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This report has been commissioned to assess the status and cause of waiting lists to enroll Plumbing and Carpentry apprentices in metropolitan TAFE Institutes. 

Delays in enrolment impact on the timely payment of commencement incentives to employers and personal benefits to apprentices linked to evidence that training has commenced. Additionally, employers have raised concerns that they will incur additional costs as, in many instances, apprentices will be required to attend TAFE in the 4th year of their apprenticeship. 


Waiting lists have been experienced by all metropolitan institutes for the past three or four years. This project has found that there are waiting lists for apprenticeship training in Plumbing and Carpentry at TAFE institutes across the metropolitan area, and that the extent of the wait is reasonably consistent both in quantity and duration. The average waiting list peaks in the second half of the year at between 60 – 90 apprentices, and the waiting time to commence training can be up to eight or nine months. Across all metropolitan TAFE institutes, it can be conservatively estimated that approximately 500 apprentices are on a waiting list to commence training in Plumbing at any point in time from June onwards.
The majority of institutes have reduced and/or also transferred pre-apprenticeships and VET in Schools to evening classes in order to free up day delivery for apprentice training, but there remains some capacity to encourage this in all cases.

Continuing high levels of demand for apprentice places in Plumbing and Carpentry is possible in the short term. When this study was conducted in late November and early December 2008, industry contacts were reporting back to metropolitan TAFE providers that indications were that the outlook, for 2009 at least, was for continuing strong levels of activity in smaller building projects and renovation work.

At core the problem appears to be that current facilities are simply unable to accommodate the level of demand. Inspection of current plumbing facilities at metropolitan TAFE Institutes confirms that there are large numbers of work stations (relevant to the various plumbing streams) accommodated within very confined environments. Compared to other Building and Construction trade areas, the Plumbing facilities appear highly congested.

While there are a number of related factors and strategies that might be used to ease some of the pressure on the capacity of facilities to cope with demand that are discussed below, the fact remains that in most cases the number of apprentices seeking places in these venues are far beyond the levels they were designed for (even given the modifications or enhancements that have been made).   
There is a widespread view that the implementation of the Plumbing Training Package implementation over the past 3 years has contributed to the pressure on facilities in all institutes. The Training Package has increased the number of hours required from 1040 to 1078 for apprentices (effectively an additional week of training for each apprentice), but more significantly has required the establishment of additional work stations for assessment activity within existing facilities. These have occupied additional space and further crowded the space available.

Apart from the limitations of the physical space available within the institutes, the other major contributing factor cited by mangers within providers that contributes to waiting lists are issues associated with the recruitment and the employment conditions of the teaching staff in Plumbing. Recruitment has been difficult in buoyant economic conditions.

The large percentage of sessional staff now employed are generally not qualified or available to develop teaching and assessment resources, attend network meetings or undertake quality assurance activity. This places more pressure on the core teaching staff to undertake these roles with the reported result that less and less resource development is possible.

There are some means by which waiting lists might be eased while the requirements for additional facilities are considered. 
Apprentices in Plumbing have traditionally been enrolled and trained in groups of twelve students. The regular approach has been to commence a group when staff and facilities are available. Additional throughput of apprentices can be achieved either by increasing the size of each commencing group, or by backfilling vacancies as apprentices drop out.

Group sizes have been increased by at least half the metropolitan institutes, but not by all. Expanded groups of 14 or 15 students in each intake have proved to be viable, but staff believe that 15 is about the maximum that can be adequately supervised and operate in the relatively confined areas of the Plumbing facilities.
The use of flexible delivery through technology and other means could help to ease congestion within the current facilities. It appears that while several institutes are on the cusp of beginning to either explore or implement some limited use of more flexible means of delivery, others remain convinced that Plumbing, as a regulated industry, is likely to be too conservative to readily adopt these approaches.

The majority interviewed believed that the development of on-line options has potential, and some seek the support of Skills Victoria to develop the resources and support with professional development. While students would still need to be case managed and attend practical classes, they could viably undertake some parts of their training on-line. 

Workplace delivery provides another option to address the overcrowding of the current facilities. Workplace based training and assessment in plumbing faces some particular challenges, particularly in relation to the mobility of plumbers working in small businesses compared to carpenters. Plumbers may be working on five or six different jobs sites in the one day while carpenters are more likely to be at the one location.  

In regional Victoria, both Ballarat and Gordon TAFEs were known to have commenced sending teachers to the workplace to develop the Training Plan and arrange some up front training delivery. This study sought to determine whether metropolitan institutes were using similar approaches. It was found that at least half of the metropolitan TAFE institutes offering Plumbing and Carpentry have also adopted this approach.

There is undoubtedly resistance among teachers to adopting different and innovative approaches, but institute managers have found it possible to identify a few individuals with the interest and the capacity to undertake workplace based sign ups and delivery. Building on their experience and capacity to establish a professional development program for Plumbing and Carpentry staff would be a useful step forward.

Indications are that the metropolitan TAFEs do not have in place adequate processes to keep employers informed of causes of commencement delays and changes to their apprentices’ place on the waiting lists as time passes. If some simple communication systems were used by institutes to keep employers informed of the status of waiting lists, using email, SMS updates or other relevant technology on a regular basis, the level of complaints from employers are likely to be significantly reduced.

The issue of managing waiting lists might also be eased if opportunities are provided for Plumbing and Carpentry apprentices to catch up in their training to compensate for any delay in their commencement.

This study has found that more opportunities are provided for catch up for Carpentry apprentices than for Plumbing apprentices, but in both cases these are very limited. Institutes in general appear to regard any period spent waiting for training to commence as not being in their control, and take the date at which they begin training as the start of the three year period in which completion should be achieved. Accelerated learning and RPL appear underutilized as strategies to assist catch-up, and could be facilitated through both the workplace delivery options and a professional development program across institutes.  

Summary of Recommendations

1.
It is recommended that a joint process be established between Skills Victoria and relevant institutes to further assess the need for and plan the development of facilities that could provide flexible entry points for trades training in Building and Construction. These facilities could act as outreach points providing initial exposure to hand tools and feeding apprentices back to the existing plumbing facilities for subsequent training.   

2.
It is recommended that all metropolitan institutes could be requested to consider increasing group sizes to 15 in order to accommodate additional apprentices (where this has not already occurred), to backfill vacancies and to maintain rolling enrollments.

3.
It is recommended that the use of flexible delivery options being developed to deliver training in these trades be documented and promoted to relevant staff in all institutes.

4.
It is recommended that the TAFE Development Centre be requested to develop professional development activities profiling the use of flexible delivery practices across plumbing industry and the potential use of sub-contractors where it is not considered viable for TAFE staff to deliver. 

5.
It is recommended that the TAFE Development Centre be requested to coordinate professional development to prepare teachers to deliver training and assessment in the workplace.

6.
It is recommended that some simple communication protocols be suggested to institutes to keep employers informed of the status of waiting lists, using email, SMS updates or other relevant technology on a monthly basis 

7.
It is recommend that strategies to promote and skill staff in recognition services for plumbing and carpentry should be developed and promoted to relevant providers
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