
[image: P:\WorkInProgress\Bec's Pubs\Miscellaneous\NCVER submissions template\Submission headers2.jpg] 


National Youth Commission
June 2019

Review into vocational pathways to employment in South Australia

Name:	National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER)
Contact:	Phil Loveder, Manager Stakeholder Engagement or Anna Payton, Policy Officer
Phone:	08 8230 8665 – 08 8230 8680
Email:	philloveder@ncver.edu.au

[bookmark: _Hlk12430553]Overview
NCVER’s submission addresses three of the Terms of Reference, namely (1) Perception – how can VET be elevated so that it becomes a valued option alongside university and other pathways; (2) Access – what barriers prevent some student cohorts from accessing VET opportunities; and (3) Quality – how can confidence in the quality of VET offered in schools be ensured.About 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. 




NCVER is the official collection agency for national VET statistics. As the trusted data custodian, NCVER collects this information under the authority of ministers responsible for education and training and the registration requirements legislated for training providers. 

[bookmark: _Hlk533171553]In addition, NCVER undertakes a strategic program of research and evaluation through our in-house research program, and research guided by the Australian and State and Territory governments. NCVER also publishes and communicates the results of its extensive research effort. For over 35 years, NCVER has been providing information to a wide range of stakeholders within both government and non-government sectors.
Context
An analysis of time series data from the National VET in Schools statistical collection shows that the number of secondary school students undertaking VET in Australia has trended steadily upwards over the last two decades. In 1996, when new approaches to vocational education in schools were being adopted, 60 000 students were undertaking such courses; by 2006 this had increased to about 170 000, and by 2017 the number had increased to just over
242 000 – peaking in 2015 with over 257 000 (Misko et al, 2019).
In South Australia, the trend between 2013 - 2016 showed steady increases (by about 200 to 400 students per year) (NCVER, 2018). In 2017, however, the number of South Australian secondary students undertaking a VET in School program as part of their senior secondary certificate of education declined 15 per cent to 11 400 (NCVER, 2018a). It remains to be seen if this marks a new trend or a one-off decline. 


Of these students, the clear majority were aged 15-19 years (10 700 students); 100 students were 14 years and under and nearly 600 were 20 years and over, or 5.2 per cent of all South Australian VET in Schools students which represents the highest participation rate for this age group across the country (NCVER, 2018a). This finding may warrant exploration to understand underlying factors and consideration if VET in Schools programs are modified for different cohorts. 
The role VET in Schools programs play in South Australia in helping students gain valuable knowledge and skills, and preparation for work is important because South Australian workers are on average less likely to hold post-school qualifications than workers nationally and the state’s youth unemployment remains stubbornly above the national rate (Australian Government, 2019).
Perception – how can VET be elevated so that it becomes a valued option alongside university and other pathways
Vocational education and training provides an important pathway into work and this is evident in South Australia, where a higher share of workers hold a certificate III or higher vocational qualification (31 per cent) than those who have a bachelor degree or higher (28 per cent) (Australian Government, 2019). The latest NCVER Student Outcomes Survey (SOS) reports that 68.4 per cent of VET graduates aged 18 to 19 years and 74.7 per cent of 20-24-year-old VET graduates were employed after training and around 80.0 per cent for apprentices and trainees (NCVER, 2018b). 
Yet, vocational education and training is viewed as a less attractive educational pathway compared with either general or higher education – a phenomenon which is remarkably universal and entrenched (Winch, 2013).
The Training and Skills Commission (TASC, 2019) finds that of the top 50 occupations with the best growth outlook (in the state of South Australia at least), 82 per cent will need VET rather than university qualifications, placing greater importance on the need for vocational qualifications. 
A challenge exists in attracting the required young people to these occupations through VET pathways; as the Department of Education’s discussion paper (2019) states fewer young people feel they have a good understanding of VET than those who have a good understanding of university pathways. This aligns with NCVER research by Gore et al (2017), based on the views of 6000 students from Year 3 to Year 12 New South Wales government schools (but applicable to other jurisdictions). The study finds that many students are unclear about VET, conveyed outdated rather than contemporary portrayals of the sector and are unclear about the pathway to VET-related occupations—there is greater interest in VET-related occupations than in VET itself for example. Students’, interests in VET-related occupations are primarily motivated by enjoyment, interest, perceived benefits, altruism, practical learning, and offering great opportunities, especially for those who are less academically inclined (Gore et al 2017). These insights offer ways to design and convey career development information.
Career development, which is the process of managing life, learning, and work over the life span, is important in improving the attractiveness of VET (and particularly apprenticeships) according to Carney (in Couldrey and Loveder, 2017). Unbiased career advice of a high quality can reduce some of the stereotypes and prejudices relating to VET held by young people and their parents and carers. In this, career guidance staff and professionals in schools have an important role to play.
Career advisers, many of whom have extensive first-hand knowledge of VET (TAFE and private VET providers), have a vital role in changing perceptions of the VET sector (Gore et al, 2017). Furthermore, if teachers and career advisers are to share up-to-date and accurate information with their students and convey positive perceptions of VET, it is critical they understand the changing face of the VET sector and the career possibilities it provides (Gore et al 2017). 



Changing perceptions of, and increasing interest in, VET is likely to require additional investment in both VET outreach to schools and concerted and coordinated efforts that use inclusive, non-stigmatizing, non-deficient language while highlighting the full range of opportunities and pathways available to students (Gore et al 2017). 
Teachers need active support from and engagement with government and VET providers if they are to fully inform students about the opportunities that the VET sector has to offer (Gore et al 2017).
The South Australian Department for Education discussion paper (Department for Education, 2019) identifies the need for a major rethink in the way that VET is portrayed. In this, much could be learned (by the VET sector) from universities on how they promote higher education pathways, especially in terms of student and parental engagement, supporting student aspirations and promoting access to training for under-represented learners. Engaging with young people and their parents early (such as while they are still in primary school) has been identified by many observers as an important step in promoting awareness of VET options (see especially CICA, 2012). In South Australia, programs such as the Journey to Higher Education and Children’s University which are a collaboration between the three main universities in the state has done much to dispel myths about higher education participation, especially for those considered potential ‘first in family’ learners or who come from traditionally less advantaged socio-economic circumstances. 
Couldrey and Loveder (2017) identify the importance of implementing strategies for delivering information and marketing VET pathways need to consider the ‘impenetrable plethora’ of information that currently exists and create a single source of information with simplified, consistent messages about VET (especially apprenticeships) which has been tested with employers
Access – what barriers prevent some student cohorts from accessing VET opportunities
Young people represent Australia’s future workforce and productivity, so it is of great policy interest that young people make successful transitions from school to further education and the labour market (Knight, 2017). However, currently almost one-third of young people are unemployed or underemployed (Brotherhood of St Laurence, 2017). 
[bookmark: _Hlk11849292]Research by NCVER (Ranasinghe et al 2019) find that young people experience diverse and individualised school-to-work pathways. While most young people follow a generally simple education-to-work pathway or entered full-time work relatively early, some experience complex post-school pathways, with frequent switching between higher education and vocational education and training (VET) activities, episodes of part-time work and repeatedly moving in and out of the labour market. 
The five key pathways followed by youth aged 16 to 25 years revealed by the analysis are: 
-	Pathway 1: Higher education and work
-	Pathway 2: Early entry to full-time work 
-	Pathway 3: Mix of higher education and VET
-	Pathway 4: Mixed and repeatedly disengaged
-	Pathway 5: Mostly working part-time.	
[bookmark: _Hlk11849405]Analysis of Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth (LSAY) data as part of this work indicates that the factors that influence specific pathways include studying VET subjects at school, individual school achievement and socioeconomic phenomenon including family background and household financial status. It is important then that the complexity around the decision-making process and its impacts on the likelihood of choosing a VET pathway while at school and beyond is understood and addressed early on in school. 


For many students, they have already formed strong (and sometimes negative) views of the VET sector prior to completion of their senior secondary school education and have minimized their career aspirations in ways that limit them to deliberations about university pathways (Gore et al 2017).
Osborne et al (2019 forthcoming) also identify cost of learning, time pressures, lack of parental knowledge (of VET) and the willingness of employers to support training as additional factors in contributing to pathway choice and for many young people not selecting VET post-school. This is further supported by the Department of Education 2019 discussion paper supporting this review that identifies some of these factors as reasons why young people often steer away from VET pathways.
School delivery of VET in Schools is often limited by the availability of suitably qualified staff as well. Only around 14 per cent of secondary teachers in Western Australia, for example, actively teach VET subjects, according to a review of VET in Schools arrangements in that jurisdiction (Legislative Assembly, Parliament of Western Australia, 2017). In addition to their teaching qualification, these teachers require a Certificate IV in Training and Assessment and the VET qualification at or above the level they are teaching, which often must be completed once they have begun their career. Amending the accreditation standards for initial teacher education programs (delivered by universities) to ensure they include a vocational teaching component was identified as a way of addressing this imbalance. 
The review also looked at access and barriers that exist in regional and remote locations and identified addressing the difficulties in getting to work placements for school students as a priority, for example, by establishing commercial enterprises on school sites and expanding VET offerings so that a student’s choice of courses is not restricted by the school he or she attends. Education researcher Dr John Halsey further posited that vocational opportunities in regional centres would enable young people to stay in the communities where they felt most comfortable (Halsey, 2017). In this regard, linking VET in Schools qualifications to local needs can provide a useful transition to work in local communities where it can be accommodated.
[bookmark: _Hlk11849479]Osborne et al further state that workers (in particularly young workers) will need to be supported to acquire the soft skills of adaptability, perseverance, resilience, curiosity, responsiveness, experimentation and initiative which are being demanded by employers. To enable the transition, it is suggested that education planners, educators and students move beyond thinking about skills training for ‘jobs’, instead formulating training that develops clusters of skills that are portable across multiple jobs and which open a range of different potential work prospects (Foundation for Young Australians 2017; Yu, Bretherton and Buchanan 2013).   
In addition, an outcome of a recent Australia Institute policy roundtable (Australia Institute, 2019) was that there was a pressing need for greater flexibility in tertiary pathways between VET and higher education which is demand focused, supports equity of opportunity and enhances social mobility in Australia – especially for our young people as they transition from senior secondary school.

Quality – how can confidence in the quality of VET offered in schools be ensured
Quality from a VET perspective has many dimensions. Griffin (2017) identified that ‘quality’ is context and purpose-specific and means different things to different stakeholder groups. For students it is obtaining skills to get a job, or a better job; for employers it is staff with workplace skills; for providers it is optimal outcomes for all clients, along with provider reputation and viability; and for regulators it is all providers meeting and exceeding national standards. The common ground for all, including for governments and funders, is that learners are provided with the skills they are training for.



The Western Australian Department of Education VET in Schools Review mentioned earlier in this submission identified reducing administrative burden and improving the governance arrangements between schools and RTOs before training is delivered, including developing standardized contracts, as a way of ensuring greater quality and consistency of experience. 
The review showed that some auspicing or ‘partnership’ arrangements (which was the model favoured in that state at the time of the review) where the school outsourced key quality assurance services to an RTO, sometimes to the lowest bidder, had in some cases resulted in poor outcomes for VET in Schools students and the failure to even receive their intended qualifications at the extremes. The relative cost advantage of this arrangement has sometimes been shown to be outweighed by the risk for schools, especially when (usually private) RTOs cease operation and schools then must find new providers partway through the course. The review recommended that consideration be given to amending the fee model used by TAFE for auspicing schools to ensure that TAFE can compete with private RTOs offering a similar service.
Schools becoming a registered training organization in their own right as an alternative model was shown to be a burden for schools and the process to become an accredited RTO school complicated in Western Australia. It points out however that in Queensland where this is the dominant model, the provision of a high level of training and support provided by a national VET professional development group and appropriate guidelines can greatly assist schools in achieving and maintaining accreditation.
In addition, other factors that were considered by the WA review (to improve quality) were to cease specifically differentiating ‘VET in Schools’ from ‘VET’ as the former somehow implies lower quality in some observer’s eyes, attracting and retaining qualified VET teachers and imparting to school students valuable transferable skills for use in a range of industries (Legislative Assembly Parliament of Western Australia, 2017).
This last point around gaining transferable skills is important, and Misko et al (2019) in a recent NCVER study on VET in Schools arrangements reported that labour-market focused goals are not the only reasons for secondary schools supporting VET pathways; they are also interested in helping students to develop knowledge and understanding of the world of work in general, explore a range of career options and progress through and complete their other educational subjects.
A review into VET in Schools arrangements in the ACT identified developing stronger (school) collaboration with key VET stakeholders including industry, employers, training providers (especially TAFE) and other RTOs, and strengthening existing arrangements at the school network level can improve quality and the relevance of VET pathways for young people (Victoria University, 2015).
Research by Professor Erica Smith of Federation University has found that exposure to and in many cases acquiring higher level qualifications in VET pedagogy or equivalent professional development make a significant difference to teacher’s confidence and ability in teaching a diversity of learners and in improving the overall quality of VET offerings – both in terms of teaching methodology and training content (Smith and Yasukawa, 2017). Teacher preparation has been identified as a key factor in the quality of education, so to improve the quality of the VET in Schools delivery, 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Smith believes we need to ensure teachers and trainers are getting the right training themselves. Other factors – such as funding – affect VET quality and student success (Smith in the Conversation, 2018).
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