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Background

This paper addresses the issue of defining outcomes in general education for adults.  Known variously as preparatory education, adult basic education, enabling courses, or adult language literacy and numeracy courses, general education for adults makes up a significant proportion of the education and training that Australian adults undertake.  Currently, the key outcome measures that are applied to general education for adults are those that apply to vocational education and training (VET).  In recent years this is largely based on the systems based on the Australian Quality Training Framework (AQTF).

The AQTF 2007 has increased the focus to the outcomes of VET activities.  Most users interpreted earlier versions of the AQTF as requiring systems to ensure people consistently do the same thing in each interaction: some suggest that this has a tendency to stifle flexibility and innovation.  The new AQTF moves from this focus on the consistency of inputs to seeking to improve outcomes for clients.  Time will tell whether a wide enough variety of outcomes can be included to acknowledge the needs of different clients.  

How does the AQTF 2007 define outcomes? The second of the three essential standards requires that:

The Registered Training Organisation adheres to principles of access and equity and maximises outcomes for its clients. (AQTF 2007 Standard 2)

For the first time individual learners are explicitly defined as clients in several elements of this standard where what RTOs should offer to learners to improve outcomes for them is defined.

2.4  Learners receive training, assessment and support services that meet their individual needs.

2.5  Learners have timely access to current and accurate records of their participation and progress.

2.6  Complaints and appeals are addressed efficiently and effectively.
This explicit definition of learners as an important client is positive for general education. At least some of what learners need to achieve is for their own development and for their family needs rather than serving the needs of an individual employer, enterprise or the wider community and economy.  Of course, this is not a dichotomy: personal aspirations can provide wider benefits. However, the focus of the learning program to achieve an individual need may be entirely different from one that is designed to meet the needs of a workplace.  

Defining outcomes

How does the AQTF 2007 define outcomes?  See next page for the quality indicators that will be used to decide whether RTOs are achieving outcomes.
Three quality indicators have been identified for continuous improvement of RTO performance and for the establishment of risk profiles by state and territory registering bodies.

The three quality indicators are:

• Employer satisfaction (competency development, and training and assessment quality). This indicator focuses on employers’ evaluations of learners’ competency development, its relevance to work and further training, and the overall quality of the training and assessment.

• Learner satisfaction (learner engagement and competency development). This indicator focuses on the extent to which learners are engaging in activities likely to promote high-quality skill outcomes, as well as learners’ perceptions of the quality of their competency development and the support they receive from RTOs.

• Competency completion rate. This is calculated for qualifications and units of competency/modules delivered, based on data provided by RTOs on the previous calendar year’s number of enrolments and qualifications completed and/or units of competency/modules awarded.

The first quality indicator, employer satisfaction, will often be of less importance in general education than for the rest of VET.  Stanwick reports that less than 10% of preparatory graduates who were unemployed at the start of their course were employed fulltime after the course (2006, pg 21). 

The second measure, learner satisfaction, is more important in general education than in VET training generally since the focus on individual needs is so important.  Usually general education courses rate highly against satisfaction measures.

The third measure, course completions and module completions, probably apply equally to both areas but direct comparisons can be misleading.  General education or enabling courses in the VET sector produce atypical outcomes.  In general, despite the high satisfaction ratings, module completion is very low (Wiltshire 2003 and Dawe 2004). Course completion is a different matter which we will look at further later in this article.

Since comparisons of quality indicators might be confusing, some advocate re-defining all general education as being outside of VET and hence outside of this new focus on outcomes.  The Community Education Reform discussion paper released by DEST in November 2006 appears to work on this premise: that community education could be co-opted as an outreach of VET responsible for all lower level courses including those focussed on adult literacy and numeracy.  This surmises that most existing VET providers would no longer provide adult basic education and this provision would be offered at a lower cost through Adult Community Education (ACE) providers.  However, most who work in the field are firmly convinced that this shift would be a retrograde step.  Literacy services need to be available in as close a connection as possible with all types of education and training at all levels if we are going to respond to the increasing demand that our modern technological society places on us.  People do not learn all the literacy skills they will ever need before they start to work and gain work- specific qualifications.  High quality specialist services to support continued literacy and numeracy development ensures that most adults can gain qualifications and expand their repertoire of work-related skills.  In my view, it would be foolish indeed to destroy the capacity of our VET providers to meet these needs, rather we need to expand and deepen this capacity. General education is an important part of community education provision; it is an even more important part of VET provision.  In many locations, there is little point in trying to divide the two as there is only a single service for adults.

So let's presume that general education will continue to be needed and provided under the quality system of AQTF 2007. How can we understand outcome measures in a general education context and what can we do to ensure that attempts to look for indicators of quality actually results in improved services?

To do this, I first want you to look in some depth at some recent reports comparing existing data for lower level courses and Diploma level courses.  This attempts to look at course completion data rather than the more easily processed module completion. Unexpectedly, general education is less atypical at this level.  The reports provide us with some interesting illustrations about how data might be interpreted.  Then I will discuss the possibility of using different outcome measures and raise some questions about the appropriate responses to concerns about outcomes.

Do lower level courses produce lower outcomes?

Module completion for almost all enabling courses across Australia is much lower than module completion displayed by the same cohorts of students participating in vocational courses.  It has been clear for many years that when you write literacy and numeracy outcomes as competencies, the majority of candidates will take significant amounts of time to achieve competence, more than funding providers are willing to set as nominal hours and therefore provide to every student, even those who do not need them.  Successful course completions in these courses require re-enrolment for many if not most candidates in many of their module/units.  Hence at the module completion level, comparisons between general education and VET will always make it appear that general education is a poor achiever.  Usually general education will be achieving completion rates at about half of the rate that VET courses achieve. For example, in 2001 in Western Australia the Certificates in General Education for Adults (CGEA) achieved a completion rate of 34% in comparison to the average of all vocational courses of 73% (Wiltshire, 2003).

One overlooked reason for this gap is purely a mathematical anomaly.  Long modules are often used in general education to recognise how long it takes to develop and establish a new literacy or numeracy skill no matter how narrowly it is defined.  However, compare a long module of 80-120 hours with the modules/units of 10-30 hours which are much more usual in VET. If you have 8 modules of 10 hours each with 1 outcome in each, and a student completes 7, the completion rate equals 87.5%.  Contrast this with one module of 80 hours with 8 outcomes, and a student completes the same 7 outcomes, but the completion rate is 0% (as they receive no credit for a partially completed module).  So even though the students successfully completed the same amount of work, the recorded outcome is vastly different.  Short modules have their own attendant problems for general education: unless they are clustered together there will usually be insufficient time for the development of the underpinning skills required.  However, course developers and managers need to be conscious of the impact of module length on the statistical performance of a course.
For course completions (i.e. the full qualification rather than an individual module or unit within the course), the data is less clear.  My article from the May 2007 issue of Literacy Link shows that VET courses at Certificate I and II produce remarkably similar results to VET courses at Diploma and Advanced Diploma levels (see Appendix A for a reproduction of this article).  This same research documented the general education component of the certificate I and II courses,  known in this research as preparatory courses.  It found that in 2002-2003 around 17% of certificate I students completed a full award in a preparatory course (a little lower than the approximately 20% for whole of VET at certificate I).   At certificate II, about 30% of students completed an award, slightly higher than the whole of VET at this level.  Course completion is low at all levels of VET, many students complete partial qualifications or only one or two units. General education is much closer to whole of VET figures than it is for module completion. This may indicate that general education is more difficult than most other areas to represent as competency based curriculum currently used to define courses in the VET sector. Re-enrollment data is seldom looked at but may be useful in this context to indicate that the service provided to students is adequate but that they need longer to complete requirements. For example in WA in 2001 some modules of the CGEA were attracting re-enrolments of over 40%.

What outcomes are missing?

We must allow for a diversity of outcomes and measures to reflect the diversity of client needs and services. These measures need to be mostly focused on learner satisfaction and use retention, re-enrolment, attrition, and attendance as well as student responses (what students do as well as what they say). We need enough information to decide whether or not a program is being interpreted and applied successfully in any location. There are programs that should be stopped because they are not working, but with the wrong measures we may end up misidentifying useful programs as unproductive. 

Many who work in general education will feel that their clients achieve outcomes that are hard to measure within current systems.  Many will point to confidence or self-esteem but I believe the picture is more complex than this.  All successful educational activities will improve self-concept, but general education does seem to generate some other outcomes better than other educational services.  These were defined by Balatti, Black, Falk as social capital including outcomes such as creating networks and improved relationships (2006).  This research incorporated the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) social capital framework (e.g. trust and trust worthiness, sense of efficacy, power relationships, sharing support, bridging, linking) and the OECD socio-economic well being framework (e.g. personal safety, social environment, health, command over goods and services).  A recent article in Literacy Link pointed out that there is a tendency to create a false dichotomy between these social capital outcomes and the human capital outcomes that  the Coalition of Australian Government (COAG) espouses (Black, 2007).  As Black argues, the two are not mutually exclusive - in fact they form part of the same fabric of skills, knowledge and attributes necessary for full participation in all facets of society.  
I think the question needs to be asked of a general education program: “What use was it? What were participants able to take away from it?” We then need to be willing to accept other answers besides they completed a course or got a job.   For the want of a better place to put the, these answers will mostly fall under the learner satisfaction heading. However “benefits to society or community” might be a better label.
We run great risks with an outcome focussed model that fails to take account of the full range of valuable outcomes or that misreads the signs of good outcomes.  At times when demand exceeds supply, the services with the most missing or misread outcomes risk being cut as inefficient.  I believe crucial language and literacy programs are at most risk here. Unfortunately, this could happen even if it is not the intention of funding providers, as managers within training organisations may not have a sophisticated understanding of outcome measures.  We need to talk about and think about outcomes in a more informed way and not resort to simple comparisons with course designed for entirely different purposes.
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Appendix A: 

Do lower level courses produce lower outcomes? 

Published in May 2007 issue of Literacy Link, Author Cheryl Wiltshire

Recently a colleague said to me: "You should read the latest NCVER research on lower level courses.  It proves them to be of doubtful value, particularly if they are for over 25 year olds."  I was surprised as I had spent a lot of time comparing course outcomes and certainly nothing so definitive had emerged previously.  A quick browse of the key messages of one of the reports confirmed that this was the view being promoted.  It made statements like: "There were no substantial vocational and further study outcomes for prime and mature aged people who had undertaken certificate I and II qualifications." and “Study pathways were not a major outcome of certificate I and II courses."  Within minutes of reading further into the reports I was cross: these key messages bore as much relationship to a fair reading of the data presented as a sensational headline does to the body of a serious article. 

The significant discrepancy between the key messages and the data presented in the body of the report worries me for several reasons.  The NCVER statistical collection is a valuable resource for VET stakeholders and analyses of the kind produced by NCVER can add great value to it.  The data is complex and simplistic messages can be very misleading.  Furthermore, it may be that policy-makers and managers rely on the key messages rather a reading of the more complex data crunching.  This article looks at the data analysis provided in three separate reports about outcomes from VET programs to show that readings other than those contained in the key messages for each are possible.

 Australian data on outcomes of VET students

The National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) holds a large body of data about students in the Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector in Australia.  The Centre collects enrolment and results information from every publicly-funded provider in VET.  Great effort has been expended to make this data comparable across providers and states and territories by requiring all providers to comply with the Australian Vocational Education and Training Management Information System Standard  (AVETMISS).  Student contact details from this data set also allows NCVER to survey students from every course in Australia about their satisfaction with the services they received and what happened as a result.

NCVER regularly publish snapshots of this collected information.  Over the past couple of years, a more in-depth analysis of the 2002 and 2003 collection has been completed by one of their staff researchers, John Stanwick.  

1. Stanwick, J. Outcomes from higher-level vocational education and training qualifications, NCVER, 2006.

2. Stanwick, J. Australian Qualifications Framework lower-level qualifications: Outcomes for people over 25, NCVER, 2006

3. Stanwick, J. Australian Qualifications Framework lower-level qualifications: Pathways to where for young people? NCVER, 2005

This suite of reports offers a very useful analysis of the available dataset.  The three reports are companion pieces and therefore comparisons between them are invited.  Unfortunately, a comparison of the key messages suggest that the outcomes from the lower level courses are nothing like as good as those from the higher level courses—a closer look at the data suggests that there are in fact some similarities in course outcomes.  What makes the invitation for comparison frustrating is that the data is not segmented in the same way for each analysis.  Each of the reports uses the same proxies for course success.  These are enrolments at higher levels of study and employment outcomes within 6 months of completing the course.  The report acknowledges that there can be other measures of success, but only two are used for the present analysis.

In the two reports about outcomes of lower level courses an interesting distinction is drawn between graduates and subject-only completers.  The graduates are defined as students who completed a full award within the two-year period (2002 - 2003).  Everyone else is classified as a subject-only completer and sometimes referred to as a ‘non-graduate’. Subject-only completers include those who did not complete any subjects, those who successfully completed all they enrolled in as well as fulltime students who did not complete sufficient subjects to gain an award.  

Subject-only completers in lower level courses are in the majority and this would appear to be a key difference between certificate I and II level courses and Diplomas and Advanced Diplomas. 75% of students aged 25 and over enrolled in certificate I and II courses are subject-only completers and the figure is not much less for younger students.  This difference is clearly worthy of further analysis and research. The distinction between graduate and subject-completers is little used in the report on higher level courses, presumably because there was a smaller group of these subject-only completers at this level. 

Comparing further study outcomes for graduates

It is possible to make some comparisons of course outcomes for graduates in the age cohorts and across levels of qualification.  About a third of graduates in all levels of course went on to a higher level of study. Graduates from certificate I and II courses achieved the lowest rate of further study outcomes but only by about 2 or 3 percent.  Older graduates at all levels achieved significantly fewer further education outcomes, not just in lower level courses.

There are some interesting exceptions seen in smaller data sets.  For preparatory courses, graduates average similar percentages of further study outcomes, except for graduates aged 45 and over that complete a certificate I: only 16% of them immediately go on to a higher level of study.  Older graduates do worse than young graduates in both higher and lower level courses. Only 23% of graduates aged 25 and older in accountancy go on to tertiary study compared to 53% of graduates under the age of 25 of Diplomas and Advanced Diplomas in this industry area.

So a fair analysis of all the data would be that about one third of graduates of both the higher level qualifications and certificates I and II went on to higher levels of study.  Older graduates of both higher and lower level courses are less likely to immediately enrol in a higher level course.  If this is the only measure of success, it is possible to say that older people get less value out of participation in VET.  However, this measure in itself is a narrow measure—and the report acknowledges that other positive outcomes are not captured by this data analysis.

The comparability of course outcomes for graduates of all courses is not reflected in the key message sections of the publications.  Compare these two key messages.  The first is taken from the report about higher level courses and the second from the report about people over 25 in lower level courses.

"Thirty-two percent of young graduates and 14% of graduates aged 25 years and over went to university level study.  In some minor fields, such as accountancy and banking and finance over half of the graduates aged 15 to 24 went on to university level study."  

"Study pathways were not a major outcome of certificate I and II courses.  Around 30% of graduates and less than 10% of subjects only completers were estimated to have gone on to further study at a higher level."

In the first of these, the figures are presented without an introductory comment but with an additional qualifier that describes the best of course outcomes.  In the second, very similar data (30% rather than 32%) is introduced by a qualifying sentence “Study pathways were not a major outcome…”  The additional piece of information, about subject-only completers, is a much lower figure.  In these ways, the impression is created that higher level courses have excellent outcomes and that lower level courses do not, yet an almost identical proportion of graduates have a positive course outcome as measured by a further enrolment at a higher level.  Older graduates of Diplomas and Advanced Diplomas go on to university at less than half the rate of graduates under 25 but this is not remarked on.  

In the third report, young people studying lower level courses are given a somewhat grudging recognition that some do go on to further study if they graduate: "Reasonable proportions of graduates enrolled in further study at a higher level within six months after the course, with about a third of certificate I graduates and 43% of certificate II graduates doing so."  Again, a third is remarkably close to 32%.  The certificate II students at 43% do on average almost as well in the further study stakes as the very best of the graduates in the higher level qualifications (the “over half” of graduates) but this is simply described as "reasonable". 

The outcomes of subject only completers

It is no surprise that subject-only completers fare differently to graduates when the rate of immediate further study is measured.  The reports make it clear that some of these only complete a subject or two.  Surely a subject or two would not be expected to have the same impact as a complete program of study successfully completed?  In fact, a person who completes only a subject or two (whether by choice or circumstance) will usually be ineligible to enrol in study at a higher level.

One of the key messages in the report about young people doing lower level courses states that subject-only completers are "less likely than graduates to enrol in further study at a higher level, or to complete an additional qualification".  No overall figure is given but if you dig into the body of report, you will see that these figures are between 7% and 18% for the two age groups in certificate I and II.  This is similar to the 10% quoted for subject-only completers 25 years and older.  Unfortunately, comparative data was not available for subject-only completers in higher level courses.

What is intriguing is just how large the subject-only completer group is at certificates I and II level.  About 75% of all enrolments in certificates I and II in the 25 and over age group are classified as subject-only completers.  To me, these figures suggest a whole set of questions with far-reaching implications for provision.  How many subject completers are students who want to complete a full qualification but for whom the service is not suitable (e.g. the full course is not offered locally, service does not meet student needs and expectations, time and mode of delivery is unsuitable)?  How many are actually the same students who attend different providers for different parts of their program?  Since we have no single student identifier that tracks students as they move between sectors, locations and providers, we do not know.  How many subject-only completers are students who require skills sets rather than a whole qualification?  This group has actually successfully completed what they needed from VET for now.  How many students participate in a subject or two for other reasons e.g. as taster courses or to build social connections?  

There are some opportunities for NCVER to create, capture and analyse data that may begin to answer some of these important questions.  Perhaps the student surveys could be redesigned?  A new piece of research being conducted in the UK by the National Research and development Centre (NRDC) for adult literacy and numeracy focuses on factors that affect student persistence.  This research called Keep On Track will produce material for organizations and practitioners that will enable them to design services that take account of the complexities and difficulties of their students’ lives.  Perhaps the NCVER might initiate something similar in Australia.

Comparing employment outcomes

It would be interesting to make comparisons across the three reports for the other indicator of courses success—employment outcomes.  Unfortunately even though all three reports provide data on the issue, the report on higher level courses does not provide average figures for all graduates.  The results for a number of selected industry areas are provided which show wide differences.  For example for 25 years old and over students who were not employed prior to the course, 12% of graduates in Creative Arts were employed 6 months after the course (the lowest) compared to 39% of Architecture and Building (the highest).  Younger people (25 and under) had markedly different results in many industry areas to their older classmates, complicating the already large differences between industry areas.

The data provided for lower level courses (certificate I and II) does not provide this same level of detail, but on average about half of all graduates aged 25 years and over reported a job-related benefit from doing their course and about 40% of subject-only completers. Young people under 25 years reported slightly more job-related benefits (e.g. 62 % of graduates aged 15-19 years).

Despite the limitations, the data clearly shows that all VET training at all levels has a positive impact on participants getting work or getting more work. For most student groups you can expect this to be about 25% - 40% of all enrolments, even for those who only do a few subjects.  VET students who graduate often gain higher rates of immediate employment with the best a little over 50%.  However, the research shows that VET does have direct employment impacts for a fair percentage of students no matter how the data is segmented.

For the future

This discussion illustrates the richness and inherent value of NCVER’s statistical AVETMISS collection.  I applaud the intention behind the analyses provided in these three reports and I hope the NCVER is able to produce more of these value-added products in the years to come. We need reliable data and robust analysis on this issue as COAG considers new funding arrangements for certificate I and II courses in the context of the next round of bilateral agreements.  I hope I have shown that the message it is possible to take from these reports—that lower level courses produce worse outcomes than higher level outcomes—is too simple.  For graduates, all levels of courses produce very similar outcomes.  A key question remains.  Why do fewer people in lower level courses complete full qualifications?
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