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What do students and employers expect from VET?
	Key points

	· For most VET students, an employment-related outcome is the main motivation for undertaking training. Other motivations include personal development and further study.

· Student satisfaction with the overall quality of their training in the publicly-funded VET sector is high, reflecting largely successful employment outcomes.

· Student motivations are different for disadvantaged groups, with significant proportions undertaking VET for educational and personal development reasons. Nonetheless, VET is also important to them as a means of getting a job, due to their low pre‑training employment rates.

· Outcomes, such as completion rates, for students from disadvantaged groups, are slightly lower than for other students. These students are overrepresented at lower qualification levels, particularly Indigenous students.

· The affordability and accessibility of VET study are especially important to VET students from disadvantaged groups.

· Employers expect the VET sector to deliver competent and work-ready employees, as well as contribute to generic skills in communication, organisation and technology, and to foundation skills. 

· About 55 per cent of employers use the VET system, and satisfaction among these employers is high. However, satisfaction is higher among employers that use unaccredited training. Notwithstanding this, problems remain in meeting some of the needs of employers and the community.
· In sector-specific inquiries conducted by the Commission, a number of employers have expressed dissatisfaction with the performance of some Registered Training Organisations. Some have also been critical of the content of courses.
· Employers’ satisfaction with the VET workforce, specifically, is unclear. The National Centre for Vocational Education Research should expand and refine its Employers’ Use and Views of the VET System survey to clarify employers’ satisfaction with the VET workforce.

	

	


This chapter discusses expectations of the Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector and to an extent, therefore, of the VET workforce held by students and employers, ways in which these key stakeholders attempt to influence the sector, and the extent to which their expectations are met. The expectations and experiences of students and employers are considered in sections 5.1 and 5.2, respectively.
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Student expectations and experiences of VET

What do students expect from VET?

Based on evidence from the Student Outcomes Survey (SOS), an annual survey run by the National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER), students engage in VET for reasons several reasons, including to:

· improve their labour market outcomes or prospects

· obtain other personal benefits

· gain pathways to further study

· enhance skills to bring to volunteer roles.

Because of its vocational nature, the majority of VET students anticipate improved labour market outcomes from their study. In 2009, 80 per cent of VET graduates and 71 per cent of module completers cited an employment-related outcome as their main reason for undertaking training (NCVER 2009e). 

Education and training can have personal development benefits both during and after study. In 2009, 16 per cent of VET graduates and 27 per cent of module completers reported a ‘personal development outcome’ as their main motivation for study (NCVER 2009e). 

For some, further study is a motivation for undertaking VET. In 2009, 4 per cent of VET graduates and 2 per cent of module completers nominated this as their main motivation for undertaking VET (NCVER 2009e). VET provides a pathway to university. The proportion of students admitted to university on the basis of Technical and Further Education (TAFE) study was 9 per cent in 2002 and 10 per cent in 2006, and the proportion of university students gaining credit for prior TAFE study increased marginally from 2.6 per cent in 2002 to 3.4 per cent in 2006 (DEEWR 2010c). Pathways between private VET providers and universities are not well captured in any dataset. So‑called ‘reverse articulation’ — students who have previously studied in the university sector studying in the VET sector — also occurs. 
A further 1.5 per cent of graduates and 3.2 per cent of module completers cited their main reason for training as ‘to get skills for community/voluntary work’ (Productivity Commission estimates based on NCVER 2009e).

Along with the likely outcomes from engaging in VET, students will consider other factors, such as the affordability and accessibility of VET courses before enrolling in the VET sector. Affordability is likely to be of particular concern for those who are financially disadvantaged. In 2009, 2.9 million Australians aged 15–64 years wanted to participate in formal learning leading to a recognised qualification, including VET, but did not. Twenty per cent of this group attributed their lack of participation to financial reasons (ABS 2010c, p. 47). 

Accessibility of courses is increasingly important to VET students. Most VET students work, many full time. At a minimum, students expect to be able to enrol in courses (provided that they meet entrance requirements) that are offered within reasonable distance of their home address, or through adequate distance learning arrangements. Options for when, where and how they learn are key to VET’s accessibility. In 2009, for example, 42 per cent of VET students reported that e‑learning was a factor in their choice of training provider and 47 per cent said that it influenced their course of study (Australian Flexible Learning Framework 2009). 

Recognition of prior learning (RPL) and recognition of current competency (RCC) can make VET more accessible to students, as they do not need to invest time in studying topics in which they already have competency. RPL is the acknowledgement of a student’s skills and knowledge acquired through previous training, work or life experience, and can be used to obtain status or credit in subjects or modules, or even full VET qualifications. RCC applies if a student has successfully completed the requirements for a unit of competency or a module in the past and requires reassessment to ensure that his or her competence has been maintained.

Students’ perceptions of the quality of their VET experience are shaped by a range of in-study factors, including the knowledge and skills of their teachers, their relationships with teachers, other staff and other students, and the tools and equipment used in their training. 

Students’ expectations about the quality of teachers and training facilities appear to be rising in line with the spread of information and communication technologies. The Australian Education Union (AEU) noted ‘the growing expectations shared by industry, students and TAFE institutions of the need for more sophisticated and flexible forms of delivery for vocational learning’ (sub. 34, p. 6). The Joint TAFE Associations noted that ‘some current challenges facing TAFE include the need to respond to … increased client expectations’ (sub. 48, p. 9).

Expectations of learners who might experience disadvantage

As discussed in chapter 2, many VET students experience disadvantage due to factors including: gaps in their language, literacy and numeracy skills; a non‑English speaking background; being Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander; disability; or living in a remote or very remote area. 
Students with one or more of these characteristics might have additional expectations of, or needs from, the VET sector. Beyond having the usual employment, personal development and further study expectations for studying VET, it is reasonable to assume that these students also expect the VET sector and its workforce to provide them with adequate language, literacy and numeracy (LLN) support, should they need it.
Table 5.1 shows variation in motivation for undertaking VET across different disadvantaged groups.

Table 5.
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Main reason for undertaking training, by disadvantaged group, per cent, 2009
	
	Highest prior 
level of  education  less than  Year 12a
	Speak a language other than English at home
	Indigenousb
	Disability
	Remote  areac
	All students

	Employment-related
	72.9
	66.5
	66.4
	57.6
	72.0
	70.5

	To get a job
	15.0
	21.3
	21.8
	18.7
	10.7
	15.1

	It was a requirement of my job
	26.6
	14.6
	16.2
	12.8
	28.3
	21.2

	I wanted extra skills for my job
	15.2
	12.6
	14.4
	11.1
	20.5
	17.3

	Otherd
	16.1
	18.0
	14.0
	15.0
	12.4
	16.9

	Education-related
	11.9
	18.4
	15.1
	19.2
	12.0
	15.3

	To get into another course of study
	2.0
	5.9
	2.5
	3.8
	1.2
	3.3

	To improve my general education skills
	9.9
	12.5
	12.6
	15.4
	10.8
	12.0

	Personal or other reasone
	7.8
	7.1
	9.5
	12.9
	8.6
	7.0

	Not stated
	7.4
	8.0
	9.0
	10.3
	7.5
	7.1

	Total
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0


a(Highest prior level of education less than Year 12 for those aged 20 years and over. b Includes Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.  c Includes students whose home address was in a remote or very remote area on enrolment, based on ARIA (Accessibility/Remoteness Index for Australia). d ‘Other’ includes ‘to develop my existing business’, ‘to start my own business’, ‘to try for a different career’ and ‘to get a better job or promotion’.  e ‘Personal or other reason’ includes ‘to get skills for community/voluntary work’, ‘to increase my confidence/self-esteem’ and ‘other reasons’.

Source: Table D.13 and Productivity Commission estimates based on unpublished data from NCVER 2009e.
Data are not available specifically for VET students with low language, literacy and numeracy skills. However, lower levels of these skills are associated with lower levels of school attainment (Shomos 2010). For this reason, students aged 20 and above, who entered VET with less than Year 12 schooling, have been used as a proxy for those with LLN skills. Data on the main motivation for study for these students revealed that they were more likely than their peers to be studying because it was a requirement of their job, and less likely to have a further study motivation (table 5.1). 

Students from non-English speaking backgrounds might need, as well as expect, extra support in learning English or in improving their English language skills. These students might also expect the VET sector to be culturally sensitive. The most common reason for students who speak a language other than English at home to undertake VET was to get a job (table 5.1).

In a possible reflection of the relatively lower employment rates among Indigenous Australians, Indigenous students are relatively more likely to undertake a VET course in order to get a job. Lower employment rates among Indigenous Australians are also reflected in a lower propensity to undertake VET because ‘it was a requirement of [their] job’ (table 5.1). 

Indigenous students expect the VET sector and its workforce to provide a supportive learning environment, free of direct and indirect discrimination. Indigenous students stand to benefit most from the VET sector when it is able to provide a culturally supportive learning environment. Flexible delivery can be a particularly important part of such as environment (Anderson 2009). Indigenous students might also prefer to learn from an Indigenous VET practitioner, from a provider that has Indigenous staff, or in the company of other Indigenous students. 

A number of Registered Training Organisations (RTOs) specialise in providing education and training to disadvantaged groups, such as Indigenous Australians. For example, the Batchelor Institute of Tertiary Education in the Northern Territory provides tertiary education, including VET, to Indigenous people. In 2008, 30 per cent of the staff at the Batchelor Institute were Indigenous (Batchelor Institute 2009, p. 19). 

Like Indigenous students, students with disability are less likely to be in employment than the general population. They were slightly less likely than other students to undertake VET to improve their position in the labour market, and slightly more likely to undertake VET for an education-related outcome or for personal or other reasons — particularly with the aim of increasing their confidence. (table 5.1 and table D.13). Students with disability expect that the VET sector will provide a supportive learning environment, free of direct or indirect discrimination, allowing them to be as independent as possible. Students with disability might also expect providers to be aware of, and offer, technologies that facilitate independence:

… VET teachers/trainers and support workers [need] to be acquainted with the technologies that are available that make access and participation easier for learners with disability. A good understanding of the technology available can assist learners [to] become less dependent on for example note takers and support workers … (National VET Equity Advisory Council, sub. 58, pp. 4–5)
Almost 50 per cent of VET students from a remote or very remote part of Australia reported an in-employment motivation for study (table 5.1), in contrast with 35 per cent of students from a major city. These data reflect that 77 per cent of students from remote and very remote areas were in employment, prior to commencing VET study, in contrast with 69 per cent of students from major cities (Productivity Commission estimates based on unpublished data from NCVER 2009e).
Chapter 6 notes that learners who might experience disadvantage will likely comprise a greater proportion of VET students in the future and discusses the implications of this trend for the VET sector and its workforce. Chapter 9 discusses capability gaps in the VET workforce in relation to delivering training to these learners.
Expectations of international students
International students, like other students, expect the VET sector to provide high‑quality education and training. Unlike other students, international students are ineligible for subsidised fees and government student allowances, and usually incur significant costs in undertaking their study. 

State and Territory Governments recently introduced a set of measures aimed at improving quality assurance in this segment of the VET market (chapter 4).

Although not a part of VET policy, Australian immigration policy is critical for international students. They need confidence that they will be allowed to complete a course of study once lawfully enrolled. Immigration policy can also affect their post-study outcomes. Access to permanent residency in Australia after completion can be a key motivation for choosing to study in Australia and a particular course. Recent adjustments to immigration policy, as it affects international student visas, have shown how susceptible this group of stakeholders is to regulatory changes.

How do students seek to influence the VET sector?

Individual students influence the VET sector through their decisions to enrol — especially given greater levels of demand-driven funding — and withdraw from courses. Moreover, they can provide feedback directly to VET practitioners or providers, through course evaluations and satisfaction surveys. The Australian Quality Training Framework (AQTF) requires all RTOs to maintain and publicise processes for receiving and responding to students’ complaints. State and Territory registering bodies have additional measures in place to investigate and respond to complaints where users are not satisfied with the response from an RTO. For example, in New South Wales, the NSW Vocational Education & Training Accreditation Board runs a complaints procedure for Australian users of the NSW VET system. Complaints by overseas students in New South Wales, and in other states, are handled by the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR). A full list of State and Territory registering bodies is contained in appendix E. 
The five dual-sector universities in Australia have student unions, which provide opportunities for their VET students to influence the sector. In contrast, equivalent bodies do not exist in standalone TAFEs or in private providers. However, many TAFEs have student associations, such as the South West Institute of TAFE Student Association, which is an independent body governed by the Student Representative Council of that institute. 

There are a number of national representative bodies for international students, including the All International Student Association, which reports having over 2000 members.

Are student expectations being met?
The SOS is a key resource in measuring whether student expectations are being met. The SOS includes students who are awarded a qualification (graduates) and those who successfully complete part of a course and then leave the VET sector (‘module completers’
). These data cover students in the publicly-funded VET sector. 
The SOS contains measures of student outcomes and student satisfaction. Evidence suggest that these measures are good indicators of students’ experiences. Curtis (forthcoming) reviews the quality of NCVER subject completion and student satisfaction measures (from the SOS) and finds that these measures appear to be valid and reliable. Similarly, Morgan and Bontempo (nd) previously found that the measures contained in the 2003 SOS were valid and reliable. The current SOS includes questions that reflect the core characteristics of good teachers that Brain (1998) identified, such as deep subject knowledge, strong communication skills and the ability to make a subject interesting. Hattie (2009) has found that students’ rating of the quality of teaching is related to student outcomes. Hattie noted that ‘the use of student rating has been hotly contested, although the majority of studies show that they are reliable, trustworthy, and valid’ (Hattie 2009, p. 116). Further discussion of indicators of performance in the VET sector is in appendix D. 
Overall, student outcomes and satisfaction with the quality of their training in the publicly-funded VET sector are high. In 2009:

· over 90 per cent of VET students completed, or were continuing, their studies. This figure included:

· 67 per cent of students who were assessed and passed

· 7 per cent of students who were assessed and failed

· 5 per cent who were granted RPL
· 8 per cent who were continuing their studies

· 5 per cent who achieved another subject result (table D.2).

· 86 per cent of graduates and 82 per cent of module completers fully or partly achieved their main reason for training (tables D.5 and D.6)

· 87 per cent of graduates and 81 per cent of module completers were satisfied or very satisfied with the overall quality of training they undertook (tables D.7 and D.8)

· 93 per cent of graduates and 88 per cent of module completers reported that they would recommend their training to others (table D. 16)

· 92 per cent of graduates and 90 per cent of module completers reported that they would recommend the institution where they undertook their training to others (table D. 16).

Similarly, students studying at private RTOs appear to have high levels of satisfaction. In late 2009, the Australian Council for Private Education and Training (ACPET) surveyed almost 10 000 international students and concluded:

This pilot research found that 86 [per cent] of international students studying at ACPET member institutions are satisfied or very satisfied with all aspects of their study experience. (ACPET 2010b)
Unlike the SOS, these data capture both publicly-funded and fee-for-service activity in private RTOs. 
Students’ opinions about various aspects of their publicly-funded VET courses varied across different elements of their experience. Compared to perceptions of teacher quality, satisfaction rates were lower for assessment, and lower again for generic skills acquisition and learning experiences. For example, 91 per cent of VET graduates agreed or strongly agreed with the statement ‘my instructors had a thorough knowledge of the subject content’, 87 per cent with the statement ‘the way I was assessed was a fair test of my skills’ and 56 per cent with the statement ‘my training improved my skills in written communication’ (tables D.7 and D.8).

As mentioned earlier, employment-related outcomes are important motivators for VET study in the publicly-funded VET system. For many students, employment status improved after training. In 2009:

· of the 25 per cent of graduates and 24 per cent of module completers not employed before training, 42 per cent and 26 per cent of each group, respectively, were employed after training

· for those already employed before training, 21 per cent of graduates and 10 per cent of module completers were employed at a higher skill level after training

· for those employed after training, 72 per cent of graduates and 54 per cent of module completers reported receiving at least one job-related benefit from training (NCVER 2009e).

Lee and Polidano (2011) undertook a multivariate analysis of the factors that determine students’ satisfaction with teaching, assessment and generic skill and learning experiences using the 2009 SOS. They found that:

· Students who undertook fee-for-service TAFE courses or government-funded courses at private RTOs were more likely to be satisfied than students who undertook publicly-funded TAFE courses.

· Students who studied IT were less likely to be satisfied than students who studied management and commerce courses, while students who studied in the following fields were more likely to be satisfied than students who studied management and commerce courses: 
· engineering and related technologies; education; society and culture; and food, hospitality and personal services. 

· Students in regional and remote areas were more likely to be satisfied than students in urban areas.
Variation in outcomes across student groups
As mentioned earlier, not all VET students seek to complete a full qualification such as a Certificate or Diploma. Some only enrol in subjects or Statements of Attainment. In 2009, satisfaction was higher among students who enrolled in a Statement of Attainment (89 per cent) or subject only (87 per cent), than among module completers who enrolled in a full qualification and did not complete (below 79 per cent for each qualification level). Moreover, at each Certificate and Diploma level, satisfaction was higher for graduates than for module completers (Productivity Commission estimates based on unpublished data from NCVER 2009e).
Detailed data on students’ opinions reveal their assessment of teaching quality. On the whole, module completers who enrolled in Diploma or higher qualifications tended to be less satisfied with teacher quality than those who undertook lower‑level qualifications. For example, 71 per cent of the Diploma and above cohort were satisfied that instructors understood their learning needs, in contrast with 77 per cent of the Certificate III cohort. A similar gap exists for the indicator ‘my instructors made the subject as interesting as possible’, with percentages of students satisfied for each of these groups of 67 and 75 per cent, respectively (table D.10). Students were generally positive about their teachers’ knowledge of the subject content, regardless of the level at which they studied.

Subject completion rates for students who might experience disadvantage were a little lower than for all students. Sixty-one per cent of Indigenous students and 62 per cent of students with disability were assessed and passed, compared to 67 per cent of all students. Indigenous students withdrew from 17 per cent of their subjects and students with disability from 13 per cent. These rates were high, compared to the average rate of withdrawal, which was 8 per cent (table D.3). The main reasons given for withdrawal by these groups were personal, and not training related (table D.14). 
Students from these groups are also overrepresented at lower qualification levels. This is especially the case for Indigenous students, 42 per cent of whom were studying at Certificates I and II, compared with 23 per cent of all students. Only 4 per cent of Indigenous students were studying at Diploma or higher levels, whereas 12 per cent of all students were studying at these levels (table B.20).

In 2009, 86 per cent of VET graduates and 82 per cent of VET module completers achieved (fully or partly) their main reason for training. This measure varied by disadvantaged groups. While 89 per cent of VET graduates aged 20 years and over with low prior educational attainment (below Year 12) and 87 per cent of Indigenous graduates achieved their main reason for training, only 82 per cent of graduates who spoke a language other than English at home and 77 per cent of graduates with disability achieved their main reason for training. For each disadvantaged group, a smaller proportion of VET module completers achieved their main reason for training, compared with the average for all module completers (table D.15). 

Indigenous students tend to have more positive opinions about their training experiences than do other students. In 2009, 55 per cent of Indigenous graduates strongly agreed with the statement ‘overall I was satisfied with the quality of this training’, in contrast with 42 per cent of all graduates. Thirty-seven per cent of Indigenous graduates and 47 per cent of all graduates agreed with the statement. Indigenous graduates were also more positive about many elements of their teaching than other students. For example, 58 per cent of Indigenous graduates strongly agreed with the statement ‘my instructors understood my learning needs’. Forty-nine per cent of all other graduates held this view. Indigenous module completers also tended to have more positive opinions about their training than other students, particularly in regard to generic skills acquisition and learning experiences (tables D.11 and D.12).

Students with disability tend to be as positive about their training experiences as other students. In 2009, 43 per cent of graduates with disability strongly agreed that overall they were satisfied with the quality of their training. Graduates with disability were about as likely as other graduates to be positive about elements of the teaching they received. Module completers with disability were also as likely as other module completers to be satisfied with their training (tables D.11 and D.11). Overall, high satisfaction rates are recorded for students with disability, which might be due to links between VET and improved employment outcomes. Polidano and Mavromaras (2010) found that completing a VET qualification helped people with disability get a job, more so than for people without disability. The benefits of completing a VET qualification also included improved job retention for people with disability. The authors noted that the accessibility of VET, including flexible course design and delivery, by comparison with other post-school education, might make this pathway more attractive to people with disability. 
Limitations of the Student Outcomes Survey

The SOS has a number of limitations. First, it only captures the outcomes and satisfaction with study of students that undertook VET in the previous year. However, the wage benefits of VET and other types of education can take many years to be realised. Stromback (2010) estimated the effect of Year 12 completion and VET qualifications on early career earnings (up to the age of 25) and found that completing Year 12 or VET qualifications had no significant impact on earnings within that timespan. Like the SOS, this research is limited as it does not capture the longer-term benefits of VET. Stromback provided age–earnings profiles for the ages of 15 through to 64 years. These profiles demonstrate that while completing Year 12 or a VET qualification has no impact on early career earnings there are significant longer-term wage benefits.
Second, the SOS does not cover students studying fee-for-service courses in private RTOs.

Third, Lee and Polidano (2011) have shown that the SOS, while satisfactory on the whole, has scope for improvements at the technical and conceptual level (box 5.1).
Do not delete this return as it gives space between the box and what precedes it.
	Box 5.
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Some limitations of the Student Outcomes Survey 

	Lee and Polidano (2011) examined the potential use of information from the SOS to gauge training quality. They contend that students lack information on course quality. They noted that employment outcomes measures from the SOS are more meaningful in determining course quality than student satisfaction measures, because outcome measures better align with students’ motivations for training. The authors recommend that a selection of outcome measures, controlled for differences in student characteristics, along with other relevant course information, be made available to prospective VET students as part of a ‘scoreboard’, similar in nature to the Good Universities Guide. Lee and Polidano recommended that the NCVER:

· publish individual information at the provider level
· collect more information on students and their labour market outcomes

· increase the sample size and survey response rates — in recent years, the size of the survey has fluctuated between 81 000 and 300 000. Response rates are about 40 per cent for graduates and 30 per cent for module completers 

· expand the survey to include information on private fee-for-service courses and Adult Community Education (ACE) courses

· add a panel (time) dimension to the survey. 

In the foreword to their paper, the NCVER noted their responses to the authors’ suggestions, including a number of relevant projects:

· The NCVER is reviewing the data protocols which currently proscribe the release of identified provider information.

· The NCVER reviews the survey instrument regularly and welcomes Lee and Polidano’s suggestions.
· The NCVER has commenced a three-year project to address the data gap for fee‑for‑service activity and ACE.

· Others have also identified the need for panel data that allow for the pathways of students to be tracked over time. The main issues with this proposal are the cost and the likely response rate in subsequent waves.  

Lee and Polidano noted other limitations of the SOS. Students who ceased studying without completing a module are not in the scope of the survey — these students might be the most dissatisfied. Student perceptions of quality might not be a valid measure of actual training quality, because the survey is conducted about six months after completion. 

	Source: Lee and Polidano (2011).

	

	


International students’ satisfaction

In February 2010, the Baird Review into the Education Services for Overseas Students (ESOS) Act 2000 (Cwlth) regulatory framework was provided to the Australian Government. This review was recommended by the Bradley Review (Australian Government 2008). Concerns raised during consultations for this review included: 

… false and misleading information provided by some education agents, poor quality education and training, gross over-enrolments, lack of appropriate education facilities, providers paying exorbitant commissions to education agents, limited financial scrutiny of providers, ineffective application and enforcement of regulation, low English language entry requirements, poor social inclusion of students in their institutions and the broader community, inadequate complaints and dispute handling services and some duplication between Commonwealth and states and territories leading to confusion and unnecessary regulatory burden. (Australian Government 2010, pp. iii–iv)

Notwithstanding these concerns, the Baird Review concluded that ‘while the concerns were numerous …  the majority of providers are doing the right thing … international students are, by and large, satisfied with their Australian education experience’ (Australian Government 2010d, p. v). Australian Education International — the international arm of DEEWR — generates data on international student satisfaction. A 2009-10 survey of international students about their living and study experience in Australia, based on the International Student Barometer (ISB) to allow for comparisons with other countries, found that, of international students studying in the VET sector in Australia: 

· 88 per cent were satisfied with their living experience

· 85 per cent were satisfied with their study experience (AEI 2010d, p. 4).  

Satisfaction rates for international students in the VET sector were similar to ISB rates –– 86 per cent satisfaction with living experience and 86 per cent satisfaction with study experience (AEI 2010d, p. 4). However, the ISB only covers higher education, so is of limited use in comparing satisfaction for international students in the Australian VET sector with international students in other countries.
Satisfaction rates for international students in the VET sector were similar to those in the higher education and ELICOS (English Language Intensive Courses for Overseas Students) sectors. Satisfaction was lower for international students in the schools sector (74 per cent were satisfied with their living experience and 76 per cent were satisfied with their study experience) (AEI 2010d, p. 4). 
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Employer expectations and experiences of VET

In the late 1980s, the VET system moved from a provider‑driven approach towards an industry-led system, whereby industry sets standards of competency. ‘Industry’ is taken to include individual employers, as well as employer and employee peak bodies. This section discusses: what employers expect from VET; how employers influence VET; and whether employers’ expectations are being met.
What do employers expect from VET?

In practice, employers expect the VET sector and its workforce to deliver relevant high-quality education and training, leading to competent and work-ready employees. ‘Industry currency’ of the VET workforce is critical to the relevance and quality of education and training (industry currency is discussed in detail in chapter 9). Competency can be defined as ‘the consistent application of knowledge and skill to the standard of performance required in the workplace. It embodies the ability to transfer and apply skills and knowledge to new situations and environments’ (NQC 2009b, p. 6).

Employers also expect VET to deliver broader employability skills, sometimes referred to as generic skills. Employers have identified these skills to include: communication; team work; problem-solving; initiative and enterprise; planning and organisation; self‑management; and learning and technology. Personal attributes, including motivation, reliability and personal presentation, are also important to employability (DEST 2002). Employers also expect VET providers to teach foundation skills to students, where they do not possess them. Australian Industry Group (Ai Group) found that three quarters of employers were affected by low levels of literacy and numeracy skills amongst their workers (Ai Group 2010). 

Employers also have expectations of VET providers, including wanting VET providers to be flexible and able to adapt courses to meet the needs of workplaces:

Industry engagement is vital and the capacity to work with enterprises to understand their business needs and design skilling solutions is crucial. … Responsiveness and flexibility must become essential elements of VET sector operations. (Ai Group, sub. 14, pp. 4–5)
This expectation appears to be increasing. Mitchell et al. (2006, p. 13) found that ‘one critical issue for contemporary VET is meeting the increasing demand for the customisation and personalisation of training services’. 

Alongside quality, employers expect the VET sector to provide a sufficient quantity of competent and work-ready employees. Many employers are concerned about skill shortages. Submissions from Ai Group and the Minerals Council of Australia (MCA) commented on skill shortages:
[T]he VET workforce must play a large role in addressing [skill shortages] through its training of both new entrants and existing workers. Industry is facing skills shortages now: future demographic and economic change … will exacerbate these trends with more people staying in the workplace longer resulting in an increasing need to upskill and reskill and, the shift to the use of increasingly sophisticated technologies placing further demands on the VET workforce. (Ai Group, sub. 14, p. 6)

[By 2015] the minerals sector will need to attract an additional 77,000 people, including tradespeople, plant operators and professionals. … [T]here could be a deficit of up to 36,000 tradespeople nationally. (MCA, sub. 23, p. 5)
Master Builders Australia commented on skill shortages in the VET sector:
Master Builders is seeing an emerging shortfall in VET trainers and assessors both in traditional trades and paraprofessional areas. The current cohort of training professionals is predominantly in late middle age and there is no evidence of a significant stream of younger trainers and assessors coming on line to replace those staff approaching retirement. (sub. DR67, p. 1)
The VET sector, along with the higher education sector and skilled migration, are critical to addressing skill shortages in the economy.

DEEWR undertakes research on skill shortages, and monitors occupations for which skill shortages exist. DEEWR (2010e) found that there was a significant fall in demand for skilled workers in 2009, associated with the global recession and, as a result, a fall in the number of skilled occupations in shortage. In the nine months to June 2010, this trend was reversed, with strong recovery in demand for skilled workers, and skill shortages becoming more widespread. As at June 2010, skill shortages
 were most apparent in:

· engineering, health diagnostic and therapy and nursing professions

· automotive, construction and food trades (DEEWR 2010e, p. 13).

With the exception of engineering draftspersons and enrolled nurses, VET qualifications are not required for the first nominated group of professions in shortage. Relevant qualifications for that group are delivered almost exclusively by the university sector. By contrast, automotive, construction and food trades are all occupations for which a VET qualification is needed. With the exception of some food trades, such as cooking, pathways to these occupations are through apprenticeships.

The Department of Immigration and Citizenship publishes the Skilled Occupation List (SOL). The SOL is used to assess applicants for the General Skilled Migration program. The SOL was developed by Skills Australia, and came into effect on 1 July 2010, replacing the Migration Occupations in Demand List (DIAC 2010). Occupations on the SOL, for which a VET qualification is needed or appropriate, also tend to be traditional trades such as carpenters, electricians and mechanics.

Whether skills classified as ‘in shortage’ or ‘in demand’ — and for which a VET qualification is needed — are produced in sufficient numbers is not just a consequence of priorities within the VET sector. The willingness of employers to engage apprentices and recently qualified skilled workers, and of people to undertake training in these occupations, also matter. 

Employers also expect the sector to play a role in meeting other broader economic challenges, such as low productivity. Industry Skills Councils noted that:

The overriding context within which the VET system and its workforce must operate is Australia’s need to lift productivity and workforce participation rates to world class levels. (sub. 41, p. 1)
Expectations of employers are also revealed by the Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry’s (ACCI’s) support for: improved articulation arrangements across the school, VET and higher education sectors; improved access to VET-in-Schools; raising the status of VET; and student‑centred funding (ACCI 2007).

How do employers influence the VET sector?
Employers can influence the VET sector through purchasing or providing VET, industry advisory arrangements, partnerships with RTOs and other methods.
Purchasing VET
Employers convey their views directly to providers through purchasing training for their staff from some RTOs rather than others. Employers also convey their views through employment decisions. Some employers might prefer to hire staff who have studied with particular RTOs rather than others (this issue is discussed in further detail later in this chapter). As discussed in chapter 4, many governments have moved towards a ‘user pays’ system. Over time, this is likely to mean that employers will fund a greater proportion of VET activity and will, therefore, be more influential. There have also been moves to increase competition and contestability in the provision of VET, which provides employers with greater opportunity to reveal their preferences for some RTOs over others.
Provision of VET
Employers also influence the sector by providing training to their staff. Most employers provide formal and informal training to their workforce. Some employers, whose principal business is not education and training, go further and seek accreditation as RTOs, enabling them to deliver nationally-recognised qualifications and access government funding. So-called Enterprise RTOs (ERTOs) are established for a range of reasons, including customising of training and greater flexibility and control in the delivery of training (ERTOA 2009). As at August 2010, there were 323 ERTOs in Australia — 112 government and 211 non‑government (table B.1). Box 5.1 profiles Woolworths Ltd’s RTO.
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Woolworths Ltd’s RTO

	Woolworths Ltd is an example of a non-government enterprise that has established an RTO. It is an Australian listed retail company and one of the largest private sector employers in Australia. Woolworths was an ‘early adopter’, becoming a Registered Training Organisation in 1996 (ERTOA 2009). Woolworths supermarkets offers nationally-recognised qualifications to their staff, from Certificate II to Diploma level, including apprenticeships, traineeships and school-based traineeships. 

Woolworths supermarkets delivers the following qualifications: 

· Certificates II and III in Retail Operations
· Certificate III in Warehouse and Distribution Management

· Certificate IV in Woolworths Management

· Diploma of Retail Management

· apprenticeships as a butcher or baker.

	Source: Woolworths Ltd (2010).

	

	


Industry and professional associations also provide VET. As at August 2010, there were 332 industry associations and 37 professional associations that were RTOs in Australia (table B.1). Examples include Ai Group, Master Builders Associations and the Professional Golfers Association of Australia. A reason why such organisations register as RTOs is that they deliver qualifications specific to their industry, but want these qualifications to be nationally recognised and therefore portable.

Industry advisory arrangements

Both employer and employee peak bodies play a key influencing role through Industry Skill Councils (ISCs), which are not-for-profit companies, recognised and funded by the Australian Government and governed by industry-led boards. A key role of ISCs is the development of Training Packages, which are:

An integrated set of nationally endorsed standards, guidelines and qualifications for training, assessing and recognising people's skills, developed by industry to meet the training needs of an industry or group of industries. Training Packages consist of core endorsed components of competency standards, assessment guidelines and qualifications, and optional non-endorsed components of support materials such as learning strategies, assessment resources and professional development materials. (NCVER 2008, p. 73)

ISCs also have other roles, including: 

· providing advice to Skills Australia, governments and enterprises on workforce development and skills needs

· providing independent skills and training advice to enterprises

· engaging with governments, industry advisory bodies and peak bodies 

· developing other training and workforce development products. 

Box 5.3 profiles each Australian ISC.
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Industry Skills Councils

	There are 11 Industry Skills Councils (ISCs).

AgriFood Skills Australia covers the national agrifood industry, including: rural and related industries; food processing (including beverages, wine and pharmaceuticals); meat; seafood and racing.

The Community Services & Health Industry Skills Council covers the community services and health industries.

Construction & Property Services Industry Skills Council represents the construction and property services industries.

EE-Oz Training Standards represents communications and energy utilities industries including: electrotechnology; communications; computer systems; electronics; electrical; information/data technology/communications; instrumentation; refrigeration and air conditioning; lifts; renewable/sustainable energy; and gas and electrical supply.

SkillsDMC represents the ISC for the resources and infrastructure sectors.

Government Skills Australia covers the government and community safety sectors, representing the VET and workforce interests of correctional services, local government, public safety, public sector and water.

Manufacturing Skills Australia covers the manufacturing and automotive industries.

The Transport and Logistics Industry Skills Council covers the road transport, rail, warehouse and storage, maritime and aviation industries.

Innovation and Business Skills Australia covers the industry sectors of: business services; cultural and creative industries; training and education; financial services; information and communication technologies; printing and graphic arts.

Service Skills Australia represents a range of industry sectors, including: retail and wholesale; sport and fitness; community recreation; outdoor recreation; travel and tours; meetings and events; accommodation; restaurants and catering; hairdressing; beauty; floristry; community pharmacy; and funeral services.

Forest Works covers the forest, wood, paper and timber products industries.

	

	


As noted above, employers expect VET to deliver broader employability skills. From 2006, at employers’ request, employability skills were added into Training Packages by the relevant ISCs (IBSA 2008b).

Employers can also influence the VET sector through the National Quality Council (NQC):

The NQC brings together … industry, unions, governments, equity groups and practitioners … It has a critical role in ensuring the successful operation of the National Skills Framework … (sub. 52, p. 1)

Other industry advisory arrangements are maintained by State and Territory Governments. Each state and territory also has Industry Training and Advisory Bodies that provide state‑specific industry intelligence on skill requirements to each of the State Training Authorities (these arrangements are discussed in more detail in appendix E). 

Beyond formal industry advisory arrangements, peak bodies represent the views of their members in many forums relating to VET, including, for example, this study.

Partnerships with RTOs
Employers can influence the VET sector through developing partnerships with RTOs. The NQC (2010b) published a ‘guide’ on partnerships for RTOs, enterprises and industry groups. Successful strategies documented in the guide include: developing strong relationships with RTOs; appointing a training coordinator; sharing facilities; adjusting demand to allow staff to be trained; encouraging employees to be trained as trainers; and providing coaching and mentoring to staff. Earlier work by Callan and Ashworth (2004) investigated a number of partnerships between employers and VET providers, and found that the gains from such partnerships for employers included an enhanced capacity to focus on their core business and to deal with a skill shortage. The partnerships profiled: were initiated by senior managers in the VET sector and involved a core group of provider and industry staff; had a ‘break-even’ attitude whereby the non-financial benefits were important; usually involved partners within close geographic proximity; and were ongoing relationships which often had no defined end date. –
Partnerships can help address the issue of the VET sector competing with employers for the same skilled workers. The Gordon noted that:

[G]iven skills shortages and assuming that the economy continues to improve, we will be competing with our own industries, the industries that take our graduates, for the same staff. To address this, some Institutes are already forming partnerships with firms (particularly large firms) to share specialised staff under contract. (sub. 9, p. 2) 

Partnerships have the potential to assist providers in meeting demand for new skills arising from technological developments. Manufacturing Skills Australia noted that:

Ongoing and close partnerships with industry and enterprises would enable training providers to identify new technologies about to be introduced and therefore plan their response to the need for new skills. Another strategy would be to build partnerships with the developers of the new technology that would provide training providers with access to the technology. (sub. 22, p. 9)

Sectoral peak bodies can also influence the VET sector through partnerships with RTOs. At the initiative of Dairy Australia, the National Centre for Dairy Education Australia (NCDEA) was formed in late 2005, in partnership with Goulburn Ovens TAFE, to increase the industry’s involvement in training. The NCDEA operates with an alliance of partner RTOs to deliver dairy farm training nationally. The NCDEA delivers nationally accredited courses from Certificate II to Advanced Diploma in agriculture, food technology and food processing.

Partnerships can help employers’ engage Indigenous people. For example, Mcmahon, a company that has a contract with BHP Billiton to provide services to an iron ore mine, has a partnership with Pilbara TAFE and BHP Billiton to provide pre-employment training to local Indigenous people. Mcmahon’s Indigenous initiatives are discussed in more detail in chapter 8.

The advantages of partnerships notwithstanding, employers have identified a number of barriers to partnering, including procedures, structures and accountability mechanisms within RTOs which have slowed the establishment of partnerships (Callan and Ashworth 2004).

Other methods

Many training providers maintain formal and less formal networks with their local business communities, for example, through sponsorship, and employers contribute to the governance of some providers through board membership. Satisfaction surveys run by providers and the NCVER are another avenue through which employers register their opinions of VET.
Are employers’ expectations being met?
The Employer’s Use and Views of the VET System survey 

A key resource on employers’ experiences of VET is the Employers’ Use and Views of the VET System survey (SEUV), run every two years by the NCVER. In its Draft Report, the Commission reported that 57 per cent of employers used the VET system and that satisfaction among these employers was high, although satisfaction with unaccredited training was even higher (PC 2010). Since that report, the Commission has undertaken further analysis of the SEUV to determine whether broad employer satisfaction masks any pockets of dissatisfaction with the VET sector or its workforce. This analysis involved examining in more detail the summary publication for the SEUV (NCVER 2009b) and interrogating its Confidentialised Unit Record File (CURF). 

Use of the VET system 

The SEUV identifies three methods of using the VET system. Employers can have:

· jobs in their businesses requiring vocational qualifications delivered by RTOs, including TAFEs and private providers
· at least one apprentice or trainee

· staff who undertake ‘other nationally recognised training
’ — nationally recognised training other than apprenticeships or traineeships. 

The SEUV has a broader scope than the SOS. Unlike the SOS, the SEUV covers fee-for-service activity delivered by private RTOs. Figure 5.1 illustrates varying uses of the VET system by employers. About half of all employers who used the VET system used it in multiple ways.
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Employers’ use of the VET system, by type of use
Per cent of all VET users

	
[image: image1.emf]Have jobs requiring 

vocational qualifications

Have at least one 

apprentice or trainee

Have staff undertake other 

nationally recognised training

19.9

18.3

12.2

12.0 7.2

14.2

16.2




Source: Productivity Commission estimates based on NCVER (2009b).

As noted above, a slight majority (57 per cent) of employers used the VET system in 2009. However, these employers employed the vast majority of employees (about 86 per cent) (Productivity Commission estimates based on NCVER 2009b).
The Commission also analysed use of the VET system by firm size, industry and location. Larger firms were much more likely than others to use the VET system in 2009 (table 5.2). Larger firms were also more likely to use the VET system in multiple ways (data not shown). Use of the VET system also varied by industry. Employers in the manufacturing, construction and other services industries were much more likely to have at least one apprentice or trainee (44 per cent, 63 per cent and 51 per cent, respectively) than employers overall (31 per cent). Employer use of the VET system did not vary much by state and territory (NCVER 2009b). 
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Use of the VET system, by type of use and firm sizea, b 

Per cent

	
	
	Smallc
	Mediumc
	Largec
	All firms

	Have jobs requiring vocational qualifications.
	
	32.8
	42.8
	69.4
	34.2

	Have at least one apprentice or trainee.
	
	29.1
	39.6
	66.6
	30.5

	Have staff undertake other nationally recognised training.
	
	24.1
	36.6
	67.4
	25.8

	Total 
	
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0

	Total number
	
	771 274
	90 663
	8 259
	870 196


a For this analysis, the ‘don’t know or can’t say’ category, which includes ‘unsure if course was nationally recognised’, is coded as not making use of the VET system and is included in the denominators. b Based on weighted data. c Small firm (0–9 employees). Medium firm (10–99 employees). Large firm (100 or more employees).
Source: Productivity Commission estimates based on NCVER (2009b).

Reasons for not using the VET system

The Commission also analysed why some employers do not use the VET system or no longer use the VET system. In 2009, employers were most likely to not use the VET system because there was ‘no need’ or because training was ‘unsuitable for/not relevant to this organisation/industry’. These reasons were mentioned by about 70 per cent of respondents. Other major reasons given were more related to the particular needs of the firm than to some potential inadequacy of the VET workforce (table 5.3).
In 2009, about half of employers who no longer used the VET system did so because there was ‘no need’ or training was ‘unsuitable for/not relevant to this organisation/industry’ (table 5.3). Very few who had tried VET before were now dissatisfied, except with respect to using apprentices or trainees (8 per cent). One participant in the study argued that lower satisfaction rates, and higher dissatisfaction rates, reflect employers’ concerns about the complexity and inconsistent application across jurisdictions of the apprenticeship and traineeship systems (John Churchill, ERTOA, pers. comm., 13 April 2011). 
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Reasons why employers do not use the VET system, by type of usea, b, c
	
	Do not use VET
	No longer use VETd

	
	Do not use A
	Do not use B
	Do not use C
	No longer use A
	No longer use B
	No longer use C

	No need/unsuitable for/not relevant to this organisation/industry
	70.6
	72.9
	73.7
	45.5
	45.1
	45.6

	Need specific skills for the job
	9.2
	5.7
	5.3
	7.9
	1.7
	5.2

	Prefer other ways of meeting skill needs
	11.1
	4.9
	5.8
	7.1
	3.1
	4.1

	Current employees adequately trained
	12.1
	3.5
	11.6
	15.0
	1.4
	37.4

	Cost/too expensive
	1.0
	3.5
	3.8
	2.8
	5.8
	5.5

	No-one suitable/available
	1.6
	6.3
	
	8.7
	8.5
	

	Tried before and were dissatisfied
	0.7
	0.6
	0.8
	1.6
	8.2
	2.1

	Lack of time and resources to train them
	
	4.1
	
	
	5.0
	

	No vacancies/haven’t needed anyone/lack of work
	
	5.3
	
	
	14.8
	

	Those employees have moved on to something else/don’t stay long
	–
	
	
	5.4
	
	

	They leave half way through or when finished
	
	0.9
	
	
	8.3
	

	Experience more important than qualifications
	19.6
	
	
	11.3
	
	

	Training not available
	
	
	3.1
	
	
	0.7

	Staff turnover
	
	
	1.1
	
	
	2.0

	Other
	0.6
	0.4
	0.2
	1.6
	0.9
	2.0

	No particular reason 
	1.2
	1.4
	3.0
	1.6
	0.8
	1.2

	Total employers not or no longer using type of VET
	205 228
	459 117
	537 919
	105 222
	145 287
	98 444


– Nil or rounded to zero. A = Vocational qualifications as job requirements. B = Apprentices or trainees. C = Other (not apprentices or trainees) nationally recognised training. a(Shaded cells are not applicable as they were not response options to question. b(Multiple responses are allowed. c Based on weighted data. d(‘No longer use VET’ is a subset of ‘do not use VET’.

Source: Productivity Commission estimates based on NCVER (2009b).

Satisfaction with the VET system

The SEUV measures employers’ satisfaction with the VET system, using a five‑point scale. For the purpose of this analysis ‘satisfied’ includes, employers who are ‘very satisfied’ and ‘dissatisfied’ includes employers who are ‘dissatisfied’ or ‘very dissatisfied’. The SEUV includes follow-up questions for dissatisfied employers, asking them the reasons for their dissatisfaction. 
The vast majority of small, medium and large employers who used the VET system in 2009 were satisfied with it. Across the three possible uses of VET, large employers were marginally more likely than medium and small employers to be satisfied. Satisfaction was slightly lower, and dissatisfaction was slightly higher, with apprentices and trainees than with other methods of using the VET system (table 5.4). 

The SEUV can also be used to analyse employers’ satisfaction by state and territory and by industry. In 2009, employers’ satisfaction with the VET system did not vary much across the states and territories. In contrast, satisfaction varied considerably across industry. For example, satisfaction among employers in the mining industry was above 90 per cent for each of the three methods of use, higher than for employers in other industries. In contrast, employers in the agriculture, forestry and fishing industry were less likely than other employers to be satisfied with the VET system, particularly with vocational qualifications and other nationally recognised training. Industry satisfaction rates tended to be similar for each method of use, for example, satisfaction among employers in the public administrative and safety industry was high for each method (NCVER 2009b).

Table 5.
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Employers’ satisfaction with the VET, by firm sizea
Per cent

	
	Have jobs requiring vocational qualifications
	Have at least one apprentice or trainee
	Have staff undertake other nationally recognised training

	
	S
	M
	L
	S
	M
	L
	S
	M
	L

	Satisfiedb
	82.4
	80.8
	86.2
	81.9
	80.1
	85.3
	83.9
	85.4
	87.2

	Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied
	8.9
	10.9
	10.7
	6.3
	7.3
	9.3
	7.3
	7.7
	6.5

	Dissatisfiedc
	7.2
	7.5
	1.6
	10.3
	9.5
	1.9
	7.0
	4.5
	4.3

	Don’t know/ can’t say
	1.4
	0.8
	1.6
	1.5
	3.0
	3.4
	1.8
	2.4
	1.9

	Total
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0
	100.0

	Total number
	252 784
	38 780
	5 733
	224 359
	35 933
	5 501
	186 107
	33 178
	5 570


S = Small firm (0–9 employees). M = Medium firm (10–99 employees). L = Large firm (100 or more employees). a Based on weighted data. b Includes ‘satisfied’ and ‘very satisfied’. c Includes ‘dissatisfied’ and ‘very dissatisfied’.
Source:  Productivity Commission estimates based on NCVER (2009b).
Table 5.5 shows that satisfaction with the VET system is higher, and dissatisfaction is lower, among ERTOs than among other employers (table 5.5). However, the implications of this result are unclear. It may be assumed that all ERTOs are dissatisfied to some degree with the courses that other RTOs offer, or else they would not have invested resources into establishing and running an ERTO. Or they might wish to keep intellectual property in-house. Ultimately, however, high levels of satisfaction with the VET system, as measured by the SEUV, reflect ERTOs’ satisfaction with the enterprise model of delivering training.

Table 5.
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Satisfaction and dissatisfaction with the VET system among Enterprise Registered Training Organisations, by type of usea, b
	
	Satisfiedc
	Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied
	Dissatisfiedd
	Totale

	
	%
	%
	%
	no.

	Have jobs requiring vocational qualifications
	90.9
	0.4
	8.6
	14 678

	Have at least one apprentice or trainee
	89.3
	5.0
	5.6
	19 135

	Have staff undertake other nationally recognised training
	96.2
	3.2
	0.4
	11 831


a ‘Enterprise RTOs’ defined as RTOs that deliver training ‘mainly to own employees’. b Based on weighted data. c Includes ‘satisfied’ and ‘very satisfied’. d Includes ‘dissatisfied’ and ‘very dissatisfied’. e Total includes ‘don’t know or can’t say’.
Source: Productivity Commission estimates based on NCVER (2009b).
Firms use the VET system in multiple ways. The Commission has analysed whether these firms are dissatisfied with one or multiple methods of use, to determine whether there is a group of employers who are wholly dissatisfied with the system. Very few employers who use the VET system in multiple ways are dissatisfied with each of the ways in which they use the system. For example, only 2 per cent of those who use the system in all three ways are dissatisfied across-the-board (table 5.6).
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Dissatisfaction among users of the VET system, by method of usea, b, c, d
	
	Dissatisfied with at least one method
	Dissatisfied with at least
 two methods
	Dissatisfied with three methods
	Total dissatisfied employers
	Total
 employers

	Uses the system in one waye
	8.0
	
	
	20 886 
	258 135 

	Uses the system in two waysf
	14.1
	3.7
	
	24 689
	174 915

	Uses the system in three waysg
	11.0
	4.1
	2.2
	6 608
	59 993

	All users
	10.3
	3.8
	2.2
	52 182
	493 043


a(Dissatisfied includes ‘dissatisfied’ and ‘very dissatisfied’. b(The Employers’ use and views of the VET system survey examines three ways which employers can use the VET system: having jobs requiring vocational qualifications; having at least one apprentice or trainee; and having staff undertake other nationally recognised training. c Shaded cells are not applicable. d Based on weighted data. e Denominator is employers that use the VET system in one way. f Denominator is employers that use the VET system in two ways. g Denominator is employers that use the system in three ways.   

Source: Productivity Commission estimates based on NCVER (2009b).

In 2009, employers were most likely to be dissatisfied with the three methods of use of the VET system because they do not include ‘enough hands on/practical skills taught’ or ‘relevant skills’, the qualification is ‘too general’ and ‘not specific enough’ or the training is ‘poor quality/low standard’. About 25 per cent of employers were dissatisfied with apprentices and trainees because the apprentice or trainee was the wrong person or had the wrong attitude (table 5.7).

It is noteworthy that, on the question of trainers and assessors, opinions are divided according to type of use. Nearly a fifth of employers who have jobs requiring VET qualifications and are dissatisfied with the VET system respond that trainers do not have enough skills or industry experience. This source of dissatisfaction with VET is much less prevalent among dissatisfied employers who have staff undertake other nationally recognised training to their employees (4.5 per cent) and non-existent among those who have apprentices and trainees.

While, overall, employer dissatisfaction with trainers and assessors does not appear high, compared with other sources of dissatisfaction, it is unclear whether other sources of major dissatisfaction (for example, ‘don’t teach relevant skills/mismatch between skills’) are due to course content, the standard of facilities or to the industry currency of trainers and assessors.
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Reasons for dissatisfaction with the VET system, by type of usea, b
Per cent

	
	Have jobs requiring vocational qualifications
	Have at least one apprentice or trainee
	Have staff undertake other nationally recognised training

	Not enough hands on/practical skills taught
	31.6
	29.7
	34.3

	Don’t teach relevant skills/mismatch between skills
	41.6
	40.1
	39.2

	Standards are inconsistent across institutions
	4.2
	6.3
	6.5

	Training content outdated
	14.2
	6.1
	14.0

	Qualification/training too general/not specific enough 
	21.6
	19.6
	28.2

	Lack of flexibility with training/too rigid (time and method)
	2.0
	4.0
	16.1

	Trainers do not have enough skills/industry experience
	19.3
	–
	4.5

	Training is poor quality/low standard
	26.5
	32.1
	39.4

	Poor access/availability of training (regional/rural)
	5.9
	0.9
	4.4

	Not enough communication between provider and employer
	0.4
	7.5
	–

	Apprentice/trainee wrong person/poor attitude
	
	25.2
	

	Other
	2.1
	0.9
	6.3


– Nil or rounded to zero. Shaded cells are not applicable. a(Multiple responses are allowed. b Based on weighted data.
Source: Productivity Commission estimates based on NCVER (2009b).

Validity of the SEUV

Analysis of the robustness of the SEUV has not been located. However, survey responses are collected from a large and representative sample of Australian firms (over 5000 in 2009), lending support to the view that the survey data allow an accurate picture to be drawn of what Australian firms think of the VET system. There is a lack of clarity, however, about the reasons why some firms do not use the VET system. It is unclear whether responses categorised as ‘unsuitable or not relevant to the organisation’ mean that some firms do not have a need for VET, or believe that the system is unable to meet their needs for training. The NCVER noted that: 

The questions about why employers do not use the VET system are asked of all employers who have not used the VET system or no longer use the VET system. … If the response is unclear the interviewer will probe further as to what the respondent means. … For those employers who were dissatisfied with a previous apprentice/trainee (for example) the interviewers would be advised to put that response into the ‘tried before and were dissatisfied category’. (Rittie, T. NCVER, pers. comm., 8 Nov 2010)
The NCVER regularly reviews the SEUV and is currently engaged in such an exercise. A discussion paper was released in March 2011, as part of this review. The paper noted a trade off between sample size and length of the interview:

The 2009 survey took employers an average of 15 minutes to complete over the telephone. We would like to limit future surveys to about the same length. Interviews any longer than this tend to lead to higher refusal rates. … there is a trade-off between the length of the questionnaire and the number of telephone interviews achieved. Reducing the length of the survey would allow us to conduct more interviews, potentially improving the quality of estimates. (NCVER 2011c)
The discussion paper ranked questions in the SEUV as low, medium or high priority, and suggested removing low priority questions from the survey. The Commission used data derived from medium and high priority questions, and did not use low priority questions in its analysis of the SEUV. The Commission agrees that low priority data items should be deleted and supports efforts to increase the sample size. However, the Commission proposes adding further questions on satisfaction to assess employers’ satisfaction with different aspects of the VET system, including the VET workforce. The Commission also suggests amending the current question relating to ERTOs or adding a question to help clarify what satisfaction among ERTOs means. 
The discussion paper also suggested making use of an internet based survey in combination with the existing telephone survey, provided it does not compromise the quality of data. The Commission supports this option being investigated.
Recommendation 5.1

The National Centre for Vocational Educational Research (NCVER) should amend the Employers’ Use and Views of the VET System survey (SEUV) to allow for more detailed analysis of employers’ satisfaction, to be offset by the removal of low-priority questions. The NCVER should include further questions that measure employers’ satisfaction with different aspects of the VET system, including the performance of the VET workforce. The NCVER should also modify the SEUV to clarify what satisfaction among Enterprise Registered Training Organisations means. 
Other analysis based on the SEUV

Roberts (2010) modelled changes in employers’ satisfaction with the VET system from 2005 to 2009, by state and territory, using the SEUV. He controlled for the interaction of satisfaction with firm size and industry, in order to correct for sampling error across time. Roberts found that, from 2005 to 2009, there was a significant increase in satisfaction among employers in:

· South Australia with vocational qualifications as a job requirement

· New South Wales, Tasmania and the ACT with at least one apprentice or trainee

· New South Wales, South Australia, Western Australia and the Northern Territory that provide nationally recognised training to staff.

Roberts found no significant decreases in employer satisfaction over the period.

Rittie and Awodeyi (2009, p. 9) analysed data from the 2005 and 2007 SEUV surveys. The authors noted that ‘satisfaction with the VET system is high’. Nonetheless, the authors found that a consistent message from small and large businesses requiring qualifications for jobs was that the system needed to provide more practical skills training and workplace experience. Employers with apprentices and trainees, particularly those in small- and medium-size businesses, believed that training improvements required additional government funding.

Other sources of employer views on the performance of VET
Concerns with assessment of VET students 

Unlike the data from the SEUV, other sources provide a mixed view of employers’ satisfaction. The NQC (2008) examined industry views of competency assessment in the VET sector, in part through a survey of industry stakeholders. That survey found that:

· 67 per cent of stakeholders were satisfied or very satisfied with how people in their organisation had been assessed for competence, 19 per cent were neither satisfied nor dissatisfied, and a further 15 per cent were dissatisfied or very dissatisfied
· 58 per cent of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that assessors conducted appropriate assessment to determine competence, 20 per cent were undecided, and a further 23 per cent disagreed or strongly disagreed (Productivity Commission estimates based on NQC 2008). 
However, conclusions from this study were based on a relatively small dataset. Broad satisfaction with assessment amongst a few employers might mask instances of employer dissatisfaction with specific aspects of VET.

In contrast to VET assessment in Australia, New Zealand’s model includes national external moderation. In New Zealand, Industry Training Organisations (ITOs), which are similar to ISCs in Australia, conduct regular moderation of assessments undertaken by accredited VET providers. This model aims to ensure consistency in assessment across the country. 
In 2009, compliance with New Zealand’s national standards varied dramatically by industry. Fifteen ITOs found that over 90 per cent of assessments met the national standard, while four ITOs found that less than 50 per cent of assessments met the standard. Remedies pursued by ITOs included asking providers to resubmit assessment materials and increased frequency of moderation visits in the future. In most cases, the processes for following up non-compliance were reported as being very effective (by 71 per cent of ITOs). The New Zealand Government provides about 40 per cent of the funds needed to administer the system. More detail on this model can be found in appendix F. The NQC has recently been considering external moderation: 

Based on its research in 2010, the NQC has recommended to [the National Senior Officials Committee] that priority is given by states and territories to building VET workforce capabilities [for assessors] … including a particular focus on moderation and validation and the role that these processes have in managing the quality of assessment. (sub. DR76, pp. 7–8)

The issue of the quality of assessment of VET students by RTOs is taken up again in chapter 10.
Workplace relevance of VET

Workplace relevance of VET is a concern for some employers. Ai Group and the MCA commented on the relevance of VET:
Training providers need to be much more flexible in their dealings with industry to increase this responsiveness. … Public RTOs have been very slow to embrace work‑based delivery compared to private RTOs. (Ai Group, sub. DR88, p. 2)
For many years the publicly funded Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector has failed to meet the needs of the minerals industry. MCA has consistently advocated for reform of the VET sector as we believe that to make an optimum contribution to the Australian economy, the VET sector must be industry led and responsive to the needs of industry. (MCA, sub. 23, p. 3)
This view of the VET sector’s performance appears consistent with a finding by the AEU, in a survey of TAFE workers, that ‘70 % of respondents said that their TAFE did not have the capacity to meet industry needs, particularly in the local community’ (AEU 2010, p. 1).

The National Skills Policy Collaboration — which comprises the Ai Group, the Australian Council of Trade Unions, the AEU, the Dusseldorp Skills Forum and Group Training Australia — and is not solely an employer voice, noted that:
While reforms to the [VET] system have led to considerable achievements, there are still some enduring concerns. These are focused on the match between what industry needs and what is being delivered; the capacity, flexibility and responsiveness of the training system to both employers and to learners; the continuing underinvestment in skills; the breadth of employer engagement in workforce development; and the need to better harness the productivity potential of investing in skills. (National Skills Policy Collaboration 2009, p. 2)
ACCI has argued that the system requires additional funding so that it can meet the needs of employers. In 2007, it released Skills for a Nation: A blueprint for improving education and training 2007‑2017, which noted that:
Adequately resourcing the VET system so that it is responsive to meet demand in all areas is therefore critical to ensuring an adequate supply of skills at all levels as required by industry. (ACCI 2007, p. 23)
Skills supply–demand mismatch
Part of employers’ concerns is a perceived mismatch between the skills produced by the VET system and those required by employers. They want VET to teach skills which can be utilised directly in the workplace:
Only when the skills acquired by an individual are used, and used productively, do governments and industry see a tangible return on their investment. … Only in the last two years has the phrase ‘skills utilisation’ entered the general VET lexicon. (Industry Skills Councils, sub. 41, p. 2)
In 2008, only 30 per cent of recent VET graduates reported that they were employed in the same occupation group as their training course. The link between skills acquired and occupation varied according to type of training. Seventy-nine per cent of recent VET graduates from a trade apprenticeship or traineeship and 38 per cent of those from a non-trade apprenticeship or traineeship were employed in the same occupation group as that course, following training. In contrast, 11 per cent of graduates from management courses were employed in the same occupation group (Karmel 2009). On face value, the mismatch is a cause for concern for employers. However, Karmel (2009, p. 9) is of the view that:
It is a mistake to think that there is a tight and deterministic relationship between VET and the labour market. VET provides skills that can be used in a variety of jobs. Most occupations, with the exception of some professions and the licensed trades, do not mandate particular qualifications. Similarly, training for an occupation does not imply that that training must be used only in that occupation, and much education, including VET, has a large component of generic education.

Reflecting this view, 34 per cent of VET graduates reported that they were employed in a different occupation group, but that their training was highly or somewhat relevant to their current job. Only 17 per cent reported that their training was of very little or no relevance to their current job. A further 18 per cent were not employed.
Other research reports a downside to a mismatch. Mavromaras et al. (2010) explored the incidence and wage effects of overskilling — excess skills and abilities required for a job — among employed VET graduates and those with other qualifications, and found negative consequences of overskilling. The authors found a significant wage penalty (negative wage premium) accruing to those who reported being overskilled, relative to those who were identical in other respects, such as qualifications and jobs. A significant wage penalty was found for Certificate III and IV graduates who were severely overskilled, but not for those who were moderately overskilled. 

Ryan and Sinning (2011) examined the prevalence and implications of overeducation among younger Australian workers (aged 25–44) and the links between overeducation and skill mismatches. Workers are considered to be overeducated if their educational attainment exceeds the educational requirements of their jobs, and overskilled if the skills they possess exceed the skills required in their jobs. The authors found substantial differences in the concepts of overeducation and overskilling. They found that most overskilled younger workers have low levels of education, while most under-skilled younger workers hold a university degree. The authors also found that:

· both under-educated and under-skilled younger workers have higher wages than overeducated and under-educated younger workers

· a wage penalty from overeducation exists after controlling for actual level of education — this penalty varies substantially by education level and is highest for those with vocational qualifications

· after controlling for overeducation, overskilling has no additional effect on wages. 

Employer concerns in specific sectors 

As mentioned earlier, satisfaction with VET varies by industry. Employers and managers in some industries are much more likely to be dissatisfied with VET. For example, managers in the alcohol and other drugs sector of the health and community services industries (Pidd et al. 2010). These managers have identified attracting and recruiting appropriately qualified staff and the qualifications of existing staff as major problems for the sector. The VET sector provides the relevant qualifications. However, research shows that managers preferred to employ workers with higher education qualifications rather than VET qualifications, due to perceptions of greater professionalism and better interpersonal skills. Nearly one in four managers were dissatisfied with VET courses due to: poor quality training and assessment; lack of correspondence between the skills taught and those required in the workplace; training content being out of touch or out of date with industry; and lack of practical experience. Managers were also concerned about the variable quality of VET.

While there have been high profile concerns in recent years about poor quality VET being delivered by RTOs servicing the international student market, the concerns are actually more widespread. In its submission to this study, Aged & Community Services Australia, expressed its concerns about poor quality VET provision by some RTOs:
The majority of RTOs do a very good job and put a lot of effort into developing their training courses and ensuring good student outcomes. Unfortunately, there is evidence that some students are graduating with poor quality qualifications making them virtually unemployable. This is not a reflection of the hard work put into the development of the content of the courses by the Community Services and Health Industry Skills Council and the aged care industry itself, but the dubious and sometimes unethical behaviour of some [RTOs]. (sub. DR97, p. 1)

The Community Services & Health Industry Skills Council also commented on poor quality VET provision in the aged care, disability and children’s services sector:

In the aged care sector stakeholders have advised the CS&HISC that variability in outcomes of qualifications delivered to aged care workers … means that many of these graduates are effectively ‘un/sub-skilled’ for the job. Qualifications are often delivered over short periods where it is very unlikely that candidate’s skills will have formed to the level described in competency standards … Variability in output of RTOs in the aged care sector is a risk and performance of the VET sector and VET workforce needs to improve to mitigate this risk … In the disability sector, qualifications may be similarly fast-tracked and there is variability in outcomes. … Recent [NCVER] research however identifies that employers deliberately do not employ potential employees with VET qualifications due to the variability in skills of graduates. (sub. DR86, pp. 6–7)
Phillip Toner (sub. DR79) referenced several Independent Commission Against Corruption inquiries exposing improper conduct among some RTOs in New South Wales. 

Concerns about poor quality VET provision by some RTOs have been raised by participants in other ongoing sector-specific inquiries conducted by the Commission. A selection of these concerns is reproduced in box 5.4. Concerns about delivery of the Certificate IV in Training and Assessment (TAE40110) are discussed in chapter 10.
Do not delete this return as it gives space between the box and what precedes it.
	Box 5.

 SEQ Box \* ARABIC 4
Concerns about poor quality VET provision raised in other Commission inquiries

	Caring for Older Australians Inquiry

The draft report for this inquiry noted that a major issue raised in the study was:

… the considerable variability in the skill level of personal carers and community care workers, even between those with comparable qualifications … Over the last 10 years, there have been Government funded initiatives aimed at increasing the skill levels of these workers. While these initiatives are acknowledged to have increased the skill level of the care workforce, some [aged care] providers are critical of the poor quality of training provided by some [Registered Training Organisations] (PC 2011a, pp. 368–9). 
Some employers in the sector avoid hiring candidates from particular RTOs.

Disability Care and Support Inquiry
In its submission to the Disability Care and Support inquiry, Disability Professionals Australasia commented that:

Lack of training is a major concern at all levels … Training for Certificate III and IV disability qualifications has often been heavily criticised by workers at all levels across the disability sector. (PC 2011b, sub. 316, p. 5)

Early Childhood Development Workforce Study
In its submission to the Commission’s Early Childhood Development (ECD) study, the New South Wales Children’s Services Forum noted that:  
The experience of members of the NSW Children’s Services Forum as employers is that some newly qualified workers are very much work ready but that others are not. This appears to be dependent on the particular university or [RTO the course is from]. The quality of education and training appears to vary greatly and is often due to the amount of practicum/work placement required in the course. (PC forthcoming, sub. 23, p. 9)

SDN Children’s Services, a childcare provider, commented that:

[the quality of newly-qualified ECD workers depends] upon the University course or the Registered Training Organisation’s course delivery. Some graduates are very much work ready – others not so and this is often due to the amount of practicum/work placement they have undertaken in their course. (PC forthcoming, sub. 31, p. 6)

Uniting Care Children stated that they have:

… concerns that the training provided by some [RTOs] does not adequately prepare students to work in the [Early Childhood Education and Care] sector. (PC forthcoming, sub. 62, p. 20)

These concerns have prompted action by governments. In 2009, the Victorian Government committed to establishing a panel of preferred providers for Certificate III qualifications in child care from 2011 (DEECD 2009). Other governments have adopted this approach (DET NSW nd). Broader preferred provider lists have also been developed. For example, the Queensland Government established a preferred provider list for the Productivity Places Program (DET QLD nd). 

	

	


Satisfaction data for the service sectors
The SEUV measures satisfaction by industry, including the ‘health care and social assistance’ industry. In 2009, about 90 per cent of employers in this industry were satisfied with the VET system. Satisfaction in this industry tended to be higher than satisfaction in other industries (NCVER 2009b, p. 13). However, the SEUV cannot be used to measure satisfaction by subsets of this industry, such as the aged care sector. The SOS focuses on specific areas of delivery and can, therefore, be used to indirectly measure employers’ satisfaction. Any concerns employers’ have about poor quality VET provision are likely to be reflected in labour market outcomes for VET students and will, in turn, be reflected in students’ satisfaction. Data from the 2010 SOS show that:

· about 85 per cent of child care and aged care graduates, and about 95 per cent of graduates studying disability work were employed or in further study after their training. About 85 per cent of all graduates were employed or in further study after training

· graduates from these three fields of study were more likely than other graduates to report that their training was relevant to their current job

· graduates in these fields were as likely as other graduates (about 90 per cent) to report that they were satisfied with the quality of their training

· graduates in these fields were more likely than other graduates to report that they had achieved their main reason for training (82 per cent for child care graduates, 79 per cent for aged care graduates and 86 per cent for disability care graduates, and 73 per cent for all graduates). 

The Productivity Commission will discuss the issues of poor and variable quality VET provision in these sectors further in forthcoming inquiry reports, but notes that concerns about poor quality VET provision are not restricted to these sectors.
Data on RTO cancellations and suspensions

Some state and territory Registration Bodies make data on RTO cancellations and suspensions publicly available. For example, in 2010, of the 1178 RTOs operating in Victoria (Productivity Commission estimates based on unpublished data from the National Training Information Service), 65 RTOs ceased operating and three were suspended. Of the 65 RTOs that ceased operating, 40 had their registration ‘voluntarily cancelled’, 15 had their registration ‘cancelled’, and 10 went into voluntary administration or liquidation (VRQA 2011). 
�	‘Module completers’ include students who enrol in: full qualifications and do not complete; subjects; or Statements of Attainment. 


�	DEEWR defines ‘skill shortages’ as: employers being unable to fill, or having considerable difficulty filling, vacancies for an occupation, at current remuneration and conditions of employment, and in a reasonably accessible location.


�	Only Registered Training Organisations can deliver nationally recognised training.
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