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Introduction
The current VET national policy for women, Women shaping our future is due to expire 2010 – this
year. WAVE is seeking to secure a commitment to a new gender sensitive strategic framework for
VET that includes a clear set of priorities and targets for women and girls. This framework must be
an integral part of key initiatives of the COAG Reforms and the Education Revolution.
Of critical concern to WAVE is the continuing disadvantage experienced by women in the
workplace and the VET sector. The gap between the investment in vocational education and
training for women and girls needs to be recognised, acted on and closed. The poorer outcomes
experienced by women in VET and so employment outcomes need to be targeted and addressed.
Vocational education and training in Australia provides skills training to approximately 1.7 million
people each year (1,696,400 across all states and territories in 2008). This represents 11.3 per
cent of Australians aged between 15 to 64 years. Of these 52.3 per cent were male and 47.6 were
female (887.500 men and 806.700 women).1
The VET System
Funding for the VET system is provided by the Australian Government, State and Territory
governments, industry bodies, employers and individual students through fees.2 The shift over the
last decade to a contestable training market has resulted in restricting access. Recent NCVER
research highlights the conflict between the policy of increased competition between training
providers and ensuring affordability of VET courses for people from disadvantaged backgrounds.3 4
WAVE’s contention is that there is a clear link between women’s long-term economic security and
equitable access to, participation in, and outcomes from vocational education and training.
Vocational education and training offers a pathway to employment to unemployed and
underemployed Australians and up-skilling or career progression for existing workers. Research
demonstrates that targeted women’s programs within VET lead to increased individual agency,
well-being and overall levels of community capacity.
Workforce Participation
As at 30 March 2008, Australia’s female population was 10,700,779, representing 50.3 per cent of
the total population. Of these approximately half, just over 5 million Australian women, are in the
labour force. This represents 57.8 per cent of all women aged 15 years and over and means that
women comprise 45.3 per cent of Australia’s total labour force. Of these employed women nearly
2.2 million work part-time, representing 44.5 per cent of all employed women and 71.9 per cent of
the part-time workforce. Part-time work is the dominant form of employment for women in lower
skilled occupations such as clerical, sales and service workers, although part-time work is also
common among female professionals.
Women’s entry in to the workforce has been the single greatest shift in the Australian labour
market in the last 30 years. Women remain underemployed. They are more likely than men to
have significant breaks in employment due to their caring roles in families. When they are out of
the workforce they are less likely to access government services which lead to an under-reporting

1 Vocational Education and Training Statistics Students and Courses 2008 NCVER 2009 Australian Government Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations pp.
8-9
2 ibid pp. 4
3 Karmel, T, Beddie, F & Dawe, S (Eds.) (March 2009), Competition in the Training Market, Australian Government, Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations
4 This is highlighted by the recent announcement of the South Australian government to remove low uptake courses in rural and regional areas including women’s studies. Where
markets are thin, the needs of disadvantaged students are vulnerable to profit based VET provision.
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of the true level of women’s unemployment (5). However, Australian women workers remain overrepresented in ‘feminised industries and occupations (in work as in education and training), and so
remain a minority on so-called ‘non-traditional’ industries and occupations. Recent research by
APESMA6 highlights again the difficulties experienced by women working in such areas,
highlighting the 3 main issues as: flexible working relationships and work/life balance; equal pay,
and career development and training (2010 p 4)
VET Participation
In 2007, 794,200 women enrolled in vocational education and training (VET) courses, representing
47.7 per cent of all VET students. 136,850 of these women were enrolled in apprentices and
traineeships, which represents 33.0 per cent of all apprentices and trainees in-training. Despite
these encouraging figures, data just released highlight falling female enrolments in apprenticeship
courses.
WAVE’s Priorities
WAVE promotes gender-based analyses and approaches to reform in the VET sector to ensure
that women’s learning needs are met7. WAVE argues for informed and proactive gender inclusive
provision of VET, including teaching and learning, through the establishment and maintenance of
women-friendly and safe VET learning environments and strengthened links to women friendly
employers and enterprises.
WAVE recommendations for inclusion in the VET reform agenda are follows: That COAG:
• Develop a VET strategic framework for women with a clear set of priorities and targets with
performance accountability mechanisms for VET.
•

Link VET funding arrangements to key performance indicators for women.

•

Ensure there is gender expertise on each/all national VET equity advisory committees and
relevant working groups

•

Embark upon a national consultation with women’s organizations, community groups,
industry bodies, training providers, and other stakeholders on the diverse needs of women
as part of the COAG VET reform agenda.

•

Collect, analyse and publish performance and outcome data, that include trends over time
and are disaggregated by gender and demographic characteristics, such as Indigenous,
Disability, CALD backgrounds, age, employment status: Participation - enrolments by
course level and field of study: Outcomes - completions by level and field of study:
Employment outcomes of graduates.

5 Richardson, David (2009) Exits and Entrances: the impact of the recession on women (Draft in Confidence) The Australian Institute
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APESMA: The Association of professional Engineers, Scientists and Managers, Australia.
http://www.apesma.asn.au/index.asp
APESMA 2010 Women in the Professions: The state of play 2009- 2010. Executive summary of the APESA Women in
the Professions Survey Report. http://www.women.apesma.org/2010/08/women-in-the-professions-the-state-of-play/
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See, for example, Women and Vocational Education and Training: Strategies for Gender Inclusive Reform

http://www.security4women.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Women-and-VET-Strat.pdf
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•

Ensure that employment creation programs and employer based incentives designed in
response to the global recession and pressures of climate change target initiatives that
benefit women and girls.

2010 VET Policy Developments
Council of Australian Governments (COAG )8 recently agreed to a workplan for further major
reforms to the Vocational Education and Training system. The workplan will address a number of
major reform areas including:
• developing models for a national regulatory body for vocational education and training;
• ensuring the Australian Apprenticeship system is responsive to the needs of individuals and
enterprises, especially during the downturn and into recovery;
• increasing the level of investment in nationally-accredited training;
• providing timely, relevant and easy to navigate information to individuals and enterprises;
• ensuring the training system, and the products of the training system, are responsive to the
needs of individuals, businesses and industry.9
WAVE believes this reform program offers an opportunity for all tiers of government and advocates
for gender equality to review VET outcomes for women and girls and identify some priorities and
integrate them into VET system. It is imperative that these COAG reforms incorporate a gender
dimension.
International best practice in gender inclusiveness demonstrates that a comprehensive reform
framework will:
• increase women’s qualification level in line with government priorities;
• achieve secure employment for women with adequate training made available irrespective
of the pattern of employment (full time, part time or casual/contract work);
• gain full value for women from Nation Building activities and the economic stimulus
packages to successfully negotiate the recession and fully benefit from the ensuing
recovery phase;
• enable women to work flexibly to meet family and carer responsibilities, while maintaining
access to future career opportunities and fairer remuneration;10
• have access to the full range of new employment opportunities based on green skills
training for a low carbon economy; and
• build lasting skills that will enable them to leave behind poverty and fight discrimination.
In 2009 National Vocational Equity Advisory Council11 (NVEAC) was established to provide highlevel advice to the Australian Government about national equity policy for VET. This included the
release of a commissioned paper, Equitable & Inclusive VET12:
Along with other (ongoing) action, WAVE wrote to federal Office for Women (OfW) through S4W13
at that time (Sept. & Oct 2009), requesting advice and intervention, given the total erasure of
anything to do with women at all, including the composition of the Council, its website and
materials -all a gender free zone.
8

See: http://www.coag.gov.au/

9 COAG Communiqué July 2009 COAG website accessed 28 July 2009

.

10 The Australian Government will introduce a comprehensive Paid Parental Leave (PPL) scheme for new parents who are the primary carers of a child born or adopted on or after 1
January 2011. This positive innovation will support both women and men to meet their family responsibilities and provide opportunities to share care for young children and work more
flexibly throughout their life.
11

NVEAC: see http://www.nveac.tvetaustralia.com.au/
North, S; Ferrier, F; Long, M, 2010, Equitable & Inclusive VET. CEET/Monash-ACER: NVEAC. Commonwealth of
Australia: http://www.nveac.tvetaustralia.com.au/nveac_publications
13
http://www.security4women.org.au/
12
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During 2010 NVEAC has been developing a VET Equity Blueprint for consideration by the
Ministerial Council (MCTEE).
National consultations have taken place with no invitations to or inclusion of ANY women’s
organisations.
A draft - EQUITY BLUEPRINT Creating Futures: Achieving Potential through VET14 - is now
available for response until September 10 2010 – this coming Friday:
The Ministerial Council for Tertiary Education and Employment (MCTEE) will make its
determination on this paper in November this year, thus establishing the basis for national equity
policy that, as it now stands, is gender blind despite all the evidence so has the potential to impact
negatively on Australian women and girls for the foreseeable future.
.
WAVE – Women in Adult and Vocational Education Inc - as the peak national women’s body for
education and work related training was not invited to contribute to any national consultation
session held in the national consultation rounds in July and August, despite have been directly in
touch with this Committee with direct phone calls, emails and papers requested to be distributed.
Last week we phoned the Chair of NVEAC, who admitted that WAVE had been omitted, and that
no other representation for women had been included. This is a clear outcome of failing to identify
gender as a key indicator.
For VET to support full social inclusion for women (and men) and to support improved sustained
outcomes for women, gender must be made explicit that both social inclusion discourses and in
particular the forthcoming national VET policy. Along with the recommendations developed for
COAG reforms (refer above, p2), NVEAC Equity Policy must include:
•
•
•
•
•

an explicit recognition of women per se, to adequately redress issues of intersectionality
(indigenous women, CALD women, low SES women, rural women and so on);
a reinstatement, or re-commitment to the value of pre-vocational or ‘stepping stone’
programs for women returning to work after raising children, caring or from income support;
an acknowledgement from the Government that increased qualifications for women do not
necessitate improved employment outcomes and that structural reforms are needed;
promotion of person-centred career advice and so broader subject selection by girls and
women in schools and VET; and
promotion of industry or employment based training programs aimed at recruiting women
directly into industries that value ongoing flexible work practices for men and women to
enable caring responsibilities to be met, including those designated ‘non traditional’ for
women.

Recent Evidence:
The gender blindness of NVEAC is out of step with world thinking and approaches to
inclusivity.
Sex Discrimination Commissioner Elizabeth Broderick states that the Australian Human Rights
Commission has:
been involved in nine major national government reviews which impact on gender equality since the
change of national government in late 2007. These reviews have placed gender equality firmly back
on the national agenda. They have also generated some of the best thinking in our country about the
15
steps we now need to take as a nation .
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NVEAC Equity Blue Print: http://www.nveac.tvetaustralia.com.au/home/nveac_projects/equity_blueprint
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, Broderick, E; Goldie, C & Rosenman E, 2010, 2010 Gender Equality Blueprint. June 2010. Sydney, Australian
Human Rights Commission
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In line with ensuring gender equality is ‘firmly back on the national agenda’, and so the policy
reforms of COAG and NVEAC, we attach the recent evidence for your review:
• Extract From ABS Year Book 2009-2010 (Released on 6 June 2010) Vocational Education
And Training (VET).
• CEDAW Concluding Statement - released June 2010
The ABS data illustrate well the case we have been making around women and VET for some
time now. For example 66% of all enrolments in apprenticeships are those of males; gender
segregation in fields of enrolment (industries and occupations) with the employment figures
also illustrate another area of discrimination. The promises made in the run up to the recent
2010 Federal election by the 2 major parties focus yet again on initiatives that will privilege
male students, industries and occupations.
The recently released CEDAW Concluding Statement contains explicit requirements for
member states that are relevant to VET- see Articles 36 – 45, for example.
We request, your urgent action and involvement in relation to this current Inquiry and Blueprint
that will set the scene for Australian women and girls in VET into the foreseeable future, in
what is (and has been for some time now) a far from equal playing field. It would be reassuring
to know that national policy for women and VET is at least as good as the gender requirements
stipulated for VET programs delivered by AusAID; that policy for women in Australian VET can
be seen to be important in Australia, stand as good practice, and respect local constituencies.
How to respond: please contact
Director
NVEAC Secretariat
PO Box 12211, A’Beckett Street Post Office,
Melbourne, Victoria, 8006
Phone: +61 3 9832 8100
Email: enquiries-nveac@tvetaustralia.com.au
And please send a copy to wave@wave.org.au afterwards.
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