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Apprentice provisions in awards – training costs

Many awards say that employers must pay certain costs for 
apprentices, such as training fees. This guide provides 
information about how these award provisions operate and how 
FWO will treat any requests for assistance.

Apprentice training costs provisions in modern awards

Model provisions about apprentice training costs were inserted 
into many awards by recent Fair Work Commission (FWC) Full 
Bench decisions. The general principles which have emerged 
include:
• an apprentice should not have to pay the training costs 
associated with their apprenticeship, such as course fees and 
textbooks
• the employer is not required to pay training costs upfront
• an apprentice must be given a period of time to demonstrate a 
commitment to, and progress in, their apprenticeship
• where an apprentice demonstrates a commitment to their 
apprenticeship, their employer is responsible for these costs 
(except where the apprentice makes ‘unsatisfactory progress’, 
which is to be assessed on a case by case basis). Enquire Online 
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To understand how these award provisions operate, we need to 
consider the model provisions and the FWC decisions which 
inserted them. We also look at how these align with the training 
system.

While the FWO can provide advice on and enforce compliance 
with award and agreement provisions affecting apprentices, the 
structure and administration of the apprenticeship system is a 
matter for State and Territory training authorities.

When do these provisions start?

Check your award for the start date of these provisions. In most 
cases they take effect from 1 January 2014 or 1 January 2015.

All apprentices are entitled to have their training costs incurred 
from the start date specified in the award reimbursed or paid. 
This applies whether they started their apprenticeship, or 
employment, before or after this date.

When do apprentices need to be reimbursed?

The model provisions say that the costs must be reimbursed:

► within 6 months of the apprentice starting the relevant stage 
of the apprenticeship; or
► within 3 months of the apprentice starting the training with 
the Registered Training Organisation (RTO);

whichever happens later.

An employer can also pay training costs directly to the RTO.

An employer does not have to pay or reimburse training costs 
where there is ‘unsatisfactory progress’ (more on this below).

Which training costs must be reimbursed?

► All fees charged by the RTO which are related to the training. 
Depending on the RTO, fees may include:

► the costs for providing the training
► course and assessment materials
► built in costs for textbooks
► any other components determined by the RTO as compulsory 
costs related to the training;

and
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► Textbooks prescribed by the RTO, unless the employer makes 
the prescribed textbook (including the correct version required 
by the RTO) reasonably available to the apprentice.

If an apprentice’s training costs are paid or reimbursed, partially 
or wholly, by a government scheme, their employer only needs to 
reimburse or pay any difference.

What is ‘unsatisfactory progress?’

‘Unsatisfactory progress’ is not defined in the awards. It is also 
often not a term generally used in the training system.

The FWC’s decision inserting the model provisions makes it clear 
that it relates to the apprentice’s commitment to the 
apprenticeship, as shown by attendance and active participation 
in training, rather than the satisfactory completion of 
competencies:

We consider that in the context of competency based training, 
the emphasis should be on the demonstration of an appropriate 
level of commitment to the apprenticeship rather than a 
requirement to have completed particular competencies. The 
objective of the award provision should be both to avoid the 
apprentice having to meet the significant cost of fees whilst on 
low pay and to avoid the employer being required to pay upfront 
fees in a situation where an apprentice fails to effectively 
participate in training .

Unsatisfactory progress needs to be determined on a case-by-
case basis for each apprentice.
Some factors to consider are discussed below (in ‘What approach 
will the FWO take?’)

Examples

Sally is in the second stage of her electrical apprenticeship. She 
has attended all of her training and has completed her 
assessments but is failing some of her units. Sally has a meeting 
with her employer and the RTO and they agree that Sally is 
capable of passing and that she will get more on-the-job support 
and some extra help with maths and then retry the unit next year.

Although Sally did not pass these units and so is yet to complete 
the stage of her apprenticeship, she has genuinely participated in 
the required coursework, assessment and on-the-job learning. 
She therefore is not considered to have made ‘unsatisfactory 
progress.’ Enquire Online 
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Her employer must reimburse Sally for the training costs.

Jorg started the first stage of his cooking apprenticeship in 
January. He is absent without leave for his block release training 
in March and April and has not completed any of his required 
assessments.

His employer and the RTO have a meeting with him and tell him 
that his attendance and progress are not satisfactory. They all 
agree to a plan to address this. Jorg again fails to attend his 
training in June, won’t make a commitment with his employer to 
attend his next training and won’t return his field officer’s calls.

Although Jorg is attending work, he has not demonstrated a 
commitment to his apprenticeship and so is making 
‘unsatisfactory progress.’

His employer therefore does not need to reimburse his training 
costs.

Who decides if an apprentice has made ‘unsatisfactory 
progress?’

It is up to the parties to the training contract to determine if there 
has been unsatisfactory progress, in particular the employer and 
the RTO.

Employers, RTOs and apprentices negotiate a training plan as 
part of the apprenticeship which will address how the apprentice 
will undertake their training and assessment. There are many 
ways that an apprentice can do their training and assessment, 
from weekly on-the-job training and assessment in the 
workplace, to undertaking occasional block release training.

During the apprenticeship, all parties should be aware of how the 
apprentice is progressing and address any issues that arise. This 
is often an obligation in the training contract. Further 
information can be found in the relevant state or territory 
legislation governing apprenticeship arrangements.

An employer should regularly check with the RTO to make sure 
the apprentice is attending any off-the-job training and is making 
satisfactory progress. Training plans can be changed or re-
negotiated to meet changed situations and needs.

What approach will the FWO take?
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If an apprentice believes they have not been correctly 
reimbursed for fees or textbooks they may request assistance 
from us.

An employer should have evidence to support a decision that the 
apprentice’s progress was unsatisfactory.

We assess whether an apprentice had unsatisfactory progress on 
a case-by-case basis. The factors we may consider include:
► the apprentice’s training plan
► the apprentice’s attendance and participation in training and 
at work
► assessment and competency records
► what work the apprentice has been doing
► the apprentice’s previous progress through the apprenticeship
► discussions between the parties about the apprentice’s 
attendance or performance at work and in training
► the parties’ views of the apprentices’ capacity for successfully 
completing the unit, stage or apprenticeship.

A failure to reimburse an apprentice for fees or the cost of 
prescribed textbooks in accordance with an award is a 
contravention of the Fair Work Act 2009 and could lead to fines of 
up to $51,000 for a body corporate and $10,200 for an individual.

Cletus Brown – Director, Knowledge Solutions
yourfeedback@fwo.gov.au

For more information about awards and entitlements for 
apprentices, visit www.fairwork.gov.au or call  13 13 94.
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