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[bookmark: _Toc522285544]What we were asked to do
In August 2017, PhillipsKPA was engaged to deliver five national stakeholder workshop forums across 2017-18. The series was to:
provide a platform for structured engagement with stakeholders on significant issues impacting employer and apprentice participation in the Australian Apprenticeships system and work-based learning more broadly; and
assist with policy development to ensure apprenticeships are able to meet the future skill needs of Australian industry.
The scope of the forums included all Australian Apprenticeships which encompasses apprenticeships and traineeships.
[bookmark: _Toc522285545]How we went about it
Each forum sought to have a facilitated and thematically structured agenda with clear objectives. Each forum had around four discrete sessions and/or topics. There were usually several speakers who provided short presentations for each session and this was followed by a facilitated discussion among forum attendees.
Forum speakers were chosen from people with either research expertise or significant ‘on the ground’ practical experience of the apprenticeships system, depending on the particular topic.
An oral summary of the day’s discussion was provided at the end of each forum and participants were given an opportunity to provide additional comments on the summary.
A brief description of each of the five forums follows:
The first forum, conducted in Sydney, looked at how well the system was performing overall, how well it was responding to current labour market change and considered the potential implications of the likely future of work. It had a particular focus on research, analysis and issues for the future. The background paper that was circulated prior to that forum, with some factual updates relating to recent Australian Government initiatives, is at Appendix 1.
The second forum, held in Melbourne, examined the educational model being used for apprenticeships and traineeships and explored whether the current mix of institutional and workplace delivery would continue to be effective in preparing people for their future occupations.
The third and fourth forums were held in Albury-Wodonga and on the Gold Coast respectively. They sought to draw lessons from the practical experience of stakeholders in local areas. The aim was to draw on their knowledge of the operation of current arrangements to identify impediments to their efforts to increase overall participation and outcomes in apprenticeships. At the fourth forum a concurrent Try’aSkill event was conducted that allowed local schools and unemployed people the opportunity to try out skills in carpentry, plumbing and electrical.
The final forum brought together the outcomes from the previous four forums for discussion by the major stakeholders in the apprenticeships system. Industry representatives, the peak organisations for Registered Training Organisations (RTOs) and apprentice service providers were bought together to consider what might be the most important areas of future work for the further development of Australia’s apprenticeships system to ensure it is able to meet current and future workforce needs.
The dates and locations of the five forums are detailed at Appendix 2. A complete list of key note speakers, panellists and participants at one or more of the forums is at Appendix 3.
The final forum provided the basis for the conclusions at the end of this report to the Australian Government on the forum series.
At the time the forums were undertaken, there was considerable public attention being given to the declining number of people being trained through the Australian Apprenticeships system. This situation was given additional prominence by the Government’s announcement in the 2017‑18 Budget of changes to the skilled migration program and the proposed Skilling Australians Fund. At the time the forums were conducted, these new initiatives were subject to negotiations with states and territories, legislation was drafted and has now been passed by Parliament. These proposed new initiatives were not considered at the forums. Similarly, during the period these forums were undertaken a review of the Australian Apprenticeship Support Network was undertaken. The report of that review is on the Department’s website but the outcomes of the review were not taken into account in discussion at the forums.
The focus of the forums was the current Australian Apprenticeships system, how it might be improved and how it might need to change to meet future skill needs of Australian industry. Consequently, this report does not provide any commentary on the possible new initiatives that may still be under negotiation or consideration.
[bookmark: _Toc522285546]What people told us
[bookmark: _Toc522285547]The state of the apprenticeships system
Key points
Overall, apprenticeships are considered a critical element of Australia’s skill development system, particularly those in trade and/or licensed occupations.
Participants were concerned about the decline in apprenticeship numbers that has been occurring but recognised that change in the gross number of apprentices in training was too crude a measure to draw conclusions about the health of the system.
More detailed/sophisticated analysis is required before conclusions about the potential for specific skill shortages in industries and occupations can be made. These cannot be ‘gleaned’ from movements in the aggregate number of apprentices alone.
Participants did not call for a simple reinstatement of the incentive arrangements that were in place prior to 2012. They argued for the development of new approaches targeting the needs of particular industries to reinvigorate the apprenticeships system, employer’s engagement in it and its attractiveness as a training option for potential apprentices. Some participants also argued for the need for reinvestment in the broader VET sector, and efforts to raise the status and value of VET qualifications.
There was a general consensus that the apprenticeships system cannot stand still and has to be made relevant and attractive to changing workplaces and employer and employee expectations.
Industries and occupations are different and require approaches to suit particular circumstances. Participants raised concerns about policy and programs tending to be ‘one size fits all’ and frequently drew attention to significant differences between individual industries and occupations that may require more tailored approaches.
Forum participants were generally concerned by the reported declines in the number of commencing and in-training apprentices. These declines were attributed to factors such as the changes made by Australian and state/territory governments since 2012, increases in apprentice wages, developments in higher education and economic conditions. Inconsistencies in state/territory funding priorities across jurisdictions were not considered helpful. Most participants considered the declines were due to a combination of such factors, acting in concert.
National industry bodies and a range of other participants throughout the forums raised the changes to apprenticeships incentives. While there was acceptance that incentives had been supporting some low value training, there was also concern that there had been adverse impacts on some important areas of training associated with the changes. Some changes were considered to be counter to potentially valuable policy directions, such as facilitating apprenticeships leading to diplomas and advanced diplomas. There was widespread concern that governments generally had reduced investment in training, both in terms of incentive payments for employers and funding for RTO delivery of apprenticeship training.
The reductions to adult apprentice incentives and the incentives for Certificate II and diploma/advanced diploma level qualifications not in priority occupations were claimed to be too broad in the way they were applied and hence had resulted in employers disengaging from the system. Participants argued for the development of new approaches targeting the needs of particular industries to reinvigorate the apprenticeships system, employers’ engagement in it and its attractiveness as a training option for potential apprentices.
The first forum considered in part some of the misconceptions about recent trends in the number of apprentices, particularly those that arise from focussing primarily on the aggregate decline in the number of apprentices since around 2012.
Much of the reported decline in apprenticeships has been in the non-trades and followed the changes to incentive payments and other environmental changes discussed above. Feedback from some participants supported the view that in many cases incentives were claimed in circumstances in which employees were receiving only minimal, low quality and low value training. In some cases, it was little more than what would have been obtained in the normal course of their employment. Participants did not support reinstatement of incentives for such purposes.
The first forum noted that some studies had shown that the trend in the number of trade apprenticeships differed from that in the non-trades. The trades were observed to generally move in line with business cycles and the training rates in many occupations had held up with a couple of notable exceptions, such as ‘chefs and cooks’ and ‘hairdressers’.
Despite this, forum participants strongly supported efforts to improve trade apprentice commencements and to stop further decline in apprenticeship completions. Forum participants noted that the current trades, particularly the licensed trades, are essential to businesses and the wider economy and that the apprenticeships system needs to continue to support and foster participation in those trades. They continue to provide people with valuable careers and in many cases incomes which ensure that a significant private return is derived from their investment in training.
Forum participants noted that developments in the non‑trades are less clear, in part due to the different roles historically performed by what are generally referred to as ‘traineeships’. These tend to be concentrated in the non‑trades and some are more critical for the supply of skills to the labour market than others.
Forum participants noted that there is an ongoing need for significant on-the job and vocational training pathways in many non-trade areas and that there are new emerging areas in which apprenticeships may play a valuable role in the supply of skills, particularly as new technologies impact on the type and nature of future employment. In health and social services, traineeships and/or apprenticeships may be critical to ensure the supply of appropriately skilled labour.  This also applies to areas of advanced manufacturing.  Even in outsourced household services, where there is substantial growth in employment, entry level traineeships could potentially improve productivity and service quality.
In some areas, traineeships are less critical for the pipeline of skilled labour. They were developed more to assist vulnerable people to obtain employment, such as young people who have not completed year 12, by equipping them with relevant skills, than to ensure the supply of particular skills. In these cases, labour with the relevant skills may be readily sourced from elsewhere and traineeships are really performing the role of labour market assistance for the individuals undertaking them.
It is important that the different roles historically performed by traineeships are recognised by policy developers in considering how the apprenticeship system is best developed for the future. The need to distinguish between the overall functioning of the apprenticeships system in producing a pipeline of skilled individuals and the provision of labour market assistance for disadvantaged individuals also needs to be recognised in relation to pre-apprenticeship programs which are discussed below. This is not to downplay the importance of the availability of labour market assistance for disadvantaged people.
Both trade and non-trade apprentice commencements have continued to decline since the first forum and the analysis supporting the findings discussed at that forum is now somewhat dated. To properly assess what is happening requires ongoing detailed analysis and monitoring. It requires close examination of training rates in occupations and industries and analysis of the flows of apprenticeship commencements and completions, not just the stock of apprentices in training. It is often useful to distinguish between trade and non-trade apprenticeships. The analysis needs to be undertaken in the context of what is happening in the labour market overall and in specific industries.
Researchers and analysts who attended the first forum stressed the importance of two things:
The identification of areas of potential skill shortage requires up-to-date and relatively sophisticated analysis which is closely related to labour market developments. There is considerable value to be gained by supporting such analysis.
What is required is targeted action to fix identified problems, not a general response to a ‘perceived crisis’ in apprenticeship numbers.
Forum participants also noted and discussed some of the significant differences in characteristics between people undertaking trade and non-trade apprenticeships.
A higher share of commencers in the trades are aged 19 years or under compared to the non‑trades, but there is still a substantial share over that age in both groups.
Trade apprenticeships are highly concentrated in Certificate III qualifications, but this is not the case for non-trades. Non-trades apprenticeships are spread more across the range of qualifications from Certificate II through to Advanced Diploma.
There are several factors which explain these differences. They arise from the traditional trade pathways from education to work, from changes which have occurred over the last half century in the labour market and patterns of education, and from past responses in the apprenticeships system to those changes.
Forum participants recognised the importance of understanding these changes and their causes in thinking about the sort of change which will be required to the apprenticeships system to ensure that it is fit for purpose into the future. A good example was provided by the median age of apprentices which is now around 22 years, significantly older than two decades ago. Future policy cannot properly be developed by reference to an historical stereotype of the nature of an apprentice, an apprenticeship or the apprenticeships system.
Industry representatives strongly stressed that apprenticeships are not just about the trades. While some participants held the view that apprenticeships are shortening and ‘apprenticeship like models are disappearing’ because people are obtaining more of a foundation in the formal education system, industry representatives argued that generalised training is insufficient.
There was clear recognition that generalised training provides individuals with good long‑term assurance of employment. Employers stressed the importance of workplace training and development after a qualification is achieved and ongoing training to ensure that skills remain aligned to technological and workplace practices.
A number of propositions appeared to have widespread and strong support among participants:
The apprenticeships model cannot stand still and has to be made relevant and attractive in the context of workplace change and employer/employee expectations;
Any proposal to ‘rebuild traineeships’ should focus on areas of occupational growth and skills need; and
There must be a better matching of business need and quality apprentice experience. It is critical that the quality of on-the-job supervision and off-the-job training is high, and that people be given a real apprenticeships experience.
[bookmark: _Toc522285548]The future of work and the value of vocational training
Key points
Forum participants had divergent views on the future of work and its implications for skills development. Some people consider that work will continue to evolve as it has since the industrial revolution and others believe that more radical change is underway driven by new technological developments.
There was broad acceptance that many expanding occupations require higher level skills. In Australia this is being driven by changes in our economy and industries, and by the increasing diffusion of new technologies through industries and occupations.
Participants recognised that increasing higher education participation is a response to these changes but there was concern about an over-emphasis on its role at the expense of technical and vocational training. They noted that people with VET qualifications may have salaries and job outcomes that exceed those that they would obtain from an alternative higher education qualification.
Around 60 per cent of young people do not go on to higher education and many individuals will need to upgrade skills later in life. Participants argued that school systems need to recognise this situation and to better cater for the needs of these students. There was support for improved promotion of VET so that it is recognised as critical to developing the skills of the workforce and a potential first choice post-school education option. Improved career information and guidance about relevant job and training opportunities was also seen as essential to the promotion of VET pathways.
Discussions across the various forums made it clear that change is happening at different speeds in different industry sectors and occupations. These developments are challenging the regulatory environment. The system has to be flexible enough to support the different rates of change that are occurring. Many forum participants questioned whether the necessary flexibility exists within the current apprenticeships system to make changes as required.
Participants’ views were generally supportive of the recent priority being given to the review and development of Training Packages. They noted the importance of such activity to ensuring qualifications remain relevant and up to date. Strong support for such action was received from those working in rapidly changing industry areas.
Across the various forums, the same two broad schools of thought that exist in the wider public debate about the future of work were evident.
One school of thought is that change is evolutionary and has been ongoing since the industrial revolution. New age ‘luddites’ forecasting the end of all jobs are not new and they have not been correct in the past. Technology and demographic and social changes always impact on the labour market. New jobs emerge in unexpected areas and society successfully adapts. There is no reason to believe this will not continue.
The other school of thought is that we are undergoing dramatic change, driven by technological developments and global demographic and social changes. Many current jobs will be performed by machines in the future. New entrants to the labour market face a deeply uncertain future and much current training and skills acquisition is about to become redundant.
The most detailed discussion of the future of work occurred at the first forum, aided by a presentation from the Office of the Chief Economist, Department of Industry, Innovation and Science. There was reasonable support for the view that predicting the future is difficult and that there is a need to temper the hype about our ‘digital’ future. Machines will not do everything and there will be jobs in the future. The pace of change has been incredible over the last 150 years and apprenticeships continue to adapt. It is not clear that the pace of change is going to get a lot faster and it does not seem likely that we are heading into a world where there will be only a few high skill jobs and a myriad of low skill jobs, such as cleaners.
The view that fewer people may be employed in ‘assembly’, but potentially there may be more employed in ‘design’ and ‘sales and service’ struck a chord with many participants’ understanding of longer run trends in the Australian labour market. No-one contested the view that production is increasingly utilising technology and is changing what and how we consume. Few were surprised at the suggestions that there may be more niche production, more trade in intermediate goods and greater tailoring of solutions for customers’ unique requirements in the future.
The outlook of industry stakeholders was broadly optimistic about the future of work, provided Australia is sufficiently agile and timely in adapting its training systems to new workplace realities. They generally thought Australia had the opportunity to retain high employment levels, even though the jobs will be different and in the main will require higher skill levels and therefore better education.
Based on comments made in several forums, particularly those held in Albury-Wodonga and on the Gold Coast, it appears it has been difficult making progress in getting schools and school systems to treat apprenticeships and VET in general as a destination of equal merit to higher education. It was evident that there were some positive exceptions to this.
The incentives and rewards in school systems remain oriented towards maximising higher education entrance with little recognition or reward for achieving what might be a better vocational outcome for an individual. Apprenticeships and VET are often seen only as an option for those who are not particularly academic and may not be suited to participating in higher education. In contrast, some employers stressed that they were seeking and needed students with strong school performance.
Some participants urged that better information resources be available to career counsellors and parents. There was support for better promotion of VET and better career information and guidance about relevant job and training opportunities. It was also argued that the effectiveness of such measures required information and materials to have a strong focus on the employment and training opportunities available in the local region. It was also noted that the availability of good career advice for people after leaving school is uneven.
Evidence from a number of studies and research projects on how young people access job and career information, the factors which result in a positive apprenticeship experience and what makes a training pathway attractive was discussed at both of the regional forms. Participants noted that efforts to raise the status of apprenticeships should generally be based on such evidence and not on untested beliefs about what might encourage a young person to take up an apprenticeship.
A range of stakeholders, particularly those working closely with youth in regional areas, often combined equity concerns with concerns about ensuring the supply of skills in local regions. Apprenticeships were sometimes seen as a mechanism for dealing with problems associated with youth unemployment in regional areas.
This situation is not surprising given that vocational education and training and undertaking an apprenticeship have historically been important pathways to assist disadvantaged youth and young people who, for a range of reasons, are simply not suited or do not wish to be in a formal education environment. These young people often find that employment combined with practical learning and skill acquisition provides benefits they do not obtain in a formal education setting. They may be more suited to learning in a practical environment and obtain a level of independence they would not otherwise have. They also may derive other benefits such as greater levels of self‑esteem, self-worth and satisfaction than they would have if they continued in a formal education setting.
This is not always the prime concern of employers. Employers who rely on and are committed to the training of apprentices tend to be focussed on getting the right person for a successful outcome. The investment of time and resources involved in the provision of on‑the-job training generally only pays off if an apprentice is retained and completes. Employers were sympathetic to social programs and equity initiatives, but did not believe they were running a social program.
There were several employers, particularly of electrical and automotive apprentices, who clearly indicated that they wanted and needed high performers. They spoke of the importance of high quality candidates, having completed year 12 and having a mature commitment to the completion of the apprenticeship. They were conscious of the changes and increasing demands that are occurring in a significant number of the occupations accessed through an apprenticeship.
Discussions across the various forums made it clear that change is happening at different speeds in different industry sectors and occupations. The automotive industry is an example of an area in which substantial rapid change is occurring as mechanics have increasingly become electrical technicians. These sorts of developments are challenging the regulatory environment and its ability to keep pace with changes that are occurring.
There was no clear agreement among forum participants about how best to handle the potential impact of the technological change occurring in the workplace on the apprenticeships system. A considerable number of people hold the view that the apprenticeships system is inflexible, not capable of adapting at a sufficient pace and even that the current needs of some employers cannot be accommodated.
There were however a range of countervailing positions expressed by participants. They cautioned against responding too quickly to calls for greater flexibility and responsiveness to changing labour market needs in Training Packages. They noted that Training Package qualifications may be used for broader purposes than simply specifying the quantum of training required before a qualification is issued, such as ensuring occupational standards and safety. They also may be used in licensing arrangements and other programs, such as skilled migration and skills recognition. There are sections of industry that, for good reasons such as these, do not want constant change to Training Packages.
Training Packages as the educational basis for apprenticeships attracted both concern and support. Some participants noted that several Training Packages have not been kept up‑to‑date and therefore do not reflect current workplace needs. Some Training Packages were also claimed to have many apparently redundant qualifications in them.
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Key points
A widely held view was that future labour market participation will require people to have good generic skills and a robust base on which to layer new skills throughout their lives.
A number of participants expressed views or discussed experiences that appear to indicate there is insufficient focus in the apprenticeships and wider VET system on the quality of educational and training delivery and an absence of a continuous improvement culture among some RTOs. This appears to apply to both on and off‑the‑job training.
A continuing challenge is ensuring quality on-the-job supervision of apprentices. There is support for more systematic approaches to developing and assessing supervisor capabilities and for considering the role Group Training Organisations (GTOs) play in accessing quality on the job training experiences for apprentices.
Concerns were also expressed about the quality of some RTO off-the-job training. There is support for a greater regulatory emphasis on ensuring that RTOs have the necessary pedagogical capability to produce competent and adaptable skilled workers in the areas in which they are supporting apprentices.
Pre-apprenticeships are not used consistently across occupational groups and jurisdictions. There is support for the development of pre-apprenticeships as an integral part of the system and for a more systematic approach to their use, either in facilitating decision making by young people and employers, or in the initial acquisition of skills for a particular apprenticeship.
The operation and quality of VET-in-schools is uneven and there are particular challenges in managing school-based apprenticeships. Some forum participants suggested this could be best addressed with specialist VET secondary school arrangements.
Among forum participants, there was a high level of support for the basic model of an apprenticeship, which formally combines employment with structured training. Many views were expressed about how this apprenticeship model might be improved, but no‑one expressed the view that it was fundamentally flawed or an antiquated form of training that could be removed in the context of creating a better vocational training system for the future.
A considerable number of participants, in particular representatives of peak industry groups, stressed the likely future need for high quality graduates from both higher education and vocational education. They argued that STEM skills were growing in importance and that people need a robust base on which to build skills throughout their working lives.
Employers, RTOs and a variety of apprenticeships service providers stressed the importance of literacy, numeracy and strong foundational skills for (potential) apprentices. These were seen as critical in light of changes in the Australian economy, its changing industry structure and the likely impact of these developments and technology on future employment.
While these views appear to imply a strong role for vocational educators, some TAFE representatives expressed concerns about the minimal focus placed on educational delivery in both the apprenticeships and broader VET systems. Training Packages and their qualifications are specified as competencies and occupational standards. Quality regulation reinforces close adherence to Training Packages. There is little recognition, reinforcement or encouragement for quality educational and training delivery. There is an absence of a continuous improvement culture among some RTOs.
The quality of educational delivery was also an area of concern raised by some employers. It was claimed that in some cases ‘private’ RTOs are not delivering the required training and that apprentices had reported to their employers that they had not learned anything while attending off‑the-job training. In the case of TAFE, concerns related more to inflexibility and dated programs than non-delivery of training. There are some concerns about the level of consistency in the assessment of competencies across both public and private RTOs.
There were concerns raised by a variety of stakeholders about difficulties in ensuring quality on‑the‑job training.
The perennial issue of working conditions not being satisfactory and the potential for apprentices to be bullied was raised both in respect of the quality of the training environment and for its impact on participation in apprenticeships. It was noted that there can be too little focus on an apprentices’ progress and welfare, and limited information and support from training providers.
The likelihood that in future the apprentice may be running their own small business and the potential impacts of technology on their work are also not always adequately incorporated into an apprentices’ training.
RTOs, Group Training Organisations and other apprenticeships service providers noted quality supervision as an area for further improvement. It is a particular concern for Group Training Organisations who need to organise multiple work placements with employers for each apprentice. 
Getting an employer to take on an apprentice is critical to the availability of apprenticeship opportunities and it requires a commitment of time and resources from employers. Quality supervision and training requires supervisors who are experienced and/or trained (formally or informally).
One of the forum panellists noted that other countries require more of employers than Australia, including in respect of the qualification requirements for on-the-job supervisors. The idea of regulatory requirements on employers in respect of a supervisory capability was contentious. Systematic approaches to supporting improvement in supervisory capability were not. It was noted that the NSW Government has free workshops for supervisors of apprentices and trainees in place.
Participants noted that for some time there has been a trend to higher skill levels than was the case in the past in many occupations in which job opportunities are growing. Some sectors, such as community services and health, have increasingly utilised traineeships which result in participants acquiring a diploma or advanced diploma level qualification.
Increasingly traditional trade apprentices are not completing until 21 or 22 years of age. In some cases, the skill levels of apprenticeships may be increasing, with little recognition of this in the level of qualification awarded.  Apprenticeships generally result in the awarding of a Certificate III qualification, essentially equivalent to completing Year 12. This may not reflect an objective assessment of the demands of apprenticeships against the qualification descriptors in the Australian Qualifications Framework.
Some participants argued this situation persists primarily due to the rigid regulatory / industrial framework around those apprenticeships. It was noted that this may be contributing to the undervaluing of apprenticeship qualifications.
There was some discussion on the operation of VET-in-schools. There appear to be difficulties in running quality programs in schools that either prepare young people to undertake an apprenticeship or enable them to make a substantial start on an apprenticeship while at school. These include some of the regulatory complexities discussed further below.
There was comment about the incentives in schools being directed to university entry and interest in some ‘disengaged’ students extending little beyond their worth in funding to the school. Some participants put the view that models which allowed young people to effectively complete their schooling while in a VET educational environment may be more successful in meeting these youths’ needs.
Participants argued that pre-apprenticeships should be an integral part of the apprenticeships system and some argued that they are essential to it. Despite this, it was clear from discussions that pre-apprenticeships are not used consistently across occupational groups and jurisdictions and there is considerable variability in the quality and objectives of pre-apprenticeship programs. There is no nationally consistent approach or program.
The differences in program type and objective can cause confusion in discussing the merits of pre-apprenticeships. The programs being discussed may include various combinations of the following elements:
remediation of educational disadvantages, such as low literacy and numeracy;
assisting with social challenges facing the person;
giving the person a limited exposure to a range of occupations and relevant workplaces; and
providing the person with a substantial introduction to a specific apprenticeship and potentially including completion of a major component of the off-the-job training required for the apprenticeship.
The more broadly focussed programs are likely to have equity objectives and be described as a pre‑vocational program.
Depending on the particular nature of the program, it may provide a young person with information to improve their decision making about a future occupation and enhance their likelihood of obtaining an apprenticeship opportunity. It may benefit an employer by assisting to filter applicants and result in improved suitability of selected participants. It may also assist with retention and successful program completion.
Programs may have consequences that some stakeholders regard as undesirable. These may include their implications for a person’s ability to subsequently attract government support for further study or their consequences within the industrial relations system if the person is subsequently employed as an apprentice.
Forum participants generally supported the further development of pre-apprenticeships as an integral part of the system and argued for a more systematic approach to their use. Some participants argued strongly that allowing youth to trial a range of vocations and explore career pathways before “sign-up” to an apprenticeship may be the most effective way to improve participation and completion rates and that developing localised targeted programs that match employment needs and training would assist in keeping regional towns sustainable. One participant asserted that the biggest burden on an employer is an apprentice who has made a bad decision about entering a trade.
Forum participants noted that new models and types of apprenticeships are evolving, but that developments enabling them to be incorporated into the existing apprenticeships system were occurring too slowly and progress was uneven.
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Key points
In all of the forums, there was discussion about the complexity of the system, particularly for small employers. Complexity permeates the system from the processes of finding and ‘signing on’ an apprentice to the highest levels of system governance.
The apprenticeships system is opaque to all but the most experienced people working in it. The experience of many who do not frequently engage with the system is of layers of overlapping administration, regulation and approval processes.
There are governance arrangements at both a national and state level that can give rise to ‘rules’ that appear to impede the broader achievement of national objectives and in respect of which it is difficult to negotiate change. There are definitional differences, such as the age of an adult differing between the industrial relations system and the apprenticeships system, which create disincentives to taking some people as an apprentice.
It is difficult for an employer or a training organisation to know who to engage to solve a specific problem and for industry to negotiate change to modernise apprenticeships.
There are regulatory, industrial and funding barriers to establishing diploma level trade qualifications. It was notable that some pilots for emerging apprenticeships were effectively conducted in the higher education sector because of these barriers.
The complexity of the system was an issue that arose at each of the forums. There was strong support for a concerted effort to reduce this complexity and ensure it does not continue as a barrier to expansion of the apprenticeships system or to the improvement and relevance of it to Australia’s future workforce. There was also support for reduced regulatory burdens on employers with a history of positive contribution to the system.
Employers, particularly small employers, who are inexperienced with the apprenticeships system can find it difficult and time consuming to understand how the system is meant to work and to ‘sign on’ an apprentice. A range of employers indicated that they can find the system ‘cluttered and inflexible’ and that it is not adequately meeting the needs of some industry sectors undergoing technological change, such as the automotive industry.
Participants noted that despite previous attempts to get a one stop shop for apprenticeship regulation and programs, both levels of government and a range of service providers remain active in the management of the apprenticeships system. It was clear that differences exist in the management and regulation of apprenticeships between the three jurisdictions in which the forums were held. These issues are also discussed in the following section on support services.
The apprenticeships system exists in a web of regulation that is particularly complex because of its location at the intersection of the industrial relations and training delivery systems. There are processes and governance systems involving the regulation of wages and conditions, to afford particular protection and ensure appropriate training for young apprentices (who historically were predominantly ‘minors’) and to assure quality in the VET system. This is overlaid with state funding arrangements, Australian Government incentives payments and both Australian Government and state/territory government program support services.
Participants recognised the importance of these various elements, but some frustration was evident that governance mechanisms appear designed to preserve the status quo, rather than to facilitate changes that appear necessary to develop and maintain the apprenticeships system and ensure it actively meets the emerging skill needs of employers and their potential employees.
The authors of this report are not able to determine the veracity of all that was said by people participating in the forums, but it is useful to provide some examples of the sort of claims made.
One concerned differences in definitions and rules for the various incentives and support available as part of the apprenticeships system.  When these are not aligned across the various parts of the system it creates disincentives to taking on an apprentice. An example was the different definitions for the age of an adult which results in an employer being required to pay an adult wage to an apprentice and yet the subsidy they receive is for a young person and based on the incorrect assumption the person is not on an adult wage.
Another concerned the continued practice of ‘declaring vocations’ in one state. In this case, the industrial parties apparently have established an academic pre-requisite for commencing an apprenticeship which effectively excludes a group of young people from commencing a school‑based apprenticeship. The rule is additional to the requirements of the relevant Training Package which is intended to apply nationally.
A further example was provided by an automotive employer worried about the slow pace at which relevant electrical awareness and training was being introduced into automotive mechanical apprenticeships. He expressed the view that people did not seem to understand the strength of the electrical shock that might be delivered to a mechanic from components in some new cars and the potential for significant injury.
At a range of levels, participants conveyed stories about difficulties experienced in attempting to introduce innovations. This appears to be the case even when proposals are consistent with system objectives, such as being responsive to emerging employer needs related to the introduction of new technologies. It also appears to be the case for proposals to establish new forms of apprenticeships.
There are regulatory, industrial and funding barriers to establishing diploma level trade qualifications. At least one government supported apprenticeship pilot in an emerging area of applied technology is effectively being conducted in the higher education sector because of these barriers. The pilot is working around the current system because of the difficulties and timeframes required to work within it.
There was some debate about the extent to which higher level apprenticeships or traineeships were to become a formal part of the apprenticeships system. This extended to debate about the definition of an apprenticeship and whether higher education qualifications were just being renamed. It was clear that there are a range of issues requiring investigation and clarification if diploma level trade qualifications are to be fostered as part of the apprenticeships system, including the employment status and application of awards to participants. These are potential barriers to employers seeking to use the system to meet emerging needs and a potential disincentive for people, particularly adults, to engage with the apprenticeship system.
The third and fourth forums also appeared to indicate that more needs to be done to have current arrangements work better and enable apprenticeships to change and develop in response to local needs. To stay relevant to the evolving labour market, all elements of the apprenticeship system need to be able to adapt and respond to the changes occurring in the labour market or the apprenticeships system risks becoming marginalised.
Not infrequently, part of the problem appeared to be ‘too many players’ in the system. Situations described by stakeholders indicated that state systems for apprenticeships regulation and national VET governance systems are not always aligned. A range of players may support a change, but it can be blocked for no particular good reason by a stakeholder in one of the many elements of the system. Some stakeholders claimed they encounter arbitrary rules preventing them from doing something they thought sensible and reasonable in the circumstances, with no-one able to supply a good reason for the rule. Negotiating change can be a major exercise in perseverance.
These concerns extended to the need for more cooperative and intensive use of data collected by governments, training providers and service providers in the management of the apprenticeship system.
Technology and work practices are driving demand for people with skills associated with higher level qualifications, including both the diploma and degree levels. Forum participants regarded the apprenticeships model as appropriate to deliver the education and training required for such occupations and noted that many professions use forms of work-based learning and training. 
However, some change is needed to Australia’s current apprenticeships system to make it work optimally into the future. It will be necessary to ensure that the apprenticeships system is able meet the needs of the ‘new economy’ group of occupations which are changing rapidly in respect of both technology and work practices.
[bookmark: _Toc522285551]Programs providing support services for apprenticeships
Key points
There is a large number of organisations in the system providing support programs or with varying degrees of involvement in the funding and incentives payment arrangements for apprenticeships. Funding arrangements vary across state and territory jurisdictions, as does the extent and involvement of officials from the various training authorities. These factors contribute to the complexities and inconsistencies in the apprenticeships system.
Recent initiatives seeking to improve support services for apprenticeships, such as the Australian Apprenticeship Support Network and the Industry Specialist Mentoring for Australian Apprentices Program, have been welcomed and are currently well regarded. There appears to be scope to further integrate support services or at a minimum to improve the co-ordination of services and systems. There also appears scope to simplify administrative systems.
Employers, particularly small employers, have difficulty navigating the system. Their experience can vary depending on their familiarity with the apprenticeships system and the actual working arrangements informally established between individual officials on the ground in local regions. System complexity is likely to be contributing to less than optimal participation by small employers.
There may be potential to clarify and develop the role and purpose of Group Training arrangements. GTOs were originally funded to:
harness the training opportunities existing in small and/or specialised firms that were unable to provide an individual with the entire range of experience necessary to work in a particular trade; and
provide support for individuals typically under-represented in apprenticeships - women, people with a disability and Indigenous people.
Policy and funding priorities have changed over time and it might be argued that GTOs have moved closer to being a mainstream employer and the impact that this may be having on their performance deserves further examination.
The apprenticeships model is resource intensive because much of the training and assessment can be one-on-one. Many participants stressed that small and large businesses face quite different circumstances when participating in the apprenticeships system. The system is now more dependent on small employers and factors such as ability to sustain cash flows are more critical for them.  These factors must be taken into account in any attempted system improvements or redesign.
There was recognition that funding for off-the-job training with RTOs is better resourced than other areas of VET and that some RTOs may face particular challenges for their delivery role. Access to new technologies is critical for ensuring the delivery of high quality up to date training and requires close relations between RTOs and the employers utilising those technologies.
State and territory governments have always played the significant role of formally approving apprenticeships and the related contracts of training between employers and apprentices. They generally fund the delivery of the required off-the-job training and assessment services through public TAFE providers and RTOs. There are differences between state and territories in how they configure and run the regional networks of the state / territory agency which performs these functions.
The Australian Government funds a service delivery network and provides incentives payments to eligible employers and Trade Support Loans (TSL) to eligible apprentices with the assistance of its own state-based officers. It contracts a variety of service providers to liaise with and assist potential apprentices, employers and RTOs and to provide mentoring services. These service providers are expected to work co‑operatively with state and territory agencies, to support the recruitment of apprentices and employers and to assist in the development of training contracts. They need to have good relations with RTOs. They support required administrative processes and systems, including those related to employer incentives payments and TSL payments. Service providers are supported through the Australian Apprenticeship Support Network and the Industry Specialist Mentoring for Australian Apprentices Program.
Employers, particularly small employers, have difficulty navigating these systems. They are required to maintain relationships with the full range of players – the relevant RTO, Australian Government contracted service providers and relevant state / territory officials.
Participants highlighted the issue of communication across the system as critical to its proper functioning. It was claimed that changes to training packages are not always effectively communicated to training organisations.
Employers, particularly small employers, are increasingly advised to keep abreast of wages and conditions requirements for apprentices through the Fair Work Ombudsman which has been establishing a variety of internet-based information products and resources to assist them in ensuring they are meeting workplace requirements. Officers of the Fair Work Ombudsman actively participated in several forums and in the related discussions on workplace rights and obligations at these forums.
Employers also experience complexity in administrative systems. This is particularly the case where the interface of state regulation, employment and completion of training must be bought together to ensure that employers can readily access all of the elements of program support available.
The complexity and cost of apprenticeships for employers remain significant issues. Employers, particularly some in regional areas, recognise and accept that some complexity and cost is unavoidable. They recognise that incentives payments do not cover the total cost to employers of training apprentices. Many display a commitment to the system which recognises that they benefit from it and that there are broader community benefits associated with it.
We heard that for some small employers the system is too hard, and they are dropping out. Group Training was once seen as the solution for increasing the participation of small and specialised businesses in the apprenticeship system. GTOs were essentially created to meet a policy priority to increase the number of apprenticeship opportunities. They did this by using capability and capacity in firms too small or specialised to be able to offer the full range of experiences necessary to complete the relevant apprenticeship.
GTOs no longer receive specific funding from the Australian Government or from some states / territories. The treatment of GTOs has moved closer to that of a mainstream employer, attracting apprenticeship incentive payments but limited specific funding to grow marginal apprenticeship opportunities.
The challenge for GTOs has for some time been to generate additional apprenticeships opportunities. Unsurprising for such a service organisation, the past performance of Group Training in this regard has been mixed. Some participants indicated that some employers are preferring to go it alone, rather than use group training arrangements. Others argued that group training can be highly effective but is no longer supported to generate additional training opportunities or specifically to assist disadvantaged potential apprentices.
There were a range of forum participants who expressed the view that the role of GTOs in the system should go beyond being a commercial labour hire company running a specialty in apprentices. Some claimed that they have been effective at getting disadvantaged clients into apprenticeships when they have been supported to do so.
The general tenor of these arguments was to support additional tightly targeted funding either to develop marginal apprenticeships opportunities or to support disadvantaged persons access to apprenticeships. It is likely to be important to clearly distinguish these two distinct purposes as each can be the excuse for poor performance in respect of the other.
The forum discussion highlighted how the apprenticeships model can be a resource intensive form of training compared to some other types of VET or higher education delivery. On‑the‑job training often involves one-on-one supervision and the assessment of competency is resource intensive.
Employers stressed the resource intensive nature of high quality apprenticeships and noted that the basic rates of incentive payments were set many years ago and are not indexed. At one forum there was an explicit request for the ongoing indexation of incentive payments to preserve their real value. A variety of participants, not just employers, stressed that the greatest costs incurred by employers were at the front end of an apprenticeship and they argued that this needed to be recognised in the structure of incentive payments despite the merits of the current strong policy focus on rewarding completions.
There was also the view that aspects of the apprenticeships system are too much ‘one size fits all’. Some participants noted that the incentives are the same for the various trades, irrespective of the different costs of employing apprentices in different industries. This ‘standard rate’ approach had simplified the earlier approach of ‘CRAFT rebates’ which were related to the award rate of an apprenticeship. There are now circumstances in which it appears unfair and it may not be producing an optimal outcome for the training of apprentices across industries and occupations.
Forum participants generally recognised that funding for off-the-job training with RTOs is better resourced by state / territory governments than some other areas of VET, but they noted that there were generally smaller numbers in training in those areas and higher expectations about quality. There were participants who urged that there be additional investment in public providers and select high quality private providers. The need to prevent waste on ‘shonky’ providers not committed to quality training provision was highlighted on more than one occasion.
Several participants drew attention to the challenge RTOs face in delivering high quality training that is up-to-date in terms of technology and equipment. One highlighted their point by making a wry comment about old rooms filled with 1950s industrial equipment. There was recognition that direct capital investment in RTOs was not always the solution to ensuring training was at the cutting edge of technological change. The development of strong relationships between RTOs and employers utilising new technologies may be the most effective method of access to that technology.

[bookmark: _Toc522285552]Conclusions on areas of work to improve the apprenticeships system
The apprenticeships system has performed well to date but will need to adapt if it is to remain relevant to the Australia’s emerging economy. There is strong support for apprenticeships as a form of high quality training when done well, particularly in the more traditional trades and in areas such as community services and health where traineeships have been effectively developed.
Many stakeholders, unsurprisingly, express concern about one or more features of the apprenticeships system. They generally recognise that there is not one simple single solution to what they perceive to be its problems. They recognise that many of these problems have been identified and debated for some time. Some express frustration at what is perceived to be an inability to make progress to improve whole of system functionality.
There is no universal agreement among stakeholders on the best direction for reform of some elements of the system. There are matters on which there is near unanimous agreement and a few where stakeholders hold stridently divergent views, often protecting what might be described as an entrenched stakeholder interest.
Part of the explanation for why some consider that the apprenticeship system is becoming ossified is that these entrenched interests are effectively built into elements of regulation and system governance. This means that they are not easily changed.  Some of these cannot be separated from broader issues associated with the functioning of the VET sector.
The main conclusion reached by PhillipsKPA following the five forums is that a substantial effort will be required to reach a new settlement between the various social parties to modernise aspects of the apprenticeships system and make them fit for purpose into the future. The complexity of the task and the large number of significant stakeholders that need to support the required changes is recognised as a major barrier to its future development. The successful completion of the task will require substantial support across the political spectrum.
The following nine ‘directions for work’ are intended to be ‘priorities’ which would maximise the impact on ‘whole of system’ functioning so that critical trade and non‑trade training occurs at a level that will prevent/minimise future skills shortages. These were discussed in detail at the fifth and final forum.
The fifth forum confirmed support for retaining Australia’s apprenticeship system. Participants generally considered it to be a good system with robust regulation and good employers. They cautioned against devaluing it, overstating its weaknesses and too quickly adopting reform directions being explored by other countries with quite different circumstances.
The participants at the fifth forum and at earlier forums did strongly support the need for a range of policies and programs to be updated in a wholistic manner to accommodate the changing environment in which the apprenticeships system is operating. They were in no doubt that there was considerable scope to improve the system and surrounding supports for the system and many consider efforts to make progress in some areas to be long overdue.
Directions that can be pursued within existing frameworks
Improving the status and role of VET and apprenticeships, including
continuing efforts to restore the sector’s reputation through strong national governance and quality control measures;
recognising that 60% of secondary students will not proceed to higher education and that the development of strong generic skills and the provision of high quality vocational training are likely to be critical to the future economic and social participation of these students;
ensuring that the role of secondary school career counsellors recognises the importance of career guidance for this group of secondary students and that counsellors are available to both students and their parents to assist them to make good use of career guidance materials; and
improving the availability of career guidance materials for this group of secondary students, including but not limited to materials on local training opportunities leading to employment in those regions and which support the local economy.
Developing pre-apprenticeships as an integral part of the system, by adopting a systematic approach to their use, funding and the assessment of their effectiveness.
Simplifying administrative systems for employers and service providers, particularly those related to approvals and incentive payments.
Monitoring and analysis to identify industries and occupations in which priority action may be required to reduce the potential for a future skills shortage. This work should also seek to identify industries and occupations in which there should be more systematic development of apprenticeships, including of new approaches to, or new models of, apprenticeship.
In reviewing and developing Training Packages, ensure particular efforts accelerate work where industries and occupations are identified as being significantly impacted by technological change and/or where training packages are known to be out-of-date.
Ensuring that the roles of workplace supervisors and educators and related educational issues are appropriately recognised in the apprenticeships system and its governance arrangements.
The qualifications awarded at the end of an apprenticeship should be consistent with the AQF and this needs to be considered in the processes for the review and development of Training Packages.
Consideration should be given to how best to reinforce and encourage quality educational and training delivery by RTOs and foster a continuous improvement culture in the delivery of off-the-job training and in assessment practices.
Consideration also needs to be given to how best to ensure that on-the-job supervision and training is of high quality. The bottom line here is that this requires supervisors to have the skills necessary to deliver quality on‑the‑job supervision. 
Directions that are a major challenge to existing frameworks
Rationalising and simplifying the regulation and governance of the apprenticeships system to facilitate the introduction of ‘new apprenticeships’ and the changes to existing apprenticeships required due to technological change.
While the changes required to modernise apprenticeships will raise significant industrial and wages issues, these should not be allowed to impede the development of the apprenticeships system. If apprenticeship-style training is to be introduced for new emerging occupations, resolution of such issues will be critical.
Similarly, the historical approaches to system governance and the Australian Government and state / territory governments division of responsibilities for apprenticeships should not be allowed to impede its development.
Overall, this task will require the various social partners to engage in good faith to resolve the issues emerging in the apprenticeships system. It is also likely to require a high degree of bi-partisan political leadership and support.
Rationalising and simplifying the administration of apprenticeships and the related support services to remove duplication and complexity and increase efficiency. This would enable greater and more effective support to be provided to employers and apprentices within existing resources.
Reviewing the financing of the apprenticeships system to ensure that the use of private and public resources optimises its output.
This involves consideration of the costs to employers associated with on and off‑the-job training and apprentice remuneration, the costs borne by apprentices either through discounted wages or fees, etc and the flow of public subsidies and incentives to employers and training providers.
Alternatives to existing approaches should be considered. It should not be restricted to simply varying rates of existing incentive payments and subsidies. Consideration should be given to models which can accommodate significant differences in costs between occupations and industries.
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[bookmark: _Toc522285554]Appendix 2: Dates and locations of the five apprenticeship forums

Forum 1:	Tuesday, 31 October 2017
Karstens Conference Centre
Level 1, 111 Harrington St, The Rocks, Sydney


Forum 2:	Thursday, 14 December 2017, Melbourne CBD
Karstens Conference Centre
123 Queen Street, Melbourne


Forum 3:	Thursday, 15 February 2018
Commercial Club Albury
618 Dean St, Albury


Forum 4:	Monday, 23 April 2018
Princeton Room, Level 3,
University Centre Building (Building 6), Bond University
14 University Drive, Robina, Queensland


Forum 5:	Thursday, 7 June 2018 
Karstens Conference Centre
123 Queen St, Melbourne
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This report has been prepared by PhillipsKPA Pty Ltd at the request of the Australian Government Department of Education and Training. PhillipsKPA does not assume any responsibility arising in any way from reliance placed by a party on this report. Any reliance placed by a party is that party’s sole responsibility. This report includes information provided by parties other than PhillipsKPA. The information obtained is believed to be reliable but has not been independently verified. No warranty of the accuracy or reliability is given in relation to information or documentation provided by those parties. This report does not constitute in any way an audit of the Australian Government Department of Education and Training. Any calculations or analysis by PhillipsKPA in this report have been made with reasonable care but PhillipsKPA does not give any warranty as to the absolute correctness of the calculations, analysis or the contents of this report.
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Date

Reform measure

Brief Description

s meet the Australian Government’s deregulation
objectives.

s The standards describe outcomes training providers
must achieve, but do not prescribe methods to
achieve these outcomes. This allows training
providers to be flexible and innovative in their VET
delivery.

January
2015

The National Training
Complaints Hotline

The National Training Complaints Hotline allows
consumers to lodge complaints if they are concerned
about any aspect of the training system. Complaints are
then referred to the most appropriate agency or authority
for consideration.

May 2015

Australian Industry and
Skills Committee (AISC)

Provide industry with a formal, expanded role in policy
direction and decision-making for the vocational
education and training sector. The AISC is made up of
industry leaders from across the country and is charged
with providing advice to Ministers about the
implementation of national training policies and quality
assuring and approving training packages for
implementation.

July 2015

Increased funding for
Australian Skills Quality
Authority (ASQA)

The Australian Government has committed $68 million
over four years to assist ASQA to move towards a modern
new regulatory approach to ensure that ASQA can
properly investigate poor quality training providers.

July 2015

Australian
Apprenticeship Support
Network (AASN)

AASN providers will target support services to the specific
needs of employers and apprentices from pre-
commencement to completion.

July 2015

My Skillsenhanced

The updates to MySkills make the site easier to use, and

include:

e courses linked to skills in demand in each state and
territory

s overall student satisfaction and employment
outcomes for the 230 most popular courses

+ identification of sanctioned training providers

s amodernised, tablet-optimised homepage design

 mandatory VFH price disclosure requirement on My
Skills commenced from December 2015.

January
2016

New Arrangements for
Training Product
Development for
Australian Industry

The new model for Training Product Development for
Australian Industry places industry at the centre of
training product development through Industry Reference
Committees (IRCs) and overseen by the industry-led
Australian Industry and Skills Committee.
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Date Reform measure Brief Description
January Announcement of Skills SSOs were appointed to support Industry Reference
2016 Service Organisations Committees to develop modern and relevant training
(SS0s) packages. SSOs were identified through an open
Expression of Interest process and replaced the Industry
Skills Councils. The new contestable model for the
development of packages will improve the responsiveness
of qualifications to industry needs.
January Quality of assessmentin | The discussion paper gathered stakeholder views on
2016 vocational education potential reforms to assessment in VET that may improve
and training discussion the quality and consistency of training outcomes.
paper released
April 2016 New national risk Currently being finalised. The Risk Assessment Framework
assessment framework supports the proactive regulatory approach of the
for VET regulation regulators with a focus on environmental risks within the
system, and recognises that VET Regulators do not
operate as broad market regulators.
This Risk Assessment Framework represents a more
targeted, efficient and effective regulatory approach in
the VET sector.
September | Introduction of new Five industry pilots were established under the $9.2
2016 apprenticeship pilots million Apprenticeships Training - alternative delivery
programs pilotsinitiative to leverage the existing flexibility of the
system and trial apprenticeship delivery arrangements,
that could be adopted broadly by industry, giving greater
choice in models for apprenticeship training.
November | Announcement of final Following a thorough analysis of claims made by
2016 SSOs to work with applicants, the final SSOs were announced for the
industry to develop automotive, resources and infrastructure and the
training packages manufacturing sectors.
November | VET alumni program The program will bring together the best of Australia’s VET
2016 students, training providers, teachers and employers to

promote the sector. Alumni members will contribute to
policy discussions, mentoring activities and share
personal stories of their achievement through VET.
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