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Introduction

At the heart of the ANTA Agreement 2001‑03 is a commitment by the States, Territories and the Commonwealth, in partnership with industry, to work together to increase the participation of Australians in an integrated national vocational education and training system that allows for regional and local diversity.  The partners recognise that an effective vocational education and training sector is needed to provide skills to maintain individuals’ employability, increase their productivity and improve the competitiveness of enterprises and the nation.

This submission focuses on the role of TAFE Institutes within the Vocational Education and Training (VET) Sector as a provider of training to meet the current and future skills needs of Australian society and the economy. 

It identifies issues and opportunities for growth and improvement of skills development for the Australian workforce. Its discussion is focused on four complementary themes:

· Skills within current and emerging industry trends

· Audiences for training

· Modes of training provision 

· Meeting the cost of training

Skills Within Current and Emerging Industry Trends

Skills 

Accepted wisdom supports the importance of skills and knowledge in building economic success and social cohesion for a society. Endeavours to improve Australia’s international competitiveness and to facilitate transition to a knowledge economy are characterised as relying on a high skill economy. Success in the burgeoning knowledge economy is intrinsically linked to skills development and improved productivity.

The Australian Quality Framework defines skills in terms of competencies related to industry developed national training standards, ensuring recognition, national portability and quality outcomes for individuals and industry. To grow and sustain Australia’s competitive position in the global economy, skills development must be focussed on current needs whilst aligning to future and emerging directions of industry. National standards for training are imperative but their consistency with global standards is a critical success factor for Australia’s economic future in a world economy. 

Positioning the Training Effort 

Recent research has characterised skills as operating within ecosystems, that is clusters of high, intermediate and low level competencies in a particular region or industry. High skill ecosystems such as IT or biotechnology may provide significant investment outcomes but fail to generate the wider employment realised through medium or low skill clusters such as cleaning and personal services. Further, ecosystems provide benefits for our society through their social value, such as family services. 

In recent years considerable emphasis has been placed on entry‑level training through traineeships and managerial and supervisory level skills through the development and implementation of Training Packages. However there is evidence to suggest that the development of middle level technical skills is critical to efficient and effective industrial development, an area that has been largely neglected by government VET funding and policy. Despite the shift to a demand driven system, skill shortages persist.

The current focus on entry‑level skills, apprenticeships and traineeships particularly by the Commonwealth Government, has also indirectly redirected resources away from the development of advanced knowledge and related skills deemed essential for the development of new industries. 

A focus of government policy on the development of training to meet high level skills, at the detriment of low, medium and social skill ecosystems, would ignore the need to train people for the majority of the jobs that are available. 

What is needed is a broad mix of initiatives to meet the emerging needs of all industry sectors. This would require research into the high, medium and low skill needs of differing industry ecosystems. In turn, this research could lead to better fit between the skill levels required by industry and the output of the TAFE Sector.

The TAFE Sector has a high order capacity to stimulate economic growth through the provision of relevant training for industry. It is currently limited by funding constraints and policy directives, which do not foster innovative and creative approaches where training is required outside the dominant model of entry-level training. 

Employability Skills

While training has focussed largely on technical and cognitive dimensions of skills acquisition, new levels of attention are being directed to the behaviours that underpin workforce skills. Governments at both state and federal levels in commissioning research on the innovation economy have highlighted employability and generic skills as a means to provide the competitive edge for twenty-first century challenges in the workplace.  

In Victoria, the Ministerial Statement – Knowledge and Skills for the Innovation Economy has focussed recent VET products around supporting identification and development of generic skills.  With the introduction of Training Packages targeting the post-compulsory demographic and the introduction of the Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning (VCAL), an opportunity has presented itself for embedding and integrating employability skill development into a framework covering both the adult and youth demographic. 

The concept is underpinned by an understanding that employability skills rely on enhanced ‘cultural awareness’ that is, recognising and engaging with the world of work; the workplace; people in the workplace and work practices. The delivery of VET sector qualifications has not traditionally focussed on employability skills in an overt manner. There is recognition that such skills are critical to supporting individuals to meet the demands of the modern workplace, innovation, new industries and the need for re-skilling and upskilling of the existing workforce.  

In response, researchers are making a concerted effort to not only identify, but also to provide practical support mechanisms by developing evidence guides against which employability skill outcomes can be measured and acknowledged as part of a training qualification. 

Industry Trends

Any current discussion of industry trends on national and global scales will canvass the development and application of new technologies to generate new industries. As new technologies are embedded in industry contexts, new configurations of commerce emerge. This is evidenced in the massive growth of e-Commerce and the mutation of the traditional supply chain into a supply or value network. As products and services change their form, means of supply and their market, new skills and new combinations of skills emerge. 

The patterns of industrial change are dynamic. Recognising the needs of different sectors is essential in predicting and responding to changing employment patterns. Jobs in some sectors may contract with technological change and new patterns of consumer demand; but in other sectors those same factors may provide new jobs.

Identification of Industry Training Needs 

Within this environment are national Industry Training Advisory Bodies/Boards that generally have a State/Territory based network.  On occasion the coverage of the State/Territory based network varies from its national counterpart and in recent times both the Victorian ITBs and national ITABs have been reviewed with significant consequence to their operations and service.

Historically the role of the national and State/Territory has been to provide data on the training needs for specific industries within State/Territory jurisdiction; whilst the national ITAB also advises ANTA on training needs nationally for specific industries.  There would appear to be a degree of potential overlap in the sourcing and provision of such data in the form of advice on training needs and skills formation when it could be assumed that the national picture is the ‘sum of the parts’.

TAFE Institutes value and require consistent and accurate information, based on sound data analysis. The quantity, consistency and accuracy of advice which is readily available in the public domain to influence and support decision making processes for TAFE Institutes is not being adequately met by the mechanisms which are currently in place. In addition, a valuable opportunity is being missed by not including the TAFE Sector on ITB’s and ITAB’s. The TAFE Sector has vast amounts of relevant data on training needs within their regions. They are uniquely in a position to add significant value to ITB and ITAB considerations.

TAFE Institutes are in a prime position to provide valuable input into the data collection and analysis process through utilising the outcomes of their quality oriented procedures.  These may include direct contact with industry and industry partners through New Apprenticeship and training arrangements; formal and informal industry consultation and evaluation processes through network and industry advisory group structures; TAFE personnel’s involvement in industry associations; and TAFE Institutes identifying and responding to industry needs at the local and regional level.

Whilst being in a prime position to provide valuable input, TAFE Institutes are not resourced to carry out this task. In addition, there is no consolidated attempt to collect and synthesise the valuable information gathered by individual TAFE Institutes. As the situation presently stands a critical stakeholder in the provision of training leading to potential employment outcomes - TAFE Institutes - have limited opportunity to shape the advice on industry training needs and skills formation.  

The VET system requires information on industry training needs and skills formation that is regionally focused. Regional and sub-regional specific information on industry training needs and skills formation assists providers in targeting potential markets and identifying and meeting training needs.  Currently this information is available through the production of Industry Training Plans that translate into a summary document that OTTE uses for funding training for the subsequent year. The quality of the data and the analysis of the trends has been variable as it relies on the spread and scope of the ITB and may lack the regional and sub regional information that is of critical importance to training providers. 

The opportunity for TAFE Institutes to access information that is current, regionally focused and provides coverage of the appropriate industry sectors represented in the region could be facilitated through strategically timed regionally based workshops or briefings.  These sessions should be facilitated by appropriate agencies including State Training Authorities; industry representatives (representative of peak bodies, unions, enterprises – small, medium and large); local government; and other regionally based agencies such as New Apprenticeship Centres and Area Consultative Committees.

Advice on industry training and skills formation needs must include robust forecasting so that short, medium and long term planning can be implemented.

Planning for the future relies on current advice that is based on sound data collection and analysis.  It is critical that such information is provided to TAFE Institutes so that medium to long term planning can be actioned and the training and skills formation needs of industry can be addressed in a considered and strategic manner.

It is time for Government to consider a more appropriate and targeted approach to the collection and dissemination of advice on industry training needs.  Critical to any enhanced mechanisms for this outcome is the need for the following to underpin any processes or models that are recommended:

· regionally focused data

· information and data that is current and useable

· advice that is consistent and accessible

· representation in formulating the advice that captures small, medium and large enterprise perspectives.

Audiences For Training

The role of TAFE has become increasingly complex over the last decade, as Institutes have been required to operate in a competitive market at local, national and international levels. In the context of a declining resource base, the TAFE system has managed to maintain its profile as the key provider of vocational education and training, continuing to be responsive to the needs of government, industry and the community. 

Changes in Workforce

A number of changes are occurring within the workforce and labour market pool.  

· There is a significant increase in people over the age of 55 participating in the workforce. This is a combined effect of people delaying retirement, or situations where a person has retired and then re-entered the workforce to generate an income as superannuation or pension benefits have not provided sufficient support.

· The workplace is becoming more diverse with an increase in women’s participation rate, a more culturally diverse workplace with recent, first and second-generation immigrants being engaged, and an increased participation of those considered to have a disability.

· This diversity is not just restricted to gender and ethnicity, but also embodies a range of values, lifestyles, expectations and skills sets.  It has also led to a greater focus on communication and conflict resolution, as many relationships within an organization change.

· The differences between generations are also reflected in the motivation and commitment of groups within the workforce. Many workers grapple with the management of a diverse range of social and health issues including family responsibilities for children, parents and grandparents, marital arrangements and health factors including disability.

· Forms of employment are also changing.  There is an increase in workers who are self‑employed or alternatively may work for a number of employers concurrently and/or across their working life.  Where once people entered an occupation or organization with a career path mapped out, there is now frequent movement between ‘income‑earning opportunities’.  Such movements often occur in areas where there is no obvious progression or advancement and generally occur within a two to five year span. These employment patterns have led to workers requiring a broad skill base in both technical and generic skill areas. As a result of employment and social changes, work and other life roles are becoming mixed with self-employed workers working from home; technology enabling work access 24/7; and working hours increasing.

· The form of the enterprise is also changing with organizations increasingly becoming specialised whilst also being multi-disciplinary. This means that there is a demand for a broader range of skills within an organization that has a specialised focus.

· As large providers of training and education services across the State all TAFE Institutes have developed a strong understanding of young people’s needs. They have committed significant resources to undertaking an active and ongoing role in supporting Victoria’s Local Learning and Employment Networks (LLENs). These have been established consistent with the recommendations identified in the Ministerial Review of Post Compulsory Education and Training Pathways in Victoria.  

· Generation Y is the term given to that group of young people who were born between 1980 and 1994. Research indicates that, for this cohort, the notion of school to work transition is outmoded and needs to be replaced by a model that acknowledges other life spheres such as leisure, relationships and personal development. Smaller class sizes to enable more flexible teaching methods and more time for teachers to give individual attention to young people are cited as of importance to this cohort. Greater choice and flexibility in the subjects offered and the opportunity to combine appropriate education, training and work options in a variety of settings are also key concerns in shaping their transition to the workforce.

· Another effect of the globalisation of industry is the economic inequality that has developed within countries as a direct result of the reduction in scale of labour intensive activities; the growth in new ways of production that use less skilled labour; and the growth of the so‑called knowledge economies.  Unemployment, and in particular long‑term unemployment, has emerged as a significant problem for industrialised countries such as Australia, where unskilled people have continually found difficulty in getting jobs or are under-employed in low wage or casual positions.

· This cohort of people has found its way into TAFE Institutes largely through labour market programs, language and basic education programs, entry-level training and skill specific short courses such as those in information technology.  Factors that are most important in assisting mobility in the labour market for this cohort are those previously identified as generic skills - confidence in an individual’s competency in literacy, numeracy and computing, critical thinking, presentation and communication.

The implications for vocational education and training include:

· Changing work and life roles, along with diverse family responsibilities has resulted in changing access needs for workers requiring training.

· Learning materials and delivery styles need to take into consideration cultural diversity and generation changes.

· Need for specific skills and competency has expanded to meet employer needs, rather than personal needs.

· Focus is shifting to include not only pre-entry training and labour market entrants, but also the needs of the older workforce for re-training and up-skilling.

· With an increase in self-employment and working for multiple employers concurrently, workers are required to take greater responsibility for maintaining and developing their own skill sets. 

· Opportunities for training within organisations are not limited to a narrow skill‑set, but rather are expanding due to the multi‑disciplinary nature of enterprises. 
Modes of Training Provision

TAFE institutes provide multiple products and services to meet the needs of a wide variety of industry and community clients.  These include programs for:

· basic literacy and numeracy

· basic preparation for work

· entry level training including apprenticeships

· advanced vocational training, including para‑professionals

· advanced technician and advanced post-initial training courses

· degrees in niche markets on a fee‑for‑service basis.

The introduction of the Australian Quality Training Framework is acknowledged as an attempt to monitor the quality of education and training across the VET and Further Education sectors. The establishment of benchmarks and the monitoring of standards in education and training need to be undertaken by experienced education and training professionals, with an up‑to‑date understanding of teaching and learning methodologies, national and international practices as well as a background in educational policy development and implementation. A robust and dynamic base for continual improvement in TAFE is of significant value to the Australian economy. Resources to support its development and widespread implementation are an investment in sustained quality. 
Need for Further Research

Research suggests that increased participation in post compulsory education and training increases the consequent life choices of individuals. However, additional research is required to ensure that the types of education and training on offer are the most effective in assisting individuals to achieve their goals, as well as providing the nation with the required skills to support industrial growth and development and to break into new markets. 

Overseas experience would suggest that a large investment of resources in the post‑compulsory system, coupled with an enlightened vision for education and training which considers the core attributes and skills of graduates is required if Victoria is to become a major centre for new industries. The policies underpinning the provision of education and training in Ireland for example, reflect a view that the individual and the community not only require a system which targets the development of skills for the existing context, but that the post-compulsory system itself can be a major player in directing the future economic and industrial development of the nation.

Responding to Client Needs

Despite willingness and potential, the ability of TAFE Institutes to respond to the needs of its clients is limited by the existing inflexible funding system. 

There are significant difficulties in supporting emerging small businesses using systems such as ‘vouchers’, which are often not redeemed.  An alternative which would achieve better co‑ordination and targeting of resources to service local business needs would be the allocation of an entitlement to TAFE Institutes, with a bonus if a certain level of training is delivered to businesses. Another example of inflexible arrangements relates to existing worker funding.

Recent research conducted into the Implications of Industry Licensing for the Implementation of Training Packages commissioned by ANTA identified that two parallel systems are in operation dealing with the assessment of the knowledge and skill of employees in various industries in relation to licensing, namely:

· A consistent national VET system for the assessment of skill and knowledge and the issue of qualifications that is centred on competency-based training (CBT); and

· Diverse approaches by industry regulators to the assessment of the skill and knowledge requirements of regulated occupations.

It was further identified that:

The need to address this problem is becoming more acute as the use of Training Packages expands since the initial implementation of Training Packages in 1998:

While some progress has been made in individual industry sectors towards overcoming the impediments that industry licences pose to the implementation of Training Packages, this progress has been variable and no consistent approach to resolving the problems has been devised.

TAFE Institutes provide training and related services to a broad range of clients including enterprises from traditionally disadvantaged regions, which continue to experience industrial decline, high levels of unemployment and lower levels of school completion than other areas.  In this context TAFE Institutes are required to develop unique policies, programs and partnerships, in order to provide for the training and education needs of their communities. Such initiatives however, have been limited by current funding and accountability requirements for TAFE providers and are not adequately supported by government policies. 

The provision of these courses should be viewed in a value‑added context in terms of assisting members of the community to participate more fully in the spheres of employment, education and social activity, which has a long tem effect on the economy of the region. If the diverse needs of the community are to be catered for, language and literacy support needs to be funded at a higher level to allow for a range of teaching modes including one‑to‑one tuition where necessary.  Such support should be considered as a long-term investment, which will have far‑reaching benefits over time for the individual, the community and the wider workplace environment.

TAFE Institutes have also developed a number of courses specifically designed to assist people from diverse backgrounds to successfully access further education and training, through tailoring courses to ensure they are language appropriate and culturally sensitive. Examples include courses specifically targeting women returning to study, and pre‑apprenticeship courses for students from migrant/refugee communities, to encourage participation in ‘mainstream’ activities. However, again, existing funding and reporting structures have limited the way programs can be delivered and structured and have therefore limited the ways in which TAFE Institutes can respond to the needs of the community with innovative training.

TAFE as a public provider also has responsibility for ensuring that appropriate training options and facilities exist for students with disabilities and that these training options lead wherever possible to employment.  In this context TAFE Institutes can effectively act as an advocate for disabled members of the community, providing specialised courses, work placement opportunities and support for disabled students undertaking mainstream programs. There are examples where TAFE Institutes have had considerable success in the delivery of courses for disabled students, including pioneering a case management approach to assist these students to obtain the specialised support they need to be successful in gaining employment.  Despite wishing to expand this model to enable such students to complete further vocational training, the program cannot be offered within the current funding model.

TAFE Institutes are recognized by industry as the public face of vocational education and training and are regularly called upon to provide consultancy support to industry clients, partners and, at times, competitors to assist with providing accurate and exemplary advice on delivery and assessment strategies for a range of training programs. The level of training provided by employers and the level of their investment in training has fallen. It has been partly replaced by a reliance on government-funded programs from TAFE Institutes, shifting the training burden for skills development on to the State.

TAFE Institutes require support to become more proactive in building relationships with individual businesses.  This work is a time‑consuming, non‑income generating activity. However, taking a longer-term view, industry, TAFE and the community all stand to benefit over time if an initial investment is made in supporting the development and implementation of an effective enterprise learning support plan.

TAFE Institutes can also develop their role further by assisting industries which are experiencing downturns in productivity with the need to redeploy or make significant numbers of workers redundant.  TAFE Institutes can assist in re‑skilling workers and assist the company to manage the introduction of new work practices, as was done prior to and during the restructuring of the Textile, Clothing and Footwear industry.  This makes economic sense as well as providing support to individuals and the community. TAFE Institute’s current ability to respond proactively to such situations is, however, again limited by inadequate resources.

The public perception of TAFE as a component of the education system is at times inferior to that of the higher education sector. Its role in creating and maintaining the economic and social sustainability of our society is overlooked within a framework of quantitative measures relating to Student Contact Hours.  As discussed above, TAFE meets the needs of the Australian workforce consistently from secondary school through to retirement. The government has the opportunity to play a significant role in lifting the profile of TAFE within the context of lifelong learning: firstly, by promotion of TAFE as a quality alternative and equal, but different, partner to other forms of education; and secondly by the development of more comprehensive instruments to measure the contribution and success of TAFE. The latter may include both qualitative and quantitative performance indicators. 

Meeting the Cost of Training

There is emerging evidence to suggest that national vocational education and training policies are beginning to undermine the publicly funded vocational education and training system’s capacity to meet its obligations. These obligations include social obligations in terms of access for disadvantaged learners as well as delivering high quality training and skills relevant to a knowledge based economy. 

Research reported in the paper, ‘Squeezing the TAFE Sector’ published by the University of Canberra paints an alarming picture of declining Commonwealth funding for vocational education in Australia.

Based upon research into data from the years 1997 to 2000, this research shows a decrease of Commonwealth funding of 12.7 % in real terms.  The Commonwealth share of VET revenue declined from 28% in 1997 to 24% in 2000. This diminishing investment by the Commonwealth Government is very disappointing and is considered to be a major contributor to the funding ‘squeeze’ currently impacting upon the operations of TAFE Institutes.

The second ANTA Agreement (1998 to 2000) required States and Territories to achieve “growth through efficiencies”. This drove TAFE Institutes to produce greater quantities of training with little or no growth in funding in real terms and led to a national efficiency gain of 10.9% over the three year period. The above-mentioned research has indicated that this reduction in unit costs was largely achieved by lowering employee costs as well as less expenditure on consumables, student materials, repairs and maintenance. Strategies adopted to achieve this outcome included increasing class sizes, ceasing delivery of more expensive courses, increasing delivery of less expensive courses and reducing services to regional and remote areas.

The ceasing of delivery of more expensive courses is particularly worrying when one considers the issue raised earlier in this paper regarding the neglect of middle and higher levels of technical skills in the ‘skills ecosystem’. It is generally the middle and higher skill level courses that require higher levels of resources. Reduction in availability of these skills due to funding pressures will lead to depressed skills ecosystems with significant detrimental effect upon national economic development.

It is appropriate for the Australian taxpayer to expect value from resources expended in vocational education. The concept of value implies a balance between efficiency and effectiveness. Lowering the unit cost of vocational education generates greater efficiency. Increasing the relevance, quality and equity of vocational education generates greater effectiveness. 

The growth of efficiency has been at the expense of effectiveness. Preliminary indications are emerging of a reduction of effectiveness including reduced levels of participation in vocational education by members of disadvantaged social groups and a decline in the level of satisfaction reported by TAFE graduates. It should be emphasised that this evidence is preliminary only and further detailed research is required to determine the impact upon effectiveness of the drive towards efficiency. 

Considerable research is required to determine realistic performance indicators of effectiveness within the TAFE Sector. These indicators should be combined with relevant efficiency indicators in a structured manner that in combination represent measures of ‘value’. Recognised indicators of ‘value’ should underpin assessments of the performance of the TAFE Sector in Australia.
Delivery Costs

The funding rate per Student Contact Hour (SCH) varies in the States and Territories across Australia.  ‘New Skills For All: Investing In Victoria’s Public TAFE Institutes’, prepared by the Victorian TAFE Association CEO’s Council, identifies a reduction in public expenditure per hour of public training (SCH) by Australia overall from approximately $15 in 1997 to $12.50 in 2001 (measured in 2001 prices).  

At the same time Victorian spending, well below the Australian average, reduced overall from an average of $11+ per SCH to $10.80.  In 2001 the Victorian government ‘s contribution of 49.7% of recurrent revenues was the second lowest, compared with the highest at 62.9% for NSW.

Performance and Funding Agreements between TAFE Institutes and the Victorian Government continue to include an annual 1.5% productivity dividend, which, if maintained, will largely erode increased funding announced by the Victorian government during 2002.

More than 60% of Australian TAFE Institute expenditure for 2000-2001 was employee costs (NCVER).  Whilst employee numbers may be a matter for Institute control in Victoria, issues such as awards and enterprise bargaining frameworks are government driven, and increases are not always fully supplemented in Victoria.  Whilst the full impact of emerging skills on workforce costs are not known, it is likely that the demand for trainers in these areas will be a driver in increasing salary costs.

The current funding model, ‘one size fits all’ does not take account of highly specialized and expensive areas of skill need, such as costs of materials for courses such as stainless steel welding; training of electrical linesmen with cabling at around $50/m and live line training requiring a smaller teacher-student ratio for Occupational Health & Safety reasons. The likelihood is that increasing sophistication of technology will contribute to this issue.  

Training for emerging skills will require new products.  Current funding models generally do not allow for research and development and TAFE Institutes are not in a position to self‑fund research and development. Whilst the Victorian Government has made welcome moves to partly address this issue, a greater emphasis upon, and funding of, new product development is required if TAFE institutes are to maintain their products at the leading edge of national requirements.

For regional Institutes, in an environment where costs are often higher, there is also a balance to be maintained between meeting community expectations and the return on investment for training in new skills.  A funding model that does not differentiate between Institutes on the basis of significant characteristics may well disadvantage regional Institutes and communities and force them to travel and/or relocate to access training in new skill areas.

A key to increasing skills and knowledge in the new economy will be cross‑sectoral qualifications and pathways.  Whilst there may be saving to be gained in dual sector universities, differentials in funding administration and reporting create barriers to dual sector programs and pathways.  There are limited financial incentives for collaborative activity (DEST 2002).  The Victorian government proposal to allow TAFE Institutes to offer degree courses (the Vocational Education and Training (TAFE qualifications) Bill 2003 is currently before parliament), whilst facilitating pathways to new skills for new and existing workers, will increase pressure to resolve anomalies between the two systems.

Facilities and Maintenance 

The Schofield report recommended that ‘the government should develop a long-term vision to guide and direct future investment in public infrastructure so as to ensure the sustainability of the TAFE system…’ System-wide depreciation costs ran at 5.8% in 2001 (NCVER), however this is not recognised in funding models. Depreciation of physical infrastructure is a serious and growing problem for TAFE Institutes. It is impacting adversely upon financial viability and both training effectiveness and availability.

Introduction of innovation funds and specialist centres in Victoria is a significant forward step.  However, technological change is exponential and national interests are best served by all TAFE Institutes being equipped with the intellectual and physical capacity for training delivery in new industries and skills. 

The Role of Industry/Employers in Contributing to Costs

As indicated above, the costs of some specialised courses do not ‘fit’ within the current funding model.  Employer/industry contributions may be necessary in these areas to maintain viability of courses.  This would mean a change in government policy, which currently requires Institutes to deliver apprentice training whether or not there is industry contribution. This places Institutes delivering to high cost, specialist industries at a disadvantage. There may be a role for industries requiring high cost training to contribute to that level of training in TAFE Institutes. 

‘Government regulatory requirements are also increasing occupational skill requirements in many industries, including financial services, security industries’ (VTA CEO’s Council).  This has significant impacts on employer training budgets.  For example, in the gas industry in Victoria current legislation requires all workers on gas lines to have competencies from accredited courses, rather than the previous non-accredited in-house training.  Both the electricity and gas industries have regulatory requirements for regular refreshers. When is this cost to be borne by Government and when is it to be borne by industry. It is arguable that industry has a role to play in the funding of this necessary training.

The number of small businesses and self-employed workers in Australia is increasing rapidly.  In general, these businesses are not in a position to fund extensive training or re-training in specialist areas and new skills.  Access to government funded or subsidized training courses may be the difference between survival and failure in the new economy.

There have been several recent initiatives that contribute to the cost of TAFE staff development. The Schofield report estimated staff development in TAFE at 1.9% of gross wages, compared with the best-practice benchmark of 3‑4%.  To take a lead in training in emerging skills, TAFE staff need to be highly trained, and trained in a timely manner.  Many Institutes do not have the equipment or facilities to train staff in new areas, and find it difficult to fund industry release. There is a clear role that each industry could play in this process as a potential contribution to the cost of training for that industry.

The role of industry/ employers in contributing to training costs requires further research. It is arguable that guidelines could be developed to encourage greater understanding of relevant issues and facilitate a more structured role for industry in contributing to training costs.

Student Contributions to Costs

Student fees are set by the State government at a specific rate of dollars per SCH of tuition ($1 per SCH in Victoria), up to ceiling dependant on the type of course, e.g. Apprentices in Victoria: $290.  The hourly rate has not been altered for over five years. The student contribution to revenues, via fees, is a relatively small proportion at 12‑13% for Victoria (NCVER).  Additional contributions from students would assist in meeting the cost of maintenance and improvement of skills. This is however, a very sensitive political issue and one that impacts upon the potential for students to access TAFE programmes.

There has been some discussion in the recent past of the application of a ‘HECS’ type system within the TAFE Sector. From the perspective of TAFE Institutes in Victoria, there is a desire to better understand how such a ‘HECs’ type system would operate. Included in an explanation of how such a system could operate, Victorian TAFE Institutes are interested to learn how relevant measures would be included to negate any potential barriers to participation for those disadvantaged in gaining access to vocational education. Consideration also needs to be given to researching how a ‘HECS’ type system would operate while ensuring maintenance of the right of individual TAFE Institutes to determine when such ‘HECS’ style fees should or could be applied.

Furthermore TAFE Institutes should be empowered to offer national and state accredited programmes on a fee for service basis where the demand for such programmes is in excess of government funded places. A model similar to Universities could be instigated on an aggregated basis for TAFE Institutes.

Concessions on fees are available to a wide range of government beneficiaries. This has a significant financial impact upon TAFE Institutes in economically depressed areas.  Whilst Government provides a rebate to Institutes on a proportional basis, it does not fully cover revenues foregone. ‘Labour force participation among the mature aged, income support recipients and females, is low by international standards’ (Ken Henry: 2003), and they have generally lower levels of educational achievement. Persons who are unemployed do not have access to employer supported training (VTA CEO’s Council paper). Engagement of this cohort will impact on funding requirements if they are to be retrained or upskilled.

Conclusions

Australia has a TAFE Sector that is arguably almost unique in the world and the envy of many developed countries. It has proven itself to be flexible, resilient and cost efficient as focusses upon current and emerging needs of industry and the community. In many ways, the Australian TAFE Sector today is facing critical decisions that will profoundly impact upon its future. Governments at all levels need to recognise past achievement and redefine the future. Governments need to articulate the crucial role of TAFE in the present and future economy and drive achievement of ‘value’ and ‘effectiveness’ underpinned by a commitment of resources commensurate with that vision.
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