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Background
The National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) is an independent, not-for-profit company responsible for collecting, managing, analysing, evaluating and communicating research and statistics about vocational education and training. 
With regard to the key overarching question around the quality of assessment in vocational education and training; based on relevant research and available evidence NCVER makes the following comments related to aspects of Chapters 1 and 2 of the Discussion paper - Reforms to the assessment of VET students. We will not be making any comment specifically around Chapter 3.  In addition, references to Australian and international publications are provided for further consideration of the VET Taskforce. 
Chapter 1: Foundation reforms
Enhancing the competence of practitioners
Experienced or knowledgeable trainers and assessors are a key factor in quality assessments. This experience can be gained through adequate induction, on-the job training, and continuing professional development. The use of quality groups or their equivalents can be used to ensure that assessment tools are validated. 
There have been ongoing discussions in the VET sector around the potential of a professional association as a way of fostering high standards of professional assessment practice (Wheelahan and Moodie, 2011 and Clayton and Guthrie, 2011). 
However, there is a dearth of contemporary information on the characteristics and standing of the VET professional workforce since the important Productivity Commission report of 2011.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  http://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/education-workforce-vocational] 

There is a pressing need for more curated and aggregated information to be available to the sector (and to practitioners in particular) on assessment skills, and NCVER is in a position to contribute to our understanding of the issues identified in Chapter 1 in a range of ways. 
Through our national Student Outcomes Survey (SOS), NCVER currently collects information on teaching and assessment quality including student satisfaction with the assessment process, their satisfaction with the quality of the trainer or instructor and the extent to which their training provides them important generic and problem solving skills. In addition, the bi-annual Survey of Employer Use and Views of the VET system (SEUV) asks employers about their satisfaction with the standard of assessment and the extent to which the trainer has industry knowledge and experience for nationally-recognised training. 
NCVER is presently rolling out a new knowledge management concept - the VOCEDplus Pod Network which provides continually updated access to relevant, quality resources in one location around key topics of interest to the sector. A focus of two of these Pods will be on ‘quality’ (including of assessments) and ‘teaching and learning’. This resource will inform practice and debate by making available very current national and international materials, resources and information. For more information on the Pod Network visit the following URL - http://www.voced.edu.au/pod-network 
In addition, there is considerable focus in the sector around the importance of professional competencies of VET teachers and trainers in enhancing quality assessments.  NCVER has developed a VET statistical standard which could be the basis of a future national collection of the VET professional workforce which if implemented would provide rich data on the knowledge and the professional capabilities of VET teachers. 
The standard covers the year, demographics, employment conditions, job roles, qualifications, teaching areas and industry currency of the VET workforce. The standard contains data specifications, including a definition for each data element, the context, rules for use, and the classification scheme. This standard follows the same format as the national VET data standard: the Australian Vocational Education and Training Management Information Statistical Standard (AVETMISS).
Chapter 2: Reforms to the assessment of VET
Assuring quality assessment through industry engagement with review and control mechanisms

Assuring and improving the assessment of VET
The research suggests that regulatory considerations and requirements are the key drivers of quality assessments across many qualifications; especially those with professional or licensing requirements, but are less critical for qualifications which are broader in their scope.
A study by Halliday-Wynes and Misko (2013) indicated that a ‘clustered’ approach to assessment is being used successfully by many assessors where the assessment is conducted in a ‘holistic’ manner and that the assessment process is not conducted as the sum of discrete parts.
The need for adequate and up-to-date materials, equipment and other resources are also important. The application of misguided methods of instruction and assessment can be reduced if assessment requirements are spelled out more clearly in the Training Packages.


Validation and Moderation practices in RTOs
A review of the Australian literature around quality assessments found that trainers and assessors generally understand the accepted key criteria for effective and quality assessments. However, there seems to be variations in the extent to which moderation and validation practices are applied across training providers. 
The terms ‘validation’ and ‘moderation’ still appear to present some confusion; some trainers and assessors identify validation practices that are clearly approaches to moderation, and vice versa. A measure of uncertainty and confusion surrounds the term moderation in particular, with trainers and assessors citing the regular review of assessment tools and the development and application of marking guides as up-front moderation techniques (as opposed to a process that ideally takes place after assessment).
Key findings from an extensive review, for the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) National Senior Officials, which focussed on the examination of quality assessment practices across several industries in (Misko et al, 2014) provided the following observations:
There is a tendency by practitioners to use the terms validation and moderation interchangeably. Their main concern however is to ensure that assessment tools were clear in their language, measure what they were purported to measure, and could be understood by students. 
In this, teachers of the same subjects consult to make these decisions. This was a key approach to validating the tools.
To achieve inter-assessor consistency a similar approach is often used. These involve meetings to develop marking guides to help different assessors mark assessments in a consistent manner.
In terms of moderation, it is quite rare for assessors to change their assessments after the test; rather they often seek feedback from colleagues if students query their assessment results. 
The general approach is to avoid the need for moderation through up-front validation exercises. Teachers want to make sure that they have the right questions; and these questions could be understood and answered appropriately by students. 
[bookmark: _Toc437944104]Opportunities for industry involvement in assessment validation 

Consistency of assessment remains a concern for industry and employers and has been raised in many forums over the years (TVET Australia, 2010, NQC, 2009, Australian Department of Education & Training, 2016). The primary risk is that qualifications may be awarded to learners who do not strictly meet all the required competency standards or industry expectations. 
The role of industry and involving employers in workplace assessment approaches, in the design and application of assessment tools and in some circumstances the validation of assessments is important (Halliday-Wynes and Misko, 2013, Misko et al, 2014). 
Evidence from Misko et al 2014 indicates that on the ground, regular contact with employer networks and asking employers to assess their materials and assessment tools at the end of each work placement block is occurring routinely in Vocational Education and Training.
In addition, because lecturers and instructors routinely come from industry (often in a casual capacity) and students were involved in placements at the workplace; in many cases, productive work and work-related assignments or projects were felt to add ‘workplace reality’ to the assessments and to the experience that needed to be assessed.
There still appears to be some confusion however when it comes to the extent of involvement in assessments expected of and by employers. The system is keen to listen to ‘what industry wants’ and registered training organisations are especially open to employer feedback on workplace performance and the validation of assessments. They seem less supportive of relinquishing control of the assessments to employers. There are also the fundamental questions of whether a summative assessment is best made by the trainer and whether in an industry-led VET system the employer should have greater involvement in assessing competence and work-readiness.
External validation
The picture emerging around external validation is mixed; some practitioners find it easy to involve employers, mainly because they participated on an industry or professional board, or recently came from industry themselves. For others it was difficult to get employers involved on a regular basis to help validate the assessments, either through conducting or observing the assessments, or through providing input to the program and the assessment requirements. 
This was not because employers were not interested but it was the time away from their businesses that impeded them from being more fully involved. In addition, in those areas which had high levels of theoretical knowledge attached to them it was often difficult for employers to feel confident about their input. 
In some cases assessments are externally validated by having other teachers within their own departments or other RTOs come in and conduct the assessments.  
External validation was most apparent in the Recognition of Prior Learning Assessments. Here RTOS expected considerable verifications of experience and knowledge from third parties. Nevertheless data from the NCVER VET provider collection indicates that few students opt for RPL; especially for Certificate III programs.
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