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14 April 2005

Employment Inquiry
Disability Rights Unit
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission
GPO Box 5218
Sydney  NSW  2001

Dear Sir/Madam

Re: National Inquiry into Employment and Disability

I am writing on behalf of ADTAC, the Australian Disability Training Advisory Council
, which is an advisory body to the Board of the Australian National Training Authority (ANTA)
. We therefore fit into the ‘government agency’ category for this inquiry.

An overview of the main issues on which we base our comments includes:

· Although significantly more people with a disability are undertaking training through Australia’s vocational education and training (VET) system, less than half of VET graduates with a disability find employment opportunities to put their skills to use – yet, at the same time, many Australian industries are affected by chronic skill shortages.

· These abysmal employment outcomes for people with a disability are unlikely to improve until (a) employers understand that there are sound business reasons for employing people with a disability, and (b) employers are confident that they will receive timely support for employees with a disability, whenever it is needed.

· ADTAC developed the concept of a whole-of-life approach to disability reform which compels us to keep finding ways to bring the many government and business players together to create flow, coordination and efficiency between policies, programs and services. But it's also about (a) raising personal expectations so that more people with a disability feel confident and ready to participate fully in all aspects of life, and (b) raising community expectations so that people with a disability are encouraged and helped to access the appropriate level of support. 

· In October 2004, all Australian and state/territory Ministers with responsibility for vocational education and training endorsed the purpose and priorities outlined in the Australian VET system’s revised blueprint to improve training and employment outcomes for VET clients with a disability. ADTAC ceases to exist on 30 June, but the Bridging Pathways priorities will continue.

The rest of this letter enlarges on various aspects of these issues.

The good news: more people with a disability in training

The purpose of Australia’s VET system is to help people gain the skills needed to secure, or advance in, meaningful jobs. The total number of people undertaking publicly-funded vocational education and training increased by 13.7% in the five years to 2003
.

In the same period, there was a superficially impressive 71% increase in the number of people reporting a disability who were undertaking publicly-funded vocational education and training
, albeit from a very low base and slightly inflated by changes to data collection.

But these statistics should not lull us into complacency. 

The bad news: fewer people with a disability in jobs and apprenticeships

There may be significantly more people with a disability going into the VET system, but employment outcomes have actually decreased. Over 74% of VET graduates find employment following their training, however only 50% of VET graduates with a disability find employment
.

And, although the number of apprentices and trainees increased by 8% in 2003, it also fell by 5% for VET students reporting a disability
.

Improving outcomes for people with a disability

Australia’s vocational education and training (VET) system has a national strategy – Bridging Pathways
 – which aims to improve training and employment outcomes for people with a disability. This original strategy and its blueprint for implementation were endorsed by all Australian and state/territory Ministers for VET. ADTAC was set up in 2000 to oversee its implementation.

Focusing on employment outcomes

In 2003, a mid-term review of the implementation found that, although most of the initial activity had focused on putting the necessary structures in place, there was a stronger awareness of disability issues, both within and beyond the VET sector. It also found that more people were collaborating on disability issues and that many local projects and initiatives had sprung up as a result of state and territory governments using the blueprint to help plan their priorities.

ADTAC used this opportunity to refocus the VET system, at the Australian, state/territory and local/delivery levels, on five priority areas:

Progressing a whole-of-life approach

1. ADTAC recognises that we – the VET system - need to see the lives of people with a disability in a holistic sense to coordinate our policies, programs and services for better outcomes in all aspects of their lives. 

Measuring what we are achieving

2. Australian, state and territory governments need to keep honing the accuracy and reliability of measures that track progress, identify trends and help shape planning in this area.

Delivering on the ground

3. Key players in the VET system must keep working together at the national and state/territory levels to make sure that appropriate resources and supports are available at the point of delivery. 

Engaging key players

4. We must make sure that everyone who needs to be involved is involved, and in the most effective way.

Improving employment outcomes

5. The VET system’s goal is to help people with a disability gain meaningful jobs, so we need to keep working on initiatives that build school-to-work transitions and motivate businesses to employ people with a disability.

Priorities agreed to by all VET Ministers

Last October, the five priorities of the revised blueprint were endorsed by ANTA’s Ministerial Council i.e. all VET Ministers, ensuring that the Bridging Pathways agenda will continue beyond 30 June 2005.

On Thursday 14 April, two hard copies of the revised blueprint were forwarded to the inquiry, however it is also available online at http://www.anta.gov.au/publication.asp?qsID=685

The whole-of-life approach to disability reforms

The capacity of people with a disability to successfully participate in vocational education and training is strongly dependent on how well the range of challenges and barriers in their lives is met. The concept of a 'whole-of-life approach' captures this idea, and will increase in relevance as Australia's population ages and people stay longer in the workforce.

By advocating a whole-of-life approach to disability reform, ADTAC is saying let's get together and see how we can coordinate our policies, programs and services to deliver better outcomes for people with a disability. Let's build alliances so we can create flow, coordination and efficiency between our services. This will help people with a disability meet their challenges and increase their chances of success in training and employment.

In its original form, the Bridging Pathways blueprint emphasised the importance of collaboration and partnerships among those providing services for people with a disability. The whole-of-life approach takes this a step further. It adds more weight to this aspect of the reform agenda and compels us to keep finding ways to bring the many government and business players together on disability issues.

However the whole-of-life approach to disability reform isn't just about improving service delivery and removing infrastructure barriers, it's also about::

· raising personal expectations so that more people with a disability feel empowered and ready to participate fully in all aspects of life

· raising community expectations so that people with a disability are encouraged and get the appropriate level of support. 

This thinking was one of the most exciting breakthroughs in ADTAC’s work, and was developed by Mark Bagshaw, co-Chair of ADTAC. Mark’s contact details are at the end of this letter.

The business perspective

From the research that informed the revised blueprint, ADTAC learnt that when employers are not helped to understand an individual's support needs, when resources are inadequate or when they are difficult to access, employers are less likely to recruit people with a disability.

They understandably focus more on the risks inherent in such a move, rather than the potential benefits to the business, even though it is well documented that employees with a disability tend to have better attendance records, stay with employers longer and have fewer workplace accidents.

The abysmal employment outcomes for people with a disability, outlined above, are unlikely to improve until:

· employers understand that there are sound business reasons for employing people with a disability i.e. when we focus on the abilities, not the disabilities

· employers are confident that they will receive support for employees with a disability promptly, whenever it is needed i.e. when we make the system simple, flexible and responsive.

However it is also worth noting that many businesses, particularly small- and medium-sized enterprises, are already employing people with a disability. When we reach these businesses and they share their stories and experiences, they become great advocates and role models.

Conclusion

You indicate that the Inquiry would also like to hear from people with a disability. The co-Chairs of ADTAC have personal experience of disability and went on to significant achievement in their chosen fields of work. It might be useful to contact them, as much can be learnt from positive personal experiences.

Both the Australian National Training Authority and the Australian Disability Training Advisory Council will be abolished on 30 June 2005, so I have included Mark’s and Leonie’s contact details for you to contact them directly:

Mark Bagshaw




Leonie Clyne
Manager





Managing Director
IBM A/NZ Accessibility Centre


Angus Clyne Australia
302 Eventide





127 Goodwood Road
36 Refinery Drive




Goodwood  SA  5034
Pyrmont  NSW  2009




leonie@angusclyne.com.au
mbagshaw@au.ibm.com



(08) 8373 4655
(02) 9571 7733





Please don’t hesitate to call or e-mail if you would like additional information, contacts, or copies of publications.

Regards,

Julie Mackey
Executive Officer
Australian Disability Training Advisory Council
julie.mackey@anta.gov.au
(03) 9630 9865
0419 120077

� Australian Disability Training Advisory Council - http://www.anta.gov.au/vetADTAC.asp


� Australian National Training Authority - http://www.anta.gov.au


� Students and courses 2003 – National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER)


� Ibid


� Student outcomes 2004 - NCVER


� Apprentices and trainees 2003 - NCVER


� Bridging Pathways national strategy - http://www.anta.gov.au/dapBridging.asp


� Employer Benefits and Costs of Employing a Person with a Disability - Graffam, Smith, Shinkfield & Polzin (Journal of vocational rehabilitation, vol. 17, 2002, IOS Press, Netherlands)
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