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Response to a more joined-up tertiary system: discussion paper
Dear Commissioners,

Universities Australia (UA) supports a more joined-up tertiary system that gives students clearer
pathways, better information, and fairer recognition of prior learning. The Australian Tertiary Education
Commission’s (ATEC) Tertiary Roadmap should focus on practical reforms that improve learner
outcomes, support institutional collaboration, protect quality, and properly resource the work required
to make harmonisation scalable.

UA is closely engaged with government on tertiary harmonisation as a member of the Tertiary System
Advisory Council (TSAC), alongside Professor Adam Shoemaker, Vice-Chancellor of Victoria University.
UA also represents the higher education sector on the Jobs and Skills Australia (JSA) Education and
Training Advisory Group and National Skills Taxonomy Advisory Group with a focus on simplifying
tertiary education for students.

UA principles

1. The Tertiary Roadmap should be student-centred and outcomes driven, supporting clearer
pathways, better information and expanded access.

2. The Tertiary Roadmap should consider institutional autonomy and resourcing as key drivers of
effective tertiary harmonisation.

3. The Tertiary Roadmap should encourage innovation in tertiary harmonisation, including the sharing
of good practice, while minimising regulatory burden.

UA recommendations

1. Prioritise consulting with universities on the National Credit Recognition Framework (Framework) so
they can deliver important initiatives before implementation in 2027.

2. UA recommends aligning the Tertiary Roadmap and Framework with the Ministerial Letter of
Expectations and ATEC’s Statement of Strategic Priorities.

3. ATEC should consider opportunities to support students make informed choices about tertiary
education programs and pathways.

4. Accelerate the implementation of nationally-linked student data sets to better understand learner
pathways and attainment outcomes.
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UA represents Australia’s 38 comprehensive universities. Our members educate around 1.5 million
students each year who go one to become the next generation of teachers, nurses, engineers and
professionals. Thirteen of these universities teach vocational education courses to around 84,000
students. This includes the six dual sector universities who deliver harmonised tertiary education as
core business. We sought feedback from our members on the discussion paper which informs UA’s
principles and recommendations, and continued engagement with ATEC and the TSAC.

With JSA projecting nearly 2 million additional jobs in the next decade, 90 per cent in occupations that
require tertiary education, skilling Australia’s future workforce is a national priority. This is reflected in
the Universities Accord, which estimates that achieving its 80 per cent tertiary education attainment
target would add an estimated $240 billion to the economy by 2050. The Treasurer’s recent
productivity inquiries identified a skilled and adaptable workforce as a core driver of productivity,
recommended smoother entry pathways, credit transfer and recognition of existing skills in tertiary
education to expand access.

A more joined-up tertiary system will allow more Australians to develop the skills they need to fully
participate in the workforce. Students — whether they are entering straight from school, upskilling or
reskilling later in life — need greater mobility and fewer barriers in tertiary education. Universities are
united in their commitment to student aspiration, equitable achievement and educational attainment,
pursuing innovative and impactful programs to support Australia’s economic and social prosperity.

We have provided feedback on the discussion paper and look forward to working with ATEC in further
developing and refining the Tertiary Roadmap to support student aspiration, workforce participation
and skilling, and national productivity and prosperity objectives.

Centring students in tertiary harmonisation reform

UA is broadly supportive of the proposed Tertiary Roadmap, including the list of reform options
outlined in the discussion paper. We caution that student voices and experiences should remain
central to any efforts to harmonise tertiary education, focusing on outcomes for those who interact
with the system including accessibility, simplicity, progression, completion and employment. A tertiary
system that prioritises policy architecture and intentions over real student outcomes will not
meaningfully contribute the targets of the Universities Accord.

National credit recognition and transfer

UA supports the development of a National Credit Recognition Framework (the Framework). The
opportunity for universities to receive additional Commonwealth supported places through future
allocations acknowledges the importance of simplifying pathways. ATEC should prioritise public
consultation on the details of this Framework, particularly what ‘adoption’ looks like, so that
universities can coordinate their efforts before implementation in 2027. Consideration should also be
given to how universities are supported to manage the increased resourcing required to recognise
credit and assure course integrity.
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We encourage ATEC to consider the role of platforms for credit recognition within this Framework. This
was a key recommendation of our response to the Treasurer’s productivity inquiry into a skilled and
adaptable workforce, and a position held by the Productivity Commission. Providing information to
students about the credit recognition available to them will ensure that the Framework results in
smoother and clearer pathways between vocational and higher education.

To achieve this, ATEC should capture the experiences of universities participating in credit recognition
initiatives to ensure that the framework accounts for diverse contexts. Many of our members
participate in the Australia and New Zealand Credit Management Initiative Discovery project, delivered
by Higher Ed Services, which has sought to define the planning, design, technical, and implementation
requirements for a credit management system. ATEC should also consider where existing resources
could be strengthened including CourseSeeker and ComparED.

Additionally, international examples of successful credit recognition management including the
European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System and the ONTransfer system in Ontario Canada,
should be drawn on when considering how students are informed of opportunities for credit transfer.

Quicker, Cheaper Degrees: TAFE-University Pathways at University of Canberra, Western Sydney
University and Southern Cross University

Australia’s universities are leading the way with formalised credit recognition for students in Fee-Free
TAFE programs, including the University of Canberra, Western Sydney University and Southern Cross
University. We encourage ATEC to engage with these universities —and others which specialise in this
tertiary interface — to understand any challenges and opportunities that could be accommodated in
the Framework, and the experiences of students in these programs.

The interim Ministerial Letter of Expectations and Statement of Strategic Priorities highlight coherence
between vocational and higher education as a central structural reform in line with the Universities
Accord, with universities expected to focus on harmonisation efforts through the mission-based
compact process. The National Credit Recognition Framework provides a foundation for a more joined-
up tertiary system, but it should not be the only way that ATEC incentivises harmonisation in Australia’s
universities.

Student-centred initiatives including recognition of prior learning, pathways, dual qualifications, degree
apprenticeships and cross-sectoral partnerships should be a core focus for the ATEC and should be
eligible for Commonwealth supported places allocations like those envisaged for credit recognition.
This will ensure that important harmonisation initiatives are adequately supported, including at
institutions that face restrictions on the number of students they can enrol through Managed Growth
Funding System requirements. Additional supports for harmonisation efforts, particularly those that
involve significant resources, should be considered when developing the Tertiary Roadmap.
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The enabling architecture of tertiary harmonisation

Underpinning an effective joined-up tertiary system is the enabling architecture that helps students
gain the qualifications they need, reducing complexity and barriers to entry. While the updated
Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) Qualifications Pathway Policy provides an opportunity to
facilitate better learner pathways, the Noonan Review of the AQF was completed almost 7 years ago,
with recommendations relating to enabling architecture still unresolved. UA has called for prioritisation
of AQF reforms as a precursor to harmonised tertiary education, with focus on reducing ambiguity and
system complexity for students.

The forthcoming National Skills Taxonomy will need to focus on simplifying the experience of students
and reduce the complexity of skills recognition across tertiary education. A core focus for this work
should be clearly articulating the purpose of reform — a framework that recognises and enables
students’ skills, and how the taxonomy will contribute to broader objectives including expanding
access and enabling the workforce.

Better data is needed to understand the diverse pathways that students take through vocational and
higher education. UA has called for greater utilisation of Universal Student Identifiers (USI) to better
understand student pathways and attainment outcomes. The requirement of the USIs across
secondary, vocational, and more recently higher education, provides an increasing ability to link
information across qualifications to understand where pathways could be better aligned or
incentivised, especially for underrepresented cohorts. Medium and long-term priorities such as AQF
reform, national data assets, and tertiary funding principles would be well served by a greater
utilisation of the USI, without imposing additional requirements on universities to provide information.
Universities are already leading the way with pathway evaluation models that could provide valuable
insights into a more national approach.

Discussions around enabling architecture are important, but risk decentring the student in discussions
around what students need. ATEC should ensure that the Tertiary Roadmap is student and outcomes
focused, helping students to navigate the tertiary system and encouraging greater skills uptake as a
primary focus.

University partnerships and collaboration
The discussion paper champions collaborations and partnerships that universities undertake to offer

flexible delivery of skills where students need it most. UA shares ATEC’s appreciation for the innovation
occurring across the sector, with key initiatives delivering on harmonisation objectives.

The Southern Queensland Education Alliance

The Southern Queensland Education Alliance provides the University of Southern Queensland and
TAFE Queensland with a mechanism for program co-creation, pathway design, and shared facilities.
Courses spanning health, education, and agriculture are offered with default credit recognition and
qualification flexibility.
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The Institute of Applied Technology- Digital

The Institute of Applied Technology- Digital, delivered by TAFE NSW, University of Technology Sydney,
Macquarie University and Microsoft has supported more than 400,000 enrolments in micro skills and
micro credentials in critical areas such as artificial intelligence and cybersecurity.

Degree apprenticeships

Degree apprenticeships at RMIT (the ‘Earn and Learn” model), Flinders University, and Adelaide
University provide an innovative approach to work-based learning and harmonised tertiary offerings
that meet industry needs. While uptake has been modest, investment from state governments and
industry point to a skills need that is not being met through traditional offerings. Degrees that bridge
vocational and higher education are common in Europe, often supported by government funding and
employer engagement.

If Australia is committed to a more joined-up tertiary system, it should incentivise TAFEs, VET providers
and universities to invest in collaborative ventures that meet clear skills gaps. For universities, this
could be in the form of additional growth allocations for programs that demonstrate outcomes tied to
the Statement of Strategic Priorities. This would encourage the tertiary system to pursue programs
that are generally more costly to deliver than traditional offerings, contributing to strategic priorities
that meet Australia’s long-term skills needs.

Challenges to a more joined-up tertiary system

Universities are committed to a more joined up tertiary system, but reforms must ensure that
institutional autonomy and student-centred approaches are prioritised. Overly prescriptive frameworks
can constrain institutional behaviour in ways that limit innovative and adaptive programs meeting skills
needs. While some programs, disciplines and jurisdictions are well suited to standardised credit
recognition and transfer, others require a greater degree of institutional assessment.

Universities are required by the Threshold Standards to ensure that credit is granted with
consideration for student preparedness and the integrity of the qualification. More effective and
transparent credit recognition will help students to achieve their goals and will help deliver the skills
Australia needs, but credit recognition needs to ensure that the rigour, quality and reputation of
institutions and courses are maintained.

The discussion paper highlights the need for significant engagement with industry and employers,
which UA would reiterate as an important consideration. Current offerings reflect a diversity of
industry demands, professional accreditation requirements, and established partnerships with major
employers. ATEC should ensure that industry voices are central to any reform, focusing on clear labour
market outcomes.
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UA has led calls for proportionate and sensible regulation, including through co-chairing the Better
Regulation Working Group. Tertiary harmonisation presents an opportunity to consider where
regulation can be streamlined, and what regulatory principles should be applied when introducing
tertiary reforms. The Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency and the Australian Skills Quality
Authority are progressing work on implementing the dual sector regulatory strategy, which should
result in reduced regulatory burden for dual sector universities. ATEC should similarly consider how
reporting and compliance activities related to tertiary harmonisation can minimise burden.

A more joined-up tertiary system will require vocational and higher education providers, employers
and industry and governments to collectively work to ensure that students aspirations and workforce
participation contribute to broader social and economic benefits. It further requires ATEC to consider
the resourcing and operational costs to universities of delivering high quality, harmonised tertiary
education.

UA looks forward to working with ATEC to ensure that a more joined-up tertiary system is realised
through the Tertiary Roadmap, expanding access and contributing to Australia’s productivity and

prosperity.
Yours sincerely

f@/’zﬂwf

Luke Sheehy
Chief Executive Officer, Universities Australia



