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How are students’ expectations and experiences impacting the changes?
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Introduction

AEI and other data show that international education demand has continued to grow through the global financial crisis. There is increased competition for international students within Australia, and between Australia and other countries.  How might TAFE maintain and grow market share? The student experience is prominent in the political agenda for international students, as student security issues emerge. Are we reaching some structural limits to the number of international students in the education system?  
We are moving towards a national and institutional understanding that marketing is the responsibility of the organisation at all stages of the student lifecycle, from pre admission to post graduation.   At the end of 2009 we will have systematically collected national data relating to TAFE students’ expectations and experiences.  At September, 2009, we can suggest issues that are likely to emerge from this research, and begin to consider how TAFE will use a rich data set to maintain or increase its internationalisation agenda.
The financial picture:  a resilient industry

The 2009 data from Australian Education International (AEI) indicate growth. The first semester data showed an increase in post school commencements as:

· Higher Education 22%

· VET over 30%

· ELICOS 9%.

The second semester data showed an increase in post school commencements as:

· Higher Education over 20%

· VET 33.6 %

· ELICOS 9.9%.
Does this national trend represent growth in regions and metropolitan TAFE Colleges? Is it limited to certain disciplines or fields of practice?
While the sector reports a decline in enrolments from India, the AEI data shows an increase in higher education commencements to July. This may be adjusted as the year progresses and the position regarding VET enrolments is clear. China enrolments (Higher Education) reflect growth.  How are TAFE Institutes addressing safety for students at the local community level, and engaging domestic students in the security issue?
Other data relating to the financial position of international private sector education companies including Laureate, Kaplan, Navitas and Think Education Group suggests education as a service industry has retained a strong market position through the downturn.  Over 75% of international VET students in Australia study through the private providers. What is the competitive position of TAFE in relation to private providers?
There is anecdotal advice that transnational education in the VET sector is expanding, with innovations including consulting in offshore skills recognition and adoption of Australian training systems, as well as curriculum and work based training for industry. There seems to be a lag or gap in the transnational data as this relates to all sectors, particularly VET, which makes accurate analysis difficult. Is the regulatory system sufficient to protect Australian education’s reputational risk in transnational delivery, as well as onshore delivery?
The political context: from marketing to enhancing student experience.
“The International Student Strategy 2010 will promote a broader vision of international education to encompass the benefits to Australia and the home nation and place Australia's international education on a more sustainable basis.” The first of four themes of Strategy 2010 is to improve the international student experience through pre- and post-arrival information and engagement with the ethnic and broader Australian community.

Any effort to improve the international student experience must engage the domestic students, staff and the community or region which the education provider serves. What action is being taken to understand both domestic and international student experience?
The International Student Experience: Learning from the International Student Barometer
In 2009 over 30 TAFE Institutes have embarked on a survey of the international student experience. While we don’t have TAFE data yet, we do have data from Australian Higher Education; from THE – ICE Student Experience Project (which includes Vet and higher education); and data from UK Further Education. We can assert that with regard to the student experience, many issues are common across sectors. The following issues are likely to emerge from the ISB survey:
· International students are generally satisfied: around 85% satisfaction, consistent with AEI data (2005 – 2007). In a network market, how can we maintain the relationship with satisfied students? What actions might we take to understand dissatisfaction?
· Australia is a destination market, competitive on cost, quality of life

· Australia’s globally recognised qualifications are well regarded by students
· Students want to meet Australian and other international students. Are there social and curriculum interventions that will facilitate student engagement?
· Student’s value diversity; diversity from countries and across discipline areas – a diversified student cohort and a mix of international and domestic students in different fields of study. As the international cohort approaches 25% will satisfaction plateau?  
· What are implications for VET, with a high percentage in, for example, tourism and hospitality courses?  What work is done marketing courses across the portfolio of TAFE offerings?

· Sydney or the bush?  What is the TAFE contribution to regional diversity, growth and economic development? Are there specific challenges for the Institutes in global cities; the metropolitan/ regional capital cities; the regional providers?
· Students are concerned with employability, with a practical work based experience. This is a significant advantage of TAFE’s approach to teaching and learning. Is this competitive advantage understood?
· Brand TAFE? Local, regional or national TAFE marketing?  Is greater cooperation feasible, or will we see divisive competition? 
Conclusion
The overall position of TAFE international education remains strong. Particular challenges relate to growth in regions as well as cities; to community engagement in Australia’s international education project; to the competitive position of TAFE; and to the overhaul and the strengthening of the regulatory environment. Australia is a destination market. A significant threat to reputation of qualifications, student safety, or community exhaustion relating to international students in any one jurisdiction will affect all providers.

Following administration of the International Student Barometer in 2009, and analysis of the results, TAFE Institutions, State systems and TAFE national will have data to understand these and related issues. The data will enable us to state priorities, to distinguish between concerns at the local, State and National level. It is likely that best practice examples will be identified, and used for workshops and training for TAFE international.
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