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public universities inquiry 

Submssion from the Secretariat of the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) Advisory Board to MCEETYA

A
Context of the submission

The Australian Qualifications Framework Advisory Board (AQFAB) is established by the agreement of and with the authority of MCEETYA.  The object of the Board is to promote, monitor and maintain the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF), the national system of qualifications in post-compulsory education and training.

To achieve this goal AQFAB operates as a high-level cross-sectoral forum, inclusive of the industry parties, for negotiation and re-thinking about qualifications, as an authoritative source of public information on the AQF and of advice to MCEETYA on outstanding issues, and monitors the operation of the AQF to ensure that it supports a national commitment to quality education and lifelong learning.

The functions of the AQFAB that are of most relevance to the Senate Committee Inquiry are as follows:


•
monitor the operation of the AQF with particular emphasis on the cross-sectoral 


interface and national policy implications and undertake related research;

•
promote the quality assurance processes in place in each sector to protect AQF provider standards;

•
maintain registers of bodies authorised by governments to accredit courses, recognise providers and issue qualifications; and

•
monitor international movements in qualifications and their implications for the AQF.


Hence the comments from the AQFAB Secretariat on the Inquiry Terms of Reference are necessarily general and reflect the objectives of the AQF as a national policy instrument to protect and promote Australian qualifications both nationally and in the international environment.

B
Comments on the Inquiry Terms of Reference (those most relevant to the AQF) 

The capacity of public universities to meet Australia’s higher education needs, with particular reference to:


(a)
the adequacy of current funding arrangements with respect to:


(i)
the capacity of universities to manage and serve increasing demand,



(ii)
institutional autonomy and flexibility, and


(iii) the quality and diversity of teaching and research;
The national descriptions established for Bachelor, Masters and Doctoral degrees, as set down in the AQF, have a history of thirty years and are the basis for Australia’s high international reputation for quality university education.  The movement from elite to mass higher education must be supported by  funding adequate to maintain the high standard of Australian university qualifications, as inscribed in MCEETYA policy  through the AQF.  Maintenance of high-standard qualifications is critical to ensuring that Australia continues to be productively engaged with the frontiers of knowledge and further increases its share of the education export market (which has a huge potential for expansion into the developing countries) and so should be nourished as an extremely valuable and sustainable national resource.

(c) the public liability consequences of private, commercial activities of universities;

Where qualifications which use AQF titles are issued by commercial providers of any kind, it is essential that accountability for their quality is clearly indicated through explicit identification of the authority issuing the qualification.  For example, is it an X University qualification, or a X Inc qualification?  If it is an X Inc qualification it will need to be accredited by the relevant State or Territory government and listed on the appropriate AQF Register. 


(d)
the equality of opportunity to participate in higher education, including:

(i) the levels of access among social groups under-represented in higher education,


The AQF is designed to support flexible learning pathways and lifelong learning, as integral to this MCEETYA policy instrument.  A range of alternative entry points to qualifications helps to encourage wider social participation; in particular, recognition of prior learning (RPL), resourcing of which should be explicitly reflected in higher education funding policy.  Lifelong access to higher education across all socioeconomic groups will also require explicit funding.



(f)
the capacity of public universities to contribute to economic growth:

(ii) as an export industry

(please refer to (a) above)

(i) (g)

the regulation of the higher education sector in the global environment, including:

(ii) accreditation regimes and quality assurance

(iii) university governance reporting requirements, structures and practices; 


The recent establishment by MCEETYA of the Australian Universities Quality Agency should address the need for an independent quality assurance mechanism to underpin Australian universities in the global market.   It is anticipated that AQF qualifications guidelines will inform the development of national benchmarks against which universities’ internal quality assurance processes will be audited.   


The AQF Advisory Board has recommended to the Joint Committee on Higher Education that National Protocols for Higher Education Approval Processes require further development to address quality assurance outstanding issues with respect to corporate, virtual and for-profit education organisations.   The AQFAB has received feedback from universities indicating that these issues, and issues of international comparability of qualifications, require highly-visible, well-coordinated national policies  and  greater dissemination of information. 
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