of business will be met by further developing the partnerships between education providers and employers, and through greater co-ordination between the Government’s economic development and training activities.”

The Department of Education, Training and Employment has made substantial progress in implementing the major components of the National Training Framework in collaboration with industry, enterprises, public and private training organisations, and communities.

All of this is presenting challenges to the administration of vocational education and training which need to be addressed through both clearly articulated medium to long term objectives for the sector and a commitment to continuously improving and refining arrangements to meet these objectives.

However, the Government would caution that it is only 18 months since all the elements of reform were introduced.  It is important to avoid reaching premature conclusions.  A period of consolidation is necessary to assist the implementation process, while monitoring the impact of the reforms on quality and equity.

Following is a brief discussion of each of the major policy initiatives and their implementation in South Australia.

2. AUSTRALIAN RECOGNITION FRAMEWORK

2.1. Background

The Australian Recognition Framework was introduced on 1 January 1998.  The framework sets principles, standards and protocols for the national recognition of vocational education and training.  The key focus of the Australian Recognition Framework (ARF) is to establish a more streamlined and responsive system of national recognition, underpinned by strengthened quality assurance arrangements. Some of these arrangements include:

· Consistent registration requirements for all Registered Training Organisations (RTOs) across Australia 

· An initial audit for all RTOs seeking registration

· Compliance audits for all RTOs during the period of registration

· Introduction of Quality Endorsed Training Organisation status.

The Accreditation and Registration Council have registered three hundred and twelve organisations, in South Australia, with one hundred and sixty nine having been audited for compliance with the ARF requirements. The Accreditation and Registration Council has de-registered one organisation and twenty-five organisations have voluntarily withdrawn.

2.2. Strengths

The strengths of the ARF include:

· the agreed national core standards for registration which aim to provide a consistent system of delivery and/or assessment of vocational education and training

· initial and compliance audits.

South Australia has adequate numbers of trained internal and external auditors and will have audited all RTOs by December 2000. 

The second level of recognition, Quality Endorsed Training Organisation (QETO) status, encourages organisations to continually improve their core business and generic management processes. To date, three organisations in South Australia have achieved QETO status and at least 41 more are pursuing it in 2000.

2.3. Issues including unintended consequences

In South Australia, issues associated with the implementation of the ARF include:

· Resourcing the audit of RTOs which deliver off shore

· Clarification of timeframe for reapplication following revocation of registration

· Perceptions of variations in the quality of audit processes and audit criteria operating in various States/Territories

· Perceptions that administrative arrangements in some States/Territories may be preventing mutual recognition operating effectively.

South Australia welcomes the establishment by ANTA CEO’s of a national quality assurance implementation group, which will share information across jurisdictions and address identified quality assurance issues.

3. TRAINING PACKAGES

3.1. Background

South Australia has put in place arrangements to support the implementation of 31 Training Packages from 1 July 1999, and up to 15 Training Packages from 1 January 2000.

Qualifications in most Training Packages have been linked to Declared Vocations to make them available through New Apprenticeships.

3.2. Strengths 

In some industry sectors (eg Food Processing) Training Packages have led to a significant uptake of New Apprenticeships, for new and existing employees.

New industry sectors now covered by Training Packages (eg Drilling, Quarry and Extractive Industries) are examining how the industry can participate in recognised vocational education and training.

In most cases all qualifications up to Certificate IV and in some cases Diploma and Advanced Diploma in endorsed Training Packages have been made available through New Apprenticeships and User Choice.

3.3. Issues including unintended consequences

3.3.1. What are the difficulties?

Training Package qualifications are designed to reflect the competencies required in the workplace. They do not necessarily translate directly into a training program. This can be a difficulty with enrolment and reporting systems only using units of competence.

The standard of performance specified in units of competence may prohibit institutionally based students gaining a qualification without a substantial period of employment.  This is of concern as there are approximately four times the number of institution based students in TAFE than in New Apprenticeships.

Concerns are being raised that the focus in Training Packages on industry specific skills has detracted attention from generic competencies such as communication and problem solving skills and other like competencies identified by the Mayer report into Key Competencies.

Ongoing challenges include:

· Maintenance of articulation arrangements between schools and VET and VET and higher education

· Professional development within VET for trainers and assessors

· Refinement and improvement of Training Packages

· Implementation of Training Packages where non-endorsed materials are not yet available

· Incorporation of National Training Wage Award provisions into state awards.

3.3.2. What is being done to address these difficulties?

The national reviews for each Training Package will be an opportunity to address difficulties identified in the first version.

South Australia will be leading a national project to examine how institutional training can be delivered/modified to meet the outcomes in Training Package qualifications. The delivery of these qualifications is also being explored through “Framing the Future” professional development projects.

The South Australian Employers’ Chamber of Commerce and Industry has held initial discussions with the United Trades and Labour Council on establishing, by consent, a State Training Wage Award. This award will mirror the National Training Wage Award and overcome the present situation of introducing amendments on a strictly award by award basis.

4. USER CHOICE

4.1. Background

The application of User Choice policy for New Apprenticeships in South Australia is based on the objective of developing the skills of the South Australian workforce through the provision of quality, structured, employment-based training, with particular emphasis on school to work transition and young unemployed people.

During 1998, 118 User Choice Funding Agreements were executed, increasing to 175 in 1999.  This is a clear indication that users (ie employers, apprentices and trainees) in South Australia are exercising an increased level of choice over which Registered Training Organisations (RTOs) they will use.

4.2. Issues: Training Packages

The progressive development and implementation of Training Packages has had a major impact on the scope and potential cost of New Apprenticeships in South Australia.

The introduction of Training Packages has resulted in a significant increase in the number and range of Declared Vocations and their Approved Courses of Instruction/Qualification.  For example, up until April 1999, the occupation of “Farming’ had 1 approved course of instruction, “Certificate in Farm Practice”, the “Off-Job duration” at 480 Hours.  The same occupation now has 50 courses linked, with the “notional duration” ranging from 500 Hours (Certificate II) to 1300 Hours (Advanced Diploma).  This is much the same in other industry/occupational areas.

With this trend for higher level awards to be linked to occupations, there is the potential for significant upward demand for the provision of limited Government funding for programs covering qualifications at both “basic” (Certificate II) and “higher” (Advanced Diploma) level for New Apprenticeships.

Funding is available under User Choice for Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) levels 1 to 6 (Certificate I to Advanced Diploma), that is, at a level beyond a basic qualification.  This will result in a higher demand for Government funds, which is unlikely to be met in South Australia through further growth through efficiencies.

4.3. Existing Work Force Policies

During 1998, it was decided not to impose restrictions on who would be eligible to attract funding to support structured training.  Any person newly commencing a formal Contract of Training during 1998 would qualify for funding under User Choice arrangements.   This approach was agreed at the time to ensure optimum take-up of New Apprenticeships.

In light of experience gained in 1998, funding provision to support structured training of existing workforce New Apprentices will be limited in 1999. 

User Choice funding will continue to contribute to the development of additional skills in the workforce but will not be called upon to support the processes involved in the recognition of skills that are already present in the workforce.  This approach is designed to prevent opportunistic and large-scale cost shifting to government from industry.  It is reasonable for employers and employees to meet the recognition costs entailed.

4.4. Unintended Consequences

The increased coverage for Apprenticeships and Traineeships available through the implementation of Training Packages has financial implications for State Governments.

New Apprenticeships, has in some cases enabled the conversion of existing workers to apprenticeships and traineeships.  This has resulted in “cost shifting” from industry to government.  While it is desirable for the existing workforce to be upskilled and for workers to have their skills recognised and receive formal qualifications, this should not be achieved at the expense of the public purse alone.  It should also not be achieved through the opportunistic use of New Apprenticeships and User Choice funding arrangements.

5. On-The-Job Traineeships

5.1. Background

In 1998, 1,626 trainees commenced on-job traineeships.  This increased to 4,191 trainees in 1999.  The trend is not only for a growth in the number of trainees undertaking their training on the job, but for an increasing number of qualifications to be offered through this delivery mode.

5.2. Strengths (What’s working well)

The Accreditation and Registration Council (SA) recently commissioned a review of on-job traineeship arrangements in South Australia.  A number of factors created the need for a review including:

· an increase in the availability of on-job traineeships since 1996

· the introduction of Training Packages which is expected to increase the number of traineeships that provide all training on the job

· concerns expressed about the effectiveness of on-job traineeships

· the rapid increase in traineeship commencements in 1998, particularly amongst existing workers

· the introduction of User Choice funding arrangements for the payment of RTOs delivering training to trainees

· the introduction of the New Apprenticeship Centre arrangements which included traineeship commencement targets

· the need for an evaluation of any new initiative to ascertain a best practice approach.

The Review found that:

· The majority of trainees were positive about their experiences in on-job traineeships

· Employers’ comments reinforced the positive evaluations provided by trainees

· Employers found on-job traineeships were value for money and enabled customised training for their enterprise.

The South Australian approach to assuring the quality of on-job traineeships has protected against systemic exploitation of trainees.  A registered training organisation contracts to provide a mentoring/assessing service to each on-job trainee, which requires at least 5 visits to the workplace.  This system appears to be working effectively.

5.3. Issues including unintended consequences

The Review found that trainees perceived their wages to be low or insufficient. The discounted wage is, in part, based on trainees spending paid work time in structured training. However, this becomes a problem when structured training is not provided in work time.

Although the findings from trainees, employers and RTO mentors show that, in the main, the trainees in office administration and small business benefited from the opportunities provided in on-job traineeships, the findings also show that there are still opportunities for improvement.  These opportunities relate to the adequate preparation of employers, trainees and RTO mentors prior to commencing the training program, re-visiting of policy in relation to the roles of employers/RTOs in the delivery and assessment of VET and record keeping practices.

6. VET IN SCHOOLS

6.1. Background

In 1996 the State Training Authority convened a Working Party comprising members from all school sectors and the Senior Secondary Assessment Board of South Australia (SSABSA).  The Working Party identified eight Key Result Areas (KRA) against which each school sector subsequently proposed outcomes for ANTA funded VET in Schools activities and against which progress could be measured.  The KRAs are:

· Quantum of Training (Growth targets)

· Infrastructure development

· Teacher resources/educational materials

· Curriculum frameworks and programs and expansion of partnerships

· Professional development

· Reporting mechanisms

· Equity targets

· Quality assurance and evaluation.

SSABSA introduced the VET in Schools policy ‘Recognition of VET outcomes towards the South Australian Certificate of Eduction (SACE)’ in 1998.  The policy enables secondary students to undertake programs that substantially contribute to, or complete, an AQF qualification, while contributing to the SACE.

Five ‘Models of Good Practice’ were published in 1999 to provide schools with the information to develop and implement VET in Schools programs. The project was the result of collaboration between the three school sectors, SSABSA and the respective Industry Training Advisory Boards.
In 1998, 159 schools and 13,593 students participated in the VET in Schools program.  All school sectors conduct VET in School activities with 84.5% of government, 85.7% of Catholic and 60% of Independent schools involved.  VET in Schools Skills Centres have been established in Loxton and Gawler; a further 2 Skills Centres will be developed using 1999 funding.

6.2. Strengths

· Structured workplace learning is a requirement for all school students involved in vocational education in SA

· The state government has initiated a 3 year Vocational Education Strategy based on the development of strong school, industry, community and regional partnerships.

6.3. Issues and Directions

· Mainstreaming VET in Schools 

· Increasing the capacity of employers to meet the demand for structured workplace learning

· Continuing support for regional partnerships to enable schools and their communities to work together

· Improving quality assurance processes

· Increasing the status and parity of VET accreditation for university entrance.

7. NEW APPRENTICESHIPS

7.1. Background

The Department of Education, Training and Employment administers the contract of training system under delegation from the Accreditation and Registration Council (ARC) which is established by the Vocational Education Employment and Training (VEET) Act 1994.

There has been significant change and growth in New Apprenticeships in 1998 and 1999.

The Departmental target for growth in contract of training commencements for 1998 was 15%.  In fact, commencements increased by 118% to a total of 17,653.  Apprenticeship commencements increased by 24% (from 2,094 in 1997 to 2,593 in 1998) and traineeship commencements increased by 151% (from 5,996 in 1997 to 15,060 in 1998).

Group Training increased by 21% in 1998/1999.  Fifty-one per cent of apprentices and trainees recruited by Group Training companies under performance agreements with Government were drawn from designated equity target groups, long term unemployed or rural/isolated people.

7.2. Strengths

The decision to co-locate the field staff within the five metropolitan New Apprenticeship Centres (NACs), while providing complexity for Departmental management, delivered a more streamlined service to employers entering contracts of training over 1998/99.  In 2000 these services will be centralised and new streamlined processes for employer approval and audit introduced.

Departmental officers were retained in Mt Gambier and Whyalla and these worked with NACs contracted in these regions.  This will continue in the new NAC contract period.

The emphasis on quality and effective working relationships between the State Training Authority and NACs, evident in the Commonwealth Request for Tender for the delivery of New Apprenticeships Support Services is noted and strongly supported.

The establishment of an agreement between DETYA and the Department of Education, Training and Employment (DETE) to cooperate in relation to NACs and their operation within this State is welcomed.

7.3. Issues and Unintended Consequences

The combination of User Choice funding available for existing workers and the entry of a small number of RTOs who aggressively marketed large numbers of contracts of training and associated training arrangements provided a significant challenge to the regulatory and quality assurance processes in South Australia.

Overall the conduct of RTOs and NACs did not lead to serious doubts about the quality of training or about the policy directions, rather, it has focused attention on administrative, educative and promotional strategies to underpin continued reform.

There is a need for the Commonwealth and States to explore the integration of IT systems to better manage data for New Apprenticeships.  This exploration is essential for a “one stop shop” in the future.

8. CONCLUSION

The view of the South Australian Government is that the national training system, as implemented in this State, is effectively contributing to skills development.

Industry continues to play an active part in the identification of training needs and priorities and contributes to the development of policies and programs to address these needs.

A strong interface with industry assures quality outcomes in the programs developed and delivered by the strong network of public and private Registered Training Organisations.

South Australia sees itself as an active partner in the national system and will continue to contribute to the development of a responsive and flexible national training system.
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