
 
Executive Summary 

This report was commissioned by the NSW Board of Adult and Community 
Education. Its purpose is twofold: 

1 To develop a definition of what constitutes vocational education and training 
within the ACE sector which can be used in state and national discussions on 
vocational education and training. 

2 To determine the extent of vocational education and training activities within the 
ACE sector (NSW) according to this definition. 

The definitional task was addressed through documenting and synthesising a range of 
definitions, views and concerns from three sources: 

 
• extant definitions in the educational literature and in policy documents and 

reports; 
• the results of a questionnaire survey mailed to senior practitioners across the 

field of ACE in Australia; 
• the outcome of a focus group seminar with representatives of ACE providers in 

NSW. 

An outcome of the above is the working definition developed for this study, which is:  

Educational activity that promotes the acquisition of competence — in terms of 
knowledge, skills, understandings, attitudes and values — which contributes to 
productive work. 

The principal features of this definition are: 

1 There are no assumptions about the nature of the educational activity (eg when, 
where, how and by whom it is provided). Thus education and training may be 
formal or informal, closely related to a job or occupation, or only indirectly or 
potentially related to a job or occupation.  

2 The term productive work is used rather than ‘employment’, ‘jobs’ or 
‘occupations’ on the grounds that productive work occurs in both paid and 
unpaid forms.  

3 Competence is not reduced to performance, it is seen as something which 
underlies effective performance. 

4 The definition is consistent with the National Training Board’s definition. 
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• Three-quarters were born in Australia, and ten percent born in non-English 
speaking countries. 

The respondents reported ages from less than 20 years to more than 60 years. A 
clear majority of learners (58.9%) were less than 40 years of age (39.2% for NSW 
pop 15-39). However, only a very small number of participants (4.4%) were 
under 20 years of age. The great bulk of learners (76.1%) were in the decades of 
their twenties, thirties and forties Only about one fifth (19.5%) of respondents 
were over 50 years of age (25.5% for NSW population). Male respondents as a 
group were slightly older than female respondents, about a third of the women 
(32.9%) were under 30 years of age and only a quarter of men (25.2%) were 
under 30. Moreover, whereas only 5.9% of women were aged 60 or more, 8.5% 
of men were in this age group. Finally, respondents from the Sydney 
metropolitan area were slightly younger than respondents from non 
metropolitan areas—62.4% of metropolitan respondents were under 40 years of 
age whereas only 52.4% of respondents from non metropolitan areas were 
similarly aged. 

2 As many as 26% of respondents report a clear vocational motive as their 
primary motive (preparing for a new job, for a current job, household 
work skills, preparing for other studies). If the item ‘becoming a better 
informed or skilled person’ is included within the scope of ‘vocational’, 
then 64% of respondents can be said to have included a vocational 
component as their primary motive (see Fig 3).  

 
 
Figure 3  Primary Motive for Participation 
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3 Several motives are at work for most participants. On average, 2.7 motives were 
identified as relevant by each respondent in the survey. When multiple motives 
are taken into account, 90% report a vocational motive (in the broader sense 
above) as one of a number of motives for participation. It is clear that, for many 
learners, vocational motives operate even when a course may appear to be non-
vocational. Conversely, non-vocational motives operate even when a course 
appears to be narrowly vocational.  

The percentage of respondents marking each item in the survey is indicated below: 
 
• Becoming a better informed or skilled person 56.2% 
• Preparing for a new job, occupation or business 22.0% 
• For my current job, occupation or business 23.0% 
• Spending my spare time more enjoyably  49.0% 
• Meeting new and interesting people 28.8% 
• Improving and developing household work skills  14.4% 
• Preparing for or assisting with other studies 11.2% 
• Assisting with activities in the community 6.4% 
• Developing personal skills and talents 70.8% 

4 The reported primary motive for participation seems to line up with the 
course area undertaken. Table 4 illustrates how motive is linked to the Field 
of Study undertaken. In this table Self-development combines 
“Developing a personal skill or talent” and “Becoming a better informed 
or skilled person” and “Preparing for or assisting with other studies”. 
Work combines “preparation for current or future job”.  Social combines 
“Using spare time more enjoyably” and “Meeting new and interesting 
people” and Home and Community combines “Improving and developing 
household work skills” and “Assisting with activities in the community”.  

Table 4 Primary Motive and Field of Study 
Probability of a learner reporting a given primary motive being enrolled in a given 
Major Field of Study (n=2002) 
 
  

Course Area Major Field 
 

Motive                           
      

Arts HSS 
 

Business HealthCS Services Other 

 
Work 
 

 
.24 

 
.52 

 
.05 

 
.08 

 
.11 

Self Development 
 

.46 .11 .14 .15 .14 

Social 
 

.49 .01 .16 .21 .14 

Home and Community 
 

.11 .02 .01 .65 .21 
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Further interactions, such as between provider characteristics and course area, and 
learner characteristics and motives, are detailed in the full report. 

In summary, the findings of the report are that: 
 
• the ACE curriculum has a strong vocational component, especially when the 

standard Tertiary Field of Study classification system is applied to categorise 
course content; 

• providers report a strong and growing demand for specifically vocational 
courses, and they are conscious of the ways in which the broad curriculum leads 
to vocational outcomes; 

• learners are clearly motivated by vocational concerns in undertaking adult 
education courses. 

The final chapter identifies the issues faced by providers in enhancing the sector’s 
vocational education and training initiatives.  
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Figure 3.5. Eastern Suburbs - Randwick Comparison  

 

Eastern Suburbs Community College is one of the largest Sydney providers 
offering courses in over ten centres in the area. Enrolments in 1992 exceeded 14,000. 
Randwick TAFE College is one of several serving the same area and provides only 
certain kinds of courses. Nearly half the ACE courses are concentrated in the Arts 
and Humanities area (with high percentages in languages and visual and 
performing arts), in Business and computing and cooking and dressmaking. TAFE 
has its highest enrolments in the Business and Multifield areas, with also a 
significant Arts and Humanities provision in the design area.  

Finally, the Hastings Valley (Figure 3.6) has both ACE and TAFE providers in each 
of the towns of Wauchope and Port Macquarie. Hastings Adult Education Centre is 
the largest of the 42 CAECs with some 1180 enrolments in 1992. Its strengths in the 
Arts and Humanities field lie in the arts and crafts, and its profile overlaps the 
TAFE profile mainly in the Services area. (The small Wauchope CAEC is not shown 
in Figure 3.6).  
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Figure 3.6. Port Macquarie - Wauchope - Hastings Comparison 

 
Conclusions  

A profile of ACE by ‘field of study’ allows us to describe ACE provision more 
precisely and to see more clearly its contribution to the total vocational education 
and training system. Field of Study analysis places the relationship of ACE and 
TAFE in terms of the knowledge different providers make available, without 
presuming to simplistically classify ACE short courses as ‘non-vocational’ or 
‘leisure’.  In this connection it is important to review the way in which the national 
collection of TAFE statistics14 (Selected TAFE Statistics, NCVER, 1991) provides 
data for both Stream of Study and Field of Study of courses for the States and 
Australia, since these are the major sources of data on the non-university provision 
of vocational education and training , including ACE. 

In the national collection of TAFE statistics the contribution of ACE is trivialised by 
both the framework and its application to the ACE area. Several problems exist. 
First, there is the tendency, already noted, to equate ACE with Stream 1000 courses 
deemed to be for ‘leisure and enrichment’ purposes. Short non-credit courses are 
treated as essentially ‘non-vocational’ or ‘hobby’ courses. This emphasis can also 
lead to the ACE contribution to Stream 2000 (‘educational preparation’ purposes 
such as adult literacy) being overlooked. Finally, it is virtually impossible to 
separate ACE from TAFE in either area since the statistics aggregate TAFE and 
ACE providers.15 This again underlines the way Streams can distort the 
contribution of ACE providers to the national vocational education and training 
effort being reflected in these statistics. 
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‘Field of Study’ data are included in the national statistics, but there are major 
problems in the way Field of Study is applied to the ACE area, even taking into 
account the distortions above. Enrolment data is only available by Stream 1000 
(‘leisure and enrichment’) and Stream 2000 (‘Educational preparation’).16 It is not 
possible to give a trustworthy national breakdown of ‘Field of Study’ for Stream 
1000.  

Only Victoria and South Australia appear to classify courses properly across the 
Fields. NSW figures are not classified at all (included only in total enrolments) 
since ACE returned only enrolments and course hours in 1991. Other states have 
clearly inappropriately used the Field of Study classification to classify their Stream 
1000 courses, lumping all short courses into one Field of Study. Thus WA codes 
96% of such courses as ‘Health and Community Services’.17 Tasmania (88%) and 
NT (69%) code courses to ‘TAFE Multifield Education’ (Field 12), and presumably 
not because these states are carrying massive adult literacy programs. The 
explanation is possibly that short courses have been dumped in one or two fields 
because of the administrative difficulty of coding hundreds of short courses. 

If so, this only underlines how ACE is ill-served by the national TAFE statistical 
framework. In short, the existing TAFE statistics methodology places ACE at a 
great disadvantage in establishing its contribution to the national vocational 
education and training effort. From the ACE standpoint it holds up a distorting 
mirror to whole post compulsory system outside higher education. Ideally, ACE 
providers themselves should classify their courses by field of study as part of the 
yearly statistical return. This process does not have to be administratively complex 
but requires the careful design of the collection forms.18  By shifting the analysis to 
the ‘knowledge ‘content’ of ACE courses, the emphasis is placed not on the 
demarcation of ACE and TAFE as separate kinds of education but on their 
relationship as part of an overall system of post-compulsory education.  
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Notes 
 
1 Thanks are due to John Foyster of the Statistic Division of the National Centre and ACFEB 

Victoria for making data available.  
 
2 The difficulties in classification may in fact be fewer in short courses, which tend to be very 

specific. However, this is not always possible in the case where several fields of study are 
equally involved, for example, in 'Law for Small Business' or 'Book-keeping for Farm 
Management'.   

 
3 See Chapter Four for definition of the Provider Groups. 
 
4 The differences between providers are smoothed out in this Profile which was developed by 

weighting the three provider profiles according to enrolment share (approximately 60:30:10) 
 
5 The advantage of the database analysis is that the way courses have been coded is open to 

inspection. This section looks at how the ACE course titles in brochures were classified to each 
'FOScode'. 

 
6 Word-processing is normally classified under the FOScode for Clerical and Office Skills as 

distinct from business computing, but this now seems archaic given the demise of the word-
processor and thre dominance of the PC and integrated software.  

 
7 See above, the discussion on the current unreliability of the national TAFE statistics 

classification of Stream 1000 courses by the States, where this category has been used for all 
ACE courses.  

 
8 The remainder were classified to Stream 2100, 'Basic employment skills', some 14%, to Stream 

2200, 'Educational preparation', (3%) and to Stream 3100, 'Initial vocational preparation', (9%).  
The proportions of courses in different fields differed, with most Stream 2000 courses in the 12 
Multifield Education field, and more than half of the Stream 3100 concentrated in the 04 
Business, Administration and Management field and the rest spread thinly across the others - a 
pattern consistent with the findings of this research. Source: ACFEB Information Systems. 

 
9 TAFE and ACE in Victoria have been disaggregated in this table. There are several 

considerations to be borne in mind. (1) The reference years are different (1992 for ACE NSW, 
1991 for TAFE and ACFEB) though this is insignificant in a comparison of proportions of 
enrolments and courses.  (2) ACE courses are being compared with enrolments in TAFE. It has 
to be recalled that ACE courses are very numerous and in any case the association of courses 
and enrolments in NSW providers are very highly correlated (around 0.8). (3) Victorian figures 
are based on ACFEB return to the NCVER which is later aggregated with TAFE providers in 
the Victorian figures in Selected TAFE NSW statistics. (4) The TAFE figures are enrolments 
(head count)  not students (persons enrolled). These are distinguished in the national collection 
methodology. (5) NSW TAFE has relatively few Stream 1000 enrolments - 5260 in 1991, or 
less than one percent of gross 1991 enrolments in all streams. See Selected TAFE Statistics, 
1991. 

 
10 It is tempting to simply suggest if the relationship is complementary then this strengthens the 

view that ACE is clearly 'filling the gaps' in  vocational training, where a competitive 
relationship implies a weaker case of meeting perhaps different needs in the same fields of 
study. Obviously, this depends both on the specific subfields involved and the variations in 
localities. This is a general argument that needs to be explored on a region by region basis. 
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11  Stream 2000 and Field of Study 12 TAFE Multifield Education are clearly highly associated, 

suggesting that the demarcation between the domains may be unclear. This is to say that the 
basis for calling a course 'Educational preparation' or 'Basic Skills' is much the same as the 
basis for classifying it multi-field. It may be that some labour market programs are being bulk-
classified to FOS 12 because they are regarded as preparatory rather than specialised.  In other 
words, vocational intent is used as an extraneous criterion of field of study classification. 

  
12 A further analysis breaking down TAFE enrolments in Streams 3100 - 5000 and the 1000-2000 

streams shows TAFE's strengths are the 'Business' field, its traditional focus on 'Engineering' 
and the 'Services' area. Business and Services are also a strength of ACE provision. The table 
suggests therefore, that this 'overlapping' of strengths deserves closer inspection. Streams 1000 
and 2000 are much less significant in terms of percentage share of total TAFE enrolments.  

 
13 The ACE Provider profile is based on courses for the largest term (Term 1), and TAFE on 

enrolments for the whole year. ACE has many more courses per term, so similar numbers of 
enrolments are being compared. ACE courses are counted rather than enrolments, since these 
correlate highly. It is possible that seasonal variations might vary the profile slightly over the 
whole ACE year.  TAFE statistics distinguish between enrolments and net students, recognising 
that the same student might be enrolled several times. This fact is less important in examining 
the relative course profiles of providers than it is for arguing participation rates, for example. 
Another problem for comparison is that TAFE colleges within a regional 'institute' are more 
and more specialised in particular course areas, so local comparisons should ideally be placed 
in a regional analysis, for example as stated, in Western Sydney.   

 
14 This term means TAFE in the broad sense, as everything post-school outside higher education, 

including 'adult and vocational education' of all kinds. This use of TAFE pre-dates the 
expansion of ACE as a 'sector' and the general withdrawal of TAFE from 'adult education' 
courses.  

 
15 Part of the problem with the notion of ACE sector is that in some country areas, in NSW the 

smaller TAFE colleges are to all intents and purposes an ACE provider with few if any courses 
other than short non-credit kind. The Scott review in NSW recognised this and proposed that 
such colleges might be made over to the new 'ACE' (Scott, 1990, 197-200). 

 
16 For a full discussion of these problems in establishing the 'adult and community education' role 

of TAFE  in Australia see McIntyre (1991) 
 
17 This is presumably based on the argument that 'leisure and enrichment' courses by definition 

must be counted as 'recreational education'. It seems possible that the large percentage of ACE 
courses in the arts and crafts reinforces this circular thinking. If music and dancing are enjoyed 
as recreation, then related courses must be 'recreational education'.  The effect is to confound 
Stream and Field of Study.  

 
18 Most providers now collect course statistics on database or spreadsheet. Courses appear 

alphabetically in returns. One possibility is to ask providers to self-classify courses by field of 
study at the point of drawing up the lists of courses - that is, to enter, first 'Courses in land 
management, horticulture, gardening, conservation, permaculture, forestry, native gardening ...'  
(field of study 01) and so on. It would only be necessary to list the common course areas in a 
standard format.  

 


