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Introduction

The Council of Australian Postgraduate Associations represents Australia’s 137,000 postgraduate students.  101,000 of these students are engaged in postgraduate coursework programs delivered under the auspices of universities by a range of providers.  These courses extend from the level of graduate certificate through to coursework doctorates.  CAPA’s interests in the VET sector applies particularly to these coursework students as VET institutions have now moved into the provision of postgraduate coursework programs.

Accordingly CAPA’s submission to this inquiry goes broadly to term of reference:

(d) an examination of the impact on the quality and accessibility of VET resulting from the policy of growth through efficiencies and user choice in VET, with particular reference to the:

(i) viability of TAFE, particularly in regional Australia,

(ii) quality of structured training,

(iii) quality of teaching,

(iv) appropriateness of curriculum and learning resources,

(v) range and availability of student services, and

(vi) effects of fees and charges on TAFE.

Background

In 1998 CAPA made a submission to the House of Representatives Standing Committee on Employment, Education and Training, Inquiry into the Appropriate Roles of Institutes of Technical and Further Education.  In that submission CAPA recommended:

1. That universities remain the only bodies allowed to grant university level course awards.  University awards should not be substantially composed of units provided by TAFE or other providers.

2. That a national qualifications framework be established for university level courses which prescribes course length, level and nomenclature for each course award.

3. That a national register of articulation and recognition of prior learning (RPL) arrangements be established.  While articulation and RPL arrangements will of necessity be decided at the local level, national reporting and disclosure will provide more consistent and better outcomes for students.

None of these recommendations have been acted on rather:

· VET has been granted power to accredit postgraduate qualifications by the Australian Qualifications Framework

· after a report of its 1998 submission was published in Campus Review CAPA learned that a national qualifications framework covering postgraduate qualifications does exist, however, subsequent investigations by CAPA revealed that the standards incorporated in this framework are inadequate, inconsistent and misleading at the postgraduate level; and

· the development of an independent RPL body remains a dead issue – despite the enormous waste this produces for students and taxpayers.

Impact on Quality

A combination of Government funding cuts and a process of deregulation are having a serious impact on the quality of post-secondary education.  In this context, CAPA has grave concerns about the quality of the postgraduate programs that will be provide by VET institutions given:

1. That they have very limited experience in the provision of courses at this level;

2. The incentive to compete against more prestigious Australian and international universities on the basis of cost;

3. The precedent already established in the university sector to substitute existing units from lower level courses for postgraduate level education;

4. The precedent already established in universities for the lucrative postgraduate coursework market to skew course offerings at lower levels such that public funds are diverted toward the support of profit making activities.  As a result of this trend the range of courses offered at lower levels has been truncated.  This in turn has lead to negative outcomes both for students who have a diminished choice of courses and employers who are finding the supply of appropriately qualified people limited; and

5. the lack of consistent standards underpinning the nomenclature operating at the postgraduate level preventing students from comparing like with like when choosing a course.

The rest of this submission will concentrate on the final point as all issues to do with quality from the student or potential student’s point of view revolve around their ability to know that, for example, a Masters Degree is assured to a standard commonly understood by employers, students and other educational institutions.  Unfortunately, this is not currently the case.  Without such a common standard students have the option 

of paying high fees to attend ‘prestigious’ institutions where the quality of a course is not likely to be questioned by employers or paying lower fees and running the risk of the course having very limited value.

Problems With the Australian Qualifications Framework

In 1998 CAPA raised the following problems with the Australian Qualifications Framework Advisory Board (AQFAB) over the standard of the Masters degree.  The Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) standard for the Masters:

does not recognise that the Masters is a higher degree not simply a postgraduate qualification;

is not consistent for all awards with the same title;

clashes with the AQF standard for a Graduate Diploma; and

does not reflect actual practice.

(See Table 1.)

Table 1

Masters Level Entry and Duration AQF and Conventional Definitions


AQF Masters Coursework 
AQF Masters Research
Masters
Masters Research

Fourth Year Honours Equivalent
Included as First Year of Masters
Perquisite for Entry
Perquisite for Entry
Perquisite for Entry

Higher Degree

Year One
Counted as Second Year of Masters Degree
One Year Only at Post Honours Level
One Year Minimum at Post Honours Level
One Year Minimum at Post Honours Level

Higher Degree

Year Two


Two Year Maximum at Post Honours Level
Two Year Maximum at Post Honours Level

Impact on students

CAPA rejects the notion put by the AQF of a three years study at undergraduate level plus a further two years of postgraduate study as the pathway to the Masters by Coursework qualification.  The proper pathway here is four years of undergraduate study at honours level or equivalent and then one to two years of study at Masters Level.  The error in the standard allows universities to classify as Masters level what is clearly a graduate diploma.  This has three negative outcomes for students.

Students completing only the first year of the course are denied a qualification.

Universities who would otherwise have offered a fourth year at undergraduate level, where greater restrictions on fee charging exist, are encouraged to classify the fourth year as Masters.  It would be possible for universities to charge fees on the “less academic pathway” by structuring the course as a graduate diploma and Masters.  However, the standard as written allows universities to charge full up-front fees to continuing students who would otherwise have their fourth year classified as undergraduate and would then be much more likely to be studying on a HECS basis.

Students who would otherwise be eligible for Austudy or youth allowance are denied it.

Entry is granted to students to at level which is significantly below the appropriate standard for a Masters.

Entry Standard

CAPA supports alternative pathways to higher degrees, particularly adequate recognition of prior learning.  However, CAPA thinks it reasonable that the AQF set out a single consistent standard for all students attempting the same award, no matter what pathway they take.  Thus a Masters must have only one entry standard; this is a minimum four years undergraduate with the fourth year equivalent to honours standard (or properly recognised equivalents).  This is the same for coursework and research Masters.  This requirement would be met if the AQF entry standard for Masters research students was consistently applied to all Masters students.

For those entering postgraduate study without honours or a master preliminary year the obvious articulation pathway is to undertake a Graduate Diploma and then enter the higher degree of Masters.  This pathway is indeed recognised by many institutions who offer articulation between the Graduate Diploma and the Masters.  However the flawed  nature of the AQF standard for a Masters degree make such an articulation path problematic.

The Decision By the AQF to Allow VET to Offer Postgraduate Diplomas and Certificates
The problems with the AQF standard for Masters and the consequent problems it raises for the articulation of all postgraduate qualifications leading to that award have been compounded by the decision by the AQFAB to authorise VET institutions to offer postgraduate certificates and diplomas of equivalent status to those now offered by universities.  This decisions was taken without any prior consultation with CAPA despite the concerns already raised with AQFAB about the AQF Masters standard.  The principle student representative body for TAFE students was also left unconsulted.  CAPA is very strongly of the view that is entirely inappropriate to make such a decision when, as pointed out by the AQF, the relevant standards are under review and furthermore significant questions about the standards remain unresolved.

It is yet to be seen if the new VET postgraduate courses will be accepted by universities for RPL and articulation into university higher degree programs.

Recommendations

That the AQFAB be upgraded into a properly resourced Commonwealth – State entity with a secretariat of appropriate size to properly regulate a multi-billion dollar industry.

That the representation of AQFAB be altered to include student representatives.  This should include a representative from CAPA, the National Union of Students and (in the absence of a national student organisation for VET) the Victorian TAFE Student and Apprentices Network (VTSAN).

That the crisis in government funding to post-secondary education be addressed as a matter of urgency.

In the unlikely event that education providers will continue to crowd out the postgraduate coursework area once adequate government funding is restored wasteful overlap between government funded providers be eliminated through agreement between the States, Territories and Commonwealth as part of an overall agreement on the allocation of post-secondary education resources;

Appropriate quality assurance measures be developed to support an invigorated AQF.  This should include a national quality monitoring agency associated with or part of the AQF structure and include in its membership student representatives (including CAPA) as well as representatives of staff.

Moratorium on any further accreditation of non-university providers of higher degrees until recommendations 1–5 are fully in place.

�  Source AQF Implementation Handbook and  Australian National University Graduate School Handbook
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