

AQFC CONSULTATION PAPER:

STRENGTHENING THE AQF: A PROPOSAL
TAFE Directors Australia (TDA) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Australian Quality Framework Council’s Consultation Paper: Strengthening the AQF: A Proposal.
TDA represents 58 TAFE institutes nationally that deliver 1.6 million student contact hours, the major delivery of accredited national training. TAFE institutes deliver training and education across the spectrum of the Australian Qualifications Framework including senior secondary school certificates, vocational certificates, diplomas, advanced diplomas, associate degrees, bachelor degrees and post-graduate qualifications. These qualifications are delivered in a range of contexts –institutional, workplace and on-line. They are delivered in partnership with a variety of national and international organisations, including schools, colleges, universities, enterprises and community organisations. TDA members have a strong interest in the health of the national qualifications framework.
On 29 May 2009, Virginia Simmons, CEO Chisholm Institute of TAFE and TDA Board member and Dr Anne Jones, Deputy Vice-Chancellor & Director TAFE, Victoria University, representing TDA, met with John Dawkins, Chair AQFC and AQFC officers to respond to the AQFC Consultation Paper. This written submission builds on the discussion in that face to face consultation and incorporates TDA members’ responses to the AQFC Paper.
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

TDA strongly supports the AQFC in its attempt to strengthen the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF). 
1. As the AQFC paper Strengthening the AQF maintains the qualifications framework is the architecture which defines the outcomes of the formal and informal learning processes for students, employers, the Australian and international communities. TDA maintains that this architecture now needs to be modernised, streamlined and freed of sectoral boundaries.
2. TDA is of the opinion that there needs to be a shared and increased confidence that the AQF  is based on a clear and defensible taxonomy and that the relationship between qualification levels better enables student movement between the various qualification levels. 
3. From TDA’s perspective it is now critical that the AQF Council re-examine the Framework, particularly at a time when the Government has set ambitious targets for student participation in education and training and when the move to an Australian tertiary sector makes sector-base qualifications less viable.
4. TDA believes that there is a lack of clarity in Strengthening the AQF as to what constitutes the Australian tertiary sector. New protocols, extending the national protocols that currently apply to Higher Education, and which clearly define the scope of the proposed tertiary sector, are required.

5. TDA maintains that the current objectives of the AQF need to be strengthened to overcome the complex educational and training boundaries that have developed between the sectors.TDA believes that  students need to be able to better chart career pathways between qualifications, without having to cross over or navigate complex educational boundaries. To this end TDA believes that any new qualifications framework should remove references to sector-based delivery of qualifications. The objectives should support a coherent and consistent taxonomy of learning outcomes across the qualifications and have as a key objective a framework for better linkages between qualifications.

6. All users of the qualifications framework within Australia and internationally need to clearly understand the learning outcomes that have been achieved by students undertaking particular qualifications. TDA is of the opinion that they would be assisted in this if there was a clearer and more consistent taxonomy of learning outcomes across qualifications, 

7. TDA members support the inclusion of strengthened generic knowledge and skills (variously called key skills, employability and core skills or graduate attributes). While there were some differences of opinion, most TDA members supported a taxonomy in which the generic knowledge and skills were represented as a separate dimension. Such a separate dimension would ensure that the generic knowledge and skills included in qualifications better enabled individuals to fully participate, rather than just work or be employed, in contemporary Australian society.
8. TDA supports an explicit levels base structure which could more clearly represent the complexity, depth and breadth of knowledge, skills and competencies at a given level.

Explicit level descriptors would holistically describe the KSC for each qualification. A key outcome would be the consistency and synergy to be gained across qualifications. This greater clarity could assist international students seeking Australian qualifications and Australian students seeking recognition overseas.

9. Most TDA members supported the 8+1 model on p 20 of Strengthening the AQF.
If levels have clear descriptors, it is recommended that a credit rating, or recognition rating, be identified for each level.  As indicated above any determination of the credit rating would need to encompass both complexity and breadth of learning 
10. There is some concern amongst TDA members that the focus of this proposal is very qualification based. TDA suggests that the current research that indicates the need and value for “Skill Sets” of units of competency should also be taken into account.
CONTEXT
TDA notes that the consultation paper has been released at a time when the concept of an Australian tertiary education sector is gaining momentum, as suggested in the Bradley Review and more recently by Skills Australia in Foundations for the Future.  

The move to a tertiary education sector provides the opportunity to re-evaluate from a policy perspective the role of the key institutions that contribute to the nation’s economy and societal well being, particularly in the context of a global economic crisis.  It has the potential to extend the thinking beyond the traditional universities to a range of non-university tertiary providers and create a new vision that positions Australia internationally for the future. 

In this sense, Strengthening the AQF is timely because changes to the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) can underpin and facilitate the realisation of this new vision.  The Paper recognises that Australia, while once a leader in national qualifications frameworks, has fallen behind other countries to the point where it is no longer acceptable to tinker around the edges.  It acknowledges that there are many intersectoral compromises in the current AQF, with the descriptors being 'inadequate' and 'conciliatory'. The Vocational Graduate Certificates and Diplomas are a clear case in point where the distinctions between the parallel qualifications in Higher Education are by no means clear-cut; rather they appear to be contrived to maintain sector demarcation.  

However, TDA argues that the concept of the Australian tertiary sector is still very much in its infancy.  The Bradley report itself compounds this confusion by on the one hand referencing the OECD definition in the glossary of the report as the one applying throughout, but then in the body of the report referring to the tertiary sector as including the whole of the Higher Education and the VET sector.  
Strengthening the AQF recognises the importance of re-framing the AQF architecture to facilitate more robust mechanisms for the design and accreditation of qualifications, for comparing qualifications and for facilitating pathways.  TDA believes that this is long overdue.  Clarity around the vision and scope of the Australian tertiary sector would inform how these mechanisms might be optimised, ensuring consistency between the two developments.  In the current situation, the cart may well be before the horse.
SPECIFIC COMMENTS ON THE PROPOSALS IN THE AQFC PAPER, STRENGTHENING THE AQF
TAFE Directors Australia offers the following specific comments on the proposals in the AQFC paper, Strengthening the AQF
PROPOSAL 1 – THE OBJECTIVES OF THE AQF

The objectives of the AQF are aligned with the policy goals which it is designed to underpin and support.  (Section 1.3, Page 8)

Question 1

What changes should be made to the existing statement of objectives of the AQF to reflect national education and training goals (Section 1.3, Page 8)

TDA Response

TDA agrees with the statement in Strengthening the AQF that “the value of a Qualifications Framework lies in its potential to contribute to national policy goals for education, including high levels of participation, lifelong learning, recognition of skills, improving the quality of education and training and the development of pathways, directly benefitting students”.

In this respect TDA is of the opinion that it is not clear if the Strengthening the AQF paper differentiates between the Higher Education sector and the vocational education and training (VET) sector or considers these as one tertiary education sector.  The issue of a definition of a post compulsory landscape is critical.  TDA supports the idea of a tertiary sector with universities and TAFE institutes having “equal value” and yet distinct missions under a single Ministerial Council.  New protocols, extending the national protocols that currently apply to Higher Education, and which clearly define the scope of the proposed tertiary sector, are required.
Further, TDA draws attention to the fact that Australia’s AQF was once regarded as a benchmark for the rest of the world.  However, this position has now been lost.  In this respect Strengthening the AQF involves not only international recognition and alignment of qualifications, but regaining Australia’s pre-eminent position in the design of qualifications frameworks.

TDA suggests amending the current objectives of the AQF to include:
· provide a consistent and explicit taxonomy of learning outcomes for explicit qualification reference levels 
· facilitate flexible pathways that assist people to move more easily between the different education and training sectors and between these sectors and the labour market by providing the basis for recognition of prior learning and the framework for credit transfer (through the addition of the words in bold).

· align national qualifications with, and provide benchmarks against, international qualifications
· achieve best practice status for the AQF internationally.
SECTION 2 STRENGTHENING THE ARCHITECTURE OF THE AQF

The AQF is redesigned as a framework of qualifications based on taxonomy of learning outcomes and explicit reference levels with a measurement of the volume of learning.  (Section 1.4, Page 9)

PROPOSAL 2A - A LEARNING OUTCOMES CLASSIFICATION
A learning outcomes classification or taxonomy is developed as the basis for the qualification descriptors in the AQF.  (Section 2.2, Page 10)

Question 2

Should an explicit taxonomy of learning outcomes be used consistently to describe all qualifications in the AQF?

TDA Response

TDA agrees that an explicit taxonomy applied consistently across all AQF levels would strengthen the AQF for all current sectors and assist in cross sectoral connectivity.
Specifically TDA supports this proposal for the following reasons:

· The current descriptors lack consistency and in different sectors use different paradigms for definition.
· The sectors are undergoing change, boundaries are becoming blurred, and descriptors need to reflect contemporary changes

· The current descriptors appear somewhat simplistic- do not adequately capture varying levels of complexity in knowledge and skills requirements 

· Developing a better more consistent explicit taxonomy would 

· provide greater potential for international comparability through development of explicit taxonomy

· provide a more robust framework (in terms of depth and breadth)

· provide greater potential to enhance articulation across qualifications

· facilitate recognition of non-formal and informal learning and 

· help overcome the disconnect between Universities and TAFE and facilitate pathways between the two sectors.

Question 3

If an explicit taxonomy of learning outcomes is used, will students and employers be better served by Option A or Option B?  (Section 2.4, Page 12)

TDA Response

There were some differences expressed by TDA members as to whether the generic competence should be embedded or a separate dimension. On balance more TDA respondents supported Option B.  Option A it was felt reduced the profile of the generic competence that could result in it being more easily glossed over or even omitted in practice. Currently in VET Training Packages such generic competence is inconsistently presented by way of employability skills embedded in individual units of competence or as generic statements across qualification levels. A separate dimension on a qualification basis would create a focus on the generic skills within qualifications that are required for individuals to more fully participate, rather than just work, in contemporary Australian society.
PROPOSAL 2B
AQF qualifications are organised within the AQF by an explicit reference levels-based structure.  (Section 2.6, Page 14)

Question 4

How could explicit level descriptors for each AQF level enhance Australian qualifications and their use?  (Section 2.9, Page 19)

TDA Response

TDA supports this proposal as it would clearly reinforce the complexity, depth and breadth of knowledge, skills and competencies at a given level, as well as the outcome expressed as expected autonomy and the range and complexity of expected application. These reference levels would support greater consistency within a given level and overtly show the progression of complexity between different levels.

The level descriptors would holistically describe the K (knowledge) S (skills) C (competencies) for each qualification.  A key outcome is the consistency and synergy to be gained across the sectors.  The same KSCs would be achieved regardless of which sector delivered the qualification.  This would provide a framework for better linkages between the sectors, facilitating articulation arrangements and promoting confidence in a credit framework.  It would also reinforce the mutual recognition obligation between accredited vocational education and training providers.

In summary explicit level descriptors for each AQF level would provide:

· greater clarity of the qualification requirement

· useful guidelines for students, teachers/trainers, employers and other stakeholders

· greater transparency in articulation between qualifications and 
· a greater capacity for international comparison.
Question 5

What number of explicit reference levels would best illustrate and encompass the increasing complexity of Australian qualifications?  (Section 2.9, Page 19)

TDA Response

Most TDA members supported aspects of the 8+1 model shown on page 20; these members indicated that the model proposed:
· clearly specifies Cert I and Year 11 as enabling 

· does not try to equate the SSCE to either Cert II or Cert III 

· recognises the broad difference in entry level  qualifications required in different industries, 
TDA members indicated that 

· having both Certificate III and Certificate IV identified within the one level/band could assist in differentiating between qualified/skilled worker qualifications across industries without moving the more complex (often traditional trade qualifications) into another level/band

· Diploma, Advanced Diploma and Associate Degree qualifications also all meet a broadly similar level of  outcome as para-professional

· It could be debated whether an honours degree is best placed in level 5 or level 6 (but this is a minor consideration)

· A differentiation between masters and PhD is reasonable.
Question 6

What is the best process to use for locating each qualification type in a levels-based structure?  (Section 2.9, Page 19)

TDA Response
TDA advocates implementing a clear specification of each level similar to that which is presented on page 20 of Strengthening the AQF as the basis and then mapping the existing qualifications to the agreed specifications at each level.  TDA would also expect that consultation would be carried out with a wide range of key education stakeholders and that a wider international benchmarking process would be undertaken than that presented in the Strengthening the AQF.
PROPOSAL 2C
AQF qualifications are assigned a measure of the volume of learning based on the notional student learning time involved in achieving the qualification.  (Section 2.10, Page 21)
Question 7

Would a measurement of the volume of learning add value to AQF qualifications and support improved credit arrangements?  (Section 2.11, Page 23)

TDA Response

Notional student learning time is more aligned to the Higher Education sector and does not fit well within the VET sector. There is wide variation between nominal hours allocated to various qualifications; for example, some current Certificate III qualifications are achieved in six months and some over three and a half years.  For many VET qualifications the importance of simultaneous work necessary to gain competence should not be overlooked.
Consequently TDA regards the term “volume of learning” as inappropriate. TDA is of the opinion that a more useful term could be found to describe the credit value ascribed to each qualification based on complexity and breadth of learning. That is, it will be important to determine whether the credit is assigned to the complexity of the qualification or the breadth of learning of the qualification. It is also important to recognise that the two are not mutually exclusive; rather a credit value would need to include both complexity and breadth of learning to encapsulate the inherent credit.

As such, the volume of learning – if it is measured through the nominal or notional hours ascribed to qualifications- is not supported by TDA.  However, a credit system based on the complexity of the course and the breadth of learning, linked to levels, is supported. 

Such an assignment of credit points would create a consistent currency across institutions and sectors that would contribute in some part to greater cross sectoral connectivity and would set up a more level playing field for credit transfer. 

Question 8

What is the best process to use to determine the credit point value, with reference to the level, for each AQF qualification type?  (Section 2.11, Page 23)

TDA Response

If levels have clear descriptors, it is recommended that a credit rating, or recognition rating, be identified for each level.  As above, this would need to encompass complexity, breadth of learning in the credit rating. 

Any comparison to current benchmarks would need to accommodate the large variation in the way VET sector qualifications are developed across Training Packages. Currently there appears to be no educational consistency in the specification of qualifications across different Training Packages which are industry driven. The current situation is that for most VET qualifications, irrespective of the level, there is no specification of any prerequisite qualification. In relation to the structure of VET qualifications some Training Packages have totally ‘nested’ qualifications with exit points, some have overlapping qualifications that are not totally ‘nested’, others have a series of stand alone qualifications and yet others with add on ‘diploma top ups’ that require underpinning knowledge and skills either as a formal qualification or through experience. In many cases in this latter approach such requirements are not overt.

The possible credit points listed in Table 9 need further consideration with any pre-requisite qualification level (or equivalent) specified to ensure the complete, as well as additional learning pathway, is quantified.  The specification of a certain % of the qualification that must be studied at the final level is a wise quality measure but the impact on the future design of VET qualifications/Training Packages should not be underestimated. However such an approach to a new qualification framework would provide a consistent national system.

There is some concern amongst TDA members that the focus of this proposal is very qualification based TDA suggests that the current research that indicates the need and value for “Skill Sets” units of competency as independent learning requirements should also be taken into account. 
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