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List of abbreviations and terms

Abbreviation or term  Explanation

AASN Australian Apprenticeship Support Network

ABS Australian Bureau of Statistics

AIATSIS Australian Institute for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies
ANZSCO Australian and New Zealand Standard Classification of Occupations
DEWR Australian Government Department of Employment and Workplace Relations
EOI Expression of Interest

GTO Group Training Organisation

ITECA Independent Tertiary Education Council Australia

NCVER National Centre for Vocational Education Research

NSW New South Wales

RTO Registered Training Organisation

SRC Social Research Centre

TAFE Technical and Further Education

VET Vocational Education and Training

Throughout this report, the term ‘Indigenous’ and ‘First Nations’ are used interchangeably to encompass
both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. While the term ‘Indigenous’ is widely used, we recognise
that is not universally accepted. We acknowledge that Indigenous people live in diverse circumstances and
have connections to varied regional and language groups.

Research into apprenticeship completion barriers for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
Prepared by the Social Research Centre i



UNOFFICIAL

Executive summary

The project

In 2023, the Social Research Centre (SRC) was commissioned by VERTO to conduct qualitative and
quantitative research into barriers to apprenticeship completion for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples. VERTO is a not-for-profit organisation assisting businesses and individuals with their
apprenticeship, employment, and training needs.

The SRC engaged The Nabhri Institute to assist with this project to ensure all research conducted was
culturally appropriate. The Nabhri Institute cultivates a culture of best practice in Indigenous service delivery
with in-depth experience in education service delivery to Indigenous peoples.

Research rationale

The debate surrounding the recent referendum advocating for a ‘Voice’ to parliament to be enshrined in the
Australian Constitution substantiated public sentiment for practical and necessary action on Indigenous
issues.

It is well documented that significant Indigenous educational and employment disadvantage exists in
Australia.” For the first time, the current National Agreement on Closing the Gap now has a further education
pathways target (Target 6), which aims for 70% of Indigenous Australians between 25 and 34 years of age to
have a tertiary qualification (Certificate 11l or above) by 2031.2 Data from 2021 showed that 47% of Aboriginal
and Torres Strait Islander peoples aged 25 to 34 years had completed non-school qualifications of Certificate
[l or above.?® Despite this figure demonstrating an improvement from 42% in 2016, a significant gap between
the target and reality still exists. Apprenticeships are central to further education pathways, which combine a
formal qualification with employment.

Attention to further education, and in particular apprenticeships, was emphasised at the Jobs and Skills
Summit held by the Australian Government in 2022, which resulted in a government commitment to ‘improve
the apprenticeship system and drive-up completions’.* Outputs from this process resulted in ‘an additional
$54.3 million to ... improve [apprenticeship] completion rates’ with a focus on ‘First Nations apprentices’
amongst other vulnerable groups.s

In the context of the upcoming changes to Australian Apprenticeship Support Services, Closing the Gap
targets and the Indigenous policy push under the current Australian Government, Vocational Education and
Training (VET) providers face a unique opportunity to advocate for supporting Indigenous issues in the
apprenticeship sector.

Methodology

The methodology focused on gathering pre-existing qualitative and quantitative evidence to determine what
is known about barriers and analysed possible next steps for the broad range of stakeholders in the
apprenticeship sector. The methodology included four stages comprising informal key informant interviews
with sector representatives and desktop research. The data sources for the research are summarised in the
table below.

" Anderson, 1., 2020. For the first time, Closing the Gap has a higher education target — here’s how to achieve it. [Online], Available at:
https://theconversation.com/for-the-firsttime-closing-the-gap-has-a-higher-education-target-heres-how-to-achieve-it-147984], [Accessed
31 March 2023]; Balatti, J. et al., 2004. Improving Indigenous completion rates in mainstream TAFE: An action research approach,
Adelaide: NCVER; Windley, G., 2017. Indigenous VET patrticipation, completion and outcomes: change over the past decade, Adelaide:
NCVER.

2Windley, G., 2017. Indigenous VET participation, completion and outcomes: change over the past decade, Adelaide: NCVER.

3 Productivity Commission, 2023. Report on Government Services: Vocational education and training (part B, section 5), Canberra: s.n.
4 DEWR, 2023. Consultation underway on apprenticeship supports. [Online], Available at: https://www.dewr.gov.au/australian-
apprenticeships/announcements/consultation-underway-apprenticeship-supports

S DEWR, 2023. 2023-24 May Budget. [Online], Available at: https://www.dewr.gov.au/about-department/corporate-
reporting/budget/2023-24-may-budget
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Table 2: Data sources for research

Undertaking informal key informant interviews with:
¢ VERTO Indigenous Engagement Officers

Shaping .

research — o ITECA?® representatives

qualitative data e TAFE” NSW representatives
Desktop Review of relevant documents including:
research - o data provided by VERTO
quantitative

e publicly available apprenticeship data (e.g., NCVERS®)
e publicly available reports documenting apprenticeship data

Desktop Review of relevant grey literature including:
research — o reviews of the apprenticeship sector
qualitative ] .
e government reports on the apprenticeship sector
e papers assessing apprenticeship sector
Testing - Informal consultation with key stakeholders in the apprenticeship sector

?a @ qualitative data including:
] e Group Training Organisations (GTO)

e Registered Training Organisations (RTO)
e peak bodies

Findings
Findings from the available data, literature review and informal discussions were triangulated, and the
identified barriers were aligned with potential policy and program responses to address these barriers.

Analysis of published data confirmed that while Indigenous people commence apprenticeships and
traineeships at a higher rate, the estimated completion rates are lower.

Data showed that in 2022, the most common reason for discontinuing an apprenticeship / traineeship for
Indigenous people was ‘employment-related’ (63%), followed by training-related (20%) and personal reasons
(13%). This was mirrored in the literature with working conditions being a primary reason for discontinuation
of qualification. Other themes evident were the structure of apprenticeships, reasons for undertaking
apprenticeships, regional and remote area of residence, and cultural considerations.

The following table shows these barriers and needs and links them with possible policies and programs to
address these needs, as suggested in the literature. While possible opportunities have been grouped and
aligned with barriers, it is important to realise that some policies and programs could address multiple needs.
Additionally, possible policy and program responses could be implemented by various players in the
apprenticeship system.

The practical implementation and meaning of some possible policy and program responses are not fully
explained in the literature. Assumptions can be made by readers, yet it is important to acknowledge the ease
of suggesting generalised improvements without outlining specific methods, which is vital to implementation.

Further, the current complexity of the apprenticeship system needs to be acknowledged when considering
the implementation or alteration of policies or programs. The services, opportunities and supports available
would be difficult to determine let alone map, which is essential to improving the system. This complexity is
augmented by the variety of actors involved in apprenticeships including Australian Apprenticeship Support
Network (AASN) providers, public and private RTOs, GTOs, employers and support providers, as well as
Commonwealth, state and territory governments.

5 Independent Tertiary Education Council Australia (ITECA)
" Technical and Further Education (TAFE)
8 National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER)

Research into apprenticeship completion barriers for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
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Table 3:

Barriers and needs matched with possible policies and programs

Barriers and needs Possible policy and program responses

Improve workplace experience

Ensuring employer and apprentice suitability

Positive relationship between the supervisor and
apprentice

Enhancing employers’ ability to engage and
maintain Indigenous apprentices

Address perception and / or reality of low wages

Matching suitable employers and apprentices better:

e Linking services improved and incentives for intermediaries
and employment brokers

o Clearer specification of requirements for apprentices by
employers

o Profile apprentices and employers to determine skill gaps
and personal capability assessments

Support for apprentices throughout training experience:

e Services to guide apprentices through career planning, pre-
assessments, recruitment, training and employment

e Social supports, including how to manage personal
circumstances, and develop emotional intelligence and
capability

All employers to have access to contemporary human
resources practices to manage and recruit apprentices e.g.,
assistance to smaller employers and those with poor retention
histories

Training and development for workplace supervisors to manage
apprentices

Requiring employers to observe a fair employment standard

Making the services of an ombudsman available to resolve
disputes

Ensuring apprentices feel they are getting a fair deal

Adjust apprenticeship structure and supports

Financial incentives to focus on retention and
completion as well as commencement

Additional supports for apprentices

Address gaps in ability to complete apprenticeship

System needs to adapt to the increased number of
Indigenous applicants

Equal and consistent support provided to all
apprentices

Reassess government financial incentives to providers and
employers

Reform support services funding agreements and incentives

Supports throughout apprenticeship, including career planning,
apprenticeship support and field officers, intensive case
management

Increase specialist Indigenous focused support services and
increase flexibility

Additional mentoring provided in person, consistently and for all
areas of the apprenticeship

Pre-commencement assessment (skills profiling) to provide
personalised supports to apprentice and employers

Build foundational skills to be able to complete apprenticeship
Target apprentices that are at risk of non-completion

Delivery of Indigenous services need to be included across the
apprenticeship system and consistent across locations

Consider different delivery models of apprenticeship, e.g., build
foundational skills and education before apprentice enters
workplace

Undertaking an apprenticeship for appropriate reasons

Better understanding by apprentices of what
qualification involves

Lack of foundational education skills

Some with challenging early schooling
experiences, which impact expectations, attitude
and future experiences

Matching apprentice with a suitable qualification
Shaping expectations of what undertaking an apprenticeship
involves

Assessing foundational skills and aptitude for different
apprenticeships, and addressing gaps through support services

Research into apprenticeship completion barriers for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
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Barriers and needs Possible policy and program responses

High proportion of Indigenous people living in regional and remote areas

Regional and remote barriers faced e.g., poor Align the funding for undertaking and providing an

access to education and services, increased travel  apprenticeship with locality e.g., it is more expensive to provide

and expenses supports in regional areas because of the travel and time
involved

If people move for an apprenticeship, they can face Link apprenticeships with culturally appropriate local supports
limited access to traditional homelands and kinship  and employment opportunities

networks, and social and cultural isolation Programs that build camaraderie between apprentices to create
a sense of belonging

Indigenous values and motivations for education need to be considered in the apprenticeship system

More integration of culture and Indigenous Raise awareness of Indigenous languages and culture amongst
ownership and influence over training staff and the broader institutional community

Consideration of different cultures, histories and Providers to consider Indigenous people as different groups
contexts of Indigenous peoples with different needs and expectations

Cultural awareness and cultural competency training for all
providers and employers

Apprenticeship system and employment does not Indigenous community involvement in the planning of education
cater for family and personal issues valued by and training

Indigenous people Engage family and community more in apprenticeship
Increase understanding families have of post- recruitment, including exposure to trades and advocates in
secondary education community

Increase numbers of Indigenous and local role Individual career development and targeted skill development
models with tertiary attainment that recognises cultural factors

Lift confidence and aspirations of possible Aspiration-raising initiatives for Indigenous apprentices
Indigenous apprentices

Limit isolation experienced by Indigenous More Indigenous providers and employers, and support
apprentices organisations

More Indigenous staff as providers, employers and support staff

This project targeted specific areas of inquiry, but also revealed other areas where evidence gaps were
apparent, including:

e  What policies and programs, including any listed above, have been implemented to date?
e Of these, what has been evaluated to demonstrate improvements in retention and completion of

apprenticeships?

Potential gaps in the literature identified during informal discussions were the fear some people have of
identifying as an Indigenous person due to the risk of potential racism, and the cultural load Indigenous
providers carry which needs to be recognised and renumerated.

Research into apprenticeship completion barriers for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
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Next steps

There has been an increase in the number of Indigenous people taking up apprenticeships over the last five
years. However, this has not corresponded to any associated increase in the completion rate. This report
shows that there are a wide variety of opportunities available for various stakeholders across the
apprenticeship sector to attempt to improve the apprenticeship completion rate, despite the complexity of the
apprenticeship system. Some policies and programs are more complicated than others to implement and
require further investigation. The repetitive nature of the literature recommendations over the last 20 years
leads to the assumption that few have been piloted, evaluated and, if successful, rolled out across the
apprenticeship sector.

Suggested next steps to inform stakeholders in the VET sector about how best to address barriers to
apprenticeship completion for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples are outlined below.

Research opportunities
Undertake primary and secondary research to address the research gaps identified through this project. This
research should focus on:
e Primary research assessing what Indigenous people who have completed and withdrawn from
apprenticeships identify as the barriers and enablers to apprenticeship completion.

e Mapping what initiatives have been implemented to assist Indigenous apprentices, and what has
and has not been evaluated.

o  Evaluating current programs to assist Indigenous people to complete apprenticeships.

Establish pilot programs to test existing ideas for improving completion rates

Many suggested programs and ideas remain untested and / or publicly undocumented and promoted. With
the philosophy of establishing an evidence base and embracing failure sweeping through policy vernacular,
testing established ideas, and promoting findings whether successful or not needs to occur.

Increase engagement with Indigenous organisations

The integration of Indigenous organisations and people in the apprenticeship sector needs to be enhanced.
All possible policy and program suggestions would be better and more easily implemented following
increased integration of Indigenous organisations and staff.

Increase and improve apprenticeship support services

The need for more intensive, extensive, and consistent support services for Indigenous apprentices is clear.
Central to this approach is an increased investment in mentoring for apprentices. Many of the barriers faced
by Indigenous apprentices would be reduced using face-to-face, long-term, and intensive mentoring.

Motivating ongoing improvement

Due to the complexity of the apprenticeship system each organisation needs to take responsibility for
improving the completion rates of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. The multifarious and
competitive nature of each section of the system presents its own challenges to promoting improvements.

Research into apprenticeship completion barriers for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
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