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Submission to the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission National Inquiry on Employment and Disability

Holmesglen Institute of TAFE (Holmesglen) welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the HREOC National Inquiry on Employment and Disability.

General response

Holmesglen has for several years implemented successfully programs that assist young adults with disabilities to access and maintain employment. 

Each year, since about 1982, the Vocational and Community Studies (VACS) Department of Holmesglen provides more than one hundred and seventy students who have learning disabilities or who experience learning difficulties with training to improve their educational and vocational skills. Young adults ranging in age from 16 to 22 participate in courses which emphasise a vocational outcome for each student. These students are from diverse backgrounds and attend the Holmesglen from a wide area within Melbourne.

Three full-time year long courses are currently offered and whilst each has enabling elements, all are delivered with the principal guiding philosophy that the outcome is to be work or mainstream education, being Certificate II level and higher courses. Certificate I in Transition Education (CTE) and Certificate I in Work Education (CWE) are courses that have been offered by Holmesglen for many years. In 2002 the Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning (VCAL) was trialled throughout a selection of secondary colleges. In 2003 VCAL (Foundation) commenced being delivered through VACS. Each year since, sixty students have enrolled in this course. Students select Vocational and Education Training (VET) units as part of the Industrial Skills Strand of VCAL. These units are from VET Certificate I courses in Horticulture, Hospitality, Office Administration and Retail Operations.

Each of the three courses has work experience components which students complete. These are structured so as to maximise the benefit to each student in addressing their vocational goals. Considerable consultation occurs with the student, teaching staff and employers. Many students do gain employment directly from the placement, or at the completion of their particular course. The length of work experience ranges from four to eight weeks per course. Some students gain entry to the workforce through traineeships or apprenticeships.

In Holmesglen’s experience one very large employer that Holmesglen places students with for work experience almost always provides opportunities when requested. Other large employers should be encouraged to provide similar opportunities. Some employers are unsure where they may stand legally if a student is injured  while undertaking work experience. Suitable guidelines about workplace safety can be given to the student, after consultation with the employer, to allay such concerns.

For students who do not move directly to employment a number of alternative options are available. Some students wish to study at a higher level, such as certificate II or III or in pre-apprenticeships, while others sign up with employment agencies that specialise in assisting people with disabilities. Some of the agencies, among others, that have aided students find work include Eastwork, Interact, and Employment Options. All students completing courses offered through VACS gain employment, supported referral to employment agencies or access to further study.

VACS provides a two year full-time program for students to undertake. Many students do not need that length of study as some find employment during or at the end of their first course. A third year is provided for those who need more time to develop appropriate skills but this is only required by a small numbers of students. Students are not enrolled in an unlimited succession of courses in order to avoid finding employment.

Responses to Interim Report Conclusions on Vocational Training for Disabled Students

In relation to the conclusions in Part 4 ('Getting Ready for the Open Workforce') of the interim report of the Inquiry, Holmesglen offers the following responses (the conclusions from the interim report are italicised below):

“Submissions to the Inquiry express general concerns about the accessibility and supports available to people with disability at secondary, tertiary and vocational institutions.” 

Holmesglen  makes its courses accessible including to mainstream VET courses and provides considerable support to participants, such as note takers, personal aides and one-to-one tuition.

“…in the context of ensuring that people with disability are assisted in becoming job-ready, the submissions are particularly critical of the absence of effective programs that ensure transition to work from those institutions.”
Holmesglen not only assists disabled students to become job ready but actually places them in meaningful employment. 

“The primary problem seems to lie in poor coordination between the State-run education sector and the Commonwealth-run employment sector. However, there are also problems within each of the State and Commonwealth approaches and the resourcing of those programs.”

A difficulty that Holmesglen and other TAFE providers of Certificate I in Transition Education and Certificate I in Work Education have concerns Futures Funding for Young Adults (FFYA). Students currently attending Special Schools who are likely to be eligible for FFYA are being informed the Department of Human Services (DHS) and in publications issued by DHS) that they will not be able to access this funding if they intend to go to TAFE. They and/or their parents, guardians, or caregivers are being left with the impression that they will not be able to attend TAFE and have FFYA. To access FFYA they are told that they need to join programs offered through community agencies. It is only when the students and their carers insist that it is TAFE that they wish to attend that access to FFYA is granted. If not for FFYA each year 45 – 50 students of the 170 students would be denied access to the assistance provided through VACS.

“…there are an inadequate number of apprenticeships and traineeships available to people with disability who require on the job support. This is especially the case for people who may not be looking for a certification but just want some work experience.” 

Holmesglen Gardening Service (HGS) was developed through an initiative of VACS. Annually for the last five years HGS has provided six disabled students with the opportunity to undertake traineeships in Certificate II in Horticulture. HGS is responsible for lawn and garden maintenance at both Chadstone and Moorabbin campuses of Holmesglen as well as at several other properties. At the end of the traineeship period each trainee is then assisted in finding employment with garden maintenance businesses, plant nurseries, landscape gardeners or other horticultural based enterprises. In 2005 this model was extended and two traineeships were offered in Certificate II in Asset Maintenance. HGS is exploring the possibility of offering two traineeships specifically aimed at plant nursery work for 2006 and beyond. In 2005, a trainee from 2004, commenced a horticultural apprenticeship with HGS.  Certificate II in Office Administration is another traineeship that has been undertaken by disabled students.

“Submissions recommend improvements to the Commonwealth-funded New Apprenticeship Access Program (NAAP) and the Disabled New Apprenticeship Wage Support (DNAWS) Schemes.”

The funding from DNAWS has assisted HGS to support a number of trainees through offering individual literacy and numeracy training and on the job guidance. DNAWS is a benefit that allows scope for the employment of a person with a disability. People with disabilities would benefit if the wider community had an enhanced awareness of DNAWS.

Recommendations

Holmesglen respectfully makes the recommendations set out below.

Education 

· Well structured employment focussed vocational courses should continue to be offered through the VET system and via TAFE Institutes.

· The well resourced facilities of TAFE Institutes such as Holmesglen should be utilised, as they offer not only resources specific to the needs of disabled students  as well as for all vocational education students. 

· Disabled students should have access to the same equipment and teaching expertise enjoyed by non-disabled students. 

· Students should be able to study with mainstream students as part of their course. 

· Students with disabilities should be able to fully participate in all campus activities by not being geographically isolated. 

Work experience 

· Encourage employers, employer groups, business councils, unions, employment agencies, LLENs and other organisations connected with employment to provide meaningful work experience opportunities for all students, including those with disabilities. 

· Strongly urge larger employers to provide work experience opportunities, as the diverse natures of these organisations often provide greater opportunities for varied work experience. 

· Propose that federal, state and local governments participate in a forum to address work experience. Given the plethora of studies and projected statistics about current and future skill shortages, governments could proactively take steps to help maximise the development of appropriate skills in young people. 

· Educate and support employers who are reluctant to take on work experience students for fear of liability arising from student injury.
· Share modelling and case studies from successful transition programs, such as those conducted by Holmesglen, to encourage increased employer participation. 
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