[image: image1.png]SKILLS for AUSTRALIA’S EMERGENCE
from the GLOBAL FINANCIAL CRISIS

3-4 September 2009 ¢ Holiday Inn, Gold Coast





Overview

 “Leadership of these (vocational education and training) institutions will not be jobs for the faint hearted or those not intellectually curious”, Dr Ronald Williams, TDA 2009 Conference
The themes of the 2009 National Conference for TAFE Directors Australia were situated at the nexus of a number of critical developments:

· implications for skill development as Australia emerges from a global financial crisis

· a coalescence of government reforms that may be rewriting fundamental aspects of vocational education in Australia 

· concerns about a ‘crisis’ for international students in Australia.  

Underneath many of these issues was a question about the distinctive mission of TAFE in a complex and volatile landscape. 

The Gold Coast event was introduced by The Hon Julia Gillard MP Deputy Prime Minister and Minister for Education, Employment and Workplace Relations who outlined how Government has positioned education at the heart of its reform agenda. She celebrated the unique value of TAFE in the Australian education landscape and invited TDA participants to contribute their thinking on remaking education for this new century.
Bill Burmester Deputy Secretary of Tertiary, Youth and International Cluster, Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations followed with a review of Government policy initiatives in tertiary education.  He noted that TDA will play a lead role in promotion of higher standards of performance in VET provision. In response to a question about funding, he acknowledged that funding is always 'hard won' but that education is 'riveted' to the Government’s productivity agenda. 

A changing domestic and global marketplace 

While the global financial crisis was a trigger for presentations, speakers focussed on opportunities and needs presented by a global marketplace. 

Rupert Maclean (Chair Professor of International Education, The Hong Kong Institute of Education) argued that 80% of the world’s jobs require vocational skills.  “For developing counties, if education is the key to achieving economic and social development, then VET is the master key.” 

Colin Waters (Group Manager International, DEEWR) noted a huge ‘gap’ in provision of VET in Asia, and an opportunity in the strong international recognition of the TAFE ‘brand’. He challenged the participants with the fact that there had been extraordinary growth in Australian VET private college enrolments of international students compared to public enrolments in Australia. 

Simone Wetzlar (General Executive Manager, People and Sustainability, Thiess Pty Ltd Qld) provided an opportunity to review her recent work with the Apprenticeship Task Force. A number of participants were keen to work through the implications, some arguing for a move to institutional training as well as traditional apprentice arrangements. 

The Conference, divided into two streams, providing an opportunity to devote sustained attention to the issue of an integrated tertiary sector and to international student issues.

International stream participants shaped their thinking on how TAFE can build and retain its position in the market and defined conditions for an ‘optimum regulatory regime’.  They argued for more stringent quality control arrangements, including that RTOs should have a minimum of two years domestic experience before delivering to international students. 

Hard choices and moral choices

Gerhard Vorster (Managing Partner, Deloitte Consulting) advised that the future must be actively anticipated and constructed. Some hard and urgent strategic choices must be made about the ‘profitable core’ of an Institute’s mission given the danger of “spreading the vegemite too thin”. TAFE Institutes must craft a highly distinctive mission, choosing where to compete. “Strategy in volatile times is about superior tactics, superior implementation and superior people”. 

Rupert Maclean reminded us that many of our education choices are not just technical, but moral choices – “a statement of what we believe a good society to be”. Values are part of the VET curriculum and VET can be a ‘transformative experience’ that connects individuals to the economy, a life, a future.
 Dr Ronald Williams (Vice President, The College and Board Member of the American Association of Community Colleges) labelled these institutions a “voice for the voiceless”.

One tertiary system

The Bradley Review has catalysed an urgent rethinking of the relationship between VET and higher education. 

Aidan Kenny (Project Manager, Skills Research Initiative, Dublin Institute of Technology and Coordinator UNESCO-UNIVOC National Centre of Ireland) reviewed initiatives to develop a consistent regulatory regime across the European Union. Australia is not alone. 

Philip Bullock (Chair, Skills Australia) decried the “considerable complexity” in regulatory and governance arrangements. He advocated a more aligned and streamlined governance model for an integrated tertiary sector.  

Professor Peter Coaldrake (Vice Chancellor, Queensland University of Technology, Chair Universities Australia) applauded the Bradley review’s emphasis in putting students first. He was daunted by the ambitious targets for higher education enrolments but argued that ‘dual sector’ institutions were well placed to lead the sectors towards more integrated provision. 

Pam Christie (Institute Director, Sydney Institute of TAFE), laid down the gauntlet for distinguishing between providers: “TAFE Directors Australia 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.” Pam explored more fundamental difference between TAFE institutes and universities in their distinctive missions. 

Dr Anne Jones (Deputy Vice Chancellor and Director TAFE, Victoria University) pointed to a dissonance between HE and VET targets. She wondered whether universities racing to enrol students in greater numbers would leave TAFE and other VET providers ‘scrambling in the wake’. She wanted better ways to do this, noting UK approaches.  Anne was skeptical that the renewed emphasis on Pathways would solve the problem. “A more effective pathways driven approach would require significant rethinking of the purpose of VET supported by real reform of its training products”.

Kim Bannikoff (Director Queensland Study Authority) speaking in his role as Project Director for the Deputy Prime Minister’s AGFC Project on Pathways, reminded us of the original Kangan vision for TAFE as ‘technical and further education’ not just VET. He summarised his views on shortcomings of the Training Packages as a means for developing pathways between VET and HE. In their original formulation, competencies allowed for much greater autonomy and discretion for TAFE Institutes. Training Packages are now too narrow and task-specific. They inhibit cross-sectoral pathways. 

A demand driven system

The Federal Government has agreed to introduce student entitlement system for universities from 2012, and Victoria has already done so for VET.  

David Hetherington (Executive Director, Per Capital) explained the notion of ‘market design’, as a more sophisticated evolution from simpler open-market approaches, especially where ‘private provision alone is likely to generate significant market failure’. The essence of market design it to set ‘the rules of the game’ to align producer and consumer perspectives with public policy goals. “The best institutions should thrive (responding)...rapidly and flexibly to changes in skill needs.” 

Philip Bullock (Skills Australia) argued that for more independence for TAFE “institutions should have sufficient incentive to compete and flexibility to operate and develop their business to suit changing contexts.” 

Mark Burford (Principal, Strategy and Policy, the Nous Group) argued that we are moving to a system where some or all funding will come through student entitlements. The dilemma facing TAFE is the ‘perfect storm’ with demanding targets, constrained public funding, downturn in full fee paying students, caps on student fees. Something will have to give, or the circumstances will play into hands of low cost, low quality provision. 

Pat Forward (Federal TAFE Secretary, Australian Education Union) and Mark Burford, despite different perspectives, agreed that much of the current funding arrangements had a ‘distorting’ influence on VET provision.  

David Windridge (CEO, MEGT Australia and a previous Director of ACPET) was optimistic about the demand-driven system but wondered whether the real impact of government funding practice made TAFE a more ‘protected species’, noting that historical funding arrangements had been less fair to private providers.  

Dr Anne Jones (Deputy Vice Chancellor and Director TAFE, Victoria University) described Victoria’s new VET student entitlement arrangements as ‘a virtual voucher’ and questioned the whether the ground rules for competition where “the product range and cost base are externally controlled with the latter circumstance not applying to private providers”. 

Pam Christie reported how 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.

Philip Bullock called for a “raising of the bar, with tougher mechanisms to deal with poor provider performance and greater public transparency about the effectiveness of quality systems”.  

Kim Bannikoff warned that aspects of contestable funding and student entitlements may work against Pathways. Kim also received an appreciative response from audience when observed that “(industry – driven) doesn’t include telling the passengers where to sit, how they behave on the journey, and what point they want to get off.”

TAFE in the new international landscape

David Riordan (CEO, DET International NSW) spoke movingly of his own experience with a group of   international students whose private college had closed. David suggested a number of strategies for tightening quality control in order to protect the interests of these students. He also outlined NSW responses to ensure quality provision to international students, including introduction of an Offshore Review Panel for TAFE NSW activities. 

Kevin Brett (i-graduate, Director, Client Services Australia) argued that the position of TAFE international education remains strong.  Australia is a 'destination' market; it is competitive on cost and quality of life. However, any threats to the reputation of qualifications, student safety, or ‘community exhaustion’ in any one jurisdiction affect all providers.  

Helen Cook (Vice President, International Education Association of Australia) outlined the IEAA’s vision for the future. Helen called for political oversight of this complex area by a parliamentary secretary if not a senior minister and for a statutory authority to oversee the implementation of an international education strategy. 

Enhancing the international student experience

Paula Dunstan (Manager, Professional International Education Resources) informed us that Australia’s higher education sector has the highest proportional intake of international students amongst OECD countries. Paula argued for a deeper understanding of the valuable role of education agents, seeing them as partners in the diverse international education workforce, bearing a shared responsibility for quality, capability and reputation of our education offerings. 

David Bycroft (CEO, Australian Homestay Network) outlined changing expectations and rules applying to Australian Homestays, in particular recommendations from a recent Senate Inquiry into the Welfare of International Students. Institutions and agents are becoming more accountable for their homestay and student accommodation services. 

Brandon Thompson (Managing Director, e2e) reviewed an initiative of Graduate Programs Australia – e2e - an online platform that enables providers to cost effectively deliver tailored and dedicated employment services to students and Industry. It assists in better preparing students for the transition to employment, and building stronger relationships with industry and employers. 
Leadership for a distinctive mission

Pam Christie, on behalf of TDA introduced the need for 'protocols’ to define the broader Australian tertiary sector that enabled TAFE to distinguish itself from the 4500 VET providers. A consequent session with TDA members took up this challenge and conducted a nuanced debate on appropriate criteria for distinguishing quality providers. 

The question that was posed by the Conference – what is TAFE's distinctive mission – was roundly addressed in the course of the proceedings. 

A full list of TDA09 National Conference presentations and papers are available on the TDA website: www.tda.edu.au. 

