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Abstract

This submission argues that the quality of vocational education is very uneven, and this is partly caused by variations in the use of qualification descriptors. No evidence was sought to suggest that the quality of training is diminishing, as if it were once better than it is now. However, it is clear that the present system has produced anomalies that need to be resolved. It suggests that clearer equivalencies with higher education levels should be sought as part of the solution, and this should be achieved by further refinement of the Australian Qualifications Framework.
At first it should be most clearly emphasized that the VET sector has developed an extremely fair system of outcomes assessment that recognizes skills learnt on the job to be as valuable as those learnt through formal instruction. The present Australian Qualification Framework (AQF) system of defining vocational training qualifications in terms of cognitive descriptors of learning rather than on amount of study time is a progressive one that needs to be refined rather than abandoned.

However, this can mean that some VET qualifications can be earned so quickly that they draw suspicion, for example, diploma qualifications can be earned in as little as one or two semesters. Universities would be justified in refusing to give these Diploma holders exemption for four semesters of study (which was a common value of a Diploma in a time-based system
), unless of course, the universities had also defined their degrees in competency-based terms. It could be difficult to support the conclusion that qualifications earned relatively quickly represented as much learning as those that require a longer period of instruction
. One Advanced Diploma reportedly required only 100 hours of training, primarily because a labour union held sway over the industry consultation process; in other schools this level qualification equates to two semesters of full-time study.  There is little doubt that the nomenclature of at least some of these courses is incorrect, and cannot be corrected until re-accreditation. That is, implementation of a revised system may take several years. 

In Western Australia, most universities accept a Certificate IV as sufficient for admission. However, an officer of Murdoch University informed me that the University has been reviewing this policy because not all Certificate IV programs are academically similar. Some require two semesters of full-time study while other require only one semester. Added to this is the consideration that some require satisfactory completion of year 10 of secondary school, while other programs at the same level require year 12 completion.

That is, is it conceivable that in the present system, a student could leave school at the end of year 10, do a semester’s work, and qualify for university entry, while another student would complete year 12 and a full year of further study to be equally qualified.

The AQF seems to imply levels of equivalency between sectors by integrating them into a shared framework, and I suggest that there is a need a need to further develop the Framework.

The higher education sector and the Vocation Education and Training sectors view levels of learning quite differently. In the VET sector, the levels of conceptual (cognitive) skills are quite gradated from Certificate up to Advanced Diploma. In the university sector, the whole of an undergraduate degree is supposed to be concerned with higher level conceptual learning, even when there are major components of vocational training. That means that a student who has gone through the VET system would have a culminating ability at the higher conceptual learning level rather than several years of experience at that level. This need not pose a major problem, but it should be noted to clear away potential misunderstanding.

The VET mentality and language
 is skewed toward performed practical skills rather than skills that are strictly conceptual or intellectual. This is particularly seen in competency based assessment, and in its norm of assessing as either “competent” or “not yet competent”. However, it is the large component of conceptual skills in the Diploma and Advanced Diploma that is most applicable to articulation with higher education. The “competent with merit” option could be important for articulation if it is defined in terms of assessing students for next-step-up programmes. To know that a student is competent at one level is not in itself a recommendation that the student has the ability to cope with a higher level.

In fact, one educator in the VET sector teaching in a predominantly conceptual field said that although the programme rationale given to accreditors changed with each of the frequent changes in government policy, the actual teaching and assessment did not generally change.
 

Even if the way that universities measure study in years of full time study is not altogether accurate, it is a kind of modularization, just like modules, units of competency, semester hours, and credit. Most universities already have credit systems in place, and it would not be difficult to deem competency-based VET studies in credit. However, present VET qualifications at the same level cannot be uniformly deemed to have the same credit rating. As we have seen, qualifications at the same level can have widely varying credit ratings. There are, however, simpler options described below.
The Role of the AQF

The AQF established recognized meanings of qualifications of the same nomenclature across sectors. Consequently, the AQF should play a major role in demonstrating that qualifications across sectors are in fact of equivalent quality.

One weakness of the AQF is that characteristics of qualifications in the university sector tend to be descriptive rather than normative. Consequently, even if universities were required to comply with it in its present form, they do not have to adjust substantially their programmes.

The AQF has a parallelism between the two sectors. The Diploma and the Bachelor degree are not necessarily very different; they are both general qualifications, usually the basic professional qualification in the field in which they are offered. The Advanced Diploma is like the first postgraduate year (e.g. Postgraduate Diploma or Graduate Diploma); both are short, specialized, post-professional qualifications. That is, even if in practice it might seldom be the case, there is not necessarily much difference between a VET Diploma graduate and a university Bachelor graduate, or between an Advanced Diploma and a Postgraduate Diploma.

It is already clear in the Australian Qualification Framework Implementation Handbook that the Advanced Diploma is sufficient for admission into the Graduate Certificate and Graduate Diploma (pp. 51, 53). That is, it already clearly implies that the Advanced Diploma is equivalent to the pass Bachelor degree. As the AVCC-ANTA report shows, the Advanced Diploma is more likely a managerial qualification for experienced workers while the Bachelor degree is usually an entry-level qualification (p.12). In practice, this is not yet always the case, and some schools offer the Advanced Diploma as a foundation programme that is equivalent to the first two years of a three-year Bachelor degree. In some cases where both Bachelor and Advanced Diploma are conceptually-based three-year programmes, the Adv.Dip. is deliberately assessed at a lower level.

In effect, the AQF is suggesting that the university sector is giving up its monopoly on undergraduate education and on the first year of postgraduate study.  It would be a radical shift if students could do most or all of their undergraduate study in the VET sector although it may also be to the universities’ advantage if there is demand for Master’s and doctoral qualifying courses for VET graduates.

The situation has now become more complex with the Western Australian Department of Training releasing guidelines for Graduate Certificate and Graduate Diploma.

Recommendations

1. At the very least, the AQF must mean that an AQF qualification in the VET sector must be equivalent to a qualification at the same AQF level in the higher education sector.

2. VET schools need to incorporate systems to ensure cross-sectoral equivalence or articulation.
 ANTA should particularly encourage VET and university staff to collaborate in examining major projects at higher levels. This is perhaps the best way for higher VET programmes to demonstrate that they prepare people for postgraduate university study.

3. The AVCC-ANTA report foreshadows changes in the AQF, and the following are suggested:

a. The VET Graduate Diploma and Graduate Certificate guidelines of WA should be adopted nationally for the VET sector, with some modification to better articulate with university programmes.

· The VET Graduate Diploma should retain its present meaning as a programme of further vocational study after the Bachelor or Advanced Diploma, in a different field of study.

· When the further training is in the same field of study as the student’s Bachelor or Advanced Diploma, then it should be called a Postgraduate Diploma. It should include an element of research methodology. To be earned “with Merit”, it should require a substantial research paper.

· The Postgraduate Diploma is sufficient to be admitted to a Master degree. The AQF states that a Bachelor with honours degree or “a qualifying year of study or equivalent” is sufficient to be admitted to a Masters degree (p. 51)

· The Postgraduate Diploma with Merit is sufficient to be admitted to a higher degree by research.  The AQF states that “a first degree with honours or equivalent” is required for entry into a doctoral programme. The current Western Australian Graduate Diploma guidelines meet the requirement of a year of postgraduate study, and that the research component of the Postgraduate Diploma would meet the universities’ research preparedness criteria.

b. Equivalence between the Advanced Diploma and the Bachelor degree should be made explicit. It would take several years for the uniformization of the meaning of the Advanced Diploma to occur in practice, primarily through re-accreditation of current Advanced Diploma programmes. Accredited courses and packages might be re-accredited ahead of schedule if there were significant articulation advantages.

4. There needs to be a common understanding of the nomenclature for general foundational programmes, which is more difficult because it presumes equivalency between a competency-based programme and only part of a degree course. The rule of thumb in university-parallel is that the Certificate IV is the competency-based equivalent of one year of university, and the Diploma is equivalent to two years of university study. In other places, the Certificate IV is only a university entry qualification. In any case, re-accreditation procedures should ensure some commonality of meaning over time. Course owners should be permitted if they wish to change nomenclature before their re-accreditation if there are significant articulation advantages. However, it is more likely that it is the competencies for which university credit is given (rather than nomenclature), in which case change of nomenclature would not be advantageous.

5. Ideally, the ARF and AQF would be combined and the Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee would join the new AQF-ARF. It should maintain the definition of qualification by cognitive identifiers, but the following substantial modifications would need to be negotiated:

a. It should affirm:

i. the value of the distinctives of each sector,

ii. the right of individual universities to develop their own institutional distinctives and credit systems,

iii. compatibility between the sectors, and, 

iv. the idea of recognized equivalence of credit between sectors
. 

b. The difference between Diploma and undergraduate degree should be made clear.

c. The specifications for each qualification in the university sector should be prescriptive to a greater extent than at present.

d. Allowance should be made for the non-recognition of credit that does not suit a particular degree to which the student is articulating. There will need to be provision so that this exception does not get unfairly enlarged.

e. If the final VET qualification is recognized as suitable for university entry, then the university cannot consider high school graduation.

f. Students transferring across sectors will be treated the same as other students in the programme to which they transfer, except that universities need the right to accept students on a provisional basis. This will normally be the satisfactory completion a semester of university studies.

g. The “Competent with merit” assessment will need to be defined when it indicates the student’s capacity for “next-step-up” programmes.

h. It should clearly identify the Diploma and the Advanced Diploma as doorway qualifications into higher education.

· Diploma programs should be equivalent to the first two years of a bachelor program.

· Advanced Diploma programmes should be equivalent to the first three years of a bachelor program. In the case of a three-year degree, that means equivalent to a Bachelor degree, and the “Competent with merit” assessment should indicate the student’s capacity for the honours programme as the “next-step-up” programme.

6. There will need to be informal ways that representatives of the two sectors can develop terminology that enhances mutual understanding.
 

7. As far as possible, changes in the AQF and cross-sectoral articulation guidelines should be presented as a helpful addition to the present arrangements rather be construed to be yet another change of policy.

8. TAFE assessment standards should provide avenues for some differentiation between manual skills and intellectual skills, without creating inconsistency.

9. Universities might need to consider whether the first two years of some degree programmes meet the requirements for VET diplomas. In some cases, this could make the third year of a three-year degree essentially a one-year capstone course for VET graduates.

10. Degree courses should have free choice electives, but the university sector should retain the right to require that all the electives for a particular student be taken in one area of study. Guidelines need to be developed so that subjects do not partially overlap between VET and degree programmes. Some VET training could be recognized by universities even if it were not eligible to become part of the degree programme. If credit is unsuitable to be transferred into a particular degree programme, it should be allowed as credit for electives. If that is not possible, it is still to the student’s advantage if the credit is put onto a university transcript in excess of the minimum requirements for the degree.

� At one stage many Diplomas required six semesters of full-time study. Two semester Diploma programs are now increasingly common.


� Cf. “AVCC-ANTA Articulation and Credit Transfer Project: Preliminary Report from the joint VETASSESS-UTS Team”, June 1999, p. 7.


� One interviewee said that the present VET terminology was imported from management studies, and did not sit well with persons with a background in education. Different people in the VET sector view the word “research” differently. Some VET people using the word freely and others carry out “investigations” on the basis that research is the prerogative of the higher education sector.


� Competency based assessment had encouraged some programme improvements, in particular the possibility of RPL and a move away from essays towards oral debate and defense.


� Failure to fully implement equivalence systems could mean that some VET qualifications could be fully recognised by universities, others partially recognized, and other not recognized at all.


� This almost implies that universities will agree on recognition and transfer of credit between themselves.


� This would later apply in negotiations of equivalence between training packages and university subjects and for specialist university staff assisting in the development of VET training packages.





