TDA CONFERENCE

GOLD COAST -4 September 2009

DAVID RIORDAN - Speaking Points

Let me begin by sharing with you a very brief story. Over the last few months I have attended several international student meetings, mostly large meetings of Indian students and all run by the Community Relations Commission.

I must confess that my dealings with students over the last years have been somewhat from a distance and these recent engagements, although brief, have reminded me of the essence of what we do.  We provide education to students from all over the world and through their successful teaching and learning experience they improve their chances both here, if they stay, and definitely at home when they return.
Last Friday night I battled the traffic to the outskirts of Sydney to a Community Hall where 200 Egyptian Students were meeting. (TAFE NSW has almost no Egyptian international students)   The local Member and Mayor was there, representatives from DIAC, Community Relations Commission, the Consulate, Police and myself spoke. 
After all speakers had addressed the gathering, students were given time to ask questions or make comments.  Young men, one after the other, rose and spoke to the panel.  
It was truly a humbling experience as they explained that some time ago a college had collapsed and some of them had been left with little or no information, left unsure about their futures and transferred to another college which made them pay more money, how some of them had not received their transcripts and were forced to fork out even more money.  

They told stories about how their teachers didn’t speak English as well as they themselves did, and how they suspected these same teachers had little knowledge about the content they were teaching.  
They told about borrowing money to get here and how their families had pinned their hopes on them.  They told stories about how nervous they were about the value of their qualification from the colleges they attended.  In fact, unlike the rallies where Indian students spoke of their anger and frustration they told of their depression and nervousness about returning to home.
There were no cameras, no journalists, no student lobbyists, there was no drama - these stories appeared to come from the heart.  I am assured by all that these stories are rare and represent a few ‘dodgy’ providers but those students and many of their friends and families from India, China and beyond are now asking questions about the overall VET sector in Australia. 
And whether we like it or not the TAFE brand has been and will be implicated. 

I tell this story because I believe that we need to remind ourselves that the real story is about people….young people…………imagine if this happened to our kids….

All of us in the industry know the numbers are holding up well and that growth continues regardless of what is happening…
But the real question is for how long? And at what cost?
And as we saw yesterday we all know the public providers nationally have smaller numbers of international students.  Is that because our costs for standard support services, libraries, counselling, international student coordinators, employment services, accommodation services, social events and of course highly trained and qualified teachers price us in the upper range…which means as a quality provider we can’t compete with the ‘visa factories’ that have grown so wildly over the last years. 
And the question that we all ask is - do we want to be in that space?
The Current Landscape
Adele Horin, SMH 29 August 2009 

“Australia’s free market experiment has failed thousands of international students. All the prerequisites for an efficient free market were missing – effective regulation, informed customers and suppliers under pressure to improve quality and lower costs’
The reality on the ground:
· Many students who have lost thousands of dollars after being misled about the quality of their training, the standard and price of accommodation, the opportunities to supplement their income through part time work, and the prospects of gaining permanent residency

· In July of this year, there were more than 20 providers in NSW whose over-enrolments totalled some many thousands of international students.  Some of these private providers exceeded their entitlements by more than 100% with one stand out provider over-enrolling by 1100% (1400 students) – ie 10 times the threshold!
Finger Pointing:
Ensuring providers comply with their registration is not necessarily an easy task, and it would be too easy to blame just the regulations or the regulators. 

Case Study - From the Appeals Tribunal Website

By using a range of appeal mechanisms, a private provider managed to continue operating and recruiting for international students for at least 12 months after its registration was suspended. The reasons for suspension included:

· running commercial cookery classes where food prep was done on one floor and the actual cooking was done on another floor, all in facilities specifically banned for such use by the local council

· failing to provide any practical kitchen experience for more than 1000 students over an 11-month period 

· running teacher to student ratios of 1:70 or more 

· employing teachers on a 40 hour per week  face-to-face teaching load

· not having any coverage under a tuition assurance scheme  
What is even more alarming is this comment by the President of one of the appeals boards:
“…non-compliance in the areas of inaccurate enrolment and issuance of qualifications and adequacy of training and assessment resources on their own may not justify a decision not to grant approval to deliver training to overseas students”. 

Fortunately, in the words of the appeals board, “… capacity of current premises, facilities and equipment, and insufficiency of training staff were sufficient grounds to tip the balance”.

The offending provider closed only in NSW but continued its existing operation interstate.

Bradley Review

In December 2008, Professor Denise Bradley released her committee’s report into the Review of Australian Higher Education. Eight of the 46 final recommendations specifically mentioned international students or the international education market. Included in these recommendations were:
· The establishment of an independent national regulatory body separate from AEI which would include a register and auditing function 
· The revision of AEI’s industry development responsibilities to be undertaken by an independent agency.
The Bradley Report raised a number of concerns:

· The dependence of a number of higher institutions on international students to subsidise domestic activities and their vulnerability to global political and economic upheavals 
· The narrowness of the student cohort in terms of country of origin, field of study and level of study

· The less than satisfactory experience of many overseas students while studying in Australia 

· The need for greater coherence between education and immigration policies

Professor Bradley added this last week: 

“We have a situation in vocational education and training that has allowed the entry of small, totally for-profit operators where people had no real experience in education. We need to have quite strong oversight of a market like that where there is major growth, …
The reaction
We have witnessed a flurry of activity since the first wave of negative publicity surrounding international students:
· Review of Education Services for Overseas Students (ESOS) Act 2000 to be led by Bruce Baird

· Review of the Migration Occupations in Demand List (MODL) to be jointly carried out by the Department of Immigration and Citizenship and the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations

· Development of a National International Student Strategy including an international student roundtable on 14 and 15 September 2009

· The COAG Agreement on 12 June 2009 to:

· provide comprehensive information about studying and living and working in Australia

· target audits of education providers

· design and implement the Tertiary Education Standards and Quality Agency (TESQA) 

· bring forward the review of the ESOS Act
· Senate Inquiry into the welfare of international students

· Skills Australia paper, Foundations for the Future, which highlights the difficulties of ensuring consistent regulation across all states and territories and argues for a national VET regulatory body
· ESOS amendments announced by the Deputy Prime Minister, the Hon Julia Gillard, on 19 August 2009 

· Communiqué from the TDA – national register of quality providers, overhaul of visa processes, student housing investment, travel concessions, professional development for immigration officials and education providers, representation on relevant taskforces and committees  

· Communiqué from ACPET, English Australia, TDA, IEAA, ISCA (Independent Schools Council of Aust), Universities Australia  -  proposed 10 point action plan.
ESOS Amendment Bill

On 19 August 2009, the Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Education, the Hon Julia Gillard, introduced the Education Services for Overseas Students Amendment (Re-registration of Providers and Other Measures) Bill 2009.

Some key amendments are:

· Two new registration requirements for education providers: 

i. the principal purpose of the provider is to provide education; and 

ii. the provider has demonstrated capacity to provide education of a satisfactory standard.

.
 In NSW we have responded by
1. Increased audits of high risk providers
2. NSW Ministerial Taskforce on International Education

In many ways, we pre-empted the negative publicity and subsequent initiatives. In November 2008, the NSW Government through the Minister of Education and Training established a Ministerial Taskforce on International Education. This Taskforce is due to report to the Minister in October 2009 with a series of recommendations for improving the experiences of international students who study and live in NSW.

3. On-going negotiations with ACPET regarding failed colleges
TAFE NSW was approached to assist with the placement of international students following the collapse of a Sydney-based private college.  
4. Reviewing all offshore programs managed by TAFE NSW Institutes
We currently have 38 active programs offshore including the delivery of AQTF qualifications through twinning or auspicing agreements with local education institutions. 
While each TAFE NSW Institute carries out its own auditing procedures to comply with their AQTF and RTO status, TAFE NSW has established an Offshore Review Panel which will oversee additional auditing of these programs. 
Each offshore program will be visited by a senior executive from a TAFE NSW Institute other than the one delivering the program, including a site visit. This process has already commenced with the first review completed in the first week of August and another ten planned between now and December 2009.

5. Continuing liaison and discussions with key industry stakeholders

TAFE NSW is in almost daily contact with major stakeholders including universities, student and provider associations, and Commonwealth and state agencies.

What strategies should we now employ to ensure the continued success and sustainability of the market? 
A number of strategies TDA could employ to support this:

· A fast-tracking of re-registration for all TAFE institutes. 
· A freeze on enrolments for any college whose approved student places are over-enrolled by 10% or more

· A requirement that training providers must demonstrate the delivery of courses to domestic students over the two previous years before gaining CRICOS registration for the delivery of those courses to international students
· Encourage Commonwealth government investment in international education commensurate with the export value of our industry. 
· TDA could develop a national campaign to promote the TAFE Brand internationally as a safe, quality, government-backed public provider.
· Remove the barriers to students who are displaced by college closures and are unable to be placed under the ACPET Tuition Assurance Scheme to access the ESOS Assurance fund to allow them to choose a public provider. This should happen immediately and without any further delay. TAFE cannot be placed in a situation where they are ‘expected’ to take on these students with no financial compensation. This should not be a case of profits being privatised and losses socialised. 
· Push for the implementation of the ESOS Act to the letter. 
· Continued engagement with all industry representatives and peak bodies.

· Open and consistent dialogue between all Government departments.

· TAFE to continue to maintain offering high quality, higher qualifications with clear articulation to university programs to attract quality students.

· Never before have TAFE Institutes needed to be so vigilant about compliance. The headlines or the next 4 Corners program will be even more vicious about public providers

And remember ‘’It is very lonely on the high moral ground” 

Finally I believe that quality is now the real issue, not safety.
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