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One Tertiary Sector

For Australia to achieve economic, social and cultural growth, the education and training systems in place must be designed and operate in such a way as to develop a highly skilled and innovative workforce.  Notwithstanding the recent recession, which we may or may not be coming out of, recent decades have seen strong employment growth coupled with a need for a more highly qualified workforce.
A greater level of responsiveness to student demand needs to be linked to a vibrant and increasingly diverse tertiary sector.  If Government targets are to be met, there needs to be an acknowledgment that students can read the labour market and make appropriate choices – even well ahead of policy changes.  Given the significant contribution that students make towards their courses through fees, this seems a reasonable proposition in providing education and training. There are also trends to show that students do choose courses in areas of high labour market demand, rather than those with declining employment opportunities.
In increasing opportunities for students and increasing the number of students who complete higher level qualifications, the matter of research versus teaching requires consideration.  While institutions and the design of the education and training system reward research and related careers outside of the classroom/ lecture theatre, the matter of rewarding and emphasising the importance of teaching will remain problematic.

However, it is not only teaching which directly affects the student, but also the total tertiary experience.  While issues such as student support remain difficult, students will find themselves in situations where they undertake many hours of paid employment, thereby diminishing the time they are able to spend on campus, enjoying the total tertiary experience.

Across Australia, an increasingly integrated tertiary sector is emerging. The collaboration between universities, VET providers and schools can be illustrated in every State and Territory.  These relationships need to be fostered and where impediments occur, they need to be tackled forcefully. In this way, the relationships between the sectors will strengthen and students will move across the sectors with increasing confidence and acceptance.

While new governance and regulatory arrangements are being mooted, it is essential to consider the place of industry - employers and employees - in this.  Structures designed and governed by bureaucrats and academics will not necessarily lead to the changes desired. The part that industry plays will be critical in steering a reformed tertiary sector. The ability of industry to define what it wants of a new sector will need to be encouraged and facilitated.  Different pedagogies, curricula, assessment, outcomes, culture, resources and governance expectations will need to be accommodated and fostered.
If our aim is to have a highly skilled and innovation workforce, a strong economy, and social and cultural growth, then a new tertiary sector must have at its centre the support, endorsement and involvement of industry.  Industry is a critical partner in effecting knowledge transfer form a university environment to commercial applications. Equally critical is the role industry plays in determining the skills and knowledge graduates and existing workers will need in adapting to new and emerging practices and industries.

A mutually respectful partnership between a new tertiary sector and industry will drive the success of the sector.
