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RESPONSE TO DISCUSSION PAPER 
The National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) is an independent, not-for-profit body owned by the Australian Government and state and territory ministers responsible for vocational education and training (VET). NCVER collects, manages, analyses and communicates research and statistics about VET. 

This submission provides research findings and data relevant to the Training and Skills Commission’s public consultation on its discussion paper Future-proofing the South Australian apprenticeship and traineeship system. As such it responds to discussion questions 14, 15, 21, 32 and 33.
Q14
How can people be supported to make better informed decisions 
before they commence their apprenticeship?
This question addresses the transition into apprenticeships, in the stages when choosing a post-school pathway, and in particular an apprenticeship. In this period, career decisions are based on information, career advice activities and/or trialling an apprenticeship through pre-apprenticeships or pre-vocational courses. Various influences prompt students to aspire to undertake an apprenticeship, and they may access various information sources to choose a vocational course of study, such as an apprenticeship (Osborne and Circelli, 2018). 
Osborne and Circelli (2018) summarise a range of factors or reasons for choosing VET study that would benefit from the provision of greater clarity and information: 

· The perceived status of VET – while VET is positively seen as offering practical and work-related learning to students, a negative view of VET exists at the primary and secondary school levels in relation to its value, prestige and importance (Gore et al. 2017). 

· A misunderstanding of the qualifications required for a job – students have a higher interest in VET-related jobs than in VET post-school pathways, indicating a misalignment between their occupational and educational aspirations, with misunderstandings about the role of vocational education (Hargreaves and Osborne, 2017). 

· Peer influence – research has shown those with peers of higher academic ability are more likely to choose non-vocational education post-school, after controlling for individual ability. This is likely tied to perceptions that VET is for those of low academic ability (Hedges and Speckesser 2017).  

· Gender stereotyping – this issue influences students’ ideas about their futures, particularly about career choice (Hargreaves and Osborne 2017). Research has shown that ‘traditionally’ male and female jobs dominate the career aspiration lists of boys and girls respectively (Gore et al. 2017). Gender stereotyping is also evident in the post-school plans of participants in the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth (LSAY) where 2% of female students compared with 11% of male students planned to undertake an apprenticeship.
· Access to study options – choosing a VET course may involve the consideration of location, with many students lacking local study options, as well as lacking local access to reliable information (Brown 2017). 

· Financial issues – concerns over how to pay up-front fees for the course and support themselves during study are common among young people (Brown 2017). 

The final two reasons, of access to study options and financial issues, not only require information which is readily available but also more substantive supports to help redress the limits to local study options and financial supports for study. 

The evidence suggests that information, career advice, and tasters such as VET in Schools, pre-vocational courses and pre-apprenticeships are all part of the support needed for the decision for entering apprenticeships and other VET courses.

Informing 

A significant challenge and opportunity exists in relation to raising the profile of apprenticeships and of vocational careers and pathways more generally. This includes understanding better how to effectively reach and inform the key ‘influencers’ for young people — parents, career professionals and classroom teachers (Couldrey and  Loveder, 2017).

PhillipsKPA (2018) in their unpublished report following the conclusion of a series of national forums noted that around 60% of young people do not go onto higher education; and that school systems needed to recognise this situation and better cater for these students. Steps identified that schools can take in this area include generating greater support in schools for improved promotion of apprenticeships as ‘first choice pathways’, improved career information and guidance about relevant job and training opportunities and pathways, and promoting ‘success stories’ in apprenticeships first hand, including explaining factors that result in a positive apprenticeship experience.

High quality career development helps people make well-informed and sustainable educational decisions which match their capabilities (Carney, cited in Couldrey and Loveder 2017). The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) states that career development services are designed to help people ‘of any age and at any point throughout their lives to make educational, training and occupational choices and to manage their careers. Career guidance helps people to reflect on their ambitions, interests, qualifications and abilities. It helps them to understand the labour market and education systems, and to relate this to what they know about themselves’ (OECD 2004, p19).
These services include career information and education, career assessment and self-assessment tools, career advice, work experience programs, work integrated learning, mentoring, work, and transition services (Carney, cited in Couldrey and Loveder 2017).
In terms of career information, it is important that individuals from an early stage, preferably in primary school, are introduced to the broad range of educational paths and career opportunities open to them, including apprenticeships – irrespective of their academic inclination (Carney, cited in Couldrey and Loveder, 2017). 
And even though there is significant information available for both potential apprentices and employers on the opportunities presented by apprenticeships, there still seems to be a lack of awareness of this information and how to access it. Therefore, an opportunity exists to explore the channels required to disseminate information to different learners and to also understand more fully how to raise awareness of where to locate support. This is especially the case for mature aged apprentices. 
Career advice activities

In surveying 6000 school students, Gore et al. (2017) provide a clearer picture of the conversations school students, their parents/carers and teachers have about VET. In terms of the relationship between career advice activities and workforce participation, they report that career activities, including work experience, intensify in the later years of high school (Gore et al. 2017). However, by this point in students’ schooling, many students have already formed strong (and sometimes negative) views of the VET sector and have minimised their career aspirations in ways that limit them to deliberations about university pathways (Gore et al. 2017). This signals the potential importance of information about VET being available in junior secondary and even earlier, in primary years of schooling (Gore et al. 2017).

Waiting until a student is ready to enter the workforce is not the best time or an effective way to encourage young women in particular to take up apprenticeships; this must happen in an age appropriate way throughout school (Dommers et al. 2017).

Schools play a significant role in preparing students for VET. However, Gore et al.’s study (2017) shows that many students are unclear about VET, conveyed out-dated rather than contemporary portrayals of the sector, and are unclear about the pathway to VET-related occupations, despite career activities in schools which included VET-focused activities. This confusion about vocational training indicates many students lack clear, accurate and contemporary information about the sector. An increase in the level of student interest in VET is likely to require changing perceptions of TAFE as a lower-status destination, one designed for students who are unsuited to university study (Gore et al. 2017). 

Carney (in Couldrey and Loveder 2017) set out that 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/carers. In this, career guidance staff and professionals in schools have an important role to play.

A recommendation from a Future of Australian Apprenticeships (Couldrey and Loveder, 2017) is that consideration should be given to career development in schools supplemented with systems of accountability and incentives to be applied to schools to lift performance in career advice. It would be useful to review current South Australian provisions to expand consistency across schools and students.  

Strategies for addressing perceptions will likely require additional investment in both TAFE/private provider outreach to schools and teacher development. Most teachers’ education experience is limited to university, the site of the vast majority of teacher education. Without first-hand knowledge of TAFE, it is likely to be critical that teachers have greater ease of access to good-quality information about VET pathways. (Gore et al. 2017). 

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 concerted and coordinated efforts that use inclusive, non-stigmatising, non-deficit language while highlighting the full range of opportunities and pathways available to students (Gore et al. 2017). Teachers will need active support from and engagement with government and VET providers if they are to inform students fully about the opportunities the VET sector has to offer (Gore et al. 2017). 
A key insight from Gemici et al. (2014) is just how critical parental influences are in driving young people’s educational and occupational aspirations. From a policy perspective, the results from this study reinforce the importance of parent-focused interventions. One example of a successful intervention they describe is a program which provides parents and care givers with free advice on educational pathways and on how to communicate with young people about their careers. An evaluation of the program showed that the proportion of parents who discussed post-school options with their children increased significantly after their participation in it. Reviewing the availability of, and expanding the provision of, programs that actively engage parents in the career decision-making process may be an effective means for influencing the educational and occupational aspirations of South Australian youth regarding apprenticeships. 
Most of the above findings were made available to the Parliament of Victoria’s recent Inquiry into career advice activities in Victoria schools. The final report (of the same title as the Inquiry) considered how well Victorian schools are preparing students to navigate the world of work and where they could improve, and may provide useful information and insights. Similarly, the Get VET resource by the Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority may be useful for gaining a better understanding of the career pathways apprenticeships offer - www.vcaa.vic.edu.au/Pages/vet/GetVET/index.aspx. 
Challenges to advice and information that need efforts 
Over the last 20 years, the VET sector has been incrementally and increasingly opened up to competition (Korbel and Misko, 2016) with training offered in publicly subsidised training providers (TAFE) and private training providers. This fundamental shift has added to the VET sector’s complexity. Many reviews of the VET sector have identified this; for example, the Victorian review of VET quality argued the structure of the VET ‘market’, with its large number of providers and diverse range of qualifications, can be overwhelming (review by Deloitte Touche Tomatsu quoted in Brown, 2017). Similar findings may apply to South Australia.
Prior to enrolment, information that is clear and easily accessible is vital. Training providers and support services need to work together to demystify the VET sector for young early school leavers to enable them to gain greater awareness of what it is and what it can offer them. Connecting with families, schools and other community groups will help to raise awareness among young people about VET options. Students interviewed in the Dommers et al. (2017) study continually underscored the importance of being dealt with in a welcoming and friendly manner, and being able to connect with staff who have their interests in mind.

At enrolment, the complexity of the process, as well as VET funding and subsidy structures, can be overwhelming for young early school leavers. Engaging young people in the process through the provision of well-communicated information on course choices and financial support, and making the enrolment process as simple as possible are critical changes needed at this stage (Dommers et al. 2017).
‘Tasters’ - Trialling experiences to better inform: VET in Schools programs and pre-apprenticeships, other pre-vocational training courses
Personal experience with an occupation or related activities, either formally or informally, is a common reason for aspiring to a VET-related job, including apprenticeships (Hargreaves and Osborne 2017). For some young people, participating in VET in Schools programs helps to form such aspirations. Having undertaken a vocational certificate or traineeship at school is a significant driver for VET-related aspirations (Hargreaves and Osborne 2017). Some VET in Schools students go on to an occupation in the same field as their VET in Schools qualification. This is particularly the case in the technician and trade areas, where approximately half of the students who completed their training and gained a qualification were employed in a related field five years later (Misko, Korbel and Blomberg 2017). 
For these fields, it seems the opportunity to experience their preferred occupation through a VET in Schools program has resulted in a continued desire to pursue that occupation. 
Accordingly, to help inform decisions about undertaking apprenticeships in technician and trades it would be beneficial to extend access to the opportunity that VET in Schools offers. 
The valuable role that VET in Schools offers of enhancing understanding about career choice prior to selecting an apprenticeship is supported by the finding that not all VET in Schools students continue into a related occupation, with many students going on to pursue an occupation completely unrelated to their VET qualification gained at school (Misko, Korbel and Blomberg 2017). For these students, their VET in Schools study may have helped them decide their field of study was not a good fit. Alternatively, they may not have intended to pursue a related career and chose to study a VET in Schools program for other reasons (Circelli and Osborne 2018). This suggests that enhancing and broadening access to VET in Schools experiences for a greater share of young people allows for greater information before commencing apprenticeships. This might involve removing any identified barriers to enabling VET in Schools participation in a broader range of schools, student equity groups or individual students across South Australia. 
Pre-apprenticeships can act as a positive filter providing prior knowledge and relevant experience to those interested in apprenticeships (Karmel and Oliver 2011). The observed variable impact of pre-apprenticeships to date is likely linked to the variation in pre-apprenticeships designs—and the design of effective pre-apprenticeship experiences, the structure and content, is then crucial to achieving this goal of understanding and readiness for the apprenticeship experience. Pre-apprenticeship design is covered further in question 15. 
Working with RTOs to ensure that within South Australia there is a pre-apprenticeship route available for each type of apprenticeship can enhance the take-up and coverage of this filtering role prior to apprenticeship decision making. Some suggest that it can be beneficial to make the relevant pre-apprenticeships (and/or an amount of equivalent relevant industry experience) a pre-requisite to apprenticeships (Cauldrey and Loveder 2017, p.39). Toner and Lloyd (2012, p.10) found some employers require a pre-apprenticeship of their apprentices to demonstrate commitment. This may demonstrate to the employer that the student has the ‘intrinsic motivation’ needed (Nelms et al. 2017). In considering pre-apprenticeships, Toner and Lloyd (2012) also suggest that to better meet the needs of filtering for apprenticeships, then pre-apprenticeships need to be selective of prospective students with selection tests across multiple methods, reference checks, and other tests relevant to the particular trade, such as spatial awareness, mechanical ability, aptitudes. Information sessions can also help inform students prior to enrolling in pre-apprenticeships as this can also allow for self-selection prior to the pre-apprenticeship stage (Toner and Lloyd 2012, p.11). Information about pre-apprenticeships and their role also needs to be also well disseminated, as set out earlier. 
There are also pre-vocational courses available and these should be further considered as a valuable early step in the information stage prior to VET and apprenticeships. It is important to note that Toner and Lloyd (2012) set out the importance of separating pre-vocational courses from pre-apprenticeship courses, in that the pre-apprenticeship might be considered the final information step before making an apprenticeship decision. Along with pre-vocational courses, there remain some courses that might be termed ‘pre-apprenticeships’ that are targeted more at the disadvantaged in the labour market, with the aim of improvement in employment and participation in further education and training and these should be held distinct from pre-apprenticeships.    
Q15
How can pre-apprenticeship programs be improved to lift successful 
trade completion rates and match apprentices with suitable trades? 
Pre-apprenticeships appear to have strong support from employers and training providers and are thought to play an important role in improving the prospects of individuals taking up an apprenticeship and completing it (Toner and Lloyd, 2012). However, two studies by NCVER (Karmel and Oliver, 2011; Blomberg and Foley, 2011) found that participation in such programs has, in aggregate, variable effect on the propensity to complete a subsequent apprenticeship. The design of effective pre-apprenticeship experiences, the structure and content, is then crucial to achieving the better apprenticeship match and apprenticeship completion. 
Depending upon the design of the pre-apprenticeship, these programs can:

· provide young people and existing workers with valuable information to improve their decision making about a future occupation

· improve likelihood that participants may secure a full apprenticeship opportunity down the track

· be of benefit to some employers in assisting them to assess the suitability of potential apprenticeship candidates (PhillipsKPA 2018). 
PhillipsKPA (2018) report there is support from many stakeholders for the development of pre-apprenticeships as an integral part of the formal apprenticeship system. As such, this would help to achieve a more ‘systematic’ or possibly national approach to pre-apprenticeships’ design and use, either to facilitate decision making by young people and employers, or to facilitate the initial acquisition of skills for a specific apprenticeship. 

An issue, however, has been that pre-apprenticeships are not described or used consistently across industries, occupational groupings or jurisdictions and are sometimes of variable quality, scope and relevance. Toner and Lloyd (2012) explored delivery models of pre-apprenticeships based on self-reported information from 15 RTOs identified as delivering pre-apprenticeships. They found that some delivery models did not focus on apprenticeship recruitment; of those models that did, their role was found to be useful in raising trade apprenticeship entry recruitment. 
This design worked to filter prospective apprentices and, according to the providers, led to subsequent higher apprenticeship completion rates for recruited apprentices who had graduated from the pre-apprenticeship (Toner and Lloyd 2012, p.12). Within pre-apprenticeship programs aimed at trades apprentice recruitment, the following have been observed:

· the pre-apprenticeship programs tended to be supplied by specialist providers (Toner and Lloyd 2012)
· the prospective students should be selected for pre-apprenticeships, based on a range of selection tests, including numeracy tests, reference checks and other tests where relevant to the particular trades, such as spatial awareness, mechanical ability and aptitudes (Toner and Lloyd 2012)

· the pre-apprenticeship, where they are mandatory to an apprenticeship, contain between 80-160 delivered hours of structured workplace learning, experiencing the work environment along with a clear agenda of the skills to be mastered on the job (Couldrey and Loveder 2017, p.39). 
As addressed in question 14, this suggests that it would be useful to work with RTOs to ensure that within South Australia there is a pre-apprenticeship route with these delivery features available for each type of apprenticeship. 
To date, quantitative information on the extent and completion outcomes of these programs are largely absent – NCVER as the national VET data custodian for example does not currently collect or report data on these types of programs in the National Apprentice and Trainee Collection. Achieving an end state where more nationally consistent data and information on the extent and outcomes from pre-apprenticeships is collected and reported will go a significant way to understanding the relationship of these programs to the formal apprenticeship system and the extent to which participation in one leads to improved outcomes in the other. 

Q21
What are the key characteristics of an effective mentoring and 
support program to improve outcomes for apprentices?

Research into the work-based social support structures in young Australian carpentry apprentices transitioning from school to work finds that informal and peer-based mentoring play a significant role in supporting the mental health and wellbeing of apprentices (Buchanan et al. 2016). Often these forms of mentoring are superior to those provided under a formal mentoring arrangement. The paradox is that these practices are hard to ‘formally’ nurture, although employers can create environments in which they can succeed. Distributing materials that inform about support resources such as NCVER’s Good practice guide Providing social support for apprentices (2016) based on Buchanan et al.’s work, which enable awareness of supports is key to enabling their potential uptake when needed. It would be useful to review the availability of such materials, ensure they exist, that they list local resources and are relevant across the differing apprenticeship types.  
The researchers suggest the best strategy is to promote an ecology in which strong informal bases of support can flourish. This environment is where: 

· time for on- and off-the-job training is valued

· the transition to full and rounded participation in the trade is seen as a gradual process and time for innovation is regarded as important.

In addition to informal mentoring, formal mentoring still plays an important role, and works well when mentors are formally separate from the employer and the workplace. However, it should complement effective apprenticeship support arrangements, not replace it. They cannot make up for deficiencies in vocational development arrangements (Buchanan et al 2016). It would be useful to examine apprenticeship arrangements during the application stage for mentoring arrangements and ensure supports to develop these where needed. It is important to note that the focus of this research was on one trade in one industry.
Mature apprentices require additional attention to adjust for their greater work-life experience, according to Smith, Walker and Brennan Kemmis (2011) in their work which examined the psychological contract between apprentices/trainees and employers and their perceptions of each other and their obligations. The authors (2011, p.40) suggest the expectations of the training need to be carefully addressed so there is raised awareness for all parties in the apprenticeship, managing the expectations. They suggest raising understanding of the mutual obligations with the employer and employee in the apprenticeship via marketing materials from the pre-recruitment phase through recruitment to induction and on through performance management, with a delegated company person monitoring the apprenticeship via regular appraisal systems. 
Q32
How can trainees and employers be sure that they have found a 
good fit?

The degree of alignment between the expectations of, and the promises made by, both the apprentices/trainees and the employers may be one way to measure the likelihood that ‘a good fit’ has been found. While not encompassing all elements of what potentially makes ‘a good fit’, research into the psychological contract between apprentices/trainees and employers demonstrates the importance of understanding, managing and meeting expectations of both the apprentices/trainees and employers (Smith, Walker & Brennan Kemmis, 2011).

Overall, the research showed that the provision of training was seen by apprentices/trainees as the most important obligation of employers. Given the importance placed on work-based training by apprentices/trainees, the recommendation to establish a formal accreditation process for the pre-qualification and training of all employers and apprentices to ensure a nationally consistent minimum standard of high quality employment and training may be worth considering (McDowell et al. 2011 p.14). In establishing the pre-qualification, it would be useful to identify employer segments. Dickie, McDonald and Pedic (2011) identified three distinct segments among employers: (i) highly experienced and adept at managing apprentices; (ii) less experienced and requiring assistance to manage apprentices; (iii) unable to provide either appropriate training or an appropriate work environment. Bednarz (2014) further suggests the third segment may tend to be start-up businesses, who may be motivated to take on apprentices because of their lower wages and the attraction of government incentives. The Jobs Queensland discussion paper (2016, p.19) also provides a valuable informed segmentation of employers into three groups.
This screening and pre-qualification with supports approach may benefit smaller and less-experienced (at employing apprentices/trainees) employers who are found to be generally less adept at managing apprentices/trainees and require greater support to achieve successful completion (Bednarz 2014). An interesting finding from Bednarz’s work (citing Dickie, McDonald & Pedic 2011) is that employers with high retention rates are less likely to say that financial incentives are important to them, compared with employers with low retention rates (2014, p.25). 
Supports for employers of apprentices need to address the need for enabling:

· Supervisor training

· Generation of the variety of work needed in order to cover everything the apprentice learns at trade school 

· Life skills: while employers acknowledged that apprentices’ wages were low, some felt that apprentices needed more assistance with budgeting. 

· Training and supervision organisation. Employers running a small business found it challenging to juggle the day-to-day running of the business with overseeing the apprentice. 
· Keeping apprentices motivated in the midst of other distractions (Bednarz 2014). 
Group training schemes can alleviate some of these challenges, such as providing varied work and recruiting suitable apprentices. Group training organisations take responsibility for selection, administration and some supervision and pastoral care. However, employers may still prefer to employ apprentices directly, since this affords them greater control and so examining how widely the support services offered through the Australian Apprenticeship Support Network and third party intermediaries are recognised and utilised by South Australian employers of apprentices would be beneficial, in particular, by the small enterprises (Couldrey and Loveder 2017), and explore how this can be boosted to ensure take-up. Australian Apprenticeship Support Network are contracted to provide advice and support services tailored to the needs of employers and apprentices throughout the apprenticeship lifecycle – from pre-commencement to completion. This includes services for both employers and apprentices such as essential administrative support, payment processing and regular contact. In addition, more targeted services such as screening, testing, job-matching and mentoring are provided to those assessed as needing additional support to complete the apprenticeship and traineeship. 
From the employers’ perspective, attendance and punctuality, followed by the serious attention to learning, were the two most important obligations of apprentices/trainees. Supports that help develop and maintain the apprentices’ awareness of these employability, maturity and other life skills might be usefully addressed in pre-apprenticeships, but also need to continue through the apprenticeship. Findings of the Bednarz (2014) research also suggested that it is important to provide applicants with information about the industry, its ethos and its day-to-day activities to provide clear expectations.
Q33
What resources are needed by employers and trainees to develop 
their knowledge of what they are getting into?

In their work on the psychological contract between apprentices/trainees and employers, Smith et al. (2011) reported the importance of clarifying expectations (of both parties) during the induction process. Practical suggestions (relevant to this question) of how to do this included strategies such as a handbook for the workplace managers of trainees, better induction of trainee managers and group sessions for all parties involved in the psychological contract and its implementation. They suggested that the employer needs appropriate systems for managing apprentices across both youth and mature ages, and materials for communicating the mutual obligations. This suggests that employers applying to have apprentices need to be assessed and supported to ensure they have these appropriate systems for managing and supporting the apprentice/s. 
Ensuring sufficient information and support is provided to employers on their obligations (such as explaining the National Employment Standards, the contractual basis of the Apprenticeship agreement, record keeping and requirements and steps in managing young workers) are important in promoting confidence in employers to take on an Apprentice (Fair Work Ombudsman, 2018).

In addition, explaining the Apprenticeship pathways, the costs of recruitment and benefits of taking on an apprentice can be beneficial to employers, along with revealing the anticipated productivity improvements and the business returns that can be expected as the apprentice becomes more competent (Pfeifer 2016; Gambin and Hogarth 2016). 
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