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On a 7.30 Report program, titled ‘Contracting 
Out’, in 1998, the then Minister for Immi-
gration, Multicultural and Aboriginal Affairs, 

Philip Ruddock, explained his decision to contract 
out the Adult Migrant English Program (AMEP).

In specific reference to the AMEP in New 
South Wales, where his department had given the 
majority of funding to a private consortium, he 
acknowledged that NSW AMES had a very good 
reputation for tuition spanning 50 years.  He said 
the issue however, was about reducing the cost to 
the taxpayer. As a result of the tendering process, 
500 highly skilled and experienced AMES teachers 
lost their jobs. Some moved to the public school 
and TAFE systems and others moved to private 
English language providers. None of the private 
providers have salaries and working conditions for 
teachers that equal those in AMES.

In 2001, the Australian National Audit Office 
looked at the costs of the AMEP before and after 
the contracting out. The report produced shows 
that the program had become more expensive per 
student hour of tuition and that students were 
receiving fewer hours of tuition.

Armed with this information, the remaining 
150 AMES teachers decided to lobby the Federal 
Opposition prior to the 2001 election to seek a 
commitment to no further tendering of the AMEP if 
and when they came to Government.

The relevant Shadow Ministers, Sciacca, Lee 
and Kernot (remember them?) agreed that the 

NSW AMES Teachers Association delegation had 
a strong case against continued tendering of the 
AMEP. The moral panic fuelled by the Howard 
government around the 2001 election resulted in 
its return to power and subsequently even greater 
financial pressure was brought to bear on AMEP 
providers. The risk associated with infrastructure 
provision for unknown numbers of students was 
shifted from the Department of Immigration 
and Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs to the 
providers.

In the last round of tenders decided in 2002, 
NSW AMES formed a consortium with NSW TAFE 
Institutes and Adult and Community Education 
(ACE) Colleges and this Consortium won back 
some of the funding that had previously gone to 
the private consortium.

The AMES Teacher Association members 
have always spoken out strongly on behalf of 
their students and in support of those migrants 
and refugees who remain in need due to Federal 
government constraints. Through the NSW Teachers 
Federation, they have successfully resisted the 
downward pressure on their salaries and working 
conditions. The NSW government has tried to break 
the nexus between AMES teachers and their school 
and TAFE colleagues on the basis that AMES is 
in a competitive environment. Through the AMES 

Award, the Federation is currently a strategic 
partner with NSW AMES with agreed changes 
being implemented without attacks on salaries and 
conditions.

Most AMES teachers are five year trained with 
a minimum of four years. All AMEP teachers must 
be fully qualified. In the private consortium, lower 
pay and conditions do not result in a lower cost 
to government, but rather greater profits to the 
private provider.

In 2004/5, the Federation has sought to 
improve the pay and conditions of AMEP teachers 
outside of AMES and TAFE. For example, the 
Federation jointly with the Independent Education 
Union took a case to the NSW Industrial Relations 
Commission (IRC) to increase the salaries of AMEP 
teachers in ACE Colleges commensurate with those 
of AMES teachers. The IRC awarded the unions’ 
claim.  While this is a significant victory, as the 
salary increases awarded were between 30 per 
cent and 60 per cent, the effect may be short lived 
if the Coalition’s industrial relations agenda is not 
defeated.

Federation members in NSW AMES have first 
hand experience of the Howard government’s 
ideology of all power through funding 
requirements, but no responsibility for provision. 
They will continue with their considerable activism 
to join with TAFE and school colleagues and other 
union comrades in the industrial relations battle 
ahead for us all. 

Penny Carosi is 
Multicultural Officer, 
Organiser with the NSW 
Teachers Federation
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AMES since 1998.

‘Federation members in 
NSW AMES have first hand 
experience of the Howard 
government’s ideology of 
all power through funding 

requirements, but no 
responsibility for provision.’
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OUT

C The research strategy, developed by the NCVER 
and the Australian Indigenous Training 
Advisory Council, was structured in accordance 

with the four objectives of Partners in a Learning 
Culture:

1. Increasing the involvement of Indigenous peo-
ple in decision making about policy, planning, 
resources and delivery.

2. Achieving participation in VET for Indigenous 
people equal to those of the rest of the Austral-
ian community.

3. Achieving increased culturally appropriate and 
flexible delivered training, including use of 
information technology for Indigenous people.

4. Developing closer links between VET out-
comes for Indigenous people and industry and 
employment.

During the forum a number of speakers presented 
research findings regarding:

• Indigenous youth in school to work transition: 
‘On the Move’.

• Indigenous VET student survey 2004: ‘Growing 
the Desert: Effective Educational Pathways for 
Remote Indigenous Peoples’.

• The experiences of Indigenous prisoners with 
vocational education and training.

• VET in Indigenous governance: challenges and 
innovation.

• Indigenous staffing in VET.

These presentations provided the forum with a 
snapshot of what is happening in VET for Indig-
enous people across the nation.

Whilst the forum highlighted that participation 
rates and outcomes had improved, more work is 
needed to address the progression to higher quali-
fications for Indigenous people. Lack of funding is 
a contributing factor to the low rates of progres-
sion for Indigenous people from poor economic 
backgrounds. The research also showed a fall in 
Indigenous employment, a trend that needs to be 
addressed within the VET sector.

Discussion groups were set up to look at ‘What 
do Indigenous Australians want from training and 
how can this be achieved?’ and ‘What actions are 
needed to improve outcomes from training for 
Indigenous Australians?’.

The general theme from the discussion groups 
are that more funding is required to enable Indig-
enous people to access vocational education and 
training. There were also concerns from the groups, 
about the impact of the Indigenous Tutoring Assist-
ance Scheme studying no longer being available 

to Indigenous students. This support was seen as 
improving people’s skills and confidence to take 
the next step, be it in the VET or university sector.  

Klynton Wanganeen, a former Indigenous 
member of the Australian Indigenous Training 
Advisory Council, said:

The NCVER workshop and research presenta-
tion was very useful. It has confirmed a lot of what 
we already know, but it provided documentary 
evidence that can and will be used to improve 
indigenous outcomes through VET … I am positive 
that the information provided will assist in the 
planning of programs which target specific areas to 
be addressed.

This is very important because with the aboli-
tion of ANTA on June 30 this year, responsibility 
now lies with DEST. Klynton mentioned that AITAC 
had forwarded to DEST a Knowledge Transfer 
Document outlining all of the work AITAC was 
involved in and highlighting the work that must 
continue.

Klynton gave special mention to the session on 
the Desert Knowledge; which he said provided a 
sobering dose of reality.

The research presented at the forum comple-
ments what AITAC has already provided. It will also 
prove to be very useful to the Action Group about 
to be established by DEST which will be responsi-
ble for progressing a replacement body/process for 
AITAC. 

It is important to have a National body 
representing the views of Indigenous experts in the 
area of VET and advising DEST on emerging issues. 
Too many people do not understand the issues 
faced by our community and the diverse realities 
in which we live. Non-indigenous people working 
in Indigenous VET can go home after they leave 
work and get on with other aspects of their lives; 
we go home and live that reality. It is not just a job 
for us; it is a quest, a drive to get some semblance 
of change—where we are not on the receiving 
end all of the time, where we make real progress 
meeting the needs of our people and not the needs 
of the departments we work for.

The forum highlighted that although there 
were a lot of non-indigenous people present and 
committed to improved outcomes of Indigenous 
people, we have to be careful about the views 
being represented as Indigenous views. It can only 
be Indigenous views if the people expressing the 
view are all Indigenous people not a collection of 
people who work in Indigenous VET.

A copy of the first findings from the national 
survey of Indigenous Australians’ training experi-
ences is available  on the NCVER website at http://
www.ncver.edu.au/publications/1546.html. 

Cyril Kartinyeri is the Educational Manager, 
Aboriginal Education at TAFE SA, Adelaide South, 
Adelaide City Campus.

YRIL KARTINYERI 
reports that, at the 
NCVER Research 
Forum held in 
Adelaide in August, 
approximately 
200 delegates from 
across the country 
shared the findings 
of key research on 
Indigenous vocational 
education and training 
and reflected on 
the implications for 
policy, practice and 
further research.

Indigenous views, Indigenous futures

‘Too many people do not 
understand the issues faced by 
our community and the diverse 

realities in which we live.’
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