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Supporting women to achieve VET-based careers — Discussion Paper

This submission is being made by the National Foundation for Australian Women (NFAW).

NFAW is dedicated to promoting and protecting the interests of Australian women, including
intellectual, cultural, political, social, economic, legal, industrial and domestic spheres, and ensuring
that the aims and ideals of the women’s movement and its collective wisdom are handed on to new
generations of women. NFAW is a feminist organisation, independent of party politics and working
Supporting women to achieve VET-based careers — Discussion Paperin partnership with other
women’s organisations.

Recommendations

1. Better education about sexual harassment in VET colleges and TAFEs, and in
workplaces for workers, employers, students and providers.

2. A co-ordinated approach to funding must also be a priority

3. VET initiatives must be crafted to target women who are more likely to face barriers to
employment or career development.

4. Co-ordinated courses that articulate into diplomas and university level qualifications

5. Collection of data on enrolment and completion of women in VET-based education
evaluated annually on a national basis.

6. Improved childcare on campus, transport and career advice services

7. Inorder to address gender segregation in the care sector, there should be targeted
programs to attract men into that sector.

Discussion

We bring your attention to the following advice re. effective strategies for attracting and
retaining women in VET-based occupations with low levels of women’s participation.

Lessons to be learned from former policies and programs.

While the current reform initiative is pleasing, it should be remembered that there has been
a substantial amount or research into women’s experience of VET-Based careers over the last
two decades, starting with Butler and Ferrier’s (2000) report, Don’t Be Too Polite Girls.
Nevertheless, recent conversations with VET providers and teachers, and VET in schools,
teachers and advisors indicate that many of the issues remain. Young women need better
encouragement and support to consider VET-based careers and to enrol in appropriate
gualifications.



https://www.ncver.edu.au/research-and-statistics/publications/all-publications/dont-be-too-polite-girls!-women,-work-and-vocational-education-and-training-a-critical-review-of-the-literature

The first step in determining the best ways to support women in VET-Based careers is to
review what has already been recommended. Disturbingly, Butler and Ferrier (2000) refer to
decades worth of literature and reports repeating similar recommendations that have been
‘noted’ but not acted upon. In 2007, Butler (2007) described the implementation of the
women’s national policy framework, Women: Shaping our Future as “disappointing on a
national level”. The strategies outlined “were not resourced, implemented nor evaluated, and
so [were] not been realised”. Two years later WAVE commissioned Miles and Rickert (2009)
that would update the previous policy document in the context of the Rudd Government’s
commitment to the Education Revolution and the impact of global events —the financial crisis
and climate change. Nevertheless, it would appear that systemic bias against women
continues in many parts of the VET system.

Another lesson that should be learned from previous policy decisions is that deregulation and
marketisation of VET are major barrier to women’s participation. Butler and Ferrier (2000)
commented on this explicitly - where profit is the driving motive, any student who requires
more support, more services is regarded as a poor investment. Nine years later, Miles and
Rickert, (2009) found that little had changed, or would change, unless VET providers, both
private and public, received clear direction from the Department of Employment and
Workplace Relations and were bound by contractual obligations tied to funding agreements
that recognise disadvantage.

Butler and Ferrier (2000) argued that the system was designed with young men in mind, then
minor adaptations were made to accommodate women. While there have been
improvements, this description is still valid. In short, VET policies and programs need to be
designed with women in the foreground, not as an afterthought.

Women’s economic equality and Australia’s productivity.

A carefully designed, coherent national policy is the most appropriate way of ensuring
women’s economic equality and national productivity. According to the 2023 Skills Priority
List, Australia is experiencing shortages in a wide range of trade and technical occupations
that usually rely on VET-Based education. There are also shortages in many professional
occupations where a VET program may provide an entry level qualification. Traditionally,
Australia has relied on migration to overcome these shortages, but many other nations are
facing similar shortages and are reluctant to see qualified workers leaving. Therefore, it is
more important than ever to recruit local applicants and support them to completion.

We were very pleased to read that the National Cabinet would prioritise building on progress
made in the development of the 2021 VET Reform Roadmap to work on immediate reforms
relating to the quality and relevance of training, and also develop a new national skills funding
agreement, with specified directions for reform.

One area in need of urgent reform is women’s safety in classrooms and workplaces, including
during practical placements. Workplaces and classrooms must be safe and supportive
environments for all people; however the Australian Human Rights Commission report, Time
for Respect indicates that nineteen percent of Australians who had been in the workforce in
the last 5 years had experienced workplace sexual harassment in the last 12 months. Women


https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/education-workforce-vocational/submissions/sub033-attachment2.pdf
https://www.voced.edu.au/content/ngv%3A19705
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/education-workforce-vocational/submissions/sub033-attachment1.pdf
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.jobsandskills.gov.au%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2F2023-10%2F2023%2520SPL%2520Key%2520Findings%2520Report.docx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.jobsandskills.gov.au%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2F2023-10%2F2023%2520SPL%2520Key%2520Findings%2520Report.docx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://www.dewr.gov.au/expert-review-australias-vet-system/resources/vocational-education-and-training-vet-reform-roadmap-draft
https://www.respectatwork.gov.au/sites/default/files/2022-11/2022.11.18_Time%20for%20Respect%202022%20%28Full%20Report%29.pdf
https://www.respectatwork.gov.au/sites/default/files/2022-11/2022.11.18_Time%20for%20Respect%202022%20%28Full%20Report%29.pdf

are still vulnerable; 41% of women compared to 26% of men were sexually harassed at work
within the last 5 years. Younger women, women who identified as Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander and women with a disability were all more likely to experience harassment and
harassment is more common in male dominated workplaces. The solution is better education
about sexual harassment in VET colleges and TAFEs, and in workplaces for workers,
employers, students and providers. Recent changes to the legislation that place more
responsibility on employers to prevent sexual harassment are a positive step but they must
be accompanied by wide spread education campaigns aimed at the general public as well as
the VET and TAFE sectors.

A co-ordinated approach to funding must also be a priority. At present there are 14
government funding schemes for VET students running throughout Australia. Some are state-
specific schemes while others are country-wide initiatives. Each scheme targets different
groups of people, different professions and different qualifications. Victoria has the most
extensive program of subsidised courses with a focus on skills in high demand. Tasmania and
South Australia also have a range of free courses, while other states offer partial payment for
eligible applicants. While local needs must be respected, care must be taken to ensure that
all programs are compatible and the processes are streamlined in accordance with
Recommendation 7 from the 2021 VET Reform Roadmap: “Adopting a new funding model
that improves national consistency for students, integrates subsidies and loans and is linked
with efficient pricing and the skills needed by employers”.

Specific cohorts of women.

VET initiatives must be crafted to target women who are more likely to face barriers to
employment or career development. As the Discussion Paper indicates, these include
Indigenous women, young women/school leavers, single parents, women with a disability,
women who have experienced family violence and CALD women. Mature women who are re-
entering the labour market after a career break should also be a priority. Women employed
in low skill and/or low pay occupations and those seeking to upskill an existing qualification
also need specific support.

The 2021 VET Reform Roadmap specifically mentions strengthening pathways for VET in
schools programs and improving careers information. These are excellent goals; however,
recruitment campaigns must not focus exclusively on potential applicants. Often families do
not understand the nature of VET-based education or the types of occupations that a VET
gualification might lead to. They can discourage enrolment due to fear for the safety of their
female relatives. They may also be worried about damage to the reputation of a female
relative working in a male dominated trade or occupation.

Other areas to be targeted

Co-ordination is the key to more effective initiatives in VET. Pre-accredited training,
foundation skills and certificate courses need to articulate into TAFE diplomas and those in
turn need to be integrated into university education. In Victoria, the Adult, Community and
Further Education sector has formed partnerships with TAFEs to create seamless pathways
for students moving between each of the three levels.


https://www.fairwork.gov.au/newsroom/news/secure-jobs-better-pay/new-workplace-sexual-harassment-laws
https://www.dewr.gov.au/expert-review-australias-vet-system/resources/vocational-education-and-training-vet-reform-roadmap-draft
https://www.dewr.gov.au/expert-review-australias-vet-system/resources/vocational-education-and-training-vet-reform-roadmap-draft

In the first instance, initiatives should target industries/sectors that are experiencing
shortages of occupations on the priority skills list in order to address productivity concerns.
Regional and remote areas should also be targeted to address skills shortages and also to
create opportunities for women seeking employment. Gender-segregated occupations or
workforces need attention; however, the need may not be as urgent. Emerging or
transitioning sectors, such as new energy represent a particular opportunity to encourage
women to enter VET-based occupations as they do not have the same cultural or gendered
expectations as existing occupations or trades.

Evaluation.

Data on enrolment and completion of women in VET-based education needs to be collected
annually on a national basis. This is not a new proposal - in 2009 WAVE recommended that
the Australian government “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” (Women and Vocational Education and Training:
Strategies for Gender Inclusive VET Reform).

Gender Segregation

Gender segregation in the trades is well recognised. There is a nexus between pay levels and
gender segregation, with female dominated occupations among the lowest in pay levels
(Gender Segregation in Australia’s Workforce). We acknowledge the programs that are in place
with the aim of attracting more women into that occupational sector. However the careers
that are most segregated include the care sector, which is primarily female. In order to
address gender segregation in the care sector, there should be targeted programs to attract
men into that sector.

Services and support to assist women.

One of the most effective supports for women in VET is affordable and accessible on-campus
childcare services. Ideally childcare would be sufficiently flexible to accommodate study and
work placement hours. Dedicated transport in locations where public transport is infrequent
or unreliable is also necessary. In addition, women in VET would benefit from careers advice,
connection to employment pathways and mentoring to illustrate where a VET qualification
could lead, expected salaries and promotion opportunities.


https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/education-workforce-vocational/submissions/sub033-attachment1.pdf
https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/education-workforce-vocational/submissions/sub033-attachment1.pdf
https://www.wgea.gov.au/sites/default/files/documents/18_04_Industrial_segregation.pdf
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