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Introduction

The TAFE NSW Managers Association is an independent professional body established in 1984. It is a professional association with a commitment to promoting excellence in vocational education and training. It offers professional support, but not industrial advocacy, for its members. It is the duly constituted NSW Chapter of Australian Association of Senior TAFE Managers (AUSTAFE Inc).  

TAFE NSW Managers Association Inc. welcomed the publication of the discussion paper “Creating a future direction for Australian vocational education and training” released by Skills Australia in October 2010. We briefly discussed the context of the paper and invited comment from our members to feed back into the consultation process about the governance, design and make up of the National Training System.

The following comments were received for your consideration:
We support the focus of the discussion paper as it draws attention to the need to achieve a more skilled and productive Australian workforce to help make Australia a leading international economy and to maintaining our competitive and capability advantage in a global context. We are mindful of the outcomes and the practical capabilities that students achieve as enhanced and self directed technically skilled learners. 
We support the VET being a socially inclusive, workforce oriented provider taking a wide view of the paid and unpaid, employed and self employed workforce. VET qualifications provide a means of ensuring technical and employability skills and attributes in keeping with the Australian Qualifications Framework. The VET sector needs to be quality assured in order to maintain confidence in society and capability for enterprises and industries. VET needs to have consultation and review mechanism to ensure that stakeholder interest and quality assurances as maintained. 
The vocational education and training environment is increasingly competitive. All states and territories are implementing reforms to their vocational education and training (VET) systems to strengthen their competitive purchasing capability. The Commonwealth Government has identified reforms through its work on the National Partnership-Market Design.  We support the view of an expanded VET provision to raise the levels of participation, qualifications and support in the labour force.
TAFE NSW has embraced the competitive market place, recognising it has sharpened business responsiveness, generated greater knowledge of clients’ needs, increased the relevance of content, opened up constructive dialogue and networks within the marketplace and presented new marketing opportunities. It has driven analysis of cost structures and shown opportunities for productivity improvements, with TAFE NSW achieving significant delivery and management efficiencies, reflected in the significant reduction in unit costs over recent years.

TAFE NSW Managers operate within a framework of “collaborative competition” between Institutes, leveraging competition to drive efficiencies in TAFE in comparison with other providers across Australia.
There is established support for Government purchasing training guided by principles such as: 

· being based on a “managed” rather than a “free” market approach

· recognising the role of the State in setting strategic, economic and social policy objectives for VET

· contributing to the viability and strength of public providers across all regions

· including mechanisms to protect thin markets, especially in apprenticeship and some traineeship provision and in adverse economic conditions

· taking a planned and strategic approach to supporting state and industry skill development priorities rather than being based purely on student choice or entitlements

· encouraging increased industry/business investment in workforce skills
· balancing the needs of major stakeholders, including industry, large and small business, students and the broader community

· using cost structures which do not unfairly burden students or militate against their participation in training 
· catering for jobseekers by linking training to real jobs

· strengthening collaboration between the VET sector, other education sectors and regional and industry partners to maximise the efficient and effective use of resources.  There is a concern that TAFE / VET is under siege from the Secondary and Higher Education sectors which have higher profiles and are making inroads into VET with the provision of VET in Schools and Higher Education.
· Developing a strong position in relation to the formation of the Tertiary Sector where Higher Education and the VET sector combine in accredited post school education.
· recognising that there are different state governance structures and accountabilities that are equally successful and that purchasing arrangements should not be conditional on a single governance framework.

We invited comments along the lines of:

1.   Points that are supported from the discussion paper.

2.   Points that are contested in relation to the discussion paper.

3.  Other points that need to be addressed in relation to Vocational Education and Training which should be included in future VET directions.

Points that are supported from the discussion paper:
· New arrangements for industry advice to the Ministerial Council as a central feature of the governance framework, 
· Establish national statutory arrangements for VET regulation and quality led by an independent board with the expectation that over time these regulatory arrangements align and eventually integrate with those for higher education. The idea of closing the gap between Higher Education and Vocational Education and Training is supported
· Australian Governments adopt a purchasing approach as the preferred investment model
· Australian Governments agree to the proposed managed market reform approach to achieve greater choice, contestability and responsiveness to moderated demand for VET.
· Continuing to ensure the ongoing role of public providers and their agency 

· The proposed national VET regulator, as a priority, strengthens AQTF risk management protocols, scope for interventions and treatment of sanctions to enable rapid national response to poor RTO performance. Supporting the ideas of assuring qualifications and positive learning experiences for VET students.
· There is support for the Bradley recommendation of the continuum of tertiary skills provision with better connections across sectors and clearer pathways between VET and Higher education sectors in both directions.  However the separate and distinctive missions, funding and offerings of the two sectors must be maintained.

Points that are contested in relation to the discussion paper.

· TAFE systems should be included in the new national advisory arrangements – TAFE Institutes have insights into customer needs and emerging industries that will not otherwise be taken into account

· If we move to a single national regulatory body and amalgamated tertiary sector, TAFEs as public VET providers need to become self-accrediting institutions (in terms of courses), just as the public higher education providers are. There needs to be a more level playing field vis-à-vis higher education

· To all intents and purposes Australian Governments have already adopted a purchasing approach to funding. This is the approach that all governments are in effect using. The issue is the way that VET is treated comparative to higher education in terms of student entitlements and income contingent loans

· The VET 'market' has to date failed to provide an important element of 'choice'. The pricing of VET provision through User Choice, the PPP and other programs does not provide for 'full service' industry partnership vocational education and training models, trades training and other high cost but highly effective forms of provision. It also needs to ensure that equity considerations are adequately addressed.
· In agreeing to ensure TAFEs' ongoing role, Skills Australia needs to acknowledge that this goes well beyond thin and regional markets. TAFEs have a responsibility to support industry and economic development across and even beyond State borders.
· Consideration needs to be given to balance the forces of demand driven and industry driven profiles for VET. Governments or public agencies need to provide a modified market system in relation to the provision of the range of VET qualifications.
· TAFE NSW Managers Association does not support the proposed national VET regulator having the role of developing a national framework and agreeing what core standards should be. The roles of regulator and purchaser should be separate. Governments need to be responsible to their respective electorates for the purchasing of training. States and Territories are the primary funders of VET and as such their prerogative to purchase training as they see fit to support economic development within their own electorates needs to be maintained. The case for a one size fits all model has not been made.

· The burden for providing performance and outcomes information needs to apply equally to all RTOs and not fall unfairly on TAFE systems as at present. As well, in considering any new forms of data to be collected, it needs to be kept in mind that RTOs' purpose is to provide VET services, not to be information collectors on behalf of government. There needs to be a 'natural fit' between VET provision and data collection. 

· If there is an increase in the funding budget this would be good, however an increase in the different types of contestable programs or buckets of funding will only be watering down current programs. TAFE Managers do not support an increase in contestability programs. If we are looking at streamlining and simplifying the systems why expand offerings in this area?
· Funding of the VET sector is and important matter to be addressed with the leadership coming from governments, industry, enterprises, communities, international and individuals sources. HECS/ HELP could well be applied for higher level VET courses. Scholarship and tax incentives should be applied and industry should be making a more substantial contribution. Special consideration should be given to lower SES ( Socio economic status) needs. 
· Consideration needs to be given to insulate the VET Sector from the excesses of financial market fluctuations given the GFC (Global Financial Crisis) and various after shocks. We need to ensure intermediate to long term financial models are provided for a sustainable VET sector.
Other points that need to be addressed in relation to Vocational Education and Training which should be included in the discussion paper and future directions.
· TAFE Managers Association welcomes the recommendation that a Peak Industry Advisory Group be established, including employee representatives, to meet biannually with Ministerial Council to represent views on ways to promote skill development and utilisation. Concerns have been raised about the links which occur in industrial contexts and the very important roles that industrial organisations play in the formation of the labour market. The voice of employees needs to be given more consideration when planning and developing the National Training System.
· Purchasing agreements must ensure training needs of local industry, community and equity target groups are met. 
· More emphasis needs to be given to the way the National Training System interacts and has the potential to be more interconnected on an international level. Our multicultural society provides Australia with unique opportunities to make more significant contributions to international VET provision.

· More consideration needs to be given to developing the educational capability of the VET sector. This is important in terms of the educational attributes of students and staff along with their technical capabilities.

· More recognition needs to be given to TAFE’s key core role in the VET sector in providing VET for many individuals. It also enables many private providers to make significant contributions to the commercial and in-house provision of VET and the community sector. 
· More consideration needs to be given to how TAFE/VET works with and equips and enhances the voluntary sector. Strong voluntary organisation need to be seen as an integral part of the economy.

· More emphasis should be given to the importance of VET research beyond that of NCVER. Research makes critical contributions to VET at many levels and in multiple dimensions.
· More consideration needs to be given to the professional development of the wider VET workforce and ensuring suitable teacher and trainer qualifications for effective delivery and engagement of students in the VET sector. 
· Workforce development needs to create cultures of continuous improvement in the VET and other industries and enterprises. Professional associations should be supported and encouraged to and assist with workforce development. 
· Pathway programs into VET and from VET and to work and further education need to be developed.

· Outreach type programs should be maintained to ensure a range of connecting points in community and vocational pathways are provided into VET and work for lower SES groups.

· More emphasis needs to be given to train people to get the job, develop the job as well as doing the job needs further support. Concerns have been raised that industry some times exploits qualified workers who move on to other endeavours due to work life balances and financial returns to labour in a piece meal  economy. Qualified staff can move beyond sweat shop and volatile working situations. 
· New models of support for low SES / CALD need to be provided to ensure labour mobility and effective engagement of workforce age people.

· Training package developments need to ensure that the needs of SME (small to medium enterprise) needs are met along with large and established industry interests.

· There is scope for developing trade or technical readiness programs / certificates to guarantee educational standards and improved course completion rates.

· Strategic collaborative arrangements need to be developed to ensure collective development of the VET, workforces, enterprises, industries and communities.

· More emphasis needs to be given to the critical role of TAFE / VET in developing the pool of applied and practical learning, skills and project capability amongst the Australian population and international populations.
· Sustainability measures need to be incorporated at all levels of VET.
Conclusion
We welcome the wide range of issues raised in the discussion paper “Creating a future direction for Australian vocational education and training. We welcome reform of the VET sector which increases the autonomy of public providers within  appropriate state/national governance structures to increase operational flexibility, competition and collaboration to better meet the diverse range of vocational education and training needs and to ensure a comprehensive, responsive, effective and inclusive provision of VET in the context of the National Training System and COAG.
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