analyses in depth issues pertaining to vocational education and training across
Victoria, and makes a number of recommendations that will lead to fairer
opportunities for working Victorians.
Vocational education and training is the domain of working people, and all workers
deserve a high-quality public TAFE system as a critical intervention in addressing
inequality and providing meaningful, well-paid and secure jobs.
VTHC recognises the progress that has been made over recent years to expand and
improve access to TAFE, including restoring a significant proportion of funding and
rolling out important programs such as Free TAFE. However, there is still much work
to be done, specifically in ensuring TAFE has the resources to address barriers that
deny workers with disabilities the opportunity to access training.
The gap in outcomes for students with disabilities

The most recent figures from the National Centre for Vocational Education Research,
show that there is a significant gap for students with disabilities enrolling in and
participating in TAFE courses. In 2018, only 7% of enrolments in VET courses were
from students who had a disability, down from 9% in the previous year.1 Students
with disabilities were also more likely to enrol in Certificate I courses, comprising
14% of these enrolments, and Certificate II courses (7%) and less likely to enrol in a
Diploma or above (5%).2
In the workforce, however, the trend is inverse. Workers with disabilities are more
likely to be employed or in the labour force if they have a Certificate IV, Diploma or
bachelor’s degree. Just over 38% of workers with a disability who have a Certificate
IV are employed; 42.3% for those with a diploma, and 43.9% of those with a degree.3
For workers with a disability who have attained a year 12 level educated, 62.8% are
not in the labour force, and for those with a Certificate I, 78.6% are not in the labour
force.4
This suggests that students with disabilities face obstacles in enrolling in the
courses that lead to their successful employment.
Workers with disabilities’ employment aligns with their qualifications. For example,
12.3% of workers with disabilities are labourers, compared to 8.8% of workers

https://www.adcet.edu.au/inclusive-teaching/understanding-disability/vet-statistics/, citing
NCVER (2019) TVA Students and Courses
2 Ibid
3 Australian Bureau of Statistics, Characteristics of Employment August 2019
4 Ibid
1
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Employment outcomes after TAFE are important to measure, but people with
disabilities deserve meaningful, well-paid secure jobs just as any other worker.
TAFEs are the only organisation that can set students with disabilities up to be
successful in gaining this form of employment, yet are restricted by a lack of funding
and are unable to provide the level of support needed.
This is reflected in the fact that workers with disabilities suffer much higher rates of
precarious and insecure employment than the rest of the labour force. Of workers
with disabilities who work part-time, 32.4% are underemployed,9 compared to 12%
of the general workforce.10
Workers who have vocational education and training qualifications, generally have
well-paid and secure jobs, as 82% and 84% of workers with Certificate III and IV’s,
and Diplomas, respectively, are employed securely.11
It is time TAFE is used as a lever to get workers with disabilities into secure, wellpaid, meaningful employment.
Resourcing TAFEs to be inclusive and supportive

While funding to TAFEs has increased over recent years, there is still a chronic lack
of funding for TAFEs to be able to fully implement world class vocational training.
TAFEs are doing what they can with less, but affiliated unions report the support for
students with disabilities is lacking due to limited funding.
On their websites, many TAFEs list that upon application, students with disabilities
may be entitled to specialised equipment such as ergonomic chairs and special
keyboards or note taking devices, support enrolling in courses, and equitable
learning services such as assessment adjustments. In reality, affiliated unions
report that meaningful accessibility measures either aren’t processed or fall short.
For example, some TAFE campuses only have one point of ramp access, meaning
students have to go the long way around to class or simply can’t access some
buildings. Many campuses do not have adequate lift facilities or enough bathrooms
with disability access. For some students, simple factors like accessing a building
can be the difference between being able to enrol in their chosen course.
Importantly, by enrolling in a TAFE course, students with disabilities should have the
opportunity to be part of a diverse, inclusive environment. Students of all abilities
learn a range of skills from each other, including social and professional skills. TAFE
Australian Bureau of Statistics, Disability, Ageing and Carers Australia, 2019
Australian Bureau of Statistics, Labour Force Data, August 2020
11
Australian Bureau of Statistics, Characteristics of Employment August 2019
9
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courses such as Certificate I’s lay the groundwork for students to continue furthering
their training. Private providers do not have the capacity the take students on a
journey and expand their horizons, and so it is imperative funding is be provided to
ensure TAFEs are fully accessible for students with a range of abilities, and allow
them to benefit from a quality TAFE experience.
Being able to access basic facilities strike at the heart of fundamental rights for
people with disabilities. The lack of physical infrastructure in TAFEs – public
institutions– that effectively results in discrimination is nothing short of shameful
and needs urgent change.
When requests for more inclusive infrastructure are made, they often fail to fit into
the ‘reasonable adjustment’ requirements, which allow decision makers to
determine that changes are too costly and would only benefit a small number of
students.
Affiliated unions have reported their members having to fight tooth and nail for years
to help students and staff with disabilities access basic entitlements such as
bathroom facilities and ramps. Since the marketisation of the vocational education
and training sector, specific funding, including the Community Service Obligations
Fund has been significantly diminished, and TAFEs have failed to keep up with the
needs of students with disabilities.
Federal programs, including the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS) do not
adequately support students with disabilities undertaking vocational training at
TAFE. The NDIS Planning Operational Guidelines in practice, limit the NDIS in its
assistance for students with disabilities.12
It does not fund specific learning aids, teaching assistance, supports and
equipment. It’s limited in its funding for building adjustments, transport and teacher
and staff training. It may fund the difference in some cases of learning materials
where there is an increased cost between the standard and accessible models.

12 NDIS ‘Planning Operations Guideline’, accessed: https://www.ndis.gov.au/aboutus/operational-guidelines/planning-operational-guideline
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Table 2. NDIS funding for participants and vocational education and training
The NDIS funds:
Assistance with daily
personal activities,
including personal care
while attending TAFE

Specialist assistance to
transition to VET

The NDIS may fund:
Aids and equipment
required due to the
student’s functional
impairment, and
requirement is not linked
to the study (eg
wheelchairs)

Aids and equipment for
other parties, including
ramps, lifts, hearing loops,
modified computer soft
wear
Transport to TAFE, only
where public transport is
not an option/appropriate

The NDIS fails to fund:
Learning-specific aids and
resources

Teaching and learning
including teaching
assistants, tutors
Curriculum adjustments
such as personalised
learning
Inclusions supports such
as an Auslan interpreter
Building modifications and
fixed aids and equipment

Support and training for
VET staff related to
individual and personal
needs of students
Course fees only for
training related to develop
personal, life skills or work
readiness
As above, many students with disabilities are employed insecurely meaning as
individuals, they may not have the funds to purchase computers or other learning
aids. The NDIS does not meet this shortfall, and this can severely limit students with
disabilities’ ability to participate in TAFE.
The NDIS and federal funding programs fails to support people with disabilities
access vocational education and training.
It is up to the Victorian Government to ensure there are VET courses are resources
and are accessible for students with disabilities through TAFE.
TAFEs are doing their best to find the funds to provide the support, and the aids and
adjustments necessary to make training accessible, yet, there isn’t specified funding
for this purpose. Currently it all falls into a limited pool of ‘TAFE Community Service
Obligations Fund,’ whereby individual TAFEs have discretion in how it is spent. The
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Community Service Obligations Fund covers a range of wrap around services that
form part of TAFE, including but not limited to library staff, counselling services,
building works, and disability support.
To reflect how important it is to support students with disabilities access TAFE and
therefore access the opportunity of secure work, funds to support TAFE students
with disabilities must be separated from the Community Service Obligations Fund.
There must be specific, identifiable funding for the provision of support for students
with disabilities.
Specific funding for students with disabilities should include an appropriate ratio of
disability service officers to students with disabilities (see below), as well as to
provide aids and support to meet the needs of students with disabilities.
Recommendation 1: provide specific, identifiable funding to TAFEs to the meet the
needs of students with disabilities, for the purpose of providing learning aids and
support.
A ‘TAFE Maintenance Fund’ must be also established, with specific funding to update
and expand the accessibility of TAFE buildings.
Recommendation 2: establish a TAFE maintenance fund for the ongoing upkeep of
TAFE buildings and include a specific one-off payment to all TAFEs to update and
expand accessible infrastructure across all significant spaces in TAFEs including
ensuring:
a. All doorways and points of entry have ramps,
b. All stairs have wheelchair accessible lifts,
c. There is at least one lower desk in each classroom, appropriate for a student
in a wheelchair, and
d. There are ambulant bathrooms in every facility across campus.
Further, affiliated unions report accessibility measures are inconsistent and ad hoc
across the various TAFEs. While the Australian Skills Quality Authority (ASQA)
provides basic standards in regard to disability education, there is a lack of
consistency across TAFEs and vocational education and training institutions.
There is no minimum or uniform level of support required.
This problem has been driven by the marketisation of the VET system, requiring the
12 TAFE and 4 dual sector institutions to operate as separate entities and compete
for funding with private and for-profit RTOs. This is intended to encourage efficient,
high quality education, but instead has rendered individual institutions unable to
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meet the demands of a range of students’ needs. As a result, students with
disabilities have been significantly impacted.
Recommendation 3: establish a public, unified TAFE system, whereby TAFEs receive
a guaranteed 70% of VET funding and work collectively to develop curriculum and
create best practice vocational education, while TAFEs are able to maintain their
identity and links to the community.
Recommendation 4: a unified TAFE system should include overarching uniform
rules about accessibility and support for students with disabilities, encompassing a
minimum level of individual support, funding for the students’ specific needs, and
funding for TAFE campuses to become accessible.
Students with disabilities may have a range of abilities; some may require special
psychological and mental health support, others may be wheelchair bound, or have
a learning or social disability. Neuro-diverse as well as physically diverse students
have a right to receive high-quality, relevant, accessible training to enable them to
access secure, well-paid meaningful work. Students with disabilities also have a
right to learn alongside students in the same field without disabilities as it is their
right to be taught and treated as equals with their peers.
Importantly, TAFEs have the capacity to offer a supportive, inclusive environment.
Particular students may require foundational training including basic life and work
skills and they should have the right to undertake this learning in a supportive,
appropriate environment before joining the course relevant to their chosen field,
enabling them to be successful.
TAFE teachers, professional and disability support workers highlight that attending
their classes gives students with disabilities the opportunity to interact with ablebodied students and TAFE staff. Many of the TAFE students with disabilities come
from a Special School background where they have been segregated from the
mainstream environment. Participating in TAFEs not only gives the student the
opportunity to learn and be independent prior to entering the workforce, it increases
their ability to relate their experiences and learnings to their own life.
There are interstate models for vocational education and training whereby there are
specific classes only for students with disabilities.13 While it is understood that this
approach was likely undertaken to provide specialised support to students with
disabilities, ultimately it separates and discriminates against them.

13 See North Metropolitan Perth Model, https://www.northmetrotafe.wa.edu.au/courses/studytypes/programs-people-intellectual-or-learning-disability-or-mental-health-condition
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Instead, TAFE teachers and professional staff, with the support of the institution,
should have the resources and knowledge to meet the needs of students with
disabilities within the standard course.
TAFE teachers and professional staff are some of the most dedicated and
resourceful workers in Victoria, often working in complex environments and
managing the dual demands of teaching and holding relevant industry expertise.
Teachers want to provide students with disabilities the level of support they deserve,
but they are often not given the resources or the training to do so adequately.
The TAFE workforce is extremely casualised as has an over-reliance on short-term
contracts. Not only does casualisation make it impossible for TAFE workers to plan
their lives, it has an impact on students, as staff aren’t given the time to plan for
lessons or provide one-on-one time to students. Further, amongst Victorian public
sector workers, TAFE workers experienced the highest rates of stress at work; with
28% of TAFE workers experiencing high to severe stress compared to 24% of the
broader public sector workforce. TAFE teachers were the profession with the highest
rates of severe stress, with 36% reporting experiencing this level of stress.14
In this environment of insecure work, professional development is barely a priority,
meaning staff aren’t equipped with the knowledge to support students with
disabilities to the highest standard.
All TAFE jobs must be converted to secure, ongoing jobs. Not only will this benefit
the workers who deserve this security, but it will benefit students; particularly those
with complex needs who require teachers’ additional care and support.
Recommendation 5: make all TAFE jobs ongoing and secure and prioritise
professional development for TAFE teachers and workers, including disability
education.
Lastly, the VET training packages need to be overhauled. They currently act as a
shopping list style of skills, dictated by employers. There is little room for flexibility
or to build foundational understandings, and then develop skills. Affiliated unions
report this creates a significant barrier for students with disabilities, particularly
neuro-diverse students who may struggle with standard teaching techniques or who
require extra time with teachers.
Some students may need extra time at TAFE, as they be capable of performing the
physical tasks associated with completing their qualification but they may not have
14 Victoria Public Sector Commission (2019) “State of the Public Sector”, accessed:
https://vpsc.vic.gov.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Report-State-of-the-Public-Sector-inVictoria-2018-to-2019.pdf p 119

10

the maturity or experience so they can act independently and work in a mainstream
environment. TAFE must be able to give students time to undertake this
development before entering the workforce.
Genuine curriculum must be developed by teachers who understand how students
learn, in consultation with industry and unions to enable all students, including those
with disabilities, to be successful.
Recommendation 6: abandon the shopping list style of competencies that are
training packages and reintroduce genuine curriculum, developed by teachers in
consultation with industry and unions.
A holistic approach to TAFE and education for students with disabilities

Professional and support staff within TAFEs are absolutely fundamental to ensuring
students with disabilities are successful in their course. From numeracy and literacy
staff who assist students with the foundations, from councillors, placement officers,
social workers, to disability support officers – TAFE support workers are key.
Many TAFEs say they offer individual learning plans for students with disabilities, yet
only have the funding for a small number of disability support officers. This ultimately
results in those workers being spread too thin across a number of students, and,
despite their best efforts, leads to these individual learning plans being poorly
executed. Often, to execute these plans, disability support officers undertake timeconsuming applications for funding for inclusive infrastructure for students with
disabilities, only to have the application knocked back. This leads to them lacking
the time to meet with teachers and other TAFE workers to discuss the needs of the
student. The lack of funding for disability support officers is failing both on the basic
accessibility front and specialised training front.
Before VET funding was marketised, professional and support staff had specific,
identifiable and recurrent funding within TAFEs, so that this workforce could
comprise a similar rate to that at universities; around 40-50%. Now the funding is
part of the pool of overall Community Service Obligations funding, with no specific
component set aside for these workers. This urgently needs to be rectified and
funding must become identifiable and recurrent.
Recommendation 7: reinstate identifiable, recurrent funding for wrap around
support services in TAFEs, so that this workforce may comprise 40-50%.
Recommendation 8: there must be a mandatory minimum ratio of disability support
officers to students with disabilities, that must grow as the student cohort grows.
Funding must be adequate to meet this minimum ratio.
11

Ensuring workplaces are equipped for workers with disabilities

Just like any student, those with disabilities deserve high quality, safe, meaningful
apprenticeships, traineeships and placements to enable practical workplace
learning, ultimately leading to employment. Yet, workers and apprentices with
disabilities are subject to institutionalised discrimination.
The Supported Wage System, enshrines discriminatory rates of pay for workers with
disabilities across a range of industries, including engineering, catering,
photography, administration, carpentry, horticulture, manufacturing, cleaning and
some professional services.
The Supported Employment Services Award 2020 provides that a worker with a
disability can be assessed as having a specific capacity out of 100 and receive a
proportion of ordinary wages as a percentage in line with this assessment. For
example, if they’re deemed to have half the capacity of a worker without a disability,
they receive 50% of the wages they’d be entitled to. The receipt of a supported wage
is despite their capacity to undertake the relevant tasks, and regardless of whether
their disability actually affects their ability to work. It results in disabled workers
receiving less wages than their co-workers performing the same job. It is pure
discrimination and must cease immediately.
The Supported Employment Services Award 2020 also incorporates provisions for
traineeship rates, meaning that even where workers are assessed as having a
diminished capacity and therefore a diminished rate of pay, they have their wages
cut even further as a trainee.
More broadly, there is no justification for apprentice or trainee wages. If a worker is
undertaking work, then they deserve at least the standard minimums applicable
across the workforce, no matter their qualifications. If a worker is performing work,
there should be no means for a reduction of pay, regardless of whether that worker
is an apprentice, under 21 or whether they have a disability.
Recommendation 9: the Victorian Government lobby the Commonwealth to
abandon the Supported Wage System, apprentice and trainee wages, and junior
wages more generally.
Recommendation 10: as an employer, the Victorian Government must ensure that
its employees with disabilities are paid in accordance with their work, not their
capacity.
The rates of poor employer behaviour towards apprentices has only increased during
COVID-19. It is posited that apprentices with a disability, who already face
12

discrimination, are treated even worse by employers who see apprentices as
disposable in the first place.
There are a number of schemes that provide funds to employers for taking on
apprentices with a disability, such as the Disabled Australian Apprentice Wage
Support,15 and the Employment Assistance Fund.16 It must be ensured that
employers are doing the right thing by their apprentice workforce, particularly those
receiving public funds. There needs to be a licensing regime introduced, whereby
employers are ‘licensed’ to take on apprentices by proving they have high standards
of compliance with OHS and industrial instruments, and have an adequate ratio of
apprentices to trainers.17
Recommendation 11: introduce a licensing system for employers seeking to take
on apprentices, trainees and VET students for placement.
Lastly, apprentice support officers and placement officers need to be empowered to
not only step in and support students where necessary, but to work to find them
high-quality and relevant placements.
Students with disabilities have a range of diverse capabilities and insights. This
presents a number of opportunities to match these skills to the needs of industry.
To align the diverse capabilities of students with the relevant industry and job, wellresourced, knowledgeable placement and apprenticeship support officers are
required. These workers have the dual task of understanding industry and
employers, as well as students and the curriculum. Where they support students
with disabilities, they also need to work collaboratively with disability support
officers. However, they are part of the professional staff cohort who do not have
identifiable and recurrent funding. There needs to be specific funding for these
workers, and minimum ratios of placement officers to students enrolled.
Recommendation 12: guarantee funding for apprenticeship and placement officers
to enable them to source quality, relevant work placements and to be able to act as
an intermediary between the employer and TAFE, prioritising the interests of the
student.
Students with disabilities deserve quality, relevant vocational training that leads to
the secure, well-paid jobs that often come from TAFE qualifications.

https://www.servicesaustralia.gov.au/organisations/business/services/centrelink/disabledaustralian-apprentice-wage-support-program
16 https://www.jobaccess.gov.au/employment-assistance-fund-eaf
17 More information about the apprentice licensing recommendations can be found in the VTHC
Report, ‘Making Vocational Education Work for Working People.’
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