
INVITATION TO RESPOND – DEEWR INITIATIVE TO STRENGTHEN THE AQTF
General comments

An important consideration to take into account is the context in which the current version of the AQTF was formulated. Through a lengthy consultation process, the current model is underpinned by a focus on outcomes and continuous improvement, through providers adopting a systematic approach to operations.

Anecdotally, the vast majority of providers are doing a good job and are providing good services (and in some cases quality services) to their clients. Therefore, it is important that the training sector does not overly burden all providers with additional regulatory frameworks, in response to the behavior of a minority of providers. 
Overall, the regulatory frameworks can be strengthened and the regulators can tighten up regulation, however there will have to be a resource implication to achieve this. Will this cost be passed onto the clients, or will the various governments be expected to absorb this for the benefit if the industry; and to protect Australia’s international reputation. There is a fine balance to be observed here. However, it must be acknowledged that it will cost more to build in more robust checks and balances.
Few benchmarks are available to rate the performance and facilities of providers; however, the dilemma is also not to be too prescriptive.

It could well be argued that the current AQTF Standards and Conditions of Registration; the ESOS Act (and in WA the ESRA and Regulations); and, The National Code; provide all that is needed; they just need to be uniformly and effectively applied by the various state and territory regulatory bodies. This coupled together with an effective regulatory risk assessment framework could well provide the basis for a measured response to the challenges now facing the sector. 
It is also worth noting that the AQTF Quality Indicators have not yet been fully implemented; they really are untried and untested, and their utility will assist to inform the risk assessment process of the regulatory bodies.

 
Perhaps a sliding scale audit regime needs to be applied to those providers which are risk assessed as high risk. That is, a uniform risk assessment strategy is applied to all providers whereby providers are rated according to a set of pre-determined criteria (clearly in this case the delivery to international students would a criteria that attracted a higher rating). Parameters could then be established whereby the risk rating is matched to a different audit regime - clearly higher risk RTOs would be subject to closer scrutiny. 
The issue of de-registration also requires attention. This process needs to be managed in a timely manner. It is recognised that natural justice and confidentiality is paramount, however the interests of the student and the “industry” must also be balanced here. In some instances providers which have entered the de-registration process are able to continue operating for many months whilst the process is “managed”. Strategies for timeliness and the protection of students can be effected during a de-registration, and should be investigated/implemented.
Comments for specific categories

1. Improved measures to ensure that students will be studying with providers that have appropriate academic/educational governance and management arrangements in place. 
An approach that could be adopted is that the AQTF already had the checks and balances in place to appropriately manage regulation of the international delivery industry – it is just however the way it is regulated that needs attention.  It would not be a good outcome to over regulate providers that are already providing a quality outcome.  

A modified audit strategy based upon a revised risk assessment process undertaken by the regulator.  This will result in increased costs to monitor the industry and the issue of “who pays” will require attention – a more robust monitoring system applied by the regulators will need to be implemented, and not all of these costs can reasonably be passed on to the RTOs – there will inevitably be a higher cost to government to protect the industry and its international reputation.  

The issue of moderation is important – particularly with respect to the standard applied by regulators in state jurisdictions.  Anecdotal comment clearly indicates there is variation in the rigor applied to audits between jurisdictions. Perhaps a set of national minimum standards/benchmarks could be developed; particularity with respect to governance and management expertise/practices.
2. Improved measures to ensure that students can be confident that only providers that have demonstrated sound financial and management capacity will be approved to provide education and training. 
A more robust financial assessment needs to be applied to the initial (and on-going) audit of RTOs. This could include minimum standards for the asset/liability ratios, equity ratios and, operating and cash positions of providers.  This would need to undertaken by auditors selected by the regulator, not the RTO. This is particularly pertinent in the case of private providers, who are not underwritten by government.
Consideration could also be given to formulating a national standard to manage how student fees paid in advance are protected.  Providers delivering to international students could be also required to submit to more regular monitoring by financial auditors chosen by the regulator.  A Tuition Assurance Scheme or similar mechanism could be in place for all providers (WA already has a similar scheme in place).
3. Improved measures to ensure that students will receive appropriate and continuously improving education and training. 
The current version of the AQTF is underpinned by a continuous improvement philosophy, and this needs to be managed by the regulators.
A more robust check could be instituted to ensure that the continuous improvement cycle is used properly by RTOs.  Clear evidence that feedback from students (and other sources) results in appropriate change in business practice – ie: evidence of action/follow up.  Regulators could also randomly survey international students from high risk providers.
To protect the interest of students, RTOs could provide the regulator with regular records of student achievement – this protects students in situations where a provider becomes insolvent or is unable to operate – WA already has this process in place.  

4. Improved measures to ensure that students will be provided with enhanced consumer protection. 

Independent Complaints Boards could be established in the states and territories to oversee the complaints from students and from providers. The regulator in each state could be required to support the Board but not to chair or sit on them. Complaints should be dealt with in a designated timeline with a transparent process and availability of aggregated complaints management data (although this would need to be carefully managed for business confidentially and with respect to vexatious/unsubstantiated complaints).
Furthermore, students are often unaware of the effective avenue to lodge their complaints outside the training provider’s specific complaints handling channel.
The current complaints mechanism does not assist providers or students. Providers are not able to monitor international students on a daily basis while the process is being played out. It is a lengthy process and a student could be out of the classroom for up to 6 months. The preferred period of time should be 4 weeks maximum.

In WA the regulator has a system in place whereby student results are regularly collected by the regulator – a Client Qualifications Register. Similar to systems that operate in some other States and Territories, the purpose of the Client Qualification Register (CQR) is to establish a permanent system for recording of Australian Qualification Framework (AQF) student records from RTOs. In the event that an RTO ceases to trade, students will have access to records of their achievement of Qualifications and Statements of Attainment, and employers will have an avenue to verify qualifications. RTOs are required to provide data of achievement at the unit of competency and the qualification level as well as minimal student information for identification purposes. 
5. Improved measures to ensure that students will be provided with better support services and have better and safer experiences studying with the provider. 
There are currently no benchmark or best practice guide on the scope and level of ‘student support services’ for training providers to follow through and measure against.   Some try to get away with absolutely minimum as they see ‘support services’ as financially unattractive.
The ESOS Act does not provide sufficient compliance monitoring and enforcement measures.  As a result, many can continue to operate in the way that is not complaint without any penalties for years.  It is also written in such a way that is open to interpretation and manipulation by both providers and agents.  In this regard, introduction of changes in the way that the ESOS Act is applied to providers would contribute positive outcomes in the provision of student support services as far as internationals are concerned.

The Department of Education Services (in WA) offers a free mediation/conciliation service through the International Student Conciliator. The Conciliator resolves disputes between international students and institutions, as part of the institution's internal complaints and appeals procedure. For example, a student may be dissatisfied with some aspect of the education that is being offered by the institution and requires an independent and timely progress to facilitate resolution.
Providers must be also be clear in their literature with respect to support services; and student orientation processes by providers should be mandatory to advise students in this regard, and clearly articulate available mechanisms.
6. Improved measures to ensure that students will have access to appropriate learning resources, will be taught by fully qualified staff and attend institutions where the buildings and equipment meet all State and Commonwealth government regulatory standards as well as Training Package requirements. 
Inspection of facilities is already a requirement by the regulators. Is appropriate training provided to the regulatory staff so that they know what to look for, particularly in an environment where such a broad range of training products is offered?  
Discussion on what is an acceptable minimum level of learning resources could also be included in regulator moderation exercises, including reference to stipulated Training Package requirements.
7.  Improved measures to ensure that providers can demonstrate and/or evidence provision of quality education and training. 
.  

What of benchmarks for the time allowed to undertake training? Guidelines for the time needed to undertake training are provided in WA Purchasing Guides, and it is well known that a number of private providers are liberally interpreting the competency based element in the time taken to deliver training. This is an area that needs closer research/analyse by the commonwealth (for instance: analyse the hours taken to complete training compared to the nominal hours). It is recognised that this is a vexing issue with respect to CBT; however, a regulator should be able to recognise the inherent risk in reducing delivery hours compared to nominal hours by a substantial amount, including the embedding of other qualifications with minimal delivery time. There is clear implications here for the outcomes and hence quality of delivery.
There is also the issue of a “level playing field” with respect to training delivery for public and private providers.
8. Improved measures to ensure the quality of educational provision of qualifications in the Training and Assessment Training Package. 
Providers should be required to have available a list of qualification of all of their staff; including ratios on the numbers of staff who are being supervised who do not possess training delivery qualifications. Audits of this qualification should also be undertaken to ensure that participants studying this qualification actually undertake appropriate delivery as part of the programme and/or assessment. It would also be useful for the entry capability of participants studying the qualification to be undertaken, along with the outcomes achieved by the graduates.
9.  Improved measures to ensure that providers notify State and Commonwealth education regulators of significant changes to their ownership, management or operations. 
There are clear guidelines in some jurisdictions to articulate responsibilities in this regard; perhaps it is time for a number of minimum standards, or benchmarks, to be established so that there is national consistency for this. It will be clearer for RTOs if they know all of the “goal posts”.
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