Demand driven student entitlement system: Is the rationale choice for students or unfettered competition for VET providers? Who benefits?
The focus in the current debate on the creation or development of a market in vocational education and training is the problem. VET policy makers make a fundamental mistake when they turn their attention to the design of markets in the sector, rather than focussing on the purpose of vocational education – educating students in the context of contemporary workplaces and society.  

Making the sector demand driven through a student entitlement model is code for further marketisation of the sector.And if the focus of policy is the design of markets, it leads us inexorably to ask the wrong questions, to argue over the wrong things – and inevitably to come up with the wrong answers. 
What can we learn from the current crisis around international students and private VET providers? First, gaining profit becomes the point of the activity, not education. Second, the actions of a few lead to penalties for all as society’s trust in our education system is eroded. Third, the market will flood the lower-cost end of provision. Fourth, more and more regulation is required leading to compliance cultures. The fact that the Department of Immigration and Citizenship is going to require international students – who have Australian VET qualifications – to sit a job ready test if they are to be granted permanent residency is damning condemnation of this market. The Department of Immigration is effectively saying it does not trust the outcomes of VET, which is the responsibility of another department.

In this debate, we should be focussing on the question of who benefits, and who should benefit from VET.

And in the public VET sector, our overriding concern should always be the quality of the educational experience of students.

From that central concern flows a range of logical questions which go to the heart of how VET policy is developed. The centrality of the vocational education experience for students must lead us to be concerned with the efficiency and effectiveness of our TAFE institutes, to questions about our responsibility to use government funding most effectively. 

But most importantly, it should lead us to ask questions about how students are best able to work effectively, productively and with autonomy in the workplaces and society of the future. It should also lead us to prioritise the creation of educational and vocational pathways, building on TAFE’s historic role as vehicle to address social and educational disadvantage in society. TAFE’s capacity to play a broader social role should be recognised as one of its historic strengths. Instead, in the current climate, TAFEs are being financial punished for their so-called community service obligations. 
We are, currently focussing on the wrong questions, and this is encouraging aberrant behaviour. It is also letting governments off the hook. What is the point of promulgating and reifying choice for students, when the mechanisms chosen to implement choice are forcing a race to the bottom, with quality the biggest loser.

The relentless attack on public providers, disguised as it has been in the language of the market as a concern over efficiency – an obsession with the crime of “provider capture” – has forced us to be defensive, to respond in the terms of the critique, rather than to forge our own narrative about the centrality to TAFE of the student experience, of education, of a quality vocational education experience.

Those who rhetorically disguise their obsession with disciplining TAFE providers by forcing them to implement market strategies which will make TAFEs look more like factory assembly lines than educational endeavours,  must move out the shadows of the most recent response to critics of the market design -  “there is already a market, so get over it.” The reliance of governments on a single measure of efficiency – the price per student contact hour – should be called for what it is – a crude attempt to reduce funding and cut costs. The Productivity Places Programme is an excellent example of this.

We still have not seen any evidence that educational markets work. We have been asking for this evidence for a long time. This is a policy based on faith, and not evidence.

It is not clear that greater marketisation – under the guise of entitlements and vouchers – will result in greater choices for students. All providers – public and private – will only run programs if they make a profit, and this does not help those whose interests don’t fall into these high volume, profitable areas. It is also clear that the cost of VET to individuals will increase.

Under the current student demand strategy in Victoria, students will be the losers, as the government shifts costs onto individuals, undermining equity. There may be more places, but they will be less affordable. This will do nothing to improve the quality of education in a TAFE system starved of funds. Low budget RTOs delivering minimum standard training will be the biggest winners. They will win on price, and the inadequate focus on educational quality in the regulatory structure means little control over quality. 

And the price we will pay as a community is a complete hollowing out of the vocational education experience – a deskilling of individuals, who will be poorly prepared for a life of work. The recent experiences in the international education sector are not an aberration, but a logical consequence of unfettered market forces.
We should fund TAFE institutes to deliver a range of courses and qualifications to students in a well resourced learning environment.We should require them to operate as most currently do, effectively, efficiently, responsively. They should be and are accountable to governments and the community for the funding they receive.

We are all paying for the failure of ABC childcare, and we are paying for the crisis in the international VET market. The cost of market failure is high, for individuals and for the society. 
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