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One Tertiary Sector – Perspectives (Skills Australia)

A change in governance arrangements for Australian education and training has to be grounded in the vision of building Australia’s skill base for a more productive, inclusive and sustainable future.

Australia is at a pivotal point in history where a step change is needed to address our skills challenges and to equip us in rapidly changing global and local economies and communities.  Consumers want tailored, accessible and flexible service from providers.  Leadership and governance models that currently exist for the tertiary sector do not meet these needs.  We need responsiveness and flexibility from the tertiary sector.

Education and training is now part of a globalised education market—where our national reputation for high quality provision and internationally respected outcomes are intrinsic to our competitive advantage. The quality regimes in place for VET, higher education and international student regulation were conceptualised and developed for a market which was dramatically different to today’s and continues to be dynamic. 

There is considerable complexity in the current governance of regulatory and quality apparatus with registration, accreditation, approval and auditing arrangements in place for the AQTF, international student provision and for user choice purchasing arrangements— as well as those running in parallel for higher education. This presents significant issues for provider responsiveness, especially those operating across the VET and higher education sectors, both domestically and internationally. 

Skills Australia supports a more aligned and streamlined governance model for an integrated tertiary sector.  Skills Australia sees high performing providers of tertiary education and training as fundamental to our future success. 

Our quality assurance systems should support quality improvement and recognise excellence and high levels of performance. Strengthened national regulation and quality assurance is a core governance function for building our capability, especially in securing an increased focus on improved outcomes from training—that is, enhanced skills and their greater utilisation. We also see it as a necessary complement and safeguard to the expansion of contestability. 

We believe increased national uniformity in regulation of VET, higher education and the provision of international education is needed to overcome the complexity of varying multi-jurisdictional and sectoral requirements that undermine effective mutual recognition and seamless and rigorous regulatory practices. 

More than this, we wish to see a raising of the bar, with tougher mechanisms to deal with poor provider performance and greater public transparency about the effectiveness of quality systems. 

This harmonisation is in keeping with regulatory reforms being undertaken in other business and service sectors as part of the COAG reform agenda. It will assist in positioning education and training services within a dynamic and expanding national market which is at the core of Australia’s productivity and social inclusion agenda. 

Skills Australia’s recommendations for a national regulatory framework for tertiary education, with an initially separate statutory body managing the VET arrangements have been informed by stakeholder feedback on the desirability of simplifying, providing clearer accountability and rationalising the multiplicity of authorities involved in regulation and quality matters at both state and national levels. A strong case was made about positioning Australian education and training for the future and aligning with national and international advances in best practice regulation.

Skills Australia sees increased training participation, higher level skills and improved outcomes leading to employment by those from lower socio economic status groups as the most significant goal to be achieved through a more integrated tertiary sector.

Vision and direction setting for an integrated tertiary sector is not a task for government alone.  A comprehensive and co-ordinated nation wide network of strategic industry advice and evidence from state and territory training agencies, Industry Skills Councils, national peak industry groups and Skills Australia should provide a strong platform for the development of our tertiary sector.

Skills Australia believes that there is great synergy in combining the focus on employment and lifelong learning in order to concentrate attention on higher level skills, workforce participation and productivity.  Skills Australia sees a new policy agenda for workforce development being driven through a reinvigorated partnership between industry, enterprises and providers across the VET and higher education sectors. 
Skills Australia’s ambition is for the tertiary sector to move beyond a skills planning paradigm and to progress planning for workforce development. This means a shift of emphasis in planning from estimates of the likely numbers of different types of workers needed in particular industries, occupations and regions towards a mechanism to interpret the forces and settings that will influence the uptake and use of skills in the workplace. 

Meshing industry engagement and leadership in tertiary education governance is a feature of Skills Australia’s proposed model at both the strategic and local levels: 

· at the strategic level we see this requires a strengthened collective national vision for workforce development. This entails a renewed policy compact with industry, tougher and more consistent regulatory standards led by industry and investment decisions by jurisdictions informed by industry priorities. 

· at the local level we see enterprise and provider partnerships are the cornerstone of workforce development initiatives. Providers—particularly public providers—are leaders and collaborators within local networks of small, medium and large employers. They interact with industry and employers on a daily basis developing solutions to embed the use of skill as part of organisational objectives. Industry engagement in this way at the point of training delivery will both ensure the relevance of training to the firm and reinforces the role of industry leadership nationally.

Skills Australia sees higher education’s functions as encompassing intellectual leadership and scholarship, research and inquiry, as well as vocational and generalist education The pedagogy and nature of assessment in the two sectors is differentiated particularly in terms of VET’s competency-based approach to practical, work based learning with enterprises as partners.

Skills Australia supports the involvement of both private and public training providers in the market to increase choice, responsiveness, flexibility and innovation to better meet industry and consumer needs. On the basis of its capacity and continued willingness to address regional and local industry and stakeholder needs, including those in thin-markets, TAFE needs to remain as a key provider in the National Training System and be able to access funding for thin-market delivery.  The public TAFE system is unique and its significant contribution to our economic capability and community well-being must be maintained and enhanced.

On balance, Skills Australia considers that in order to position public providers for a more competitive environment, they will have to operate as public entities with core funding provision, being balanced with greater independence. TAFE institutions should have sufficient incentive to compete and flexibility to operate and develop their business to suit changing contexts. 

Philip Bullock
Chair

Reference:
‘Foundations for the Future’ – Proposals for Future Governance, Architecture and Market Design of the National Training System
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