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PART 1: INTRODUCTION

Outline of ACCI

The Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ACCI) is the peak council of Australian business associations.  ACCI’s members are employer organisations in all States and Territories and all major sectors of Australian Industry.  

Through our membership, ACCI represents over 350,000 businesses nation-wide, including the top 100 companies, over 55,000 enterprises employing between 20 and 100 people, and over 280,000 enterprises employing less than 20 people.  That makes ACCI the largest and most representative business organisation in Australia.

Membership of ACCI comprises State and Territory Chambers of Commerce and national employer and industry associations.  Each ACCI member is a representative body for small employers or sole traders, as well as medium and large business.

Each ACCI member organisation, through its network of businesses, identifies the concerns of its members and plans united action.  Through this process, business policies are developed and strategies for change are implemented.

Involvement in Education and Training

ACCI has worked closely with Government to ensure that the needs of business are taken into account in the development of employment, education and training policies and has contributed significantly to reforms within the education and training system.

ACCI has adopted a deliberate leadership role in formulating, implementing and evaluating employment, education and training policies and initiatives. This leadership role is also instrumental in influencing systems and key stakeholders to meet the needs of employers.

ACCI also provides a supportive role for member organisations.   Employers and industry recognise that skills and the quality of the workforce provide a competitive advantage in business.  Vocational Education and Training (VET) has become a core component of the policy development and support services provided by ACCI to members.  This is a reflection of direct benefits to businesses of all sizes and across all industries.

The commitment of ACCI member employer organisations at State/Territory and national level to employment, education and training issues through the ACCI Employment, Education and Training Working Group reinforces ownership of the education and training system.  

Through many forums, ACCI and its members are active in influencing Government and business policy. These include:

· high level consultative and advisory forums such as regular Roundtable meetings with relevant Federal Ministers;

· National Consultative Committee meetings with senior departmental staff in the Commonwealth Departments of Education, Training and Youth Affairs and Employment, Workplace Relations and Small Business;

· co-chairing of the Joint Industry Training and Education Council (JITEC) which has key employer and union organisation representation; 

· chairing of the National Industry Education Forum; 

· representation on the Board and other key Advisory committees of the Australian National Training Authority (ANTA);

· representation on high level Government and industry taskforces including MCEETYA Taskforce on VET in Schools; 

· direct nomination to various Industry Training Advisory Boards (ITABs); and

· a range of national and State/Territory working groups involved in developing vocational education and training strategies.

ACCI has been involved with a range of employment, education and training projects over recent years.  Significant projects include:

· the Employment and Training Field Officers (ETFO) project which operated from 1995 for three years and involved the location of around 75 officers in employer organisations around the country to promote to employers employment, education and training initiatives and services operating under the auspices of the then Commonwealth Government’s Working Nation policy;

· the Northern Australian Skill Shortages project undertaken in 1997 which involved the development of a strategy to address skill shortages across Northern Australia through extensive consultation with employers in Western Australia, Northern Territory and Queensland;

· the Employment, Education and Training Advisors (EETA) project which provides a resource within each State/Territory Chamber of Commerce and Industry or equivalent, to assist those organisations to promote education and training reforms to constituents and assist in the formulation of education and training responses appropriate to employer needs;
· the Schools Industry Liaison Officer (SILO) project in cooperation with the Australian Student Traineeship Foundation (ASTF)  from 1998 to 1999 which involved the employment of officers with State/Territory Chambers of Commerce and Industry and a range of national employer organisations to facilitate linkages between schools and employers;
· the Business Education Partnership Advocates (BEPA) project which commenced on 1 January 2000 and involves officers located with State/Territory Chambers of Commerce and Industry and a range of national employer organisations to address barriers to employers participating in schools-industry initiatives and develop appropriate industry specific or regional responses; and
· the Indigenous Employment Project (IEP) which operated for 10 years until 31 December 1999 which promoted the range of government assistance programs to employers to increase the number of Indigenous Australians employed in the private sector.
Key objectives running through each of these projects include:

· the importance of cooperation between employer organisations, business, the government and the range of employment, education and training providers to ensure that initiatives meet business needs whilst operating in the policy framework of the government of the day;

· the need for business, particularly small business, to have support in accessing relevant government programs and services;

· the critical connection between ACCI policy and project offerings undertaken by ACCI and members;

· the importance of a national service network providing consistent responses to employers;

· the innovative nature of projects and their potential in providing government with a trial for broader outsourcing of services or more flexible responses to business needs; and

· a demonstration of the commitment of ACCI and employers generally to addressing unemployment and other factors impacting on business operations.

Further details on project operations can be provided if requested.

General Comments on the reforms of the national education and training systems

There is no doubt that by the mid 1990s business confidence in the education and training system had reached an all time low.  Key concerns included:

· the operation of eight separate education and training systems with an overlay of Commonwealth policy which had little influence in the operation of each system and no mechanism to ensure mutual recognition across states;

· curriculum based training practices which did not take account of competencies and had their own recognition and approval processes within each jurisdiction;

· a declaration of trades or callings process which fundamentally connected industrial relations arrangements into the training system and operated as a major barrier to flexible training arrangements;

· minimal business ownership and involvement in the system;

· a training landscape dominated by inflexible public training providers offered little incentive to be responsive to employer needs and minimal options to compete with each other or with private providers; and

· a lack of a sufficiently rigorous national framework against which to award qualifications against.

In this context, the Government was approached by ACCI to reform the system to ensure that each of these key concerns were met and to re-establish business support for training.

There has been some public discussion over recent times of current and future developments to the national vocational education and training (VET) system.  

In this context, ACCI and its members have expressed their strong support for the National Training Framework and all underpinning frameworks and strategies, particularly:

•
the Australian Recognition Framework;

•
New Apprenticeships underpinned by competency based Training Packages, Training Agreements, Assessment Guidelines and VET qualifications aligned with the Australian Qualifications Framework;

•
mutual recognition arrangements;

•
user choice; and

•
reliable data on the effectiveness and performance of the VET system.

There is general support from the business sector for the Federal Government’s package of education and training reforms.  An industry led outcome is critical to the successful implementation of these reforms.  ACCI and its member organisations have continued to emphasise at all levels of Government the need for policies to focus on industry needs. Employers play an important role in setting training policy, establishing links with education and training institutions, and providing training for employees.

The pressures to increase training and skills acquisition are enormous.  These mainly stem from technological and structural changes, industry competition, and workplace change.  A well developed vocational education and training system is crucial to the broader micro-economic reform agenda.  These pressures have also acted as a driver in determining the way in which future education and training services must be delivered on the ground.  

ACCI has clearly articulated employment, and education and training policies which outline the key components of responses to addressing unemployment and the development of appropriate structures to ensure businesses have access to the skilled personnel required to be internationally competitive.  These policies have been adopted by all ACCI members and are contained in Appendix 1.  

Many of the ACCI policy positions have been incorporated into the existing National Training Framework and reforms.  Since their introduction (which for some has only been effectively the last six months) much of ACCI’s efforts have been put into ensuring that implementation of the agreed reforms is smooth and employers are aware of the enormous benefits available to them as a result of the reforms.  Business confidence in the training system continues to be a key ingredient in any system’s success.  We are greatly concerned over recent criticisms levelled against the national VET system, which have attracted some media coverage.  It is of particular concern that many of the reports have focussed negatively on aspects of the system, when the system as a whole has very strong support.  

The focus has been on some examples of a lack of quality training and dissatisfaction of some individuals, with questions over the integrity of some employers participating in the system and use of Commonwealth and State/Territory incentives.  ACCI considers that much of this attention is unnecessarily eroding public confidence in a system which has received widespread support.

This is exacerbated by a series of reviews or proposed enquiries into various aspects of the VET system, at State and National levels.  Given the fundamental nature of reforms over the last two years, the employer community is now seeking certainty and continuity of services provided under the new system.  Basically, we have the big picture right, we now need to focus on implementation issues to ensure that the system better meets the needs of employers and other stakeholders, and each organisation develops a better understanding of how they can secure the benefits available to them.

PART 2: RESPONSE TO TERMS OF REFERENCE

The ACCI response to the terms of reference is as follows.

(a) an evaluation of the place of the new apprenticeships scheme within the national priorities set for Australia’s vocational education system and the appropriateness of those priorities, with particular reference to:

(i) resource allocation across the sector, between the states and territories, and within program priorities,

(ii) demographic distribution and equity of structured training opportunities,

(iii) opportunities for youth and for older people, and

(iv) the respective obligations of industry and government.

ACCI is fully supportive of New Apprenticeships and agrees that New Apprenticeships is a top priority for the Commonwealth and States/Territories to allocate funding.  However, it is recognised that there are a range of other pathways to conducting training which are not encompassed under New Apprenticeships that are also a priority.  

An important feature of New Apprenticeships has been the broadening of nationally recognised training opportunities across industries.  It is imperative that funding allocations and training activity are linked to demand in order to maximise the benefit to Australian industry.  Skill development must assist new entrants to the labour market to secure employment and those within the workforce build on their skill base in order to increase their productivity.  In this regard, training must link to employment rather than exist for its own sake.

It is imperative that funding for the national training system is done through a mechanism that brings the Commonwealth and States/Territories together to agree on national priorities and funding allocations.  Therefore, ACCI supports the need for an agreement between the Commonwealth and States/Territories to ensure this and determine annual priorities.  ACCI recommends that the Commonwealth and States/Territories continue to come together under the Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) Agreement and a new agreement be negotiated as a top priority.

ACCI considers that training involves the combined commitment of business, governments and individuals.  It is noted that expenditure on training activity is substantially met by business (around 46%) and governments (around 44%).  It is also noted that it is difficult to quantify the precise extent of industry expenditure on training particularly given the substantial amount of training in the workplace which is informal.  ACCI is concerned that there has been some ill-informed debate around public-private sector cost shifts in training which do not reflect the significant outlay of business on training which is relevant to their needs.  These figures do not incorporate the salary component of those undertaking training.  If included the proportion of costs borne by employers would be substantially more.

ACCI considers that an important feature of New Apprenticeships is the expansion of training pathways for individuals, particularly the opportunities now available for students to undertake VET in schools (not just new apprenticeships).  This not only provides more options for students but also benefits employers by providing a broader potential workforce and new entrants who are better prepared to enter the workforce.

ACCI has been critical in the past of Federal Government initiatives which legislate for employers to be involved in training.  The evidence around the Training Guarantee legislation is clear that prescribing involvement can actually be counter-productive.  In addition, ACCI would be concerned if any thought were given to any re-introduction of a compulsory training arrangement including a compulsory training levy.  Providing a training system that meets the needs of employers and their employees is much more effective.

There is some support in certain industries for the establishment of training levy schemes.  ACCI considers that if schemes are established on an industry basis then the following principles should apply:

· contribution sought from employers is voluntary;

· funds provided are placed into a separate fund managed by industry.  It is important that Industry Training Advisory Boards are not used for this purpose;

· the level of the levy on individual firms is agreed by relevant representative employer organisations;

· funds are redistributed according to agreed priorities; 

· the levy is seen as supplementing existing Government funds allocated for entry level training and general skills development;

· the schemes do not impose any additional bureaucratic imposts on employers with simple collection arrangements developed;   

· compliance costs are minimised; and

· any funded activity complements promotion of lifelong learning to employers, individuals and the community.  

A significant improvement to training over recent years has been the growth of on-the-job training under the National Training Framework.  This has obviously enabled a range of employers, particularly small and micro businesses, to become involved in formal training activity.  One of the issues which needs further consideration is the extent of resources applied to fully on-the-job training and the relative costs to undertake this activity as opposed to fully off-the-job or combined training arrangements.  An underlying assumption by States and Territories in allocating resources for on-the-job training has been that costs would be reduced even though employers need additional support and training activity needs adequate verification in order to ensure that qualifications can be issued to meet industry standards.

Another area of concern is the differences between States and Territories in what training can be funded publicly and the changing nature of funding decisions, even since the introduction of New Apprenticeships.  Whilst it is recognised that there will need to be changes in approaches to funding allocations over time, it is important that there is consistency across jurisdictions and changes are minimised. 

A further area of reform would be a move towards outcomes based funding rather than contact hours.  This would encourage providers to focus on outcomes as opposed to extent of course duration.

It is recognised that New Apprenticeships play an important part in providing entry level training opportunities for young people.  However, it is equally important to provide these opportunities for people that are older, particularly in the 25-30 year old category.  Increasingly, New Apprenticeships will also be used by employers to assist older workers in changing their career paths.  It is important that New Apprenticeships are available for this purpose although much of the activity for this group would be expected to occur without a contract of training.

(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 whether:

(i) training outcomes are of diminishing quality,

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

(iii) the system is more rather than less complex, and

(iv) the system is being driven by financial incentives and targets rather than the needs of industry;

Despite the significant gains achieved through the reforms, including areas such as the responsiveness of TAFEs to meet employer needs, ACCI and members recognise that there are some implementation issues to address in order that the full potential of the agreed national VET strategy is realised.  Industry and employers need to continue to play a vital role in the implementation phase under a nationally consistent banner.  

Key issues identified by ACCI and members that need to be addressed over the next twelve months include:

· the continuation of on-the-job training conducted under the National Training Framework which meets the needs of employers.  We consider it critical for a fully on-the-job option to remain, particularly for lower levels within the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) and for appropriate support arrangements for employers to be implemented to ensure that quality training can be conducted in a small business working environment; 

· establishment of nationally consistent quality assurance mechanisms which bring together appropriately resourced State/Territory audit processes that focus on outcomes, and strategic initiatives undertaken by the National Training Framework Committee and Government agencies; 

· arrangements to enable the full introduction of user choice with appropriate supporting mechanisms across jurisdictions to ensure standard arrangements apply and best practice is shared; 

· strategies to encourage the continuous improvement of registered training organisations in addition to user choice;

· in light of changes made to the Commonwealth incentives in 1999 (which received the support of ACCI and member organisations) ACCI is working with the Federal and State/Territory Governments on possible ways to further increase the effectiveness of incentives to encourage employers to participate in the national training system;

· development of appropriate arrangements to encourage Registered Training Organisations to utilise available Training Packages, introduce new Training Packages as appropriate, and review existing packages to ensure continuous improvement of the products; 

· development of an integrated approach to Schools Industry initiatives which recognises important strategies such as key competencies, simulated enterprise training, careers advisory services, VET in Schools and appropriate systems support to teachers, industry, regions and employers;

· tender documentation developed by the Commonwealth for the second round New Apprenticeship Centres (NACs) substantially meets the concerns of employers in the operation of this important service.  ACCI would encourage continued development of cooperative arrangements between Commonwealth and States/Territories in this area, particularly involving the streamlining of administration to enable NAC staff to better service employers rather than allocating resources to support administrative functions;

· establishment of flexible responses to skills shortages at National, State/Territory and regional levels in targeted occupations and industries;

· ACCI and other industry parties will continue to work with governments to ensure industrial relations arrangements underpin part and full time New Apprenticeships.  Much work has been done in this area over the past few months but considerably more needs to be undertaken in order to ensure that industrial relations arrangements keep in step with training reforms;

· development of a coordinated approach to marketing across the various agencies and VET initiatives, primarily through the national marketing strategy; and

· a clear commitment needs to be given by Ministers to ensure that all relevant State/Territory legislation is amended to enable full implementation of New Apprenticeships.

It is unfortunate that some people have confused the need to address implementation issues as outlined above with problems associated with the fundamental nature of training undertaken within Australia.  There is no crisis in the Australian training system, nor is there any fundamental problem in relation to quality of training undertaken under the National Training Framework.  However, in order to ensure consistent quality of the system, the above issues need to be addressed.  ACCI is working with the Commonwealth and States and Territories to address these issues.  In fact, as recent enquiries into Queensland and Tasmania have shown, it is often where States and Territories have not put in place adequate mechanisms to address these implementation issues, where problems have occurred, or at the very least, there have been problems in different stakeholders having full confidence in the system.  ACCI strongly endorses the Australian Recognition Framework and urges States/Territories to fully implement appropriate arrangements to ensure adequate resources are devoted to maintenance of the framework.

There is no doubt that there has been some initial confusion by employers of the offerings available under New Apprenticeships.  For example, a number of employers thought that longer term “traditional” Apprenticeships were no longer available.  This is obviously not the case but indicates that badging of activity under education and training initiatives can be as important as what is offered.  The Commonwealth and States/Territories will need to continue to appropriately market New Apprenticeships cooperatively with common messages.  This has not always occurred.

A fundamental misunderstanding has taken place on the depth of understanding employers need to have of “the Training System” and of particular training products (eg. Training Packages).  This has often resulted in governments marketing the system to employers, rather than the benefits of focusing on the outcomes of training in relation to their business.  The reforms to the training system exacerbate the need to not market the training system to employers or in fact technical training products.  The critical change to the system is encouraging a direct and mature relationship between training providers and the employer.  It is training providers and other intermediaries (including employer organisations) who need to fully understand the system.  The employer needs to be able to clearly articulate the skills required for particular positions and their own staff skill development needs.  However, this process requires a maturity in the market which has not to date fully occurred.   ACCI would submit that arguments around the complexity of the training system are esoteric at best.

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

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

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

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

(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,

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

(vi) attainment of competencies under national training packages, and

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

There are two critical policy issues which relate directly to the quality of Registered Training Organisations (RTOs).  These are User Choice and the Australian Recognition Framework.  

Full introduction of User Choice is critical to ensure the quality of RTOs.  This will ensure that employers have the capacity to choose the provider of their choice which best delivers training which meets their needs, and is of a standard which assists them in recruiting skilled staff or upgrading existing worker skills.  Employers demand and expect quality training and their perception of the quality of training will determine their participation in the national training system. The study undertaken by KPMG into User Choice establishes that User Choice is often a central reason for participating in the system, although not necessarily referred to specifically as “User Choice”, and has led to significant improvements in the system. 

ACCI strongly advocated to all stakeholders on the introduction of the National Training Framework and New Apprenticeships, the critical role of the Australian Recognition Framework, particularly initial and ongoing audits of RTOs.  Reference was made to the ARF in the previous section.

ACCI is concerned with the validity of some reviews on completion rates undertaken in recent times.  In fact, the only major study in this area undertaken on a National level was undertaken by DETYA in 1996 prior to the introduction of the new system.  In addition, ACCI has written to DETYA criticising the work undertaken, and requested that additional work be undertaken in this area.  ACCI notes that a number of reviews undertaken by States in recent times rely solidly on the DETYA review.  It is widely acknowledged that additional work needs to be undertaken to examine completion rates in relation to other education activity (eg. non-completion rates for higher education are estimated at over one third) and deficiencies in data collection which limit the validity of findings, particularly in cases where a New Apprentice completes their qualification with another employer.

ACCI supports the investigation into more innovative ways to assist employers in utilising facilities available for on-the-job training, particularly where large machinery or other substantial work related infrastructure is required in order for the New Apprentice to gain work relevant skills.  Options to provide incentives for some employers to participate in training and also provide the capacity for New Apprentices to gain up to date skills on new technology need to be examined.  This approach would also respond to some employer’s concerns that training conducted by RTOs is often on outdated technology.

(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:

(i) viability of TAFE, particularly in regional Australia,

(ii) quality of structured training,

(iii) quality of teaching,

(iv) appropriateness of curriculum and learning resources,

(v) range and availability of student services, and

(vi) effect of fees and charges on TAFE;

ACCI endorses the findings of the KPMG study into User Choice.  As with any other purchase of services by government, adequate attention needs to be paid to adequate resourcing, rather than adopting an approach which solely minimises government outlays.  

ACCI supports an investigation into what constitutes a ‘thin market’.  Often this term is used by some agencies to delay or limit the full introduction of User Choice.  Whilst there will always be issues relating to individuals and employers who wish particular training to be undertaken in certain niche areas, responses should be put in terms of appropriate allocations of funding and government, business and individual commitment rather than potential impact on a provider.

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

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

(ii) the impact of changes to the new apprenticeships policy, which broadened employer trainee subsidies to include existing workers, and

(iii) accountability and audit procedures within the Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs, the Australian National Training Authority and State Training Authorities;

ACCI has advocated that Commonwealth/State/Territory incentives have an important part to play in encouraging employers to participate in the training system.  It is evident that the impact of incentives have different impacts on employers through the process of agreeing to take on and continue to take on New Apprentices, size and location of employer, industry, age of New Apprentice, and/or membership of a particular target groups or individuals with educational difficulties. Many of these issues were debated in 1998 when the Allen Consulting Group investigated subsidies for larger employers.

ACCI and members recognise that it is necessary for Commonwealth support to be appropriately directed and to this extent have supported the need for changes to existing incentive arrangements.  ACCI also supported the Federal Government’s changes in 1999 to existing worker provisions.

However, recent changes to the incentive regime have tended to be ad hoc and have only served to add to the level of complexity.  There is no doubt that the existing Commonwealth and State/Territory incentive regimes have added to the uncertainty and confusion among employers, industry and other stakeholders. 

There is a need to review incentive arrangements with the aim of integrating, streamlining and simplifying them.  The review should cover:

· casual and part-time employees;

· mechanisms to encourage employers to commit to training through AQF levels;

· cost effective and equitable ways to encourage employers to train existing workers either through incentive regimes or other subsidy arrangements;

· determination of appropriate subsidy amounts and points of payment through training;

· additional assistance to equity groups, particularly Indigenous peoples;

· relationship to State/Territory Employer Incentive Schemes; and

· anomalies around special payments to Group Training Companies and certain Traineeships.
What is important to recognise is that incentive arrangements are introduced by governments to influence employer behaviour.  The arrangements may also influence intermediaries involved in establishing New Apprenticeships.  Therefore, the introduction of an incentive regime should have the primary purpose of assisting governments in targeting resources along clear lines agreed with industry.  Moreover, incentive arrangements should be simple and easily communicated to employers in order to influence their behaviour.  This is not the case with each system at present.
ACCI is not necessarily advocating for increased resources to be allocated by governments to financial incentives. However, we do recommend that governments and industry should agree on the most effective allocation of incentives for the good of industry and particular individuals.  

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

(i) the quality of provision of VET in both government and non-government schools,

(ii) the relationship between vocational education in schools, and accredited training packages,

(iii) the effectiveness and quality of curriculum materials and teaching,

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

(v) school-to-work transitional arrangements.

In Australia over the last decade there has been a program of ongoing reform to the vocational education and training system.  The reform agenda has included the development of national standards, the introduction of a national qualifications framework, the development of a competency based approach to training, an increased role played by industry in the system and the fostering of a more competitive and industry driven environment in which the public TAFE colleges and private providers operate.  Moves to increase the flexibility of traineeships and apprenticeships have also been an important element of the reforms.    

Constitutionally, education is a State responsibility and this is guarded carefully.  There are effectively eight systems of education operating.  Although the Federal Government does not have constitutional responsibility for education, except for student financial support, it plays an increasingly important role in financing and setting broad policy directions.  The role of Government is gradually shifting from direct provision of education to one of steering and monitoring the system and guaranteeing quality.  

Industrial relations is another element where responsibilities are shared between the Federal and State Governments. 

The establishment of the Australian National Training Authority Agreement in 1992 was aimed at encouraging greater policy coherence, better coordinating vocational education and training activities, and effective allocation of Federal funds to the States and Territories. 

Notwithstanding the considerable progress that has been made, particularly in terms of unifying agendas and priorities, the transition from education to work still seems to be cluttered in terms of programs, funding arrangements and service delivery.  
Recent Developments 

Over the past few years, State and Commonwealth policy and funding has built on previous efforts to stimulate a major change in the programs schools provide for secondary students.  The Commonwealth, State/Territory Education and Training Departments and the non-Government sectors have all been working in partnership with industry to achieve these changes.  The primary focus has been on integrating entry level training programs with senior secondary certificates.  

As outlined under the ACCI Education and Training Policy Brief attached, ACCI supports education and training policies which:

· maximise education and training pathways from school to the workplace;

· focus on nationally consistent outcomes and achieve standards which are comparable to international standards of best practice;

· respond to the growing need for students to undertake workplace learning programs which develop links with industry and create pathways to further training and employment;

· improve, and regularly test on the basis of a nationally agreed and consistent basis, literacy and numeracy standards;

· improve and integrate careers education, key competencies and enterprise education principles into the education and training system;

· provide the adoption of an enterprising culture, particularly by young Australians; and

· support articulation arrangements across the school, vocational education and training and higher education sectors.

It is often argued that young people struggle in the labour market because education and training are not relevant to actual skill requirements.  There are several dimensions to addressing this issue including:

· the need to adjust the balance and understanding between supply and demand for labour;

· ensuring that young people are employable, both at the time they initially enter the labour market and in the first years of employment; 

· ensuring qualifications reflect changing work tasks and employment structures; and 

· providing young people with experience in real work settings.

ACCI and members are actively involved in strengthening schools-industry links in recognition of the need to develop strategies and initiatives which encourage the expansion of business involvement at both the policy and delivery levels, and promote the benefits to employers.  This has involved ACCI participating on a number of key advisory bodies and establishing initiatives such as the Schools Industry Liaison Officer (SILO) project.

The significant growth in Vocational Education and Training (VET) in school activities is placing substantial resource pressures on the school and VET systems.  This growth also impacts directly on employers, particularly the increasing requirement to provide learning opportunities in the work place which are nationally recognised as competencies endorsed within the National Training Framework and provide credit towards a credential within the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF).  This mainly includes secondary students undertaking vocational education and training as part of their secondary studies or, more recently, undertaking a part-time traineeship or apprenticeship.

The number of students undertaking vocational training as part of their senior secondary studies has increased each year from 60,000 in 1996 to over 130,000 in 1998.  This represents approximately one third of all year 11 and 12 students.  There is, however, huge variation across States between the quality and quantity of training undertaken.  This expansion of VET in school activities is expected to continue for at least the next three years although at a slower rate.  There will be growing pressure on employers to provide quality placements.

The findings of a recent ACCI survey of employers on their involvement in schools-industry programs, reinforce the need for an integrated schools-industry strategy.  The survey, involving 2014 employers, was conducted in November 1998 by AMR Quantum Harris, on behalf of ACCI.  The objective was to assess the level of employer awareness of, and participation in, structured workplace learning programs.  The findings highlight the need to better inform employers about their role in schools-industry programs and the benefits involved.  The survey covered small, medium and large businesses across all industry sectors.  

The survey findings also show that business is generally supportive of structured workplace learning programs.  Two thirds of organisations currently participating are small businesses.  Employers indicated that they do not consider programs translate into concrete benefits through increased productivity for the business. However, over half of employers believe the programs deliver some benefit.  They are generally meeting or exceeding the expectations of participating employers.  Many of the benefits are already being experienced by those involved but in order to increase participation levels it is necessary to deliver a consistent, credible and simple message on schools-industry initiatives.  The findings of this survey have been supported by other research conducted by a number of agencies.

The Benefits of Workplace Learning

One of the strongest messages to emerge from recent research is that teaching and learning processes and methods that combine abstract and applied learning are as important as the content of education and training.  This has been a driving force in introducing work-based learning within schools.  It allows young people to establish contacts with employers, which may lead to subsequent employment in the training enterprise, or lead to them being employed by other employers operating in a similar field.  It also builds genuine bridges from education into employment.  From an employer's perspective, participating in such programs can let them influence the quality and content of young people's preparation for working life, as well as help them screen trainees as possible candidates for future jobs.  

The Need for Integration

A range of schools-industry initiatives has emerged at the Federal, State and local level.  This includes structured workplace learning programs, New Apprenticeships in schools, specific school to work transition programs, enterprise education initiatives and simulated small business training.  There are many other schools-industry related activities funded at Commonwealth and State level and this includes careers advice and information programs, which inform students about the market demand for particular skills and qualifications, and professional development programs for teachers of VET courses.  

Many initiatives are funded by different Government agencies, and are not linked to any integrated or ongoing strategy.  Some programs are funded on a short-term basis, which is leading to uncertainty by stakeholders, duplication across programs and minimum flexibility to allocate resources across initiatives that are often complimentary. 

The ACCI Model

ACCI and members have developed a model for submission to Government, which integrates the various schools-industry initiatives and facilitates the involvement of employers and industry. 

The benefits of an integrated model include:

· a nationally consistent framework of targeted activity which is easily marketable to employers;

· a key nationally recognised platform in the effort to reduce youth unemployment;

· a recognition of the importance of the Commonwealth’s role in resourcing schools-industry initiatives;

· linking Commonwealth resourcing to the schools system rather than the vocational education and training system through the four-year Commonwealth schools agreement with State/Territory Governments.  This places pressure on the State/Territory schools systems to provide key elements of the strategy from existing schools funding which they have not done (eg. Careers Advisory Services);

· a recognition of the need for additional resources to be provided on a competitive basis to industry, the community and schools;

· getting better value for money including minimisation of Government expenditure duplication and introduction of outcomes based models; 

· securing agreement that schools-industry initiatives are a combination of activity impacting on employers rather than a concentration on a specific initiative; and

· establishing a special purpose organisation with an employer led board with critical links to established Government and industry advisory structures.  It would also bring together staff resources from a number of Commonwealth agencies with responsibilities in this area to consolidate expertise.  

An integrated model also provides a platform for further program development, enables a coherent schools-industry structure to be put in place and facilitates closer links between employers and education institutions and the community generally.  

The key activities of the ACCI strategy are integrated into four broad functional groups:

Business Theories and Practice  

In order to operate effectively in the changing labour market, students will need to be creative, opportunistic, self-reliant and comfortable with change.  Employers are relying more on people who have initiative and more readily accept responsibility and look for opportunities on behalf of the business. 

Business theories and practice address these needs and focuses on putting in place processes and projects that develop enterprising skills and attributes in students that are additional to academic or vocational knowledge.  This includes focusing on the development of the following key competencies:

· collecting, analysing and organising information;

· communicating information and ideas;

· planning and organising activities;

· working with others;

· mathematical ideas and techniques;

· solving problems; and

· using technology.

Cross-sectoral cooperation is necessary if key competencies are to be integrated, applied and tested consistently and reliably. 

Within the realm of business theories and practice, there is scope to provide students with an array of opportunities to learn about business.  This is currently aided by projects that enable students to:

· run their own company through a computer simulation of the Australian economy:

· undertake an innovative training strategy for the development of business skills and business thinking;

· establish and run their own business with the help of a real business partner and a network of firms which together generate a simulated market economy; 

· undertake a structured one week work placement during which they are confronted with real life challenges, requiring them to use enterprising skills and a total quality management approach;

· undertake five days work experience during which time they receive training in continuous improvement tools and processes using activities such as data gathering, data analysis, problem solving and planning; and

· be exposed to enterprise days in which businesses, schools and the community are linked.

Business theories and practice should also facilitate school visits by employers, focus on opportunities that promote small business as a career, and encourage lifelong learning and the training culture. 

Labour Market Realities

In order to ensure that the potential labour market is maximised and prepared for entry into the workforce, it is necessary to provide an integrated framework of information and promotion in the following areas: 

· Career Advisory Services;

· Labour Market Information on regions and industries including employment prospects, recruitment requirements and skills shortages;

· Job Guide/Internet Information on occupations;

· Promotion of Post Compulsory Education Options including higher education and VET; and

· Literacy and Numeracy Requirements.

Structured Workplace Training

Priority should be placed on the provision of structure workplace training for students utilising existing frameworks already in place in the national training system including:

· VET in Schools (unpaid Structured Workplace Training);

· New Apprenticeships in Schools (paid Structured Workplace Training);

· Training Packages in Schools; and

· Work Experience

Systems Support

In order to ensure the effective implementation of school-industry training initiatives, a range of support mechanisms need to be put in place in the following areas:

· Schools Support  including connections to the Job Network (revised Jobs Pathways program);

· Teachers to Industry and Teacher Professional Development;

· Industry Support (eg SILO activity);

· Regions/Community; and

· Employers (including incentives)

Management and Coordination 

The delivery of vocational education and training is principally the responsibility of the States however, the policy framework has increasingly become national in scope.  While this balance of power may be workable for government players, the two-principle user groups - young people and employers - are often confused by the Commonwealth/State mix.  Inconsistent policy and rules within Government jurisdictions has added to this confusion. 

In determining the move to a stronger national framework, three principles need to be considered: 

· the framework must form a genuine partnership between stakeholders that builds confidence and commitment; 

· VET cannot be separated from the other parts of the education and training system which means institutional structures must be as seamless as possible; and

· a national framework for VET does not necessitate the provision of VET by a single national agency. 

There are a number of ways which the administration of schools/industry initiatives can be improved.  One model is for a freestanding central agency to be established to manage and coordinate school to work programs and funding arrangements.  This agency should be at arms length from Government and be a driving force in developing and integrating school to work initiatives.  It must be an authoritative body with bipartisan support from education and industry and a clear mandate to take a fresh approach to integrating activities and facilitating industry involvement.  The agency should be directed by a small industry led Board.  It is intended that staff resources located in other existing agencies be integrated into the new organisation.

One option is that funding be allocated to the agency which will then in turn allocate resources on a competitive tendering basis.  Local and regional community organisations, local governments, business organisations and schools could individually, or collectively, place proposals to the agency for initiatives across the spectrum of activity areas.  Resources will be targeted at local and regional areas but allow for State/Territory and national responses.

Alternatively, the agency could operate as a broker for schools, community or industry organisations wishing to provide part or all of the services under the framework with relevant existing funding agencies.  A similar model exists with the Federal Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet identifying and funding projects of national significance.

The Commonwealth, States/Territories and industry should commit to the model for an identified period with corresponding Commonwealth and State funding applied to each functional group of the model.  The best mechanism to address this is through the next Commonwealth Schools Agreement which operates from 2001 to 2004.

ACCI and members will continue to develop this approach in consultation with key agencies.  
(g) an assessment of the consistency, validity and accessibility of statistical information on the performance of national VET systems, especially relating to apprenticeships and traineeships.

The provision of adequate statistical information on VET has been a challenge to all stakeholders for some time.  ACCI acknowledge the considerable work that the National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) has done over the last two years, particularly in making information more accessible to employers.  However, the statistical systems still need considerable work to provide a solid picture of VET activity in the country.  Issues of particular importance to employer organisations are the lack of information which can be broken down into regions and data on articulation between shorter-term traineeships and longer-term options by individuals.

PART 3: CONCLUSION

The benefits of industry, the Commonwealth and States/Territories working closely together to develop the skills base of Australia, are recognised by all.  The national training system that has been jointly developed now stands as a leading example internationally, of a system that is industry led.  It is important that all stakeholders continue to work together to build on the sound policy platform that is in place and ensure that implementation arrangements support this policy.  ACCI and members will continue to be active in implementing the reforms and look forward to continued work with all relevant parties in maximising the benefits to all Australians participating in the system.
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