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EDUCATION AND HEALTH STANDING COMMITTEE 

Third Report — “Putting VET to the test: An assessment of the delivery of Vocational Education and Training in 
Schools” — Tabling 

MS J.M. FREEMAN (Mirrabooka) [3.07 pm]: I present for tabling the third report of the Education and Health 
Standing Committee titled “Putting VET to the test: An assessment of the delivery of Vocational Education and 
Training in Schools”. I also table the submissions in relation to the report. 

[See papers 1022 and 1023.] 

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: I will spend a bit of time going through this report because I think it is quite important that 
we spend some time putting on the record the issues raised in the report. Before I start, I thank our committee staff: 
the principal research officer, Dr Sarah Palmer, and the research officer, Ms Jovita Hogan. I also thank the other 
members: the member for Nedlands, Bill Marmion; the member for Kimberley, Josie Farrer; the member for 
Moore, Shane Love; and the member for Wanneroo, Sabine Winton. 

I will go through the foreword in detail and point members towards different sections of the report that will be of 
interest. I also thank the people who gave evidence. Their passion and commitment to students is valued by our 
Parliament and our community. The report was always very much about the outcomes for students. 

As an aside, I take this opportunity to congratulate Dr Tracy Westerman, who was given the honour of 
Western Australian Australian of the Year. The reason I do that is that she gave evidence to the Education and 
Health Standing Committee on its inquiry into the mental wellbeing of fly in, fly out workers. This seems a good 
time to record my thanks to her for the evidence she gave to the Education and Health Standing Committee for our 
FIFO report. Her evidence was extraordinarily valuable and showed a high calibre of knowledge in this area. 

Vocational education and training courses are nationally recognised qualifications, ranging from a certificate I to 
a graduate diploma. Usually, only a certificate I, II or III is completed at school. For a WA Certificate of Education, 
which a student is required to achieve in order to graduate, a student needs to achieve either four ATAR subjects 
or a certificate II in vocational education and training. This requirement was introduced in 2016. The requirement 
to gain a certificate II is a contentious aspect of vocational education and training in schools. The requirement to 
achieve a certificate II has increased the demand for vocational education and training. Appendix seven of the 
committee report provides a summary of WACE achievement requirements and gives examples of course options for 
students in years 11 and 12. Those examples were provided by the School Curriculum and Standards Authority. The 
examples range from student A to student I and show the different course combinations and computations required 
to achieve a WA Certificate of Education. Figure 1.3 at page 6 of the report shows the proportion of year 12 students 
enrolled in each pathway in 2017. It shows that 56 per cent of students were enrolled in vocational education and 
training as either non-Australian tertiary admission rank plus VET, or as Australian tertiary admission rank plus VET. 
Those figures are from the broader community, so it includes both private and public schools. 

Evidence given to the committee from officers of the Department of Education quoted the number of students 
undertaking vocational education and training in schools at 80 per cent, but it is actually more around 75 per cent. 
A large percentage of students are enrolled in vocational education and training. The report of the committee 
illustrates the impact—as identified by the Auditor General in a 2016 report—of the increase in the number of 
students undertaking vocational education and training courses in schools. Vocational education and training in 
schools was introduced in Western Australia in 1997. In 2000, about 7 000 year 11 and 12 students were studying 
units in vocational education and training. By 2016, that number had increased to over 30 000 students; that is, 
74 per cent of senior and secondary students were undertaking a vocational education and training unit, as I have said. 

With the growing focus in the education sector on student-centred outcomes, it is important to assess whether 
combining the education and training sectors in secondary schools adequately meets the needs of students. The reason 
this is important is that they are very different ways of delivering education in our schools. In particular, it is important 
to understand whether vocational education and training is being used simply as a source of non-ATAR 
curriculum, or as a less challenging option, or as a pathway to increased opportunities for employment—or all three 
of those options. 

The Productivity Commission’s report into Australia’s future, Shifting the Dial, which was released on 24 October 
2017, outlined the need for schooling to provide a strong basis for education and training throughout a person’s 
life. Noting that the transitional economy will depend on high skills capacity, the Productivity Commission’s key 
premise for educational focus was to ensure a school system that delivered key foundational skills and a capacity 
to acquire knowledge throughout the expected changing nature of careers. There is a lot of information and a lot 
of youth futures–type reports about the changing nature of careers. The report from the Productivity Commission 
points out that young people who are now entering the workforce will have several different career paths and 
career changes throughout their lifetime. It is, therefore, important that education is focused on providing students 
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with the capacity to transition to different skills and to build a foundation of problem solving and the ability to 
gather and process information to meet the demands of future career options. That is particularly important given 
the rapid pace of technology and the changing nature of employment. 

The vocational education and training system in schools is very much competency based. It is a pared-down, 
skills-based, screw-in type of training. It asks a student to show that they know that a Phillips head screw fits 
a Phillips head screwdriver—tick. It is pared down, as I have said, instead of being based on problem solving, so 
that if you have got a screw loose, you know what sort of instrument will fix it. 

Several members interjected. 

Ms J.M. FREEMAN: Sorry! That is probably not the best analogy, given that we are in Parliament, but members 
will understand what I am saying. 

It is interesting that the Productivity Commission talked about the broad knowledge agenda, yet it also critiqued 
vocational education and training as “struggling to deliver relevant competency-based qualifications sought by 
industry”. It is fascinating that we have these two different educational frameworks, yet the 
Productivity Commission has said that vocational education and training is failing to meet the competency-based 
qualifications sought by industry. There needs to be a debate about competency-based training in vocational 
education and training. Competency-based training in vocational education and training was introduced in the 
1980s. We have been using that system for the last 40 years, and there are criticisms of that system. That is not 
outlined fully in this report, but it does point to the complexities of that system. 

The view put by the Productivity Commission underscores the complexity of delivering vocational education and 
training in secondary schools, in which there is a merging of education and training perspectives on delivery, 
content, curriculum and assessment. Although education is founded in developing aptitude and understanding, 
vocational education and training is applied work-focused learning based on training packages that concentrate 
student learning to tasks. This may undermine the broad range of educational outcomes called for to manage the 
diverse career pathways outlined by the Productivity Commission. 

These different modes of education philosophies were clear from the evidence that was given to the committee by the 
Department of Education and the Department of Training and Workforce Development, with one emphasising 
teaching, which delivers knowledge and skills, and the other emphasising training, based on units with assessable tasks. 
I refer to page 11 of the report and the following quote from the submission from the Department of Education — 

… for the majority of senior secondary students in public schools, the power of VET lies in the way it 
prepares them for a range of post-school options or pathways. For these students, what matters most are 
the generic skills and competencies they develop by participating in VET, more so than the specific 
industry area knowledge they gain by completing their qualification. 

That can be compared with the Department of Training and Workforce Development’s submission on page 12, 
which articulates a view of industry thus — 

They have a very specific view that VET in schools is there as a pathway into employment, and to their 
sectors by and large, so they are very focused on that… 

I will quote the submission from one VET trainer and assessor on page 13 of the report — 

Industry expectation means industry believes that a VET qualification has given the student a good 
understanding and has developed the student’s skills and knowledge which will allow them to fit in to 
industry with little or no training ... 

I find this really interesting because many years ago, the higher education system was transformed from this binary 
system in which the traditional universities focused on academic research and institutes of technology—at that 
stage, the Western Australian Institute of Technology and the teachers’ college—taught vocationally oriented 
courses. The debate that ensued was about student outcomes and how they can be delivered. Those two systems 
were brought together. Student outcomes were the driver for the university sector’s structure that we currently 
have. The debate that ensued around student outcomes as the driver for the university sector structure is surely one 
that needs to be applied to this growing sector of our secondary education delivery. Figure 1.4 on page 10 of the 
report shows the complexities that exist in funding from the Department of Education, the Department of Training 
and Workforce Development, and different funding from the Department of Training and Workforce 
Development. Perhaps more than anything, this inquiry has emphasised the vastness of the vocational education 
and training sector and the multitude of different entities that must work together to ensure it meets all the required 
standards as well as the needs of students and industry.  
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While we are talking about the needs of students, this inquiry did ask students, which is not an easy thing to do. 
We did it via an online survey and we had 53 student respondents and 20 parent respondents. That is outlined on 
page 66 of the report. I quote — 

Quite a few students and parents indicated they would like to see a broader range of courses. Many chose 
the course they were currently enrolled in because it was the only option or the best option, and not 
necessarily because it was something they particularly wanted to pursue.  

It goes on — 

Students were generally happy with their VET teachers, and had had very positive experiences with work 
placements, even though this could be difficult to organise and to get to … 

Two quotes then outline the importance of work placements and also sometimes the difficulties with work placements.  

More than half of Western Australia’s senior secondary students enrolled in at least 230 nationally approved 
qualifications last year. This increase in demand for vocational education and training was driven by the higher 
school leaving age and the new qualifying requirement for a certificate II to gain the Western Australian Certificate 
of Education for non-ATAR students, which I have already talked about. That has come with an expansion in the 
range of courses. This results in staffing challenges, as teachers in secondary schools are not accredited to deliver 
vocational education and training courses without a certificate IV in training and assessment. With around 
60 per cent of students in year 11 and 12 now undertaking VET courses, it would seem appropriate that graduate 
teachers have the capacity to meet the accreditation requirements included in their undergraduate programs. 
Page 43 of the report outlines a very strong argument around that. We asked the universities. Curtin University 
collaborated on a trial that offered certificate IV at the completion of teaching degree studies, but it was not 
successful. It continues to monitor the possibility of offering the program some other way within its School of 
Education. Curtin University was the most responsive to this because although Edith Cowan University and 
Murdoch University acknowledged the growing need and had investigated it, they did not deliver. The 
University of Western Australia pretty much dismissed it because it offers postgraduate programs. The 
recommendation we have made is that the minister considers that we ensure training for vocational education and 
training studies is in the curriculum of teachers, because we believe that is very necessary.  

Vocational education and training qualifications are provided in a range of ways, which I have already outlined, 
but one of the biggest difficulties is that they are provided mostly by registered training organisations. Since most 
schools are not RTOs, they enter into auspicing relationships with private providers. The state training providers—
TAFE colleges—have found it increasingly difficult to compete with private organisations and now provide only 
a small proportion of the training. The committee noted the demonstrated risk associated with private RTOs, given 
that a number of RTOs have failed, coupled with a renewed commitment by government to TAFE and 
recommends that TAFE play a greater role in VET in schools. Figure 2.1 on page 18 and page 20 outline that 
70 per cent use private registered training organisations. It is very important that we know there is a risk and that 
this house notes that.  

The committee was particularly concerned about the constraints on vocational education and training students in 
regional areas due to the smaller number of RTOs, workplace learning opportunities, transient students and the 
difficulty in attracting and retaining suitably qualified teachers. Figure 3.1 on page 51 outlines that the great 
percentage of students undertaking vocational education and training are in regional schools, as well as pages 50, 
52 and 55. The recommendations need to be considered.  

Having identified many challenges and tensions in delivering the vocational education and training program, the 
committee sought to offer constructive suggestions to place the student at the centre of delivery of vocational 
education and training in schools. We did suggest, in the recommendations and on page 14, that it is not considered 
to be VETiS, but that it is considered to be vocational education and training—not to separate those two because 
of the confusion. We can look at the federal government’s framework that underpins the policy 
“Preparing Secretary Students for Work”, which also makes this suggestion. The committee’s report is quite 
considerable. We did it in five months. The recommendations are here.  

MR W.R. MARMION (Nedlands) [3.27 pm]: I will begin by thanking the chair, the member for Mirrabooka. In 
fact, her comprehensive coverage of the report means that many people will just have to read Hansard and not 
read the report! Well done, chair. Can I also thank the other members: the member for Kimberley, member for 
Moore and the member for Wanneroo, for their contributions and, of course, the committee staff: Dr Sarah Palmer 
and research officer Jovita Hogan. I will not be very long but I want to emphasise that this is a very important 
report. It had fairly challenging terms of reference, which were to consider regarding the VET program — 

• How well the program is meeting the needs of schools, students and industry 
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• Challenges for regional and remote areas 
• Registration and ongoing monitoring of training organisations 
• Resourcing of the program 

They were fairly challenging areas. It is a very important area because the future of Western Australia relies on 
the education system we have in train. When I went through school way back in the late 1960s and early 1970s, 
the system was a lot different. Not everyone—in fact, probably only about 20 per cent of students—went on to 
4th and 5th year in our day; I have to keep doing a mental calculation to say years 11 and 12. At the school I was at 
in years 8, 9 and 10 in Bunbury, people who left school after year 10 already did vocational training. The system 
now means that years 11 and 12 are still at school, hence the importance of vocational education and training. It is 
a lot harder now. It is quite interesting that we have gone from a situation in which everyone was doing ATAR, to 
a high percentage of students now doing the VET program.  
I have five children, two of whom are still at school. In my experience it is more difficult for children not in the 
Australian tertiary admission rank system than it is for my children who are academic and doing ATAR. For 
someone doing the vocational education and training program it is very hard to know what to do and what is 
available, and it is quite complex. I say that as a parent. 
The report is very nicely summed up on page 68 under the heading “Student needs must be at the centre”. If the 
VET system is to improve, it is essential that students are at the centre. I highlight page 68 of the report and the 
committee’s recommendations. Page 68 of the report states — 

This inquiry has highlighted the complex nature of providing vocational education and training to school 
students. VET in Schools is a program of many moving parts, involving the public school sector, the 
independent and Catholic school sectors, two government departments, private state training providers 
(TAFE), private registered training organisations, industry training councils, employers, two regulatory 
bodies (TAC and ASQA), the SCSA, and of course teachers and their registration body. Having grown 
rapidly in a short period, it has not been surprising to find that managing this vast and diverse program 
has been a challenge. 
Although employers could be considered the ultimate end users of VET in Schools (and industry groups 
certainly see their interests as central to the delivery of VET), the program is intended to serve the needs 
of school students. As such, the Department of Education needs to monitor effectively all aspects of the 
program to ensure it is meeting student needs. Some students, unsure about what kind of job they want to 
pursue, will be content to undertake generic courses that will be useful regardless of their future pathway. 
Others may have a specific industry or further qualification in mind, and ideally, they would be given the 
opportunity to undertake courses that will lead them there. 
The Committee has heard that for a variety of reasons not all students are able to pursue the courses they 
would like, or that meet their requirements. If first choices are not available, schools must still do their 
best to educate students and to keep them engaged. The Department of Education can further support 
schools to assist them in navigating their way through the VET system, so that they can feel assured they 
are providing the best possible opportunity for students to achieve a valuable outcome. 

Recommendation 12 of the report reads — 
Consideration should be given to greater integration of the Department of Education and the 
Department of Training and Workforce Development to: 
a) Ensure philosophies on the education of secondary school students are aligned 
b) Focus resources on providing a range of course and workplace opportunities that will cater to the 
educational and training needs of secondary school students. 

I see that as the challenge; it is not an easy thing to do. Basically, we have two silos. Members who have worked 
in the education system may want to speak on this because they know better than me, but as a parent I think there 
is a disconnect. I do not know how they can be brought together, but this report goes some way to putting all the 
issues on the table. I hope it is used as a resource document by anyone involved in the system in the policy area to 
see whether we can improve the current system moving forward. I congratulate everyone involved in this report, 
and I look forward to some change over time in the way we deliver education in Western Australia. 

MR R.S. LOVE (Moore) [3.33 pm]: I would also like to talk about “Putting VET to the test: An assessment of 
the delivery of Vocational Education and Training in Schools”. I start by acknowledging the work of the Chair of 
the committee, the member for Mirrabooka. I was on a former Economics and Industry Standing Committee when 
the Deputy Chair of the Education and Health Standing Committee was Chair; this committee had quite a different 
dynamic with the member for Mirrabooka as Chair. She is very, very much committed to the cause of furthering 
the education and health outcomes of the community. I would also like to thank the other committee members: the 



Extract from Hansard 
[ASSEMBLY — Thursday, 30 November 2017] 

 p6445b-6450a 
Ms Janine Freeman; Mr Bill Marmion; Mr Shane Love; Ms Sabine Winton 

 [5] 

members for Nedlands, Kimberley and Wanneroo. I also thank Dr Sarah Palmer, principal research officer, and 
Ms Jovita Hogan, research officer, who put together the report. We come together with some ideas and they make 
it all work. Well done to them. 

This report is very important. Other members have talked about the change in the school-leaving age and 
requirements, and VET now plays a very big part in the education of many children. It seems that the provision of 
VET in the education system, as the member for Nedlands finished off talking about, is still something of a work 
in progress in trying to make the aims of a training program fit into the educational program. It is not without its 
challenges. They are extensively dealt with in the report. I will not go into that too much, other than to support the 
view that recommendation 12 is very important; we need to try to get those two systems to work together. 

As a regional member I was very keen to see that the particular needs of regional students were examined by the 
committee. I am very pleased that a report of four chapters has one—chapter 3—devoted almost entirely to the 
particular challenges, if you like, of delivering a VET program in regional high schools. Those schools, of course, 
come in various sizes and capacities, and are very diverse in their settings and the employment and industries that 
might also lie around those schools and in the resources available to them. There is also the major split between 
senior high schools and the old district high schools, which I think are relatively poorly resourced. 

In chapter 3 the committee went through a number of the particular issues that regional students face and it learnt 
that there is a whole range of different reasons for it being a particular challenge. The overarching problems of 
trying to marry two types of service delivery exist in regional areas as much as they do elsewhere. The other fact 
that is quite interesting is there seems to be a higher percentage of students actually doing VET in regional areas. 
That depends on the region. Of course, a very high number of Aboriginal students participate in the VET program. 
In 2016, according to the report, 91 per cent of year 12 Aboriginal students completed a VET qualification, 
compared with about 60 per cent throughout the whole year 12 population. There is a marked difference between 
the non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal community in that respect. If we look at the areas with a higher level of 
Aboriginality, that seems to flow through into the participation in the program by region. The highest participation 
rates are in the Kimberley, midwest and wheatbelt. There are some differences between regions, and the size and 
industries available in the community affect the businesses that might be able to explore opportunities with those 
young people. VET seems to work better when there is a vibrancy and a sort of a relationship between the world 
outside of school and the school, and if there is a correlation between the demand for workers in a particular 
industry and an alignment of that with the courses on offer. 

But of course then we come to that other fundamental difference between education and training: is the aim of the 
VET program simply to provide local workers for a local industry, or is it to help to educate those students and 
children to seek something a little wider than what is available just in the local area? There is a danger in looking 
at just what is easier for the school to provide rather than what is better for the well-rounded education of students. 
Unfortunately, when there are very thin markets and there is difficulty in sourcing staff and getting together the 
numbers to run programs, sometimes it does come down to what can be run rather than what will be best for the 
students in the area. We looked at some different models around the area. There is a quite unique circumstance in 
my electorate in the Morawa area, in what is known as the north midlands, in that we have an agricultural college 
with extensive VET facilities, which have been funded to provide for the needs of students who are looking to go 
into agriculture. That college has magnificent facilities. There is a great opportunity for some local students who 
are not going to that school to participate in and use those facilities and to gain some advantage from the synergy 
between the high schools in that area. The trick is in what that college can do for the rest of the region. Some of 
the other district high schools in the area, for instance Carnamah, find it very hard to run a VET program. If the 
schools were able to work in with one another and use some of the advantages that the other locations provide, it 
would be great for students. At the end of the day, this is all about what is best for the young people involved. 

Overall, it was a very good exercise to look at some of these matters. Again, I reiterate my thanks to the committee 
for devoting basically a quarter of the report to the needs of regional students, for taking that issue somewhat to 
heart and for making some recommendations that will go some way towards improving outcomes for students in 
those programs. I commend the report to the house. 

MS S.E. WINTON (Wanneroo) [3.41 pm]: I, too, would like to make a short contribution to the report tabled 
today by the Education and Health Standing Committee titled “Putting VET to the test: An assessment of the 
delivery of Vocational Education and Training in Schools”. It is my first report as a member of Parliament. I would 
first like to thank the chair of the committee, the member for Mirrabooka, and all my colleagues—the member for 
Kimberley, the member for Moore and the member for Nedlands—for the work we have done. We took a really 
collegiate and collaborative approach to this inquiry and it has been refreshing to do this work together. It is sad 
that the public do not see the good work that parliamentarians can actually do together. I would also like to 
acknowledge and thank the staff—principal research officer Dr Sarah Palmer and research officer 
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Ms Jovita Hogan. It is a pleasure to work with such professional people who really support us well in our 
endeavours. 

As a teacher, I am really delighted that this is the first report of the committee. I have to say that as a primary 
school teacher, it has been extremely enlightening but challenging to inquire into this complex and very unfamiliar 
sector, but it is a very important sector indeed. As members may know, there have been massive changes in the 
sector in the last few years. More than 60 per cent of year 11 and 12 students now participate in vocational 
education and training studies. The change to the school leaving age has increased pressure on this sector, and 
there have also been changes to the eligibility criteria for the Western Australian Certificate of Education, which 
has meant that students must now gain a certificate II qualification if they are not undertaking studies for an 
Australian tertiary admission rank. There is massive pressure on schools at a time of budgetary cuts. The 
Department of Education allocates about $20 million to schools specifically for VET, but as the report clearly 
highlights, the true cost of delivering VET in schools is not known. This is a real concern. It is an area on which 
further work needs to be done, because unless we know how much money is being spent on VET in schools, we 
cannot really evaluate it properly or seek to support it further. 

The other key thing that came out of the inquiry was, for me, the question of purpose. One of the main challenges 
highlighted again and again through submissions was that there is a division in the purpose of VET in schools. 
The Department of Education sees VET as preparing students for the future by developing a generalist education 
in career development skills, whereas the Department of Training and Workforce Development sees it as an 
introduction to employment-specific skills training for industry and trade. There is a clear mismatch there, and it 
is really important that we try to address that. 

Teachers are the most important aspect of this. This sector faces some key problems with teachers being able to 
deliver VET in schools, which the report addresses. Teachers who undertake to deliver a VET certificate course 
are bound by the Standards for Registered Training Organisations to seek additional qualifications. Basically, that 
means that teachers can have a degree in teaching but may not be able to teach some of these courses. The impost 
on teachers and schools in trying to train teachers to deliver VET in schools is very limiting on the ability of many 
schools to run good VET programs. It is resource intensive for schools and requires teachers to not only get the 
qualifications but also continually maintain them. I want to highlight an example brought to us in a submission, 
which stated — 

For example, a teacher who held Masters degrees in Agricultural Science and Education was requested 
by the RTO (in this case a private provider) to complete a Certificate II in Agriculture. 

Can members imagine someone who has a master’s degree having to do a cert II before they can teach secondary 
students? That is how bizarre the system has become. It is not working. Also, once that teacher with the master’s 
degree has obtained a cert II, they have to maintain currency of that qualification. It is a huge impost on our schools 
and teachers, and is just a waste of money. I particularly support recommendations 6 and 7, which try to address some 
of those things. Recommendation 6 suggests that the Teacher Registration Board of Western Australia could make 
some changes to allow a bit more flexibility and commonsense in the ability of teachers to deliver courses in schools, 
and recommendation 7 suggests that the Training Accreditation Council amend its user guide so that registered 
training organisations take into account the skill set, experiences and expertise that teachers bring to the task. 

I will not keep members much longer, but I will say a couple of things to finish. The Department of Education’s 
performance indicators, which judge the performance in years 11 and 12 as well, refer to the rate of participation, 
retention, secondary graduation rate and student achievement levels in numeracy and literacy. The Department of 
Education does not actually measure VET and whether it is successful. Yes, more than 60 per cent of students are 
participating in VET, but we do not know if they are being successful. Success does not just mean getting a cert II, 
but also using that cert II post-school. We really need to encourage the department to track students who get these 
cert IIs so that we know that we are spending all this money on and putting all this energy into programs in schools 
that make a real difference for kids who leave with a cert II. 

Finally, at the heart of some of the problems is the mismatch of philosophies between high schools and secondary 
schools that teach holistically and are interested in the students, and industry and vocational education, which is 
about preparing students for the workforce, which is quite different. Students are at the centre of what schools do. 
We need to make sure that students are at the centre of what VET courses do as well. Recommendation 12 states 
that we need to ensure that the philosophies on the education of secondary school students are aligned. That is 
a nice motherhood statement, but it will require a long and concerted effort by this government to make sure that 
we get a philosophy that is better connected between the two sectors. 
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