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Background

The Australians Working Together  Disability Pilot program is part of an initiative of the Queensland Department of Employment and Training.  The pilot is funded by the Australian National Training Authority as part of its commitment to addressing the national vocational disability blueprint Bridging Pathways.

Southbank and Central Queensland Institutes of TAFE were invited to participate as pilot sites for the initiative, whose primary aim is to achieve improved participation and completion rates of people with a disability at higher AQF levels and across a range of industry areas. 

The pilot commenced in November 2002 and whilst completion of Phase 1 of the program was achieved at the end of 2003, the pilot has been extended (under Phase 2) through to the end of 2005.

Objectives of the pilot program include:

· Developing a methodology to assist public training providers to establish local level cross sectoral partnerships with relevant government and non government stakeholders

· Identifying whole of life issues experienced by individual learners with a disability which may adversely affect their ability to participate in, and complete VET

· Establishing local partnerships which address these issues, and through development of best practice models of collaboration, improve the service provision between key players in providing services for people with a disability

· Increasing the participation and completion rates of people with a disability in AQF Certificate III and higher level courses across a range of industries.  For 2003 participation targets were forty eligible learners at Southbank Institute and twenty at Central Queensland Institute.

At an introductory workshop in October 2003 to outline the structure of the pilot and how these objectives were to be achieved, agreement was reached that a specific methodology would be developed by each Institute to achieve the objectives by the end of 2003 when outcomes would be reported.  

This paper will 

· compare what was done at each Institute 

· outline what has worked well and the challenges faced by Project Officers in achieving the aims and objectives of the pilot 

· document suggested recommendations to improve longer term outcomes under the pilot.

Structural Features

Three Project Officers (one full time at Southbank Institute and two part time at Central Queensland Institute – 0.7) were employed to co-ordinate the development of the pilot whilst Project Managers were appointed at each location to oversee progress of the pilot.   For reporting purposes, project officers liaised with Institute management committees or leadership teams and formed internal and external reference/advisory groups to assist in awareness raising and promotion of the pilot. 

External advisory groups consisted of external stakeholders who collaborated with project officers and participants in the recruitment, training or at the conclusion of training phases of the pilot.  Members of these groups included representatives from disability employment services, government departments (such as Disability Services Queensland), Centrelink, community disability agencies, School Transition Officers and Regional Disability Liaison Officers/Disability Co-ordination Officers).   

Ongoing informal networking and collaboration with these stakeholders has assisted in the formation of a strong framework around which the pilot has continued to develop at each location.

Methodology

Promotion

Marketing has been an important strategy in establishing the pilot at both locations.  Extensive promotional material has been developed and distributed to potential referral agencies, schools and other organisations.  Flyers and information packs describing the program and the benefits to potential participants have been widely distributed.   Information sessions to groups, individuals, schools or at various disability expo opportunities have also been undertaken by the project officers.

Referral

Once referrals are received, interviews are organised to ascertain course interests, vocational and employment goals, transferable skills and information on student support.  Usually, referral to Institute counsellors for further in depth career guidance and establishment of training goals has been undertaken.   At both institutes, most referrals have been received from community and government disability agencies, where participants may have already had case managers.  Collaboration with these case managers has ensured that a clear pathway into the program is usually achieved.   

Support Plan

Once appropriate course selection has been identified, a support plan is developed in collaboration with other relevant stakeholders such as family teachers, counsellors, agency staff and others to clarify training goals and the reasonable adjustments required to make the learning experience successful.

During Training

During the training delivery phase of the pilot ongoing support and case management strategies are implemented by project officers.  Whilst different strategies have been employed at each location,  the majority of support to participants during their time has been provided through the following: 

· provision of professional assessment, 

· tutorial, interpreting or note taking services, 

· organisation of extra learning support or assistance with underpinning skills 

· adaptive equpment provision through the Department’s VET Disability Support Service

· ongoing meetings with stakeholders to develop support plans

Case Management and Whole of Life Issues

A case management model has been implemented at both locations to ensure ongoing support and early identification of stressors, barriers or difficulties for students.  Through case management of individual participants, a proactive approach has been undertaken to ensure early intervention.  This model has incorporated broad collaboration with other agencies to ensure that participants receive appropriate assistance with whole of life issues, which may be impacting on their ability to study and achieve outcomes at TAFE. 

Whole of life issues identified as impacting on successful study outcomes have included declines in health status during study (particularly mental health), financial problems, family support responsibilities, lack of support networks, transport concerns, lack of study skills and a need for improved organisational skills.  Experiencing any or a number of these barriers has resulted in some students requiring ongoing support to ensure they stay on task with their studies.

Supporting Transition to Employment

During the pilot, some issues with regard to transition to employment have been identified.   These include:

· Long waiting lists for people with disabilities eligible to access specialised employment agencies

· Large case loads for existing workers in specialised employment areas

· Limited intensive assistance provided with mainstream agencies

At Central Queensland Institute, collaboration with an external employment provider was organised to develop a Job Smart program specifically targeted to students participating in the pilot program.  This program assisted individual students in areas such as interview skills, job search skills, disclosure of disability at interview, application writing and cold canvassing employers.  It was provided on a fee for service basis.  At this point in time, project officers are developing a similar program, which will be delivered directly from TAFE, again in collaboration with the external provider.  Participants are also offered the opportunity to participate in an Institute run workshop which further develops these skills in a group context.

At Southbank Institute, the project officer has developed a series of workshops based around transition to employment.  These workshops were delivered to participants of the program during 2003 and are continuing in 2004.   Again, collaboration with and participation by external agencies and internal staff in this process ensures that clients are provided with extensive information related to job search strategies and skills to assist them in job seeking.

Participation

Whilst the target figure of forty participants was not reached at Southbank Institute in 2003, improved marketing of the pilot, together with increased collaboration with referring agencies and the development of an underpinning skills program should ensure that participation is increased during 2004 and 2005.  During 2003, fourteen students were enrolled in Certificate III or above level programs with most of these students continuing in 2004.  There have also been fourteen participants withdraw from the program for a variety of reasons.   No destination survey results are available at this time.  Currently seventeen students are enrolled, whilst twenty-nine have been interviewed and are preparing to commence their studies.

At Central Queensland Institute, the target figure of twenty participants was surpassed with twenty-nine participants in 2003.  Of these, seven are now employed (either in open or supported employment), four are actively job seeking, two are not seeking work at this time, nine have continued their studies and the other seven have withdrawn from their studies for reasons beyond the control of the project officers.  Another twenty-one students have so far been recruited to the pilot for 2004 and are working through Certificate III and above programs or Certificate II bridging programs.  Destination surveys were collated earlier this year for those who graduated in 2003, with a response rate of approximately 70%.  

With regard to industry areas, the following table indicates the vocational areas of study for program participants to date (September 2004):

	Industry Area
	Central Queensland

Institute
	Southbank Institute

	Business/Office Admin
	11
	5

	Community Services
	9
	3

	Art
	6
	

	Information Technology
	10
	4

	Horticulture
	5
	

	Hospitality/Tourism
	2
	

	Legal Studies
	
	1

	Multimedia
	
	1

	Food Technology
	
	1

	Theatre
	
	1

	Adult Tertiary Preparation
	
	1

	Engineering
	1
	

	Workplace Training
	3
	

	Electrical
	1
	

	Education
	2 (1 also Business)
	


This table reveals a clear preference for the business/office administration and information technology areas as well as relatively strong interest in the community services areas (aged care, children’s services) for both locations.  Support for Art and Horticulture studies at Central Queensland is also quite strong.

Key Success Factors

Vocational guidance and ongoing support

Early intervention and discussion of vocational goals, provision of vocational counselling and the assurance of ongoing support throughout the year has assisted in students gaining the confidence to commence study at both Institutes.

Case management

The extensive case management approach adopted at both Institutes has proved successful.   This approach has enabled project officers to identify early stressors and difficulties experienced by students and implement strategies to ensure continuation of studies.  Close liaison with external case managers and disability agencies in the early stages of study has also assisted in the smooth transition of participants through the training phase.  

Strong links with external agencies

Southbank Institute has developed strong relationships with external agencies, and with the local Disability Co-ordination Officer (DCO), who has actively referred potential participants in the program.  Strong and well established external networks have assisted Central Queensland in developing a collaborative case management approach and ensuring appropriate clients are referred to the program on a regular basis. 

A particular emphasis in 2004 has related to the development of stronger collaboration with local high schools to ensure there is an improved understanding of TAFE and what the Australians Working Together  pilot can offer potential participants.  School visits and presentations by both Institutes have provided an outreach to this group, which has resulted in increased interest from school leavers in the pilot. 

Close collaboration within Institutes

Close collaboration with internal Institute staff has also enabled appropriate discussions with teachers, counsellors, client services staff and management regarding any issues related to student progress, inclusive training strategies, alternative assessment and any other individual issues.  In Southbank Institute’s case, in particular, this close internal collaboration has been enhanced by a well integrated and centrally located Student Services Team.  Central Queensland has lacked some integration due to distance issues and the decentralised nature of the Institute, but a strong internal collaboration with campus counsellors at the two main locations of Rockhampton and Mackay has ensured students have been actively supported in the area of course and career selection and personal counselling.

Skills to transition from vocational training

In the area of transition to employment, Southbank Institute has developed strong internal collaboration with their Employment Officers who have provided excellent support to students in the area of job readiness, job search skills, disclosure of disability and preparation for employment.  A number of workshops have been held at Southbank during the pilot focussing on these areas.

Whilst Central Queensland Institute does not have the services of employment officers, the development of a specific Job Smart Program through collaboration with CRS Australia, has assisted those students not able to easily access job seeking services.  This service provides students with the skills and encouragement to commence active job seeking, develop a resume, and cold canvass potential employers at the end of their course.   Further work in relation to the development of improved transition for participants to employment will involve the development of resources to assist students in the area of job seeking during their attendance at TAFE.

Challenges
During the pilot project officers at both locations have identified a number of challenges or barriers that may have hindered students with disabilities transitioning into the pilot or moving from the program to employment.  

Underpinning skills

At both locations, it was noted that some participants in the pilot were likely to encounter difficulties in achieving at Certificate III or above due to a lack of underpinning skills required to undertake study at this level.  In many instances this lack of underpinning skills resulted from a number of factors, including length of time out of VET or study as well as a range of whole of life issues.  At Southbank Institute this challenge is being addressed through the development and delivery of an accredited underpinning skills program incorporating selected competencies from the Certificate III in Foundation Skills program.  This 200 hour program covers areas such as communication skills, study skills and computing and is designed to provide an introductory program prior to students moving into higher level mainstream study.   

Due to the decentralised nature of delivery options at Central Queensland Institute, the project officers have developed a short program focused on the development of underpinning skills delivered at the two sites of Rockhampton and Mackay.  Training will be delivered  (at no cost to students) in five two hour sessions.  A study skills guide developed by the project officers in collaboration with learning support teachers to coincide with the short course is also provided to each student participating in the pilot.  It was agreed that as there had been no difficulty recruiting students to the pilot, this program would assist students who were already enrolled rather than as a pre-enrolment option.   However, this program will also provide preparation for commencing students who may not be able to transition immediately into higher AQF level training in 2005.  Areas of need covered include study skills, assignment writing, stress management, research and referencing skills, exam preparation and participation.

Inherent requirements of a career/course and informed choices

A challenge for both Institutes prior to commencement of study has been establishing the inherent requirements of courses and careers.  Whilst participants may express an interest in a particular course, they may not be aware of what the tasks, duties, industry standards or essential requirements of the vocational area may be.  To assist in this area, Southbank Institute is developing Informed Choices brochures on a variety of vocational areas.  This information will assist counsellors, project officers and participants in making appropriate and informed course choices.

Availability of Certificate III level places

Another challenge for Southbank Institute has related to the competitive environment for course selection.  Whilst Southbank offer a wide variety of courses in Certificate III and higher level programs, competition for places is sometimes very strong and this can be detrimental to prospective participants in the pilot.  On the other hand, at Central Queensland Institute, limited availability of higher AQF level programs has been an ongoing challenge, with some campuses not offering any programs at all at this level and a poor variety of course options at others.   Distance between campuses has provided another challenge at this Institute.

High level of case management

A high level of support in addressing whole of life issues for clients at Southbank has provided an ongoing challenge to the project officer and participants.   Whilst strategies have been implemented to assist, many of the clients referred to the program have required ongoing case management to keep them on task with their studies.  At Central Queensland also, there has been a requirement to ensure student progress is monitored and any issues impacting on participation addressed in a timely manner.   The case management approach has provided students with the confidence and knowledge to access support as required, enabling them to manage their studies, and be more in control of outcomes.  Without case management, many participants may have struggled to come to terms with higher level study at TAFE. 

Findings

· The success of the pilot has been and will continue to be based on an effective case management approach to ensure participants are retained and complete their studies.  However, realistic boundaries will need to be set to ensure the sustainability of the program.

· Development will continue on regional and metropolitan models for underpinning skills programs, focussing on areas such as study skills, assignment writing, stress management, research skills, etc.

· To ensure appropriate course and career selection, further research into inherent requirements of training and industry standards and development of an information tool is required, to ensure participants develop realistic expectations of their own abilities and industry demands.

· Challenges remain when participants complete their training.  There would still appear to be limited employment opportunities for many graduates with a disability in both a regional and metropolitan setting.  Development of effective and consistent transition processes to assist students in becoming job ready will continue to be developed.   Whilst beyond the scope of this pilot, research into opportunities for graduates with a disability and employer support is necessary to ensure higher level training and the hard work of participants is worthwhile.
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