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% 3 &1 TAFE and Higher Education in Australia

Hugh Guthrie
(Victoria University, Melbourne, Australia)

Introduction

This paper aims to provide a very brief introduction to Australia and its vocational and higher
education sectors. Both are considered to be part of Australia’s tertiary education system. A more
detailed and comprehensive description of Australia’s education system has been prepared by

Australian Education International as a Country Education Profile.

Australia

Australia has a population of about 22.5 million. It has a federal government and six states and two
territories. The states were former colonies, with Australia becoming a federation in 1901. The
country was settled by Europeans in 1788, but Australia’s Indigenous population (3%) has a history
of settlement for at least 50,000 years. Australia is a multi-racial country with more than 25% of its
population born outside Australia. About 14% of Australia’s population is over 65 years of age. It,

like Japan, has an aging population.

The two pillars

There are two pillars of the tertiary (post-secondary) system in Australia. The first is a Qualifications
Framework, the AQF, which is overseen by the Australian Qualifications Framework Council
(AQFC). The second are the two bodies which regulate the tertiary system. The VET system is
regulated by the Australian Skills Quality Agency (ASQA); the higher education system is regulated
by TEQSA — the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency

The AQF

The AQF is a 10-level qualifications system ranging the senior secondary certificate gained at the
completion of 12 years of secondary education. It covers 14 qualification types ranging from
certificates (I-IV), diplomas, associate degrees, bachelor, masters and doctoral degrees as well as
graduate certificates and diplomas. The AQF describes the purpose of the qualifications, the
knowledge and skills expected, how the knowledge and skills are applied and gives a general volume
of learning expected for the qualification concerned. It has been designed to support the
development and maintenance of pathways which provide access to qualifications and assist people
to move easily and readily between different education and training sectors and between those
sectors and the labour market. It also underpins national regulatory and quality assurance
arrangements for education and training.
VET and HE regulation

ASQA became the national VET regulatory (NVR) body in 2011 to quality assure the VET sector



5-3

and its providers. Two states, Victoria and Western Australia, have not referred their regulatory
powers, but ‘mirror’ national practice. ASQA’s work is overseen by the National Skills Standards
Council (NSSC).

TEQSA is the national regulator and quality assurance agency for higher education. It was
established in 2011, following the recommendations of the 2008 Bradley Review on higher
education. It is concerned with the registration and re-registration of institutions and the

accreditation and re-accreditation of higher education courses.

Australia’s vocational education and training (VET) system

The system is built around a system of competency-based training underpinned by Training
Packages which are sets of nationally endorsed standards and qualifications for recognising and
assessing people's skills in a specific industry, industry sector or enterprise. These are developed by
Industry Skills Councils which bring together industry, educators and governments and unite them
on a common industry-led agenda to promote skills and workforce development. Industry Skills
Councils also play a central coordination role in the National Workforce Development Fund,
overseen by the Australian Workforce Productivity Agency. VET courses are provided by Registered
Training Organisations, which can be public (TAFE), private, enterprise-based or part of the adult
and community education sector. There are around 5000 RTOs, most of which are private and small.
The largest and most diverse in course offerings are the approximately 60 TAFE institutes or
colleges. Some basic statistics about the Australian VET sector can be obtained from the Pocket
Guide prepared by Australia’s National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER). The
VET sector delivers programs at certificate (I -IV), diploma and advanced diploma levels. They also

offer a limited number of associate degrees, specialist bachelor degrees and graduate diplomas.

Australia’s higher education (HE) system

Australia has 40 self-accrediting universities, of which three are private. They range in size from
about 2,000 to 40,000 students. They offer a range of qualifications ranging generally from diploma
(AQF 5) to doctoral level (AQF 10). Some universities offer a small number of vocational education
level programs. Five universities are ‘dual sector’ and are mostly based in the state of Victoria. A
further dual sector university is developing in regional Queensland. They offer both vocational and
higher education qualifications ranging from AQF 2 (Certificate II) to doctoral level studies (AQF
10). In addition there are a further 160 higher education institutions registered by state and territory
authorities or TEQSA to offer particular higher education courses. This includes a number of public
Technical and Further Education (TAFE) Institutions as well as private providers. A number of

private providers also offer programs across the VET and HE sectors.

Pathways between VET and higher education

The AQF is designed to open pathways between qualification levels. Of particular importance is the
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pathway between the VET sector and higher education. Articulation pathways guided by the AQF
Qualifications Pathways Policy which can be found on pages 77 to 80 of the AQF document
referenced above. In essence, articulation arrangements may provide credit into or towards a
qualification based on learning outcomes, volume of learning, the program of study and its content
and the learning and assessment approaches used in their previous studies.

While the policy aims at enhancing student progression between awards the level of credit granted is
very much dependent on the granting institution and the quality of the relationship developed
between the providers on the VET and higher education sides. In the past articulation arrangements
and the amount of credit awarded were somewhat inconsistent. Guidelines developed by the AQF
now suggest a level of credit that should be granted, and these are used as a basis for negotiation

between the institutions concerned, and might be seen as a minimum.
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Two pillars

The Australian Qualifications Framework

which is overseen by the Australian Qualifications Framework Council (AQFC)
+10 level system - certificates to doctorates

+13 qualification types, plus
+Senior secondary certificate of education (Year 12)

Regulation

+Of vocational education and training by the Australian Skills Quality Agency
(ASQA)

+Of higher education by TEQSA - the Tertiary Education Quality and
Standards Agency

*Both set up in 2011

The Australian Workplace Productivity Agency also has an important
role. ’ VICTORIA
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The AQF
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AQF descriptors

The descriptors include:
*A summary
«Qualification type, and

«for qualifications at each of the 10 levels:
+ Their purpose
+ The knowledge and skills that characterise the level
+ How the skills and knowledge are applied at that level
+ The expected ‘volume of learning’
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Differences between the VET and
higher education sectors in
Australia

* In VET training skills and qualifications are specified by industry
through Training Packages developed by Industry Skills Councils

* Input into higher education by ‘industry’ is often through Professional
Bodies

+ Emphasis on a competency-based and practical approach in
Australian VET; Theory and abstract conceptual knowledge is the
focus in higher education, as well as applied/vocational

+ Increasingly, the lines between schools, VET, adult and community
and higher education have become increasingly blurred
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Higher education

+ There are relatively small numbers of universities and HE providers,
around 200, including about 40 self accrediting universities (of which
3 are private)

+ Some universities offer a small number of VET level qualifications,
mainly at higher levels, Cert IV (AQF 4) plus

+ Dual sector universities have substantial VET level offerings from
certificate 1l (AQF 2) to doctoral level (AQF 10)
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Vocational education and training

¢ There are relatively large numbers of VET providers, approximately
5000

+ They are made of;

+ large public providers ~TAFEs with a wide range of offerings

* Private providers, mainly small in size operating in more narrowly focused
niches

 Enterprise-based providers — operating in individual companies and
organisations, for example Military, Police, Ambulance, Fire services

+ Group Training Companies

+ Adult and Community Education (ACE) providers

+ Offerings are mainly at certificate level (I-IV), Diploma and Advanced
Diploma, but may also be at Associate and Bachelor degree, and
Graduate Certificate and Diploma
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Pathways between VET and higher
education

+ The AQF is at least partially achieving the objectives of facilitating
pathways between VET and HE

+ The best examples are where there are specific arrangements
between a VET and a HE provider for a particular course
combination

+ There is still a way to go to achieve greater recognition across
sectors

» The AQF Council is now addressing the quality and consistency of

the qualifications themselves. They do this through:
+ Pathway requirements
+ Expected levels of articulation/credit
+ Volumes of study
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