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The Association of Providers of Training Services (APTS) 

 

 

APTS has been operating since 1991 and is the local representative body for Training 

Providers and Training Professionals in Canberra. 

 

 

The Association exists for the following purposes: 

 

a) To represent, foster, promote and develop the interests of training providers and 

training professionals in the ACT; 

b) To facilitate networking between training providers and training professionals; 

c) To provide professional development opportunities for members; 

d) To promote excellence and integrity in Vocational Education and Training in the ACT. 

 

Training providers range from small providers and consultants to institutions and enterprise 

based training organisations. 

 

Training professionals include contract trainers and assessors, training consultants engaged 

within an organisation, or individuals businesses. 

 

 

Areas of Involvement Include: 

 

 To represent training providers in the ACT on: 

o bodies established to regulate the industry; and, 

o other policy making bodies relevant to the industry. 

 

 To network and liaise with all providers of training services and training professionals 

in the ACT on matters relevant to the industry. 

 

 To promote the recognition of the needs of providers of training services in the ACT. 

 

 To establish and maintain relationships with national associations and persons 

representing providers of training services. 

 

 To create a strong membership base of providers of training and assessment services. 
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Concerns with the Discussion Paper 

 

 

The APTS would like to take this opportunity to highlight the following concerns with the 

discussion paper: 

 

The role of Private Providers is inadequately represented in the paper.  Whilst the paper makes 

reference to 130 RTO’s being part of Tertiary Education in the ACT (pg 7) the statistical data 

outlining the number of students in tertiary education does not reference students engaged 

in VET in the private sector.  Similarly, the summary of RTO activity (page 11) outlines an 

increase of 2.9% of the number of students engaged in VET in the ACT, but omits supporting 

data.  APTS feels the lack of quantifiable recognition of the activity of the private sector is 

reinforcing a lack of cohesion within the Tertiary Education Sector. 

 

Similarly, the use of the term “Tertiary” is not clearly understood in the general community to 

include Vocational Education and Training beyond that provided by the higher education 

sector.  Higher education and VET have been largely regarded as two quite separate 

education systems, with different policy, funding, pedagogical, curriculum and regulatory 

approaches. 

 

APTS supports the need to encourage and reward innovation but also recognises that there 

are barriers that exist within the system that do not encourage innovation.  The term itself 

requires clarification and definition, particularly in a funding environment where innovative 

practice is perceived as a ‘one off’ activity, and there can be limited sharing of successful 

practice that would enable embedding of innovations to occur in delivery strategies. 

 

APTS is continually hearing from its member base that the competitive environment in the ACT 

is a major barrier to enabling long term strategy development.  Much of the funding for 

education in the ACT is tied to the CIT base funding agreement ($64.7 million), with the 

Private Sector only able to compete for 30% of contestable DET VET funds (with the public 

provider also able to compete and typically obtaining a 20% market share of this competitive 

funding allocation).  This does not provide a level playing field, particularly when nationally 

other States and Territories have restricted funding to only those RTOs who hold primary 

registration in that State.  We are unable to export VET into such markets, and yet we 

compete with interstate providers entering the ACT who often have no physical local presence 

and have been known to approach locally based providers for infrastructure support.  APTS 

believes that the Department should support the local provider for as long as the local 

provider is discriminated against in training markets around Australia. 

 

APTS acknowledges that the timeframe for response to the discussion paper has not allowed 

us to focus on ‘big ideas and solutions’ and this response is weighted towards our unpacking 

of the issues. 
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Characteristics of private providers in the ACT 

 

There are currently 134 RTOs with their primary state of registration held in the ACT.  Another 

900 RTOs seek to offer training and assessment services in the ACT. 

 

The Department anecdotally advises there are around 200 RTOs registered with a CASI 

agreement, the panel agreement required by RTOs to offer training under the User Choice, 

Priorities Support and Productivity Places Programs. 

 

Our members are mainly from the Community or Not for Profit sectors, or are (for profit) small 

businesses.  This means that CEOs of RTOs are responsive to boards with community and 

social obligations beyond VET, or as Principals of RTOs are independent operators who are 

self funding business operations and training activity.  

 

As seen in the ACT Training Excellence Awards each year, the numbers of training providers 

who fall into the category of ‘Large Training Provider’ are restricted to 2- 3 organisations. 

 

Member RTOs operate with a mix of contract staff and full time trainers.  Contract staff are 

often engaged by more than one RTO at any one time, and many also have university and 

TAFE teaching experiences (past or current).  Much of the workforce is employed on a casual 

basis, and staff turnover is high.  Attracting and retaining quality trainers and assessors is 

consistently identified as a challenge.  However the opportunity to provide a flexible working 

opportunity outside of standard working hours can be attractive for high level staff within 

their own organisations, looking to diversify their own career pathway or undertake additional 

out of hours employment. 

 

Qualifications offered are usually in the Certificate II to Diploma band, with fewer RTOs 

offering Advanced Diploma qualifications. 

 

There are many examples of successful partnerships and strategic alliances between RTOs, 

between schools and Private Providers, Private Providers and CIT and other TAFE institutes, 

and Private Providers and universities.  However such partnerships and linkages are not seen 

as essential in terms of service delivery.  We strongly feel that whilst discussing 

connectedness, linkages and pathways, it must be remembered that Private Providers at the 

end of the day are running businesses that must remain individually viable in a competitive 

marketplace. 

 

The competitive advantage of the private sector lies in our proven ability to respond to 

industry needs quickly.  Indeed the barriers we continually face to long term strategic 

planning, specifically irregular and bi annual funding cycles, have in fact provided the 

environment that has fostered the ability to be immediately responsive and flexible.  With 

services such as twenty-four hour support lines, weekend delivery and non-restrictive 

industrial agreements, we offer employers tailored training solutions that are cost efficient 

and often beyond the capacity of the public provider.   
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Responses to Discussion Paper Questions 

 

Question one: 

How can tertiary education providers meet ACT industry and professional needs for 

innovation and growth? 

 

When thinking about engagement with industry 

 
The capacity and ability of RTOs to provide the Department of Education and Training 
with industry expertise is under-utilised.  The strong industry connections that exist in 
RTOs are unmatched and it is not unusual for RTO principals to have come from industry 
and commenced operations specifically to address the skill needs that exist in their 
sector. Contract training staff are typically concurrently employed in their industry 
sector and are able to provide the RTO with in-depth knowledge of the skills needs of 
their sector. 
 
The ability of the Department to engage specific industry advice has been reduced with 
the loss of the local Industry Training Advisory Bodies, and the national skills councils in 
most cases do not have a presence in the ACT, nor an understanding of local issues. 
 
Consultation strategies implemented in 2009 and 2010 for the purpose of directing 
funding priorities have been insufficient and counter-productive, with minimal and 
sometimes nil attendance at the sessions run in 2010.  Industry advice then comes from 
a small handful of attendees.  That consultation has been undertaken on a ‘shoe string 
budget’ has contributed to this lack of engagement. 
 
APTS recommends that the industry engagement strategies be strengthened to capitalise 
on the industry expertise that exists within RTOs at the trainer/assessor level, and to 
utilise the industry linkages that exist between RTOs and employers to channel industry 
advice to the policy makers.  This must include a proactive approach – scheduling a 
session with a ‘you come to us’ strategy is proven not to work.  Similarly there are key 
industry players with proven ability to attract industry at all levels (regulators, business, 
organisations and operators) who could act as key contacts for the department. 
 
APTS recommends that consultation and industry engagement activities be funded at a 
level that reflects the amount of public monies that are allocated based on the industry 
priorities identified through the consultation process. 
 
Workplace application of skills and knowledge gained in the classroom using simulated 
environments needs to be better supported through work experience and job 
placement.  Work experience is highly valued in the school system because of the 
opportunity it provides the young person to experience the industry of their choosing.  
Work placement becomes critical when delivering and assessing Training Packages to 
ensure that there is practical application and reinforcement of skills.  Providers find it 
difficult to source work placements for many reasons including the liability then carried 
by the RTO and hesitation at tackling the questions that then arise in respect of 
industrial relations legislation.  An adult learner seeking a work placement has to 
overcome the perception of ‘free labour’. 
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APTS supports models that will encourage business to be more willing to provide 
opportunities for the mature aged work placements. 
 
Lastly, literacy and numeracy issues arise when working with at risk students.  Additional 
support funding is now capped to $1000 for funded programs: Providers then source an 
external program for the learner. 
 
APTS is aware of products such as the Vocational Indicator provided by ACER.  This 
assessment Indicator tool is aligned to the Australian Core Skills Framework (ACSF) core 
skills: literacy (reading) and numeracy to indicator level.  This alignment predicts a 
learner’s likely capacity to cope with training. 
 
 
When thinking about research and innovation  

 

Private Providers would not typically engage in any research based activities.  Providers source 

research conducted and made available by NCVER and other similar bodies. 

 

APTS suggests that further scoping of the capacity and capability of Private Providers to include 

research in their operations could be useful.  Sponsoring providers or contractors to undertake 

research in identified areas would provide an opportunity to develop the research capability of 

RTOs and return valuable local intelligence. 

 

One known barrier to research is the data collection.  RTOs as a requirement of the AQTF 

must have a student management system that has capacity to return AVETMISS compliant 

reports to the regulator.  Providers use VEERA – the system that has been provided by DET at 

a notional cost of $100 (although we note that VEERA is no longer made available to new 

RTOs who are required to purchase a commercially available product).  VEERA serves its 

purpose for some but not all programs.  It is linked to the AVMS system that has seen the 

department unable to pay RTOs for User Choice and revert to a paper based interim solution. 

Clearly VEERA requires high level resourcing to be able to provide the seamless invoicing and 

student management system required by an RTO.  In this context, VEERA whilst it feeds into 

NCVER, does not have capacity to return meaningful data to the RTO, or to the regulator. 

 

APTS recommends that the Department consider the possibility of a commercial bulk licence 

purchase (or similar) to fully or partially subsidise the cost of purchasing commercial software – 

annual licence fees run into thousands of dollars and are cost prohibitive to a not for profit 

provider or small RTO.  Such a program has been offered in NSW in the past. 

 

The discussion paper encourages us to consider possible education models that would 

enhance sector growth.  Private Providers in the majority are not sufficiently knowledgeable of 

university operations and processes to initiate discussion on concepts such as jointly delivered 

higher education and vocational education qualifications or articulation pathways.  Equally, 

Higher Education Institutions are not sufficiently knowledgeable of RTO operations, nor of the 

practical implementation of quality systems, to seek to initiate discussion. 

 

There is a general perception in the community that there is a choice to be made between 

vocational and tertiary pathways.  This mindset starts when students make a choice of 

pathway in college: it is unusual for a college student to be undertaking a combined pathway.  

Private Providers would suggest that we enrol many students who exit University with a 

degree qualification, yet still find themselves unable to find employment because of the 
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Vocational requirements of industry.  There are many cases of university students concurrently 

undertaking VET qualifications to meet the vocational requirements of their part time job that 

supports them during their time at university. 

 

APTS supports the activities of the Accreditation and Registration Council in bringing the sectors 

together through combined VET and Higher Education forums, with the aim of increasing the 

awareness of the activities of the ‘other’ sector.  We suggest that this could be extended through 

education and awareness forums or through facilitated discussions in respect of pathways and 

articulation options.  Community Education, especially of parent communities, is needed. 

 

 

When thinking about learner engagement 

 

Private Providers identify that the profile of their learners is largely the mature aged learner, 

often an existing worker, and less often school leavers.  We note that CIT claims 20,000 

students, of which only 20% fall into the school leaver category.  We believe that the 

percentage amongst the learner profile of APTS members would be even less. 

 

The formal structured environment of the public provider is the attractive option for the 

school leaver who is geared towards this environment and needs the structure offered by 

classroom attendance.  Private Providers offering flexible learning options as their mainstream 

product more often attract existing workers and the mature aged learner.  This learner needs 

learning on demand that is not scheduled according to a Semester timetable. 

 

APTS recommends improving the accessibility of funding for flexible learning options. It is our 

opinion that the balance of funding is weighted strongly towards the public provider providing 

learning options based on student contact hours, with inadequate weighting towards flexible 

options. 
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Question two: 

What needs to be strengthened for the ACT to improve school retention rates and 

encourage tertiary education pathways? 

 

When thinking about the COAG targets 

 

Providers experience a number of barriers to achieving the COAG targets presented by the 

system.  The capacity to allow a student to access a pathway from Certificate III to IV, or IV to 

Diploma, or Diploma to Advanced Diploma, is capped by the lack of pathways funding 

available.  Learners are able to access funding for one course at the time the funding is 

offered, and the likelihood of accessing a further funded course on completion is subject to 

timing and often coincidence and luck.  Funded programs (excluding the Productivity Places 

Program) provide limited funding that only allows a delivery strategy targeted to a learner 

group who already hold the underpinning skill and knowledge requirements of the 

qualification.  A practical illustration of this follows: 

 

The Priorities Support Program funds a full Diploma of Management qualification at $2462.  

The priority target groups of this program are unemployed, indigenous, and people with 

disabilities.  These target groups often have higher support needs and generally will not meet 

the prerequisite requirements of direct entry at Diploma level.  The funding does not provide 

for delivery of the skills that underpin Diploma level study. 

 

By contrast, the Productivity Places Program (PPP) funds a full Diploma of Management 

qualification at $8000 (including 10% industry contribution).  PPP is targeted towards existing 

workers who clearly have more capacity to demonstrate underpinning skills and knowledge 

and don’t need the same level of support as an ‘at risk’ learner. 

 

APTS recommends that the funding rates and service requirements of funded programs are 

reviewed to consider the programs’ capacity to restrict or allow pathways to be created for 

students. 

 

Lack of transparency in the allocation of funding, such as that provided by a publicly notified 

list of providers offering funded training, restricts the ability of the Provider to refer on and 

create a learning pathway for the student.  We note that the list of PPP places is now available 

on the DET website, however this information was not given in a timely enough manner for us 

to refer on the clients for whom we had unsuccessful tender applications. 

 

 

 

When thinking about year 12 school leavers 

 

Private Providers acknowledge that the Public Provider offers an attractive learning pathway 

to school leavers who are looking for a learning only pathway.  This pathway for the school 

leaver can only be matched by few Private Providers in a user pays environment.  This is not 

our usual market. 

 

However APTS suggests that the Private Provider is a critical stakeholder in the provision of 

strong, innovative, workplace based training solutions for Year 12 school leavers undertaking 

learning in the workplace, primarily through a Australian Apprenticeships. 
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As previously noted, students are required to make a pathway choice whilst at school, and 

children as young as 14 (on entry to year 9) are making decisions on subjects such as 

mathematics, which may in the future limit their ability to access specific pathways. Schools 

are often unaware of the implications of these choices, and fail to advise young people 

appropriately. 

 

The vocational sector later has to then support the student who has chosen a vocational 

pathway, but does not have the foundational literacy and numeracy skills required in their 

vocation. 

 

APTS acknowledges the successes of and continues to support models such as the Australian 

School Based Apprenticeship Program. 

 

APTS recommends that a comprehensive and cohesive marketing program of the post school 

options be undertaken through school communities, targeting teachers and parents as well as 

students.  Marketing opportunities need to be considered outside of the ACT borders, and need 

to be financially supported.  Marketing the Private Sector product is generally seen as the 

responsibility of the ‘for profit’ provider and could be better supported through promotions such 

as the Live in Canberra campaign. 

 

APTS recommends that students selecting vocational pathways be equipped with more 

information and better counselling than they currently are, especially in relation to the 

importance of foundation skills such as maths (as appropriate). 

 

 

When thinking about vocational education and training 

 

User Choice funding for workplace-based tertiary education pathways through the User 

Choice program has not seen any increase in recent years.  In fact in 2009, the funding to 

RTOs to deliver a traineeship or apprenticeship was reduced and considered a contribution 

payment only.  By contrast, the Productivity Places Program values a Diploma qualification at 

$8,000 - up to 4 times the value of the same qualification offered via User Choice.  Clearly this 

inconsistency in the value recognition awarded to a qualification has potential to impact on 

the quality of the service delivery. 

 

APTS recommends strengthening the program requirements for the User Choice, Priorities 

Support Program, and Productivity Places Programs, to ensure the guidelines enable the uptake 

of pathways by each learner and provide adequate funding to support the learner, including 

those with additional learning support needs. 
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Question three: 

How can the ACT tertiary education system be connected to provide enhanced and 

sustained lifelong learning opportunities? 

 

When thinking about the system 

 

APTS identifies that there is considerable opportunity to create efficiencies and collaboration 

between tertiary providers.  We would seek to point out that the sharing of resources happens 

more than is realised: many consultants engaged with Private Providers concurrently train with 

TAFE and universities. 

 

We believe there should be capacity to access the resources and infrastructure that has been 

invested in since the Technical Colleges of the 1960s.  Our operating environment does not 

allow for investment in infrastructure and nor do we access private investment. 

 

APTS would support an analysis of ‘downtime’ of resources and infrastructure that could be 

made available from the public provide or from the skills centres based in schools and colleges.  

Accessing resources that exist within CIT (library, labs, teaching libraries etc) could provide some 

cost recovery to CIT whilst ensuring equitable access to government infrastructure that has 

benefited from taxpayer funding. 

 

 

 

When thinking about connections 

 

Private Providers do not feel sufficiently well connected to the sector and often would 

describe themselves as the ‘other’ sector catering only for those who don’t go on to 

university.  As previously identified, there is great opportunity to explore the partnerships and 

articulations that could or already exist within the ACT training community. 

 

We play a key role in supporting the learners who have disengaged from previous learning 

experiences, and also acknowledge that a disengaged learner will often need to move around 

and transfer easily between learning options in order to stay engaged. 

 

APTS supports facilitated activities between the Tertiary institutions that will encourage 

information, knowledge sharing and awareness of activities across the sector.  ARC currently 

offers joint Higher Education Forums that seek to bring the sectors together.  APTS believes that 

there is opportunity for the Department to play a role in facilitating discussions between VET 

providers and universities, which could then be supported by a funding model that supports a 

vibrant, industry responsive, and connected local training market. 

 

Career counselling is identified by Private Providers as being a gap area.  It is undertaken in a 

segmented manner, and providers are well placed with their industry connections to provide a 

managed career counselling option that is undertaken outside the school system.  We argue 

that career counselling is not only necessary for young people, but essential for workers at all 

stages of their career, whether they are seeking a new career, changing careers, returning to 

the workforce,  retiring from the full time labour market or seeking their first job. 

 

APTS recommends that career counselling be available to the entire community through RTOs 

who have strong industry links.  This should be supported by a code of practice that seeks to 

ensure independent advice.  While the services might be primarily aimed at the local 

community, interstate and international accessibility would add further value to the service. 
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There are countless of examples of mutual recognition not being offered by RTOs (both in the 

Private Sector and by the Public Provider).  Students are often not able to access the pathways 

that have been created for them by the RTO offering their first qualification, simply because 

the RTOs down the line choose to not accept direct credits and exemptions.  The learner 

seeking to move through a pathway of learning can be stonewalled because one provider 

doesn’t trust the activities of another.  This happens from Private RTO to Private RTO, Public to 

Private and vice versa, and Private RTO to schools and colleges.  Learners can have a pathway, 

as long as it is on the provider’s terms. 

 

APTS suggests strengthening mutual recognition to ensure pathways for learners are enabled.  

There is clearly a need for providers both public and private, to educate each other on their 

learning and assessment strategies and to encourage validation and moderation activities that 

would enable confidence and trust in each other’s activities. 
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Additional Comments 

 

APTS recommends that the Department of Education and Training appoint an RTO liaison 

officer specifically tasked with understanding the mission and business operations of the Private 

Provider beyond that of AQTF compliance.  This would then provide a central contact point for 

feedback and issues and a channel for consultation.  The difficulties experienced in 2009 and 

2010 with the User Choice program, the payment and receipt of funds, and the Productivity 

Places Program; have consumed time and resources that could have been otherwise allocated to 

strategic planning and planning for the future skills needs in the Territory.  Providers feel 

strongly that the Department does not always understand or appreciate the challenges 

experienced, or the innovations initiated, as operators in the system, and often feel feedback falls 

on deaf ears when given at an operational level.   

 

 

Contact Details: 

 

Karen Nicholas, APTS Committee Member 

karen@learningoptions.com.au 

Christine Wilson, APTS President 

Chriswilson.consultancy@gmail.com 
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