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Submission to the Senate Employment, Workplace Relations and Education References Committee inquiry into current and future skills needs

This submission addresses just one issue, the implications of the transfer of students and credit from vocational education and training to higher education in meeting the nation’s skills needs.

General principles

1
Australia, like all nations, chooses between having tertiary education institutions and sectors with specialised roles highly differentiated from each other, or institutions and sectors with more general roles more similar to each other.

2
Jurisdictions that establish specialised roles for institutions and sectors tend to establish a vocational education and training sector that specialises in developing vocational skills.  Other jurisdictions ask vocational education and training institutions to adopt a second major role in addition to their skills development role, of providing the first 2 years of higher education, known generically internationally as short-cycle higher education (Furth, 1973).  

3
There is no right answer.  Highly specialised and differentiated institutions and sectors have the advantage of being able to concentrate on their distinctive roles, but there is a risk of ‘dead end training’ which can be characteristic of highly specialised vocational training.  There is also a risk that some people and needs may fall between highly differentiated and segmented sectors.  More general institutions and sectors are likely to provide a more comprehensive service, but there is a risk of overlap and duplication.

4
Even institutions and sectors specialising in skill development have some role in short-cycle higher education.  This leads to tensions between the two roles, as has been recognised at least since 1973 when Dorotea Furth drew attention to it in a study for the OECD.  

5
The choice is really one of degree, but having adopted a clear policy, a jurisdiction should establish safeguards to protect against likely problems arising from the particular approach it has adopted.

6
Since 1965 Australia, like much of continental Europe, has tended to establish a specialised skills development role for its vocational education and training sector.  Before then the older central technical colleges, which were the origins of the Australian technology network universities amongst others, had a plural role offering highly respected and high level conceptually based qualifications accessed by qualified tradespersons such as diplomas of mechanical and electrical engineering.  The central technical colleges proposed during the Martin Committee inquiry in 1961-4 into the future of tertiary education in Australia that they be established as a second sector of tertiary education with the dual roles of skills development and providing 2-year higher education programs, associate diplomas and diplomas.  The Menzies Government on the recommendation of education minister John Gorton declined to adopt this proposal, preferring to establish advanced education as a second sector of higher education, and by implication having vocational education and training specialise in its skills development role.  This has been the broad policy ever since, with Kangan (1974) drawing attention to vocational education and training’s role in further education, but with the Australian national training authority (2003a) specifying the sector as ‘industry-led’.

7
Minister Dawkins’ merger of advanced education with universities to create the unified national system of higher education in 1988 created a transfer gap since the newly amalgamated institutions quickly unified around international university norms, withdrawing from sub baccalaureate qualifications such as diplomas and advanced diplomas (Jakupec and Roantree, 1993: 163) to redirect energy to postgraduate programs.  This transfer gap has been exacerbated by vocational education and training being confined to lower level programs with limited knowledge development.

8
If institutions and sectors were highly specialised one would expect little student and credit transfer between institutions and sectors.  Low transfer rates would indicate that institutions and sectors were well differentiated from each other, and that this was well understood by students and other clients.  In other words, low transfer rates would indicate the success of a policy of differentiating institutions and sectors.

9
In contrast Aotearoa New Zealand, the UK and many US states have given more emphasis to vocational education and training’s role in providing short-cycle higher education.  In these jurisdictions vocational education and training has an important role in broadening access to higher education, and success of such a policy is indicated by high rates of transfer of students and credit between institutions and sectors.  On the other hand, US 2-year colleges do not provide the range of skilled and semi-skilled programs at trade and lower levels that are an important part of Australian vocational education and training’s role.  And the UK’s further education colleges offer a fuller range of programs than Australian vocational education and training institutions, for example, in their major involvement in 6th form (year 12) programs.

Australian transfer rates

10
The data on rates of transfer of students from vocational education and training to higher education are problematic and to some extent controversial.

11
In its issues paper on the interface between higher education and vocational education and training for the Crossroads review of higher education the Commonwealth refers to data on non overseas students commencing bachelor degrees or below who were admitted on the basis of prior tafe study in Australia to conclude that 7% of higher education students transfer from vocational education and training (DEST, 2002b: para 22).  Doughney (2000) and Wheelahan (2002) doubt the accuracy of these data.  

12
Decisions on student admissions in higher education institutions are typically taken by specialist selection officers in November-January each cycle.  Data on basis of admission is typically (but not in all institutions) collected as part of the enrolment process which is completed in February-March and authorised by program coordinators who are often not the same as selection officers.  The statistical part of enrolment is of little interest and more of an annoyance to students and the staff who are enrolling them under considerable pressure of time and other circumstances.  Many institutions do not spend much effort verifying data on basis of admission and other statistics of little direct interest to them.

13
The Department of Education, Science and Training also requires institutions to collect data on the highest qualification attained by non overseas students before they commenced a bachelor level program or below.  In 2002 some 11.5% of such students had a tafe award as their highest qualification, 64% more than the proportion of students admitted on the basis of a tafe qualification.  This is possible because a student may have a tafe diploma but be admitted on the basis of a secondary school certificate which is a lower qualification but more usually used for selection decisions.  

14
Again, there are doubts about the accuracy of these data.  But even if they were accurate Doughney (2000) and Wheelahan (2002) argue that they still understate the extent of student transfer from vocational education and training.  This is because there are at least some students who have a higher education award, subsequently a tafe award and transfer to higher education but who would not report the tafe award because their higher education award is a higher qualification.  

15
There are also intriguing differences in the time trends for these data.  The table below shows that in 1994 some 5.5% of bachelor students were admitted on the basis of a tafe qualification.  By 2001 this had increased by just over 27% to 7.0% of students admitted on the basis of a tafe qualification.  Compare that with the same students’ highest qualification attained before commencing their program.  In 1994 some 7.0% students reported a tafe award as their highest qualification.  By 2001 this had increased to 11.5%, an increase of just over 64%.  

Table 1:
proportion of non-overseas students commencing a course at bachelor level or below who were admitted on the basis of a tafe qualification, and proportion whose highest prior qualification attained was a tafe qualification, 1994-2001

	Year
	Admitted on the basis of a tafe qual
	Highest qual a tafe qual

	1994
	5.5%
	7.0%

	1995
	6.5%
	8.0%

	1996
	6.1%
	8.2%

	1997
	7.3%
	8.4%

	1998
	7.2%
	11.4%

	1999
	7.6%
	11.0%

	2000
	6.9%
	11.1%

	2001
	7.0%
	11.5%


Source: DEST higher education student statistics, 1994-2001.

16
Again, there are a number of possible explanations for these different trends.  But in the absence of further information they remain speculative and cast further doubt on the accuracy of the data.  

17
Different institutions report very different transfer rates.  While some of these differences may be due to inconsistencies in data collection, the highly selective universities report consistently lower transfer rates than the moderately selective universities, and this is likely to reflect systematic selection decisions rather than idiosyncrasies in data collection.  The table below shows that the group of 8 highly selective institutions admitted 2% of their bachelor students on the basis of a tafe qualification, while the other moderately selective institutions admitted four times as many students on the basis of tafe qualifications.

Table 2: 
proportion of undergraduate commencing students at the group of 8 Australian highly selective universities and other moderately selective Australian universities who were admitted on the basis of a technical and further education qualification, 2001

	Segment
	Admitted on basis of tafe
	Total bachelor commencers
	% of enrolments who are transfers

	Group of 8 universities
	1,028
	45,359
	2%

	Other universities
	10,662
	131,745
	8%

	TOTAL
	11,690
	177,104
	7%


Source: DEST (2002) Higher education student statistics, 2001.
These different transfer rates are now compared with differential transfer rates in 3 US states.

Comparisons with 3 US states

18
We noted above that different jurisdictions structure tertiary education differently, and that this has implications for student and credit transfer rates between sectors.  In this section student transfer rates are considered for three US states: California, Colorado and Texas.  These states, in common with many other US states, emphasise vocational education and training’s role in providing short-cycle higher education.  While they have prominent private institutions, most of their higher education is provided by public institutions.  They also have strong higher education coordinating commissions that produce good data on students transfers.  Beyond that, there is no justification for choosing these states rather than a dozen others which could offer equally informative, although different comparisons.

20
In two of the three states examined the transfer rates are much higher than Australia’s.  In the third state it is much lower.  But in all the states examined the differences in transfer rates between the highly selective and moderately selective institutions are much less than in Australia.  The policy implications of these differences are considered later in the submission.

21
California has perhaps the best developed and best known segmented tertiary education system in the US.  Direct admission to the research-intensive University of California is restricted to the top 12.5% of all California high school graduates, and admission to the comprehensive California State University is restricted to the top 33% of California school-leavers (Douglass, 2000: 4).  The California community college system (its vocational education and training sector) is therefore very important in providing access to higher education.  However, Californian 2-year colleges do not offer the range of trade and semiskilled courses that Australian vocational education and training institutions provide: this kind of vocational education is provided in less prestigious suburbs and buildings by institutions which have a high participation by minority groups.

22
The table below shows that 6.5% of students at the highly selective University of California transferred from vocational education and training and that 13% of students at the moderately selective California State University were transfer students.  While the moderately selective university had more transfer students, it had only twice as many transfer students than the highly selective university.  

Table 3: 
proportion of students at the highly selective University of California and the moderately selective California State University who transferred from a community college, 1998-99
	Segment
	Number of transfers
	Total enrolments
	% of enrolments who are transfers

	University of California
	10,161
	155,412
	6.5%

	California State University
	44,989
	336,803
	13%

	TOTAL
	59,906
	492,215
	12%


Source: California Postsecondary Education Commission (1998) Factsheet 98-1
23
Colorado is another of the wealthier US states, with the 8th highest per capita income, and a population of 4.3 million, just a little smaller than Victoria’s.  A relatively high proportion of Colorado’s higher education students start in 4-year institutions, so there are fewer students in 2-year institutions seeking to transfer to 4-year institutions in Colorado.  Overall transfer rates are therefore lower in Colorado than in California: they are even lower than in Australia.  But while there remain differences between the transfer rates of highly selective and not so selective 4-year institutions in Colorado, again, these are half the comparable differences in Australia.

Table 4: 
proportion of students at the highly selective 4-year institutions and the not so selective 4-year institutions who transferred from a 2-year institutions, Colorado, 2001

	Institution
	Number of transfers
	Total u/grad enrolments
	% of u/grad enrolments who are transfers

	Sub total highly selective institutions
	1,192
	45,559
	3%

	Sub total not so selective institutions
	1,399
	21,584
	6%

	TOTAL
	2,591
	67,143
	4%


Source: Jacobs, Jim (2002) Colorado Commission on Higher Education, Data file

24
Finally in comparison, Texas has a population of almost 21 million, just a little bigger than Australia’s.  Its per capita income is just below the average for the US.  Texas has a very strong transfer policy (described more fully later as one possible option for Australia) and consequently its 4-year institutions have twice as many transfer students as California.  But again, the different transfer rates between highly selective and not so selective universities is much less in Texas than in Australia, as the following table shows.

Table 5: 
proportion of students at the highly selective 4-year institutions and the not so selective 4-year institutions who transferred from a 2-year institution, Texas, 2000

	Institution
	Number of transfers
	Total u/grad enrolments
	% of u/grad enrolments who are transfers

	Sub total highly selective institutions
	10,594
	73,039
	15%

	Sub total not so selective institutions
	61,968
	237,092
	26%

	TOTAL
	72,562
	310,131
	23%


Source: Texas Higher Education Coordinating Board (2001a) Report on the performance of Texas public universities.
25
These results are summarised in the next table.  They show that the differences in transfer rates from vocational education and training institutions to highly selective and not so selective degree-granting institutions in Australia are twice that for the 3 US states examined, even in Colorado which has a lower overall transfer rate than Australia.

Table 6:
students transferring from non degree-granting to public degree-granting institutions, Australia and 3 US states, by selectivity of receiving institution

	Jurisdiction
	Highly selective institutions
	Not so selective institutions
	Ratio of highly selective to not so selective

	Australia
	2%
	8%
	1:4

	California
	6.5%
	13%
	1:2

	Colorado
	3%
	6%
	1:2

	Texas
	15%
	26%
	1:1.7


26
This finding is particularly striking when one notes that the difference in transfer rates is lower in California, which formally segments its highly selective and not so selective higher education sectors, than in Australia which has a formally unified national system of higher education.  From this one may conclude that the informal differences between institutions can be more important in student transfer rates than the formal distinctions between institutions.  All the three US states we have considered here have strong transfer policies, and we may also infer that these have been important in the relatively broader access for students transferring even to the most selective institutions.  Such transfer policies would affect higher education.  They would also require changes in vocational education and training, to which we now turn.

Difficulties with the Australian VET system

27
Since the introduction of training packages from 1999 vocational education and training has been based on:

(a)
competencies;

(b)
in workplace skills;

(c)
assessed in the (simulated) workplace.  

28
As Wheelahan (2003) observed, this does not:

(a)
develop the knowledge that underpins all skills, including workplace skills;

(b)
develop skills other than workplace skills, such as learning how to learn or study skills;

(c)
develop students’ capacity for self-evaluation, critical reflection and career planning needed to manage a career beyond the demands of the immediate job.

29
Even if vocational education and training does, incidentally, develop underpinning knowledge and study skills there is no formal record of such achievements since vocational education and training’s statements of achievement record only workplace skills assessed in a real or simulated workplace.  Higher education has inferred that vocational education and training students have acquired relevant knowledge and developed learning skills where they are familiar with the institute’s programs, and this is normally recorded in a credit transfer, pathways or articulation agreement made between the institutions.  Higher education is necessarily limited in extending credit transfer more generally if Australia is to match international standards in higher education, which since at least medieval times has been concerned mostly with knowledge and with cognitive and study and research skills.  

30
There are several ways this could be addressed.  One possibility would be to develop support materials for each training package which:

(a)
included knowledge as well as competencies;

(b)
included study skills as well as workplace skills; and

(c)
accepted the classroom as well as the workplace as a legitimate site for assessment.  

31
The support materials that currently accompany training packages are not endorsed as national requirements, and their use by providers is optional.  It would be possible to develop support materials which were a brief statement of content and context for adoption by those providers, institutes and systems that wanted to increase their role in short-cycle higher education and thus maximise their graduates’ credit transfer to higher education.  The Australian national training authority does not normally tolerate such variation, but it is accepting that some institutes are recording grades on statements of achievement for much the same purpose of maximising their students’ transfer to higher education (ANTA, 2003b: 16), so the authority may consider a similar concession to maximise credit transfer.

3 options for increasing the transfer of students and credit from VET to higher education

32
The inquiry is invited to consider 3 options for increasing the transfer of students and credit from vocational education and training to higher education:

(1)
curriculum mapping;

(2)
expanding VET’s role, say into associate degrees; and

(3)
core curriculum.

Curriculum mapping

33
The first option of mapping shared curriculum in vocational education and training and higher education comes naturally in Australia.  Higher education institutions are currently doing this with vocational education and training providers with which they are establishing partnerships, pathways and credit transfer agreements.  This is acceptable but labour intensive and patchy.  Adopting support materials stating training packages’ content and context as suggested in paragraph 28 would be one way of doing this more systematically.  

Associate degrees

34
Another possibility would be to allow vocational education and training institutions to broaden their role formally in short-cycle higher education by offering associate degrees similar to the US 2-year colleges’ associate degrees or the UK further education colleges’ foundation degrees.  While this option has some attractions, it raises three critical issues.  

35
To play a strong role in student and credit transfer associate degrees would have to be conceptualised differently to vocational education and training’s current exclusive engagement with competency based training.  Associate degrees would also have to be accredited through higher education’s quality assurance processes, or at least not through vocational education and training’s current processes which atomise knowledge into modules and thus limits the extent to which such learning can be re-aggregated into the kinds and levels of knowledge taught in university courses.  (Aotearoa New Zealand and Scotland, which are considered later in the submission, have the same difficulty.)  These differences may cause ruptures within vocational education and training. 
36
Secondly, there may be some concern that by increasing vocational education and training’s formal role in short-cycle higher education the sector would reduce its commitment to vocational training.  This is a real risk since the US 2-year colleges are much weaker in vocational training than Australia’s vocational education and training sector.  The UK experiment in foundation degrees is too recent to know whether the risk may be avoided in that country.  

37
The third issue is: who pays?  One understanding is that higher education is the Commonwealth’s responsibility, whether it is short-cycle or full degree (the Commonwealth currently funds associate degrees, advanced diplomas and diplomas offered by higher education institutions) and whether it is offered by higher education institutions or vocational education and training institutions.  Another understanding is that funding vocational education and training is mainly the responsibility of State and Territory governments, irrespective of whether the institutions are offering vocational training, further education, adult education or short-cycle higher education.  

Common curriculum

38
We noted in paragraph 21 that Texas 4-year institutions accept twice the proportion of students transferring from 2-year institutions than California, and that this is more than 3 times the rate in Australia.  A study of the effectiveness of Texas’ statewide transfer policies found that 80% of credit points awarded by 2-year colleges were accepted for transfer, of which 70% were awarded for core rather than elective subjects.  Most credit was denied for low grades and for remedial and developmental subjects.  The study further found that transfer students who had completed the equivalent of 1 year’s full time study in a 2-year institution achieved comparable grade point averages to students who took their whole undergraduate program in the 4-year institution ((Texas) Higher Education Coordinating Board (2001), quoted in Wellman, 2002: 36).

39
Transfer is so strong in Texas’ at least partly because of the state’s particularly strong and longstanding transfer provisions.  The Higher Education Coordinating Board Act of 1965 required the development and implementation of a basic general academic core curriculum that, when taken at a public 2-year institution during the first two years of study, would freely transfer without loss of credit among all the public institutions of higher education in Texas.  Subsequently transfer curricula were developed specifically for several disciplines and transfer curricula have been continually revised since then.  The common core curriculum is supported by a common subject numbering system for the state ((Texas) Higher Education Coordinating Board, 2001: 10, 11).

40
Texas is not unique in legislating a common core curriculum for vocational education and training and higher education, and this is not the only tool available to legislators.  A survey of the US states found this incidence of 7 tools for supporting transfer –

1
legislation: state law articulates the transfer mission (30 states);

2
cooperative agreements: statewide frameworks or networks support voluntary

cooperation between institutions (40 states);

3
transfer data reporting: the state collects some type of data on transfer patterns

(33 states);

4
students are given incentives and rewards for transfer, such as financial aid or

guaranteed admission (18 states);

5
statewide articulation guides describe the requirements for subject and

institutional articulation between two-year and four-year institutions (26 states);

6
statewide common core curricula (23 states);

7
common subject numbering systems (8 states).

(The Education Commission of the States (2001) ‘Transfer and articulation policies’, State Notes, (February), Denver, quoted in Wellman (2002: 15)).

41
This submission does not advocate at this stage a compulsory core curriculum along the lines provided by the state governments of Texas and other states with strong transfer provisions.  The option is presented to indicate the range of options available, and to note that at least some jurisdictions have considered it necessary to strengthen vocational education and training’s role in short-cycle higher education.

An Australian student identifier

The second section of this submission noted problems with the Australian data on student transfer and this section considers how data might be improved.

42
One may enjoin institutions continuously to improve the accuracy of their data collection, but even completely accurate snapshot data of this type would not give a good picture of student flows between sectors and institutions.  This problem has been encountered in other jurisdictions.  We noted in paragraph 35 that 33 US states specifically collect data on student transfers, and many of these require institutions to report students’ social security number.  This not only helps to protect the integrity of the student support and reporting systems, but allows the state to calculate accurate retention and transfer rates taking into account all transfers between institutions and sectors, and other longitudinal data on student flows useful for planning and policy analysis.  Similar techniques have been recently recommended for Queensland, Aotearoa New Zealand and Scotland.

43
The Gardiner review of pathways articulation in Queensland recommended (2002: recommendation 8) –

That a mechanism be developed, involving a unique student identifier, that allows a central record of a student’s achievements to be maintained. The unique student identifier will need to be used in schools and vocational education and training providers (both public and private) for students between the ages of 15 and 19. Data on an individual student will need to be able to be maintained for a long period in order to provide a mechanism for accumulating and testifying to a student’s achievements.

44
The Australian national training authority (2003b: 16) discusses a similar proposal –

While the system does award a statement recognising attained competencies that don’t add up to a full qualification, research indicates that people want a quality and user-friendly statement (recording their competencies and learning through life) that they can show to potential employers. This statement could take the form of a ‘skills passport’ or an electronic smart-card. This would be particularly useful for the increasing number of people who don’t want full qualifications but small numbers of competencies related to current work challenges, as well as people whose circumstances lead them to drop in and out of structured learning. Many people choose a smorgasbord approach to learning (through self-assembly of smaller, shorter, targeted chunks). The frameworks now need to recognise this.

45
In its interim statement of tertiary education priorities 2002/2003 the Aotearoa New Zealand Ministry of Education Te Tāhuhu o te Mātauranga (2001: 8) said –

Another critical priority for Government agencies will be the development of system-wide data integration and performance measures for inclusion in a monitoring and evaluation framework or ‘scorecard’. This data will be collected in a number of forms, such as the Single Data Return, the National Student Index and the Tertiary Data Warehouse. It will be used to build a much more comprehensive picture of our entire tertiary system so that the TEC and the Ministry of Education can monitor and evaluate its performance.  The ability of organisations within the tertiary system to attract and retain public money will increasingly depend on their performance.

46
And the Scottish Parliament enterprise and lifelong learning committee (2002: para 126) recommend the creation of a lifelong learning log for everyone in Scotland which would be linked to the Scottish qualifications authority individual candidate number and which over time would lead to the development of a learning smartcard which would record both credits used from the student’s lifelong learning account and their learning achievements. 

47
If the committee believes that better information is needed on student transfer rates it should consider recommending the establishment of an Australian student identifier.  Gardiner considered pathways through the post-compulsory years of school to further education, training and labour market participation and so the identifier would have to allocated in at least the first post-compulsory year of education.  However, in view of the desirability of collecting solid data on school retention, it would be sensible to allocate the identify at least at the start of secondary education.  If the committee believes that data on tertiary education is sufficient, the Scottish recommendation to adopt the number allocated by State tertiary admissions centres would be convenient.

Conclusion

48
There are a number of options available to legislators and policy-makers to increase the transfer of students and credit from vocational education and training to higher education.  However, this raises the prior question of what type of vocational education and training sector a jurisdiction wants, and by implication, the structure of the whole tertiary education system.  

49
The older central technical colleges, which were the origins of the Australian technology network universities amongst others, had a plural role offering highly respected and high level conceptually based qualifications accessed by qualified tradespersons such as diplomas of mechanical and electrical engineering.  The Commonwealth Government’s acceptance of the recommendation of the Martin committee in 1965 resulted in these higher level programs being re-assigned to the newly established advanced education sector, leaving vocational education and training with a greater emphasis on skills development and reducing its role in providing short-cycle higher education.  Vocational education and training in Australia remains heavily concentrated on skills development.

50
The relatively low transfer rates in Australia from vocational education and training to higher education therefore do not necessarily indicate any shortcoming of transfer arrangements: they may reflect simply the strong differentiation of the sectors.  Transfer rates may be low because there is less need and demand for students to transfer from vocational education and training to higher education than in a jurisdiction that relies more heavily on vocational education and training to provide short-cycle higher education.  However, the very great difference in transfer rates between highly selective and moderately selective universities in Australia, at least twice the differences in comparable rates in the 3 US states we have examined, indicates that there may be a problem in transfers from vocational education and training to the more selective universities.

51
If Australia retains vocational education and training’s emphasis on skills development it should nevertheless develop mechanisms to ensure that the students who do want to transfer to higher education have fair opportunities to do so.  However, the level of credit they receive for vocational education and training studies will be necessarily limited by the extent to which those studies are limited to competencies in workplace skills assessed in the (simulated) workplace.  

52
On the other hand, the Commonwealth minister for Education, Science and Training has consistently advanced vocational education and training’s role as an alternative and first stage to higher education (Nelson, 2002a, 2002b).  This is consistent with developments in other developed English-speaking countries.  However, an increased emphasis on vocational education and training’s role in providing short-cycle higher education should be balanced by measures to protect against diluting the sector’s role in skills development as has happened in many US states, and it should also protect against excessive duplication and overlap with the main higher education sector, as has happened in Aotearoa New Zealand and the UK.
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