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Abstract:

This paper outlines TAFE Directors Australia’s position on defining an Australian tertiary sector in the context of the Bradley Review. It then describes the critical differences within and across the higher education and vocational education and training sectors. Finally the paper identifies some important characteristics to be considered in defining a broader Australian tertiary sector and the opportunities and threats for TAFE in this environment.
TDA response to the Bradley Review

The Bradley Review provided an opportunity to define a new post-secondary education landscape for Australia, especially in relation to building an integrated relationship between higher education and vocational education and training (VET). 

Despite this opportunity, the VET sector was given only scant attention in the review. While the concept of a tertiary sector is now widely used in the post Bradley environment, there is still a lack of clarity about its composition and definitional confusion remains. 
The Bradley report itself was confused with respect to the definition of tertiary education. On the one hand it references the OECD definition
 in the glossary, but then in the body of the report refers to the tertiary sector as including the whole of the higher education and VET sectors. 

TAFE Directors Australia (TDA) represents Australia’s 58 TAFE and technology institutes, including the five Australian dual sector university and TAFE institutions. TDA contends that there would be dangers in simply including all of the 4,500 registered training organisations (RTOs) across Australia in a definition of the tertiary sector given the wide range in capability, capacity and market segmentation that exists among them. 
TDA has proposed that national protocols are required for the whole of the new Australian tertiary sector which clearly define its scope and differentiate VET providers in a similar way to those which currently apply in higher education.  
Defining a broader tertiary education sector

There are a range of issues that need to be taken into account in defining a broader Australian tertiary education sector. These include both differences across the higher education and VET sectors as well as differences in the type, profile and status of organizations within each sector.
Often the differences that are most focused on are those of funding, governance, regulation and reporting obligations. A more fundamental and important difference that Bradley has acknowledged however, is their distinctive missions. A distinguishing feature of the Australian VET system is its core mission of meeting the skill needs of industry and its applied or ‘practice based’ approach to learning and assessment. TAFE prides itself on being the major provider in a national industry-led system which is widely benchmarked across the OECD, and highly regarded across our region. 
While universities are closely aligned with the professions and monitor the views of employers, in contrast they have greater academic freedom and independence from government and industry agendas. The VET sector’s focus on industry as a key client is an important differentiation to note, particularly in a student demand driven funding environment. 

There are also well documented differences in the profile of learners both within and across the higher education and VET sectors. These include age profile, employment status, pattern and reason for undertaking study as well socio economic status.
Much has been said about pedagogical differences across the sectors. However despite some of the issues identified with national training packages, there is nothing inherent in the design of VET qualifications that prevents us from improving connections between the merit based approach of universities and the competency based approach of VET.

More importantly perhaps, within the VET sector there are significant differences in the capability, range of qualifications and disciplines offered and markets that RTOs are operating in. Recent NCVER research has shown stark differences across the VET sector, particularly in relation to the profile of learners and ability of organisations to meet community obligations. 

TDA’s position is that these differences, as well as an organisation’s ability to self accredit, their governance structures and the public/private status of organizations, needs to be taken into account in defining protocols for a broader Australian tertiary sector. TDA is currently in discussion with Universities Australia to explore these issues further and contribute to a new vision for the Australian tertiary sector.
Opportunities and threats for TAFE

There are clearly many opportunities and threats for TAFE institutes in this environment. 
TAFE institutes are well positioned to support the Australian Government’s target of increasing to 40% the number of 25 to 34 year olds holding a bachelor degree or above as well as increasing low SES participation levels in higher education. The higher qualifications targets can be supported both by TAFEs delivering degrees and through partnerships with universities running jointly planned pathways. All too often universities are looking to partner with schools to increase their low SES participation levels, however partnerships with TAFE institutes may provide more successful and sustainable pathways to achieve these targets.  
If the Bradley definition of one tertiary sector was to be adopted to include all of the 4,500 RTOs operating across Australia, pathways between the higher education and VET sectors would be at serious risk. Universities have clearly stated their preference for institution to institution relationships and despite the promise of a nationally recognized qualification across the VET sector, universities are unlikely to enter into partnership arrangements which give access to all 4,500 RTOs across Australia. 

There was a real risk during the Bradley Review debate that TAFE was seen as primarily a ‘feeder’ to universities and that the broader mission of up skilling the Australian workforce was not understood. However in the current economic climate the debate has shifted somewhat and there are now growing opportunities for TAFEs to develop closer ties with industry and enterprises (as well as with universities) to up skill the existing workforce. 
TAFE also has a greater footprint and capacity in remote and regional communities and therefore an opportunity to build higher skills in local communities. TAFE’s record and expertise in engaging with disadvantaged students, especially those with low language and literacy skills or from indigenous backgrounds is also widely recognized and provides opportunities for Institutes to support the Government’s social inclusion agenda. 

Finally, changes to regulatory arrangements pose both threats and opportunities for TAFE in the current environment. Quality issues have dogged the VET system for many years, initially with the rapid growth of the traineeship market and more recently with issues around the Commonwealth Productivity Places Program and international student market. A strengthened regulatory regime would undoubtedly advantage TAFE which has suffered from being associated with poor performing RTOs in the VET sector.
Conclusion

What we need is a new vision for an Australian tertiary sector which acknowledges the important differences but also recognizes the strengths and capabilities of organisations working across and within the higher education and VET sectors. We need to work towards a common policy and regulatory framework but also as importantly work collaboratively to facilitate improved pathways and outcomes for students and employers. 

At a recent Tertiary Roundtable in Sydney which was hosted by TAFE NSW and included senior representatives from NSW universities and TAFEs, agreement was reached on some key principles to move forward on genuine collaboration and cooperation. 

At this forum, Macquarie University Vice Chancellor Steven Schwartz speaking on TAFE and university cooperation said: 

“Why have so many attempts in the past not been sustainable? Because they’ve been fairly one-directional. Now we’ve got the opportunity to do something where both organizations actually get something out of it.”

This approach is very much overdue and if adopted is more likely to result in positive outcomes for all stakeholders, especially students. 
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