	
	


	
	



4
Opportunities for further gains
The terms of reference ask the Commission to assess, where practicable, whether Australia’s reform potential is being achieved and to identify opportunities for improvement. In the course of consultations, study participants raised a number of issues relevant to this request. This chapter presents discussion of the issues.
4.1
Information available to students

As discussed in chapter 2, markets do not work as well as they otherwise might when consumers lack the information that they need to make informed decisions. A number of study participants raised concerns about the information available to would-be vocational education and training (VET) students:
… greater access to comprehensive information about quality and availability of training is essential if VET clients are to access information they require for making informed choices about their training. The issue of transparency has become even more important with the expansion of the training market and increased moves to introduce training entitlements. (National Centre for Vocational Education Research, sub. V1, p. 5)

For demand‑driven models to work effectively, clients — be they individual learners or enterprises — must be able to access reliable information about the relative value and performance of providers both public and private. (Skills Australia, sub. V4, p. 15)

In the case of VET, in order to make informed decisions, study participants suggested that potential students need information about:

· the education and training requirements of different occupations

· the labour market outcomes associated with different courses — including employment and wage outcomes
· providers — including courses offered, course costs and the prospects of employment with a qualification from that provider.
Many websites provide content relevant to some of these information needs (box 4.1). However, the absence of some key information detracts from these sites:

The Australian Government has made a significant investment in on-line information sources. However, the links between the various web sites are confusing to a novice and, do not include information about the employment and earnings outcomes from different providers. (TAFE Directors Australia, sub. DR-V12, p. 11)
	Box 4.1
Sources of information on VET and the labour market

	At the Australian Government level, the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) manages a number of initiatives to provide information to prospective VET students, including:

· Job Guide, produced for Year 10 students, contains occupational profiles and discussion of the suitability of occupations to different people

· Year 12 — What Next? outlines pathways from Year 12 into tertiary education and work. This website contains information on the unemployment rate by educational qualification to demonstrate the benefits of education and training
· Job Outlook is a careers and labour market research information site, and includes content on wages, job tasks, work prospects and the demographic profile of occupational workforces
· Skills Info provides data on industry employment trends and industry prospects

· Australian Career Development Studies is a DEEWR initiative designed to assist people, such as career counsellors, parents and teachers, who give career advice to students

· training.com.au provides information on VET providers and courses
· MySkills is a career planning service for careers in the manufacturing, engineering and automotive industries

· myfuture is an interactive career information service, which allows people to build a profile and create a career plan
· Australian Apprenticeships is a website that provides information to employers and students about apprenticeships and traineeships. The website contains a link to the National Skills Needs List, which identifies trades in demand.
In addition, Centrelink operates Career Information Centres.

Similar types of information tend to be available from State and Territory government agencies, and on the websites of many registered training organisations.
Furthermore, many privately operated employment websites, such as Seek and MyCareer, contain information on VET courses and employment prospects by occupation.

	

	


Data on post‑completion employment success rates by course and provider are not available. Furthermore, the Commission has observed that it is difficult to compare the prices of courses on offer from different providers. A similar conclusion was drawn by the Essential Services Commission (ESC) in its recent VET fee and funding review (ESC 2011a). TAFE Directors Australia also observed, with respect to Victoria, that ‘the complexity of eligibility requirements is confusing to students’ (sub. V5, p. 3).

The introduction and development of MySkills will help address the information needs of potential VET clients. The Australian Government intends that MySkills will provide information relevant to individuals’ decisions about VET at a single website (PM&C 2012). Collection and publication of the range of information intended for this site would address many of the concerns raised by study participants:

Once fully implemented in 2014, the new website will provide comparable information about training providers, courses, training outcomes, fees and other costs, available subsidies and provider performance — enabling employers and students to choose the right training option for them. (PM&C 2012, p. 62)
4.2
The quality of student outcomes

A number of study participants argued that it is difficult to make the case for reform if stakeholders are not confident that the quality of delivery will be maintained.
Concerns about the quality of VET delivery have emerged in a number of recent Commission reports (box 4.2). Participants in this study have also raised the issue of quality:

… there is quite widespread concern about the integrity of national qualifications being delivered by some training providers. (Skills Australia, sub. V4, p. 13)

There is considerable evidence that the continuing drive to reduce the cost of training to the lowest possible level has reached a point where it is now compromising the quality of delivery. (TAFE Directors Australia, sub. V5, pp. 2–3)

Furthermore, it is a topic that has received comment in other reviews, for example, the ESC (2011a, p. 17) reported that:
Quality was an issue that was raised repeatedly during the review consultations. Concerns were expressed about the quality of teaching and training; course content, design and delivery; and student outcomes.

While governments have undertaken reforms to improve quality, including revisions to the Australian Quality Training Framework and creation of the Australian Skills Quality Authority (ASQA), the Commission notes that the overwhelming emphasis of quality control to date has been on inputs and not student outcomes. Increased audit activity might be warranted, and was supported by study participants (Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry, sub. DR-V15).

	Box 4.2
Recent Productivity Commission conclusions on the quality of delivery in the VET sector

	In a study of the VET workforce, the Commission reported that:

… concerns about the quality of delivery by some providers [of the Certificate IV in Training and Assessment] are well founded … (VETAB 2008, cited in PC 2011a, p. 259)

The study into the provision of aged care services concluded that:

While the delivery of many training courses is of high quality, there are some registered training organisations that are not delivering accredited courses to the standard required … (PC 2011b, p. 347)

Most recently, the study on the early childhood development workforce found that:

Study participants report that the quality of ECEC [early childhood education and care] training … is highly variable. While there are examples of excellence, concerns about poor quality training from [registered training organisations] are widespread. (PC 2011c, p. 203)

	

	


In addition, a number of study participants, including Skills Australia, advocated mandatory external validation of a sample of student assessments annually. Validation is a process that involves checking that assessment tools produce evidence that ‘enable reasonable judgements to be made [about whether] the requirements of a Training Package or accredited course had been met’ (National Quality Council 2009, p. 7). 
The announcement that the Australian Government ‘will work with the States and Territories to ensure the qualifications delivered by the VET sector are independently assessed’ (Gillard 2012, p. 4) indicates that steps are being taken in the direction of external validation of training outcomes. This should also contribute to higher quality training outcomes. The 2012 National Partnership Agreement on Skills Reform (NPASR) specifies the ‘development and piloting of independent validation of [Registered Training Organisation (RTO)] assessment practices with a view to informing the development of a national model’ (para. 27 b).
The Commission considers that the provision of data on the performance of individual RTOs would provide incentives for them to focus on quality training and assessment. This view is supported by Skills Australia (sub. V4). Furthermore, the provision of data on the performance of individual RTOs — advocated by both the Commission in its study of the VET workforce (PC 2011a) and Skills Australia (sub. V4) — would provide incentives for RTOs to focus on quality training and assessment. Inclusion of data at an RTO‑level on MySkills would be likely to help in this regard. The Commission notes the planned introduction of MySkills by 2015‑16. The NPASR specifies that consumer information is to be improved by the ‘development of proposals for release of comparable data on the national MySkills website and on RTOs’ own websites, with data to include quality of providers, prices, government support, including subsidies, and labour market information’ (para. 26 d). However, valid and reliable data on employment outcomes at a provider and course level are not currently collected and it is unclear if these will be included in the labour market information available on MySkills.
Any initiatives to improve quality will involve costs that need to be balanced against the benefits likely to ensue.

4.3
Completion rates

Around two thirds of Certificate III and above students do not complete the qualification in which they enrol (chapter 2). Some level of non‑completion is consistent with optimal training decisions by individuals. For example, if a highly skilled worker only needs a unit or two of training, it could be wasteful of his or her time and resources, and public funds, for them to complete a full qualification. This view was expressed by a number of study participants: 

… many of the students who do not complete may have completed sufficient training to obtain a benefit – for example via achieving a skill set. (Department of Industry, Innovation, Science, Research and Tertiary Education, sub. DR-V9, p. 1)

There are many instances where it would be more acceptable and useful for rural and regional RTO/VET providers to be able to put together a suite of competencies and have each competency measured as a unit of completion. (Sustainability Learning Institute, sub. DR-V8, p. 2) 

Australia’s low completion rate, in the main, reflects people leaving for reasons other than obtaining the skill sets they sought (chapter 2). This is cause for concern:

We agree current completion rates in the VET sector are unacceptably low and that this impacts on the overall supply of qualifications. Although we acknowledge that RTOs enrolling a large proportion of disadvantaged students are more likely to have lower completion rates and there are cases when a partial completion may be considered a successful outcome, we maintain that such low qualification completion rates represent wastage for individuals, employers and government. (Skills Australia, sub. DR-V11, p. 11)
Study participants highlighted the need to offer adequate support for disadvantaged students in order to boost completion rates. According to the Department of Further Education, Employment, Science and Technology in South Australia, ‘[c]ompletion rates can be improved through programs such as Learner Support Services and VET to Work (a program to improve both VET and employment outcomes for people with a disability)’ (sub. DR-V7, p. 3). Skills Australia called for ‘mentoring and learning support, especially for disadvantaged students … [and] adequate loan support and student financial assistance’ (sub. DR-V11, p. 12). The Australian Council for Private Education and Training (ACPET) argued that:
Flexible support services and enhanced funding are necessary to improve workforce participation rates for disadvantaged and disengaged individuals. Contestability for a greater share of public funds will enable independent providers to expand their delivery of skills training to disadvantaged students, particularly in rural and remote areas, as student demand increases. 

ACPET believes that the roll-out of the National Broadband Network (NBN) will provide new learning opportunities for people in regional and rural areas and support for providers to harness the benefits of the NBN needs to be considered in relation to future VET funding. (sub. DR-V14, p. 10)

Study participants also identified funding on outcomes as a strategy for improving completions:
We suggest … [i]ntroducing outcomes based funding — rewarding completions, but only after required quality processes are in place. We recommend that public funding should move progressively to a system of staged payments at enrolment, midpoint and a final payment based on module completion. Putting the emphasis on completions also has the potential to promote a much stronger focus on student selection and support. (Skills Australia, sub. DR-V11, p. 12)

The ACTU generally supports a shift in the funding model towards a greater focus on outcomes, such as completion rates, rather than input measures based on activity and volume. This would provide an incentive for providers to address currently poor completion rates and it recognises the value and importance of individual students and workers obtaining a full, nationally-recognised, vocationally relevant qualification that allows them to work across an occupation or industry. (Australian Council of Trade Unions, sub. DR-V13, p. 8)
However, potential risks associated with this approach were also noted:

… the ACTU also recognises that such a shift [to outcomes based funding] comes with its own set of risks and potential perverse outcomes and behaviour. For example, this can occur if funding completions simply encouraged providers to train those who are easiest to train with the least effort and in skill areas of low priority. The design of the funding model needs to be such that there is also a clear link to industry and community priorities, and the extent of training effort and rigour. 

It is important too that any such shift is complemented by renewed effort on the quality front, particularly in assessment. … [T]he quality of assessment needs to improve so there is industry confidence that those who complete, and are assessed and signed off as competent, can in fact perform the skills on-the-job that the qualification says they can perform. This is a vital ingredient in any move towards an outcomes-based funding model based on completion rates. Changes to funding and assessment systems need to be done as a package to improve quality. (Australian Council of Trade Unions, sub. DR-V13, p. 8)
The Australian Government recently identified low completion rates as ‘an enormous waste of public funds, a big loss of potential skills and a human tragedy as well’ (Gillard 2012, p. 4). Improvements in student retention and outcomes from State and Territory training systems have been flagged as issues for negotiation through the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) (PM&C 2012). Mooted strategies to improve completion rates include better approaches to training content and delivery, teacher quality and student support.
4.4
The importance of sequencing to successful policy initiatives
Study participants raised the importance of a number of building blocks for a successful move to a more competitive system.
First, regulatory systems that can identify and respond to poor performance need to be in place. Skills Australia argued that ‘opening up the training market to greater contestability must be preceded by more stringent quality measures. The danger otherwise is that providers will only compete on price and additional investment in the sector will be compromised as a result of poor quality’ (sub. DR-V11, p. 10).
There have been significant national regulatory developments in the past 12 months, with the establishment of the ASQA and the new National Skills Standards Council. The ASQA’s regulatory approach is based on risk assessments that draw on information from a range of sources including advice from auditors, feedback from industry regulators and associations and complaints data. The ASQA (2011, p. 1) also:
… has a range of powers including the application of sanctions, and prosecutions involving civil and criminal penalties, to effectively regulate training providers.
In moving to a more competitive VET system, both Victoria and South Australia have adopted additional regulatory measures. For example, South Australian RTOs:

… will be required to demonstrate financial capability to maintain services; demonstrate established industry engagement; maintain quality training, assessment and information services; and support learners with additional needs. (South Australian Government, sub. G1, p. 9)
Measures flagged by the Australian Government (PM&C 2012), noted in section 4.2, also have the potential to identify poor performance and over time improve outcomes.
Second, mechanisms for timely information collection and data analysis are required. Victoria, for example, requires that training organisations that receive government funding provide data regularly to Skills Victoria. These data are used to ‘shape policy, monitor VET activity, evaluate initiatives and plan for the future’ (Skills Victoria 2011d). Availability of timely data informed the October 2011 decision to reduce government subsidies from January 2012 to courses that have grown rapidly (Hall 2011).
Third, potential VET clients need access to an adequate level of information (section 4.1).
Fourth, public providers need governance arrangements that allow for greater autonomy and capacity to compete with other providers. In South Australia, for example, TAFE SA is being established as a statutory authority from 1 July 2012, with the aim of strengthening its ability to compete by being more flexible and responsive to client needs.
Fifth, systems to pay providers on outcomes achieved (for example, module completions) rather than an input measure (for example, the number of student contact hours), need to be developed. For example, the new policy regimes adopted in Victoria and South Australia involve payments to providers on the basis of successful completion of competencies. Victoria has developed a ‘comprehensive web based information technology system, the Skills Victorian Training System (SVTS) … [which] provides ‘real time’ information about contracted RTOs’ training delivery and funding’ (Skills Victoria 2011a, p. 10).
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