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Executive Summary

This working paper is a selected review of the literature on the role the community sector in skill formation in South Australia. It discusses the scope of the sector, focusing on family, volunteers, and adult and community education (ACE). Emphasis is placed on the latter because of its specific links in government policy with skill formation.

The community sector is very diverse and less visible than other educational sectors. It is expanding in both numbers and activities. SA has the highest volunteer rate in the nation (38%), representing 419,300 people, of whom nearly 12% are reportedly volunteering to learn new skills or gain work experience. The number of clients in funded ACE organisations totals over 9,000, of whom over 10% were unemployed and seeking work. About 40% of ACE courses are deemed ‘vocational’. It appears that volunteer work and ACE both provide a significant path to paid work.

The contribution of the community sector lies in building both human capital and social capital. While the literature continually emphasises the difficulty in ‘measuring’ such contribution, qualitatively it includes creating pathways to employment or other education, building self-esteem and confidence, improving learning skills, promoting community involvement and improving the social and economic wellbeing of families, communities and regions. It is generally acknowledged that it is able to do this because of its appeal to those who seek more flexible and client-centred, and less formal and bureaucratic approaches to learning. The sector is particularly helpful in attracting the disaffected and unengaged, as well as accommodating the needs of those who have been defined as equity groups.

The paper explores the role of government in supporting the community sector in skill formation. It can play a valuable part in policy, funding and promotion, and without these, the sector would be in dire straights. However, such support is often perceived as bringing strings attached that can adversely affect flexibility, manoeuvrability and even levels of altruism. The literature sounds a warning on the cooption of social capital for policy use. Recent community consultations furnish a range of considerations on how governments might provide support – such as the needs for long-term funding, non-obstructive accountability measures, allowance for and valuing of diverse outcomes, more flexible pathways, clarity over ACE’s role and the proper resourcing of it, a complementary rather than competitive role for the sector, leading debate on challenging progression and achievement linked to proscribed forms of learning, investment in quality outreach strategies, direct support for learners (e.g. vouchers), and support and training for coordinators and trainers of volunteers.

The capacity of the community sector to play a more active role varies. Challenges include balancing compliance in an audit culture with commitment to equity and maintenance of strengths, and the need to embrace considerable cultural change.

The paper concludes by examining building blocks for effective community-government partnerships. Various principles and bases for partnership are suggested. The option of not entering in partnership is raised in a context where there are tensions in developing social capital against a backdrop of a competitive, individualistic, mixed market economy. Problems can be lack of commitment, disparate understandings, lack of leadership and unequal power relations. However, the potentials of partnership tend to outweigh the problems, and a wider range of learning options within an umbrella of lifelong learning appear to represent the best way forward. The paper contends that the community sector has an important role to play in this future.

The scope of the community sector

Learning in the community sector can be linked to a number of policy outcomes outside skill formation including social inclusion, reducing poverty, urban renewal, growth in active citizenship and overall cultural enrichment (McGivney 2001). At its broadest, the community sector embraces a wide range of institutions and associations, including those that are economic, cultural, educational, informational, interest-based, developmental, political, social and emotional. Each of these plays a very important role in skill formation at both State and regional levels. Their role may be in direct contributions relating to education and training in skills and knowledge integral to the economic and social development of the State, or in more indirect contributions by way of attending to affective attributes such as building self-esteem and confidence of individuals. They also contribute by fostering social networks, support relationships and the trust required for the building of communities. Exactly what contributions the community sector makes are difficult to qualify and quantify, but they are no less significant for that reason. The sector’s contribution to the development of both social capital and human capital is important, both in turn helping to build the social fabric as well as strengthening the economy (ABS 2002). 

For the purposes of this paper, the community sector is described in terms of three main components: families, volunteers, and adult and community education (ACE) organisations. These entities are not mutually exclusive, but identifying and naming them does help to clarify what is otherwise a very diverse and to a great extent invisible sector. While it is beyond the scope of this briefing paper to fully explicate the contribution of these three components, the first is referred to for completeness, the second is given more attention, while most mention is afforded the third. The justification for this is that ACE has specifically been linked in government policies to the skill formation agenda through the activities of bodies such as the Australian National Training Authority and the Adult Community Education Reporting Group which is a part of the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA).

Families play a very important part in the development of skills, knowledge and values that assist individuals in contributing to the social, cultural, occupational and civic domains of life. They assist in the building of networks and relationships, offer social, emotional and psychological support, and provide ongoing opportunities for equipping individuals with personal and social skills essential for a productive working life outside these primary groups. Families not only serve as vital agencies for training in citizenship, they also provide the necessary basic interpersonal capabilities for employment. 

The volunteering component has been described as “vast and complex … [consisting] of a range of volunteers and volunteer interested and involving organisations” (Saunders 2000, p.3). The Australian Bureau of Statistics records that, in 2000, SA had the highest volunteer rate for any of the States/Territories in Australia – 38.0% compared with the Australian rate of 32.8%. The rate is increasing rapidly in SA – in 1988 it was 21.4% and in 1995, 22.5%. The 2000 percentage represents 419,300 people, 35.8% of them in the metropolitan area and 44.5% outside the metropolitan area, volunteering approximately 3.5 hours per week. National figures on the reasons for being a volunteer suggest that the following numbers in South Australia are voluntarily involved in some way in skill formation: 28,093 “to learn new skills” (estimated from a national proportion of 6.7%) and 16,352 “to gain work experience” (estimated from a national proportion of 3.9%) (ABS 2000).

Volunteering may also provide a path to paid employment, particularly for young people. Proportionally more than four times as many people aged 18-24 as older people said that they volunteer to gain work experience, and proportionally twice as many volunteer to learn new skills (VSA 2001b, p.21). There appears to be strong anecdotal support for the idea that voluntary work provides a significant path to paid work, and this deserves further research.

Aggregate figures on volunteering cover a broad spectrum of volunteer involvement, from those people who turn out once or twice a year for special events such as Clean Up Australia Day, to those who are every week helping in the school classroom, preparing or delivering Meals on Wheels, coaching a sports team, working in community arts and so on (VSA 2001b, p.13). Two significant examples of types of organisations that assist in skill formation are:

· churches and their agencies, which often provide training courses that develop leadership skills, foster social conscience for assisting the less privileged and promote a stronger notions of community and community well-being, and

· service organisations, which offer many opportunities for furthering organisational, leadership and financial skills.

It is, however, the broad sweep of learning opportunities aggregated under the banner of adult and community education (ACE) that can be most directly linked to skill formation. For the purposes of public policy, it acts as a very important connection point for vocational learning, learning for interpersonal effectiveness, leisure and enjoyment (Golding, Davies & Volkoff 2001). The sector is very diverse with providers delivering both vocational and non-vocational programs. Some providers receive government funding, while other ACE activity is funded on a fee-for-service basis and some programs are delivered by volunteers. In more recent times, links between adult and community education and vocational education and training have formed a significant part of overall government policy aimed at developing a coherent, national training system. While this ‘vocationalisation’ of ACE has been critiqued by a number of researchers (e.g. Bagnall 1996), other commentaries such as the Beyond Cinderella report (Senate 1997) have challenged such an artificial divide that 

… muddies thinking, distorts values and perpetuates a whole lot of unhelpful divisions – between private gain and social benefit; between the market and domestic spheres… (Senate 1997, p. 3)

What is clear, however, is the growing evidence of community sector involvement in skill formation and, as Golding et al. (2001, p. 108) note,

… ample research evidence by the end of the decade that much of what ACE does has direct or vocational outcomes and there is an increasing array of vocational courses in ACE.

It needs to be recognised that community embedded contexts for skill formation are not only confined to designated ACE sites. Learning in the community also occurs through activities such as self directed learning, independent learning, on-the-job learning or skills up-dates which also can potentially contribute to skill formation processes. McGivney (1999a), citing the work of researchers such as Brookfield (1986) and Foley (1999), notes that many reported non-participants in formal learning (that is, people from low income, working class groups) frequently report learning through their everyday activities and participation in community activism and engagement in social movements.

Adult and community education and its role in skills formation 

The ACE sector contributes directly to skill formation through the provision of vocational programs which can be formal (they lead to a nationally recognised VET qualification) or informal (they do not result in recognised qualifications). The sector also provides non-vocational programs which focus more broadly on the personal, cultural and social development of individuals. The distinction between vocational and non-vocational programs on the basis of content, however, is not a simple one as learner intent plays a significant part in determining the vocational focus (or otherwise) of specific learning events. 

Moore (1998, p.85) argues that ACE contributes specifically to the national vocational education and training effort through the provision of general education and training; language, literacy and other preparation programs and non-specific industry training in areas such as computing, business and clerical skills. While the numbers of ACE providers involved in delivering industry specific training (under the auspices of the Australian Quality Training Framework) is small, Schofield and Dryen (1996) have noted the potential for the ACE sector to expand to meet the learning needs of primary industry and small business, while Moore suggests there is room for further expansion particularly in the ‘non-capital intensive areas’ such as community services, hospitality, tourism, heath and education (Moore 1998, p.86).

Schofield and Dryen (1996) also believe that the community sector plays a significant role in skill formation in three ways:

· it contributes to increasing the overall quality of VET provision by offering alternative ways in which vocational learning might be accessed and experienced and by specific outreach to those groups who are under-represented or under-serviced by mainstream providers

· because of its close links to communities, it is sensitive to small-scale demand that arises from local needs; accountability to the community is enhanced through community ownership and management of providers

· its commitment to ‘learner centred’ practice through its staff, curriculum development and management practices offers an environment and orientation which is attractive to learners and provides an alternative to more bureaucratised settings.

Participants in adult and community education

Calculating participants in ACE presents a considerable challenge and is often ruled by pragmatic decisions about counting what is most visible. The National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) defines the sector as including all vocational and non-vocational education and training activity delivered by community-based or community-managed organisations which are in receipt of public funding and non-vocational education and training which is delivered by publicly funded VET providers (NCVER, 2000, p.5). It is acknowledged that this definition captures only a small proportion of community sector learning activities and is reflective of the challenges that exist in collecting data from a sector that by its definition and nature lies largely outside of the formal education system (Borthwick 2000). Within these limitations, the national data do, however, provide a useful basis from which some conclusions can be drawn as to the nature of education and training opportunities provided by the sector, extent of participation, characteristics of those who participate and outcomes from participation. 

NCVER estimates that in 2000 between 1.1 and 1.3 million people participated in ACE in Australia. The ACE effort in South Australia represents 1.7% of all reported ACE students nationally, but this figure needs to be interpreted with caution due to the inconsistencies and irregularities in reported ACE data from the States/Territories.

The guide – Adult learning opportunities in South Australia (2002) lists details of over 160 adult and community organisations providing adult learning opportunities. In 2001, the Adult Community Education Unit, located within the Department of Employment, Further Education, Science and Small Business, distributed $869,652, representing an approximate average public contribution of $3.30 per student contact hour. Some characteristics of learners participating in ACE in South Australia are as follows.

Characteristics of learners participating in SA ACE-funded programs in 2001

  *  females 74.5% (6,907); males 25.5% (2,369)

  *  two largest age-groups: 35-44 years: 16.2% (1,499) and 45-54 years: 13.6% (1,261)

  *  rural and remote: 13.9% (1,285); in and around Adelaide: 68.1% (6,319)

  *  born outside Australia: 30.6% (2,841) (most common group – Vietnamese: 4.2%, 387)

  *  speak a language other than English at home: 19.3% (1,787) (most common language – 
      Vietnamese: 3.9%, 364)

  *  not employed – not seeking employment: 34.5% (3,199); unemployed – seeking work: 
      10.4% (962)

  *  those indicating a permanent or significant disability: 11.1% (1,028)

  *  those indicating Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander descent: 1.9%

* Based on information from the 96 providers supplying data to the ACE Unit

The total number of clients in 2001 (in the 96 ACE organisations providing data) was 9,276, and 10.4% were “unemployed and seeking work”. Thus, over 960 clients were undertaking ACE in these funded organisations while at the same time reportedly seeking work opportunities. While open to conjecture, one might assume that ACE was providing at least some assistance in terms of skills, knowledge and confidence.

What is significant is that participation in government-funded ACE in SA is rising. Since 1999, client numbers have increased 25%, the number of classes 38% and class enrolments 32%. In rural and remote areas of the State, participation has increased 48% over this time, indicating considerable interest in and commitment to learning in regional areas.

When literature on participation is examined generally, Golding et al. (2001, p.63) conclude that the sector is mostly engaging learners who are ‘better off, employed, educated members of the community’. They also confirm that national and State ACE participation data show that women outnumber men as participants and the majority are in capital cities, although they note that surveys collecting these forms of data are biased towards literate, educated participants. 

The Beyond Cinderella report (Senate 1997) noted participation is not evenly distributed and that those main groups not participating in ACE include people with low levels of education, older people, the unemployed and Indigenous Australians. Other research confirms that:

· people with disabilities are ‘virtually invisible in ACE data’ (Senate 1997, cited in Golding et al. 2001), while other studies (Quass & Fraser 1994, Schofield & Dryen 1996) suggest that, though there is considerable effort made to extend learning opportunities to this group, lack of financial resources is a significant barrier

· ACE can play a role in providing alternative education settings for those young people who cannot be accommodated in schools (ACFEB 1997) but that issues relating to a lack of knowledge about ACE, complex and multiple problems relating to drugs and other behavioural issues and the lack of skilled staff to deal with these issues can create significant barriers to participation

· people who are migrants face significant barriers to participation in ACE, and difficulties of specific groups are often masked by the ways in which data relating to participation is collected (FECCA 1996, Volkoff & Golding 1998)

· the ACE sector plays a significant role in providing access to vocational education and training for people in rural and remote regions as well as contributing to the development of social capital (Butler & Lawrence 1996; Falk, Golding & Balatti 2000). Appropriate organisational structures that emphasise coordination and cross-sectoral approaches are important facilitators of access and participation, and

· participation of older Australians is a growing area of interest but there is little research on this learning.

Golding et al. (2001, p. 72) suggest that the growth expected in the provision of ACE for Indigenous Australians is problematic in terms of its visibility in national statistics but

…what is clear is that many Indigenous community organisations are community-owned and managed, are involved in ACE-type provision but are not counted as ACE in national participation statistics. There is a strong argument for increased recognition of Indigenous-controlled and managed organisations as ACE providers in their own right...

The literature puts forward strong arguments for moves away from an essentially paternalistic ‘access and equity’ model to ‘a supporting role working with Aboriginal organisations as they assume control over development, delivery and management of suitable programs’ as a key to fostering Indigenous participation in ACE (Boughton & Durnan 1996, cited in Senate 1997, p.55).

Outcomes from participation in ACE

As McGivney (2001) notes, a strong emphasis on learning for a particular outcome (e.g. skill formation) can affect people’s understanding of what counts as learning and hence an undervaluing of learning that is not perceived to be attached to vocational outcomes. A recent study of 232 government-funded ACE organisations across Australia found that, on average, 40% of their courses were deemed ‘vocational’ (Gelade, Harris & Mason 2001). In reality, therefore, a substantial quantum of its activity is vocational and contributing to the employability of individuals.
Golding et al. (2001, p.10) note that it is hard to measure objectively the vocational outcomes from ACE participation and outcomes where they might be able to be singled out (e.g. improved job prospects) are ‘difficult to disentangle from other factors (e.g. motivation, depth of experience)’. The limited data reported in national collections indicate that specific vocational outcomes, as measured by formally recognised vocational education qualifications, comprise only a very small component of the national ACE effort. Rather, ACE is recognised for its broader sets of outcomes – particularly in terms of the ‘pathways’ it can facilitate and the role that it plays in enriching the lives of participants. Golding et al. (2001, p.10) assert that ACE ‘lead[s] to significant recurrent involvement of adults in learning. Many undertake further courses in ACE, some enrol in TAFE and some enter university…’.

Other research has traced outcomes from ACE including: making a contribution to learning cultures within communities; improving learning skills; transforming openness to learning and community involvement; building connections to communities; and

improving social and economic well-being of families, communities and regions (NCVER 1999; Falk et al. 2000; Golding et al. 2001). There are many examples of ‘grass roots’ initiatives that directly and/or indirectly add to the social and economic capital of the community. Some of these include: 

· Kidz Business – benefits include improved levels of self-esteem, skills, confidence and community involvement (www.partnership.zip.com.au)

· The Memory Tree Programme – benefits include emotional support for the bereaved, revegetation and raising community awareness of environmental issues (www.partnership.zip.com.au)

· Operation Flinders Video – benefits include the raising of $270.00 for furthering the programme (www.partnership.zip.com.au)

· Penneshaw Rural Transaction Centre – benefits include the retention of a centre for community activities such as postal services, electronic funds transfer and access to computers (www.communitynet.sa.gov.au)

· Eudunda Working Towns Project – benefits include Internet training, access to wider skills-base through partnerships and a local upswing in business and community confidence (www.communitynet.sa.gov.au)

Research has indicated that ACE can provide a ‘softer’ introduction to vocational learning than that offered within mainstream VET, and that this is very helpful to those who have limited education, been out of learning for some time or have had previous unhappy learning experiences (Saunders 2001). ACE is often able to provide greater flexibility in venues, times, delivery modes and learning climates. The generally smaller size of ACE organisations and their localised focus enable them to customise offerings to match the needs of local enterprises and communities. Saunders’ (2001) survey of ACE providers and students identified four key features, considered as strengths, that most distinguish ACE from mainstream VET – flexibility of provision; course content and delivery matches student and enterprise needs; friendly, supportive and non-bureaucratic learning environment; and the nature and quality of the courses.

The role of government in supporting the community sector and community organisations

In attending to the issue of policy deliberations on supporting the community sector to become more involved in developing skills, McGivney (2001, p.131) notes some key issues that need to be in the forefront of thinking about policy-making to widen engagement in this area:

· adults have diverse motivations for learning – learning for work is only one of potentially any number of reasons that people might wish to engage in learning

· pathways for adults engaged in learning are usually non-linear, diverse and can frequently be interrupted

· non-participation in formal courses designated as vocational cannot necessarily be equated with non-participation in skill formation

· learning is a social activity and is embedded in family, social and community contexts

· learning is often a shared activity, and

· individuals cannot be abstracted from the social and cultural structures into which they have become socialised and conditioned.

McGivney (2001) also cautions against policies that carry the implicit assumption that non-participation in formal programs (and hence a greater role for the community sector) should be equated with the need for ‘remedial education’. This limited view may, in fact, act as a disincentive to participation by presenting particular groups within the community with views of themselves that do not fit with their perceptions. This can further act to stigmatise both participants and the community sector itself, thus limiting its potential to offer real opportunities to challenge stereotypes and assumptions linked to notions of disadvantage. 

Whatever policy assumptions are made, the role of government in supporting the community sector is problematic. On the one hand, government can play an important role in policy, promotion and funding, injecting much needed finance and publicity to support organisations and programs that would otherwise not be able to stand on their own. By carrying out these key functions, government lends ‘weight’ and status to activities in this sector which all too often can be neglected and therefore devalued. On the other hand, government support can lead to bureaucratic processes, unnecessary standardisation, and over-emphasis on compliance and accountability, such that small providers feel that too much time is spent on seeking funds for small amounts of money and on accounting for it to make the whole exercise worthwhile. They perceive that their flexibility and manoeuvrability are adversely affected. There can also even be a diminution in altruism on the part of those active in the sector, particularly volunteers, who may begin to believe that their assistance is not being appreciated and their skills are not being valued, and wonder whether there are just too many strings attached. Falk (2001), for instance, “cautions about the cooption of social capital for policy use”. His concern is with the “effects” of social capital on various groups – that funding should be both for community purposes and for particular qualities; that social capital can be used as an excuse to reduce support; and that in government policy of mutual benefit, there must be some observable benefit for community members. He warns of the possibility of an “over-zealousness” of government which could destroy local resources (Falk 2002).

Government funding is nevertheless critical to the sector. Without it, many community organisations and programs would not be able to exist, and the scope of learning opportunities would be severely impaired. For example, almost half of the income of the major charities comes from government funding. This means that the capacity for community organisations to achieve best practice, maintain infrastructure and secure long-term viability is largely dependent on government. Funding agreements are increasingly influencing what and how services are delivered by volunteer involving organisations (Saunders 2000, p.16).

There is need for far greater expenditure. However, there are a number of key aspects that need to be taken into consideration in reflecting on the ways in which government could support the community sector. Suggestions from recent community consultations in Sydney (ALA 2003) and Adelaide (SA Skills for the Future Inquiry 2003) are summarised below.

Ensure that accountability measures and procedures do not obstruct access to adult and community education and volunteer activity

Create a more level playing field in which ACE can achieve its potential as a significant pathway for the unreached/excluded members of the community. Many of the excluded groups are excluded by the user-pays mode of operation not just because they cannot pay but also because they do not have the ‘market-clout’ or advocacy skills to champion the development of learning opportunities to suit their needs. This would require a revision of the Student Contact Hour approach to funding, with consideration of some funding for infrastructure

Ensure that cooperation, rather than competition, is fostered between different learning providers so that larger proportions of the community can enter and move through the learning community – how to foster cooperation in a fund-poor, user-pays environment is the challenge and requires leadership from government

Need for government (and industry) to allow for, and value, a wide range of outcomes, including incidental or unexpected benefits of participation in learning activity

Need to spell out what role ACE is expected to play in the development and support of the VET system, and this role then needs to be properly resourced
Need for clearer and more flexible pathways between schools, ACE, other educational organisations and businesses, and for coordinators to facilitate these pathways so that decisions are not left to individuals who are not always in a position to be able to make informed judgements

Need for governmental leadership in demonstrating that considerable learning takes place in the community sector that is worthwhile in terms of skill formation or personal development that is not given sufficient credit by educational and training institutions or taken seriously enough by business and the public. The point was emphasised that government tends not to see a community organisation spending time on helping individuals – or a group – ‘pulling their lives together’ as valuable activity

Need for longer-term funding. For example, one-year funding arrangements prove self-defeating – as community organisations find it too difficult to attract good staff and there is too much time spent on paperwork accounting for the last funding and preparing for the next funding

These suggestions point to the challenge for policies to move beyond perceived tokenistic gestures to a real commitment to the community sector in order that genuine, sustainable partnerships are established. 

One area where government support may be productively applied is in building linkages between ACE VET and mainstream VET. Saunders (2001) raises a number of issues relating to building linkages between the sectors that are worthy of attention, including the need for:

· improvement of guidelines, definitions and procedures including terminology used to described VET in ACE linkages and pathways

· documentation of guidelines and procedures to build enhanced access to linkages and pathways

· detailed mapping of existing ACE provision onto Training Packages

· the appointment of a person within ACE organisations to be responsible for developing and maintaining linkages; providing information to students about these linkages and pathways and furnishing support to other personnel in fostering and capitalising on these linkages and pathways

· appropriate staff development to ensure that teachers in ACE are fully equipped to help students maximise linkages and pathways that arise out of their participation and that might lead students into mainstream VET or other education and training.

Additional strategies including development of joint ventures between ACE and mainstream VET and co-location of ACE and TAFE providers were also suggested. 

Research (e.g. Saunders 2001) suggests that policy should aim to establish a complementary rather than a competitive role for ACE in relation to mainstream VET – that is, not offering the same courses and competing with each other for students. Increased competition has the potential to erode many of the attractive features of ACE. A complementary system built around greater community sector involvement would:

· maintain and enhance the differences in delivery that makes skill formation in the ACE sector attractive to students

· increase the level of consultation between the community sector and mainstream VET providers regarding complementary strategies to provision linkages

· develop processes to share demographic information so that demand could more accurately be estimated and planning undertaken to avoid duplication

· look to facilitate ways where community-based providers could service areas that the mainstream finds difficult to service – either alone or in cooperation with mainstream VET providers

· promote the potential for community-based providers to act as training brokers and/or coordinators; while some community-based organisations may not always have the desire to develop the technical expertise to provide services directly, their community-based focus does give them the ‘educational, organisational and entrepreneurial expertise to manage and coordinate learning – much of which can be in the workplace’ (Saunders 2001).

The quest for quality in skill formation strategies requires an avoidance of narrowly conceived notions of programs and pathways, and of short-term thinking and restricted timeframes. Evaluation of outcomes, in particular, if confined to traditional notions of achievement and educational progression, can act as a disincentive for the community sector to take the necessary steps to invest effort and take risks. Conversely, risk-taking and experimentation does not necessarily equate to chaos. The recently established ‘Action Learning Exchange’ as part of the Strong families Strong Communities Strategy provides an example of an evaluation strategy committed to building an evidence base for practice through the use of action research to develop key performance indicators and support the development of research designs that can be implemented in ‘real world’ settings and generate data on effective practice.

Government can offer support to the community sector by leading debates which challenge notions of progression and achievement linked to particular proscribed forms of learning and acknowledging that involvement of the community sector generates a diversity of places where learning for skills development can occur. Support for informal learning around local issues and concerns can sometimes provide the initial first steps for individuals to engage in learning (McGivney 2001, p.139).

Research in the UK has pointed to the importance of outreach as a strategy that the community sector is well placed to build upon (McGivney 2001, p.138). Evidence has shown that non-participants in learning can become participants through face-to-face contact with people who have local credibility. Support for the investment in quality outreach strategies (including investment in people with skills in networking) to build the community sector’s capacity over the long-term warrants further attention.

Furthermore, government may provide support to the community sector through the development of policies aimed at providing direct support to learners. The provision of learning vouchers or accounts has been raised as a potential mechanism and continues to attract the attention of policy-makers. Additionally, policy needs to be sensitive to the real efforts that movement into an unfamiliar learning environment entails for individuals. For many it is a disorientating experience. The mutual support and recognition provided by the community sector to the needs of learners often acts as the stimulus for this movement and thus the capacity of the community sector to provide this support needs to be preserved. The accommodation of diverse groups of learners can be a costly, time-consuming and frustrating enterprise where providers can be pulled in several directions at once. Finding the optimal balance between meeting quality standards and mediating the sometimes overriding instrumentalism that can dominate policy frameworks and successful outreach ultimately requires a cultural change on the part of both providers and policy-makers, as Howard (cited in McGivney 2001, p.157) so eloquently points out:

The culture change that is needed is as much a culture change from the supply side: policy makers, funders and providers and teachers. Perhaps we are the ‘hard-to-reach’ for those who do not connect to the learning system.

From the ABS study in 1995, 16% of the 15-24 age group reported gaining work experience/reference as a reason for undertaking volunteer work, with smaller proportions in other age categories. This conclusion may be an incentive to government to provide more training to young people through the volunteer sector. However, the issue is not clear-cut. Volunteer organisations generally lack the resources to act as on-the-job training providers and people with skills to train others, training may create divisions among volunteers between those whose attendance is formally monitored and those who are treated more trustingly, training can create resentment between volunteers and paid workers if provided differentially, and volunteers are typically busy people for whom finding the time to train is difficult (Hopkins 2000, pp.10-11).

As well as support for learners, government could add value to the community sector by providing support for leadership in the volunteering arena. The amount of training for volunteers is insufficient for the sector to function at its most effective; a case can be made for provision of public funding to support volunteer training and especially for trainers of volunteers.

Expanding the role of the community sector – challenges and opportunities

Data from the existing involvement of community-based organisations in skill formation are suggestive of a wide range of organisations that are well equipped to meet the demands of taking an active role in the social and economic development of the State. However, anecdotal evidence would suggest that this is not true of all parts of the community sector and that some organisations within the sector may lack the capacity to develop the skills required.

Within the context of expanding community sector involvement in skill formation, one of the significant challenges the community sector faces is finding a balance between the need to meet standards (e.g. those associated with the development of linkages with mainstream VET organisations), their commitment to access and equity and the maintenance of those strengths that make them an attractive alternative to other educational sectors. The challenge is to find ways to fit standards around learners rather than succumbing to being driven by compliance.

Maximising the contribution of the community sector through linkages between it and mainstream VET requires that the sector, at a minimum, needs to be cognisant of and prepared to meet relevant training standards and have a sound understanding of the needs of enterprises and industry. Training for ACE staff in a number of areas, including industry training standards, competency-based training, assessment design, teaching practices, understanding labour markets and working with enterprises, is an important step in this process.

On a broader scale, the community sector is faced with the significant challenge of accepting shifts in roles and responsibilities within a changing context characterised by decline in the transfer of resources from public or other charitable organisations. In a climate where market-based approaches to the distribution of resources predominate, there is pressure on the community sector to be able to demonstrate effectiveness in meeting client needs and be able to work within market models of service provision. Previous notions of ‘doing good’ or the uncritical acceptance of the intrinsic worth of community sector work no longer provide a sound rationale for funding being made available. The community sector, if it is to be in receipt of scare public funds or to accept investment from the private sector, needs to be prepared to produce measurable outcomes to embrace considerable cultural change if it is to enter into genuine inter-sectoral collaboration to solve the complex social and economic problems faced by the State. Specifically, the community sector needs to be open and able to embrace the use of ‘business expertise and market-based skills … in order to help the sector become “more efficient”’ (Johnson 2002, p.5). Within the current context in South Australia, there are already community organisations which have made a commitment and have invested highly in their people and the organisation to ensure that they are equipped with the basic management tools and financial skills to demonstrate strong leadership and effective management. They are aware of the difficulties in achieving the ‘double or triple bottom lines’ but nonetheless are prepared to work towards the development of operational guidelines for collaborative partnerships with business in order to meet defined goals.

The building blocks for effective community – government partnerships

The corporate Citizenship Research Unit at Deakin University has identified nine principles of sustainable partnerships (Birch, and quoted in VSA 2000, p.8). These are an excellent set of principles that provide a sound basis for establishing building blocks for effective community – government partnerships.

	Principles of partnership

	Recognition
	Each partner to understand its own distinctive organisational culture in order to understand the other partner more effectively

	Respect
	Requires a willingness to share skills, knowledge, personnel and resources – there is a spirit of equality defining the partnership

	Review
	Willingness to be open, accountable, accessible and proactive on regard to evaluation and change

	Resilience
	Requires effective leadership, trust, honesty and integrity, sensitivity and flexibility, all firmly grounded in ethically and morally acceptable behaviour

	Responsibility
	Need to recognise and accept responsibilities for each one’s part in the relationship

	Rewards
	May not always be equal, however, as commitment to mutual benefit which requires ‘capital’ to be thought of in ways well beyond the financial

	Resolve
	Although faced with competing claims on priorities, partners maintain their resolve to keep the partnership going

	Relevance
	Partnership should be a routine part of the core business of the organisation, shaping and adding to social, cultural and economic value

	Reference
	Partnerships need to set measurable objectives that distinguish between the partnership itself and the specific program objectives


Partnerships need to be built upon acknowledgement that, while partners may well be unequal with respect to knowledge, resources and power, there is the expectation of commitment and that each partner will derive benefit from the compact. Adapting a set of bases from a policy briefing paper by Volunteering SA (2000, p.6), some building blocks for effective partnerships between the community sector and government could be the following: 

· promotion – the fostering of learning as an end in itself

· consultation – policy and legislative development with real consultation with the sector

· funding – long-term sustainable resource allocation by the government

· coordination – inter-departmental coordination across government.

Wherever partnerships are envisaged, there needs to be trust, shared goals and vision, clear notions of contributions from involved parties, and clarity in understanding roles. A number of worthwhile ideas discussed in recent community consultations in Sydney (ALA 2003) and Adelaide (SA Skills for the Future Inquiry 2003) suggest a way forward in this regard:

· take account of and provide support for the needs of the whole person (and not just the worker element)

· allow flexibility in learning provision so that individual abilities, aspirations and temperaments can be catered for and capitalised on

· be better resourced to develop and support a range of non-accredited and informal learning opportunities as a way of including the excluded/ unreached/ disengaged learner in the community

· avoid thinking about the learning pathway as linear or hierarchical, but as spaghetti-like

· develop an easy-to-use recognition of prior learning (RPL) process to facilitate easy movement along pathways

· recognise and capitalise on ACE’s connections with micro and small business

· acknowledge the important role ACE can and does play with regard to a casualised and mobile workforce

· increase funding to ACE to allow cheap access and maintain the important bridging work to the disengaged community

· promote value of learning and model different forms of learning widely – need to develop a comprehensive directory that makes public all the different forms of learning available

· invest in building a learning culture in broad terms, so that participation in learning is generally viewed as important and necessary as participating in work

· develop learner support mechanisms, especially for those outside mainstream community networks or who are working by themselves (e.g. “portfolio workers”, those who draw income from several different projects)

· remove the term “training” as it has negative connotations with many people in the community, principally because it is intimately linked to the discourse of ‘production’ rather than promoting the potential of individuals

· acknowledge the role of ACE as an incubator for enterprise – the role of non-accredited, informal or ‘recreational’ learning as a catalyst or conduit for career change or small business development is significant.

It is important to acknowledge that it is not always worthwhile to collaborate and partner. Some organisations believe that it is in their best interests to remain outside in order to maintain their flexibility and manoeuvrability and to be less accountable. Beilharz (2002), in describing a community development project in Bendigo that focused on the building of social capital through trust and partnership, noted two problems that governments often overlook:

· community development needs time and cannot be hurried along, and

· government funding can sometimes create barriers to community development because it comes with too many required expectations and outcomes. This leads to less flexibility which may deny using existing available skills within the community.

Plane’s (2002) current research, in mapping the types of cross-sectoral learning partnerships in the Adelaide Hills and exploring the capabilities and capacities of the partners as a model for lifelong learning, has found there are tensions in developing social capital for learning communities against a backdrop of a competitive, individualistic, mixed market economy. These tensions focus on the degree of decision-making autonomy by partners, level of quality monitoring and regulation, and developing trust and collaboration across for-profit and not-for-profit sectors traditionally disparate and diverse in ethos and culture. Some of the tensions Plane (2002, pp.7-8) has identified include:

· practitioners taking on new roles as brokers, negotiators and collaborators, but some practitioners being not familiar with such capacity-building roles

· difficulties of establishing partnerships if a smaller organisation and the cost of doing business with government in terms of time resources and navigating the system

· the need for local leadership which is familiar with systems and bureaucracies

· reductions in local practitioners, particularly in community organisations, mean losses in intellectual capital and insufficient people on the ground at the local level to implement a policy of lifelong learning

· training and staff development for the many small organisations in regions which depend almost entirely on volunteers for continued survival

· training and access to staff development for coordinators , many of whom are running a one-person entity with little support for their role.

From multiple reports, particularly in the UK, one of the most important building blocks for community is the formation of partnerships at all levels. Problems in forging partnerships, however, are acknowledged in the reports (e.g. Duffen & Merton 2001; Joseph Rowntree Foundation 2000; Leavitt 2002) and include:

· a lack of commitment to community involvement

· disparate understandings of basic terms (e.g. community, learners, skills)

· lack of good leadership

· unequal power relations

Taylor (2000) observes that the established discourse of partnerships means that they are ‘controlled by the public sector’; that is, there is a pre-supposition of the way meetings are run, how decision-making is effected and how partnerships are structured. This view is shared by Chatterton and Bradley (2000), who state that ‘without a radical shift of power away from statutory bodies, community groups will remain structurally excluded’ (p. 104). Thus, to enable effective relationships to develop, new ways of thinking about and acting on partnerships must be considered. Many so-called included members of the community are, in fact, quite remote from the political and social activities around them. As Curran, Rutherfoord and Smith (2000) demonstrate, small businesses tend to withdraw from local political interests and, instead, concentrate on their own business activities. In order to ensure a true democratic involvement, this ‘hidden’ separation needs to be addressed. Crawshaw, Bunton and Gillen (2003, p.44) state that:

… it is crucial for the success of such programmes that participation, rather than potentially tokenistic involvement, … is an implicit part of project implementation and development in order that community members can lead on planning and decision-making.

Nonetheless, the benefits of partnerships in all areas of community development appear to outweigh the problems and are strongly recommended in most of the reports from the UK (e.g. Carley, Chapman, Hastings, Kirk & Young 2000; Sheppard 2000; LCN Conference Report 2001; Wrigley, Guy & Lowe 2002). Some of the other important building blocks include:

· funding – for community organisations; for adult and community learning; and for innovation

· people with flexibility

· joined up systems for implementation

· effective infrastructure with opportunities for learning at regional and national level (Taylor, 2000a).

And in spite of such challenges and present limitations, many initiatives to explicate and implement lifelong learning continue. In the UK, the emphasis on neighbourhood renewal and skills acquisition has led to numerous suggestions and ideas for the implementation of a variety of initiatives from a number of different sources, at both government and community level. The British Prime Minister outlined to Parliament the national strategy for action (Social Exclusion Unit 1998) as: investing in people, not just buildings; involving communities, not parachuting in solutions; developing integrated approaches with clear leadership; ensuring mainstream policies really work for the poorest neighbourhood; and making a long-term commitment with sustained political priority.

A more recent report (Social Exclusion Unit 2001) outlines government involvement in more detail, including: a more open policy-making process; joined-up implementation of policy; emphasis on links between economic and social policy; focus on outcomes; and an approach that allows government help but with input from individuals and community. An early UK Government initiative was the establishment of 18 policy action teams (PATs) to explore some of the major issues affecting social exclusion, including jobs, small business, financial services and skills (Rushmoor Borough Council 1998). While these are obviously interconnected, skills acquisition seems to be the main linking factor. Government involvement at community level is particularly illustrated with the development of Learning Partnerships and the Learning Skills Council. These bodies’ aims are to increase lifelong learning in the community sector by allowing better access to learning, and through interaction with local business and community organisations.

In Australia, Robinson (2000), the former managing director of the NCVER, sees lifelong learning as the way forward for the twenty first century. While education and training activity has made great progress, much of this activity, he contends, is ‘unstructured, informal, spasmodic and minor’ (p.vi). To achieve a more comprehensive system of lifelong learning, future directions need to focus on:

· new learning pathways for adults as well as young people, given that Australia is heading into the information age and the knowledge-based economy with an ageing population, and

· increased national investment in skills and knowledge, from both public and private sources.

This, he concludes, requires “substantial reform to the post-compulsory education and training system to ensure a wider range of appropriate learning options are available” (p.vi). 

The community sector has an important role to play in this future.
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