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Overview
The National Centre for Vocational Education Research’s (NCVER) submission responds to the emerging theme of improving VET workforce data to support more effective workforce planning, as outlined in the consultation paper Developing a blueprint for the VET workforce. It focuses on past and recent attempts to quantify the national VET workforce and detail its characteristics, the issues associated with these efforts and possible models, which could provide valuable insights to enhance quality in the VET sector, through the development of a blueprint for the VET workforce.

ContextAbout NCVER
NCVER is an independent, not-for-profit company owned by the Australian Government and state and territory government ministers responsible for vocational education and training (VET). NCVER collects, manages, analyses and communicates research and statistics about VET. NCVER’s vision is to transform national understanding of VET. 




There have been several attempts over the past two decades to estimate the size and composition of the VET workforce. Two of these studies provided some insights into the size and characteristics of the national VET workforce but revealed critical gaps in the data. 

The first was the Productivity Commission’s report on the VET workforce (2011), which was part of a wider inquiry into the education and training labour force. The second and most recent, focused on quantifying the VET workforce and the qualifications held by trainers and assessors, and was undertaken and published by NCVER (2020). 

[bookmark: _Hlk161918671]Both provided a snapshot of the VET workforce at a point in time. However, both reported that robust estimates of the workforce were not available and used different datasets to elicit findings. This lack of a consistent, ongoing dataset makes comparisons challenging at best and prevents longitudinal analysis, which can be used to reveal changes, such as improvements, over time. 



Measuring the size and composition of the VET workforce: what we know
The Productivity Commission inquiry estimated the total VET workforce numbered about 223 000, based on the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 2006 Census of Population and Housing and TAFE administrative datasets. This comprised about 73 400 TAFE workers and an estimated 150 000 workers in registered training organisations other than TAFE. However, estimates of the “non-TAFE workforce” were “more scarce and less reliable”, and the number was likely to be an under-estimate because many staff in enterprise registered training organisations (ERTOs) provide training outside of their main job role (2011, p. 37-38). This made it hard to identify them as training staff in data collections (2011, p. 38). 

The VET workforce was characterised as:
· Comprising predominantly of dual professionals, with both vocational and education skills
· Being older than the wider labour force, with most VET workers gaining industry experience prior to joining the sector later in their working life
· Having high rates of non-permanent employment, compared with the wider workforce
· Being highly mobile, with over 80 per cent changing jobs within the sector during their career (Productivity Commission, 2011, p. 56).

In 2020, NCVER published Understanding the Australian vocational education and training workforce, which focused on quantifying the VET workforce and their qualifications, and was based on a survey of RTOs on the National Register of VET and was undertaken in the first half of 2019. The report estimated the VET workforce comprised around 246 170 workers across a range of registered training organisations (RTOs), with nearly 45 630 employees at TAFE and 200 540 employees at other RTOs. 

Importantly, trainers and assessors who delivered nationally recognised VET under third-party partnering arrangements in providers that were not RTOs (such as some schools and businesses) were not included in the survey (p. 1). Like the Productivity Commission’s inquiry (2011), it meant survey estimates were likely to be under-estimating the total national VET workforce, particularly the trainer and assessor workforce.

Regarding the VET workforce’s qualifications, it found that 29% of the overall VET workforce were employed as trainers and assessors, including those delivering training under the supervision of a trainer. Of the people employed as trainers and assessors: 
· 52.6% were employed full-time and 47.4% part-time
· 53.5% were employed on a permanent basis, 13.9% on a contract or in temporary positions, and 32.6% on a casual or sessional basis
· 93.3% had a Certificate IV in Training and Assessment or higher-level qualification
· 89.4% had a Certificate III or above as their highest qualification related to their industry or field of training delivery
· 19.7% of RTOs had volunteers and 6.1% of RTOs had volunteer trainers and assessors (2020, p. 7-8).

It also focused on the qualifications held by trainers and assessors, as well as volunteers, who play an important role in some RTOs. 

Other attempts to measure the national VET workforce
In the intervening period between these two studies, there were other attempts to develop a national VET workforce standard. In 2012, NCVER was commissioned to develop a national VET workforce data standard and to develop and test questionnaires for RTOs and their employees. A data standard was developed, in consultation with stakeholders, but identified difficulties associated with modifying the administrative data collection to undertake a census led to developing a survey. This approach included two data collection instruments based on the VET workforce data standard, to collect information from RTOs about their employees and the other to collect information from employees directly. The survey did not proceed; at this time effort was focused on the implementation of Total VET Activity (TVA) and the Unique Student Identifier (USI).

In April 2016, the Australian Industry and Skills Committee (AISC) approved an update to the Training and Education Training Package in response to a range of quality issues identified by the Australian Skills Quality Authority (ASQA) and recommended the existing VET workforce be required to upgrade their qualifications. The process of updating the Training and Education (TAE) Training Package revealed the lack of data about the VET workforce and NCVER was funded to lead a project to a data collection project. Using the work undertaken in 2013, consideration was given to proceeding with a census, to provide a comprehensive data collection of the entire VET workforce, or a survey. In the end, the project proceeded with a survey of RTOs, narrower in scope than the 2013 design, although it was stratified by three levels: regulatory body; size; and, provider type. The survey was carried out in 2019 and was the basis for aforementioned analysis by NCVER (2020).


Issues and recommendations from past studies: what we have learnt 
Lack of precise VET workforce data
A census of the national VET workforce has never occurred, thereby limiting the findings and insights revealed from surveys. Without quantifying a population, surveys of a ‘slice’ of that populace cannot be accurately weighted to fully represent the entirety.  

The Productivity Commission (2011) stated the lack of precision of workforce estimates for the non-TAFE sector partly reflected the lack of an agreed standard or national system of data collection for the VET workforce. In response, it recommended the development of an agreed national standard for VET workforce data, and based on such an agreed standard, a new comprehensive data collection instrument, to better identify and measure the VET workforce (2011, 
p. XLVIII-XLIX). The instrument would be designed and implemented in such a way to give providers, regulators, and other stakeholders access to an improved evidence base, yet not unduly increase the reporting burden for providers. Implementation could be phased in to allow providers to adjust to the new requirements (Productivity Commission 2011, p. XLVIII-XLIX & LVII). 

The Productivity Commission reiterated this recommendation in its review of the National Agreement for Skills and Workforce Development (2020), recommending a census of the VET workforce to provide information in support of improving VET quality, through the development of a VET Workforce Quality Strategy with insights expected to inform improvements to course delivery and teaching quality (p. 16, 35, 45, 217 & 244). The census could be undertaken in conjunction with other existing data collections to manage reporting burdens for RTOs (2020, p. 243).

The NCVER study (2020) also demonstrated the importance of a national standard for the collection of national VET workforce data. A standard defines the data to be reported (data elements), providing rules for data collection that can address the risks of double counting, particularly those who work with more than one entity such as a school, RTO or business, or under-reporting cohorts. 

These examples also reveal the significant information gap that exists, the different methods, and datasets used to gauge the size of the national VET workforce and its composition. This lack of a consistent, ongoing dataset makes comparisons challenging and prevents longitudinal analysis, and in doing so, limits the extent to which data can be used for workforce planning and policy development (Knight et al, 2020). 

Unmandated reporting
The NCVER study (2020) also revealed follow-up was required to meet satisfactory response rates. A total of 3635 RTOs were contacted, via personalised email, inviting each to participate in the National VET Workforce Survey 2019. The email contained a unique login code and an embedded link with direct access to the online survey. During the period the survey was open, reminder emails and targeted telephone follow-up were undertaken. When fieldwork closed the survey achieved a 40 per cent response rate. 

Unmandated census and surveys are likely to require time-consuming and costly follow-up to fieldwork and meeting a sufficient number of responses to undertake more precise workforce analysis. 

As per above, the Productivity Commission recommended an agreed national standard for VET workforce data (2011) and a census of the VET workforce (2020), which could be undertaken with other existing data collections to manage reporting burdens for RTOs. 

Reducing RTOs reporting burden
Stakeholder feedback in response to the national VET workforce data standard NCVER developed cautioned of reporting burden, particularly as many RTOs are required to submit a range of data at different times to various agencies, without seeing the value of reporting their workforce information. Similar feedback may have been provided to the Productivity Commission, which recommended a national VET workforce data be collected in such a way to give providers, regulators, and other stakeholders access to an improved evidence base, yet not unduly increase the reporting burden for providers, with implementation phased in (2011, p. XLVIII-XLIX & LVII). Further, it recommended a census could be undertaken in conjunction with other existing data collections to manage reporting burdens for RTOs (2020, p. 243).


Potential models for the clearest picture of the VET workforce: what we could do
The following are suggested as potential models that would capture consistent and ongoing data about Australia’s VET workforce in support of providing information and insights to meet the outcomes of a VET workforce blueprint.

VET workforce census – mandated for most comprehensive information and insights
A census of RTOs would provide the most comprehensive data collection of Australia’s VET workforce. However, unless it is mandated, a census is unlikely to achieve sufficient responses that will provide useful information and insights. 

Mandating a census would require widespread cooperation, across governments and their state and territory training authorities, regulators, and providers and their peak bodies. It would also require changes to administrative data collections and systems, and may require changes to legislation governing regulators. As per the Productivity Commission’s recommendations, this approach could be phased in to assist RTOs and undertaken in conjunction with other existing data collections to manage reporting burdens (2011 and 2020).

VET workforce surveys involving regulators and NCVER
If it is decided to undertake a survey rather than the census approach, one administered by NCVER on behalf of regulators is most likely to be successful. Currently, the Australian Skills Quality Authority (ASQA) has the authority to require an RTO to submit workforce data, but it does not exercise this authority, as it is mindful of the burden on RTOs, nor is it resourced for such activity on a national scale. Further, it is not ASQA’s core business to collect and analysis Australian VET workforce data. 

However, there is a precedent for the national, annual collection of workforce data from higher education providers by the Tertiary Education Quality Standards Agency (TEQSA), under the authority of the Higher Education Standards Framework (Threshold Standards) 2021. The information about employees is collected by the Provider Information Request, which is included in the National Higher Education Data Collection. In this way, TEQSA minimises the reporting burden on HE providers, and uses the data to support its risk-based approach to auditing. Higher Education providers that also deliver VET courses (dual providers) would be familiar with this process. 

Based on this precedent, it would be feasible for ASQA to apply a similar process. Under this approach, NCVER could collect and analyse the data on behalf of ASQA, as well as Victorian and Western Australian regulators if similar arrangements were in place. NCVER could publish and disseminate the data, through a range of data products, as it does with Total VET Activity data. Custom reports could also be produced for individual RTOs and made available through its DataHub, enabling RTOs to benchmark themselves against groups of similar RTOs. As such, this could provide an incentive to RTOs for submitting information about their workforce.

VET workforce analysis using existing datasets
Another option that could be implemented more quickly than other potential models and could act as an interim measure until other approaches are implemented, is VET workforce analysis. To do this, NCVER would use the ABS Person Level Integrated Data Asset (PLIDA), in particular TVA enrolment/completions data, Higher Education (HE) data, and Australian Taxation Office (ATO) occupation of employment data to:
1. Comprehensively map the network of Vocational Education and Training (VET) and Higher Education (HE) pathways that feed key VET workforce occupations. 
This exploratory analysis could investigate the training undertaken by employees in key VET workforce occupations. It would identify the VET, HE and combination of VET/HE pathways into key occupations and the specific training undertaken by employees prior to their employment. 
2. Quantify the flow of workers coming from VET workforce related training. 
This analysis could analyse key VET workforce training qualifications and skills sets to determine the number of students who commenced/completed each training pathway and the proportion of students who went on to be employed in key VET workforce occupations associated with each training pathway. 

It is important to note the proposed exploration above would be limited to analysis of:
· the main salary and wage occupation only. It would therefore exclude instances where employment in a key VET workforce occupation is not the main salary and wage occupation of an individual
· self-reported VET workforce occupations according to the Australian and New Zealand Standard Classification of Occupations (ANZSCO)
· training pathways into VET workforce occupations from 2015 onwards.

In addition to the above, NCVER could explore the feasibility of matching registered training organisation (RTO) Australian Business Numbers (ABNs) from training.gov.au to ATO ABNs, to determine the number of employees by RTO, RTO type and within key VET workforce occupations. 
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