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Foreword


Peter Noonan loved learning. From the arc of his own life story, from his birth in the Western Australian wheatbelt town of Mullewa to his decades as a central thinker and driver of education reform, Peter knew that learning changed life’s chances.


Many of us share this conviction and can look back with gratitude to the parent, teacher or mentor who ensured our lives were enhanced by the transformative power of learning. What was different about Peter was he dedicated his life to putting this conviction into action. He was single-minded about ensuring that everyone should have access and that all levels of learning mattered.


For him, right from the start, his real passion was widening the gateway to post-school learning. He understood and valued universities, but his first love was vocational education, which he saw as the opportunity most likely to attract the full depth and diversity of the community. He wanted to throw open the doors so anyone, especially those whose life circumstances were the toughest, could experience the power of learning. He worked tirelessly to broaden access and to smooth pathways, with the dream that it should be possible for a learner to start with a certificate I vocational qualification and then, as they gained knowledge and confidence in their capacity to learn, to navigate their way through to university-degree level and beyond.


In truth, we only have these concepts of certificate levels and pathways because Peter Noonan had the capacity to develop and deliver them. Indeed, in every major reform drive in education from the 1980s on, for forty years, we can see Peter’s influence, energy and ideas. His reform fingerprints are everywhere. It is impossible to imagine what Australia’s education system would look like today if we had been deprived of his wisdom.


For Peter, politics mattered but he would not let it get in the way. A progressive person, he always wanted to see governments that lived up to his values and ideals. He was drawn to the Labor cause and its historic mission of delivering opportunity to all. However, he was never mindlessly tribal. He worked with people of all political hues to deliver change. What mattered most to him were reforms that meant a disadvantaged young person was able to get a new educational start. He did not care who got the accolades for policy—he wanted the outcome.


In our partisan age, there are few who can span the political divide in this way. The fact that Peter could speaks volumes about who he was. He was decent, honest, caring and patient. Given the depth of his expertise, it would have been easy to become frustrated with new government ministers or novice public servants. But that was not his way. His love of learning extended to helping prime ministers, ministers and other change makers understand what was needed.


This book is a continuation of Peter’s lifetime passion and approach to change. It is about learning, reform, opportunity. That makes these pages a very fitting tribute to Peter, who is sorely missed but whose rich legacy of ideas and actions lives on.


The Hon. Julia Gillard AC


Prime Minister of Australia 2010–13


Global Partnership for Education Board Chair 2014–21





Endorsements



‘Peter Noonan devoted his professional life to Australia achieving a tertiary education system fit for both present purpose and future need. His aspiration was for a system not defined by historical fault lines but by the harmonisation of its component elements serving for the benefit of diverse student cohorts alongside the skills requirements of a transforming economy.


This important book surveys the profound impact of Peter Noonan’s contributions as a thinker, advisor and practitioner on Australian tertiary education over four decades. A true muse, Peter’s own personal style may have been modest and understated but his influence and impact—always motivated for the betterment of the public good—will prove lasting.’


Peter Coaldrake AO, Chair of TEQSA, former Vice-Chancellor of QUT and former Chair of Universities Australia


‘Connecting higher education and vocational education and training (VET) has never been more important. If Australia is to do the best for learners and industry, we need to recognise not only the uniqueness of VET compared to higher education, but also how learners can grab from both to gain what they and Australian industries need. Peter Noonan was an advocate for the critical role of VET. His legacy and the contributions of others in Rethinking Tertiary Education is pivotal reading on how to improve tertiary education.’


Jenny Dodd, CEO of TAFE Directors Australia, former CEO of TasTAFE and former Executive of both TAFE Queensland and Canberra Institute of Technology


‘Peter Noonan was the consummate thought leader on tertiary education, in particular the intersection of access and equity and pathways for lifelong learning. His research and policy insights into what makes a world-renowned tertiary education system were always thought provoking. Peter thought about the sector without bias and with a deep passion and commitment to improving outcomes for students, industry and the government.


Whilst Peter was well known to the sector, I got to know him well after he agreed to present in Bahrain as part of a reform project we were undertaking. Peter was not only great company, but he was well informed and provided a deeply rich and thoughtful exploration of the key aspects of a future-focused vocational education system. Peter is remembered through his great work and a legacy imploring us all to question and think outside the square in bringing to life his vision of a well-funded and interoperable tertiary sector. This book, which builds on Peter Noonan’s work, is both a fitting tribute to his extensive contributions to policy, and an important contribution to current policy debates in its own right.’


Mary Faraone, Chief Executive of Holmesglen Institute and Chair of TAFE Directors Australia


‘Rethinking Tertiary Education honours the late Peter Noonan in many ways. The collection of essays is thoughtful and engaging, farsighted and yet relevant to the policy dilemmas of the present, and fundamentally committed to building an integrated tertiary education system.


Peter Noonan was intellectually and practically enmeshed in building better quality and more effective tertiary education for Australia. He recognised, as this volume outlines, the fragmentation that prevents greater benefits for individuals, particularly those who have faced disadvantage and barriers in their earlier educational experience, and inhibits the full potential, in impact and innovation, of tertiary education for Australia.


The authors, drawing inspiration from Noonan’s writings and legacy, recognise that in Australia, the design and institutional policy that linked vocational education to nineteenth century industrial practice was not linked to a growing system of university education and research. While vocational education has continued on its initial trajectory, it has become increasingly distinct from the twentieth century aspirations that have shaped Australia’s universities. Here the commitment to scientific research and innovation caused universities to transform education for the professions and create knowledge-based capabilities across education and research in the arts and sciences.


Noonan was committed first to increasing the opportunities that education brought to individuals and society. He could see that integrating vocational education and university education in a broader tertiary education system was necessary to providing opportunities and propelling better education for all.


This volume covers the territory necessary to rethinking tertiary education. It does so, not only intelligently, but with flair. Now is the time for policy makers to seize the ideas presented for reform—and in doing so give effect to a lifetime of advocacy by Peter Noonan.’


Margaret Gardner AC, Governor of Victoria, former Vice Chancellor of RMIT University, former Vice Chancellor of Monash University, and former Chair of Universities Australia


‘Rethinking Tertiary Education is a timely and serious analysis of tertiary education in Australia. The book builds upon the deep policy wisdom of the late Peter Noonan and provides a compelling blueprint to address Australia’s imperative for a skilled and educated workforce. The authors argue for harmonisation of the vocational and higher education sectors, to achieve a more coherent and vigorous system of tertiary education. They argue cogently for an urgent revision of the Australian Qualifications Framework—a key pillar of necessary reform. The book examines issues usually dispatched to the “too hard basket”—with edifying perspectives from leading educators who zero in on unresolved problems. They tackle complex areas such as the interface between secondary and tertiary education, innovations in the apprenticeship model, untoward consequences of funding models, changing skills and knowledge needs of industry, and regulatory challenges. The authors arrive at a whole-of-tertiary sector funding model and pose recommendations to catalyse our thinking. I am grateful to the authors for continuing Peter Noonan’s vital work and for advancing this important dialogue. Our social and economic prosperity will depend upon our willingness to re-imagine our underpinning tertiary education system.’


Emeritus Professor Linda Kristjanson AO, former Vice-Chancellor of Swinburne University of Technology
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Prologue: Rethinking Tertiary Education



PETER DAWKINS,1 PETER HURLEY, MEGAN LILLY, ROBERT PASCOE and SARAH PILCHER


Inspired by Peter Noonan’s (1955–2022) lifetime of service to tertiary education policy, this book makes the case for an overhaul of Australia’s tertiary education system, drawing on Noonan’s scholarship and the work of his expert colleagues and collaborators in the Mitchell Institute at Victoria University, the Australian Industry Group’s Centre for Education and Training, and elsewhere.


When Australians think about tertiary education, their minds typically turn to universities—especially those Australians who have been to university themselves. Perhaps they think of the dreaming spires of the University of Sydney, the magical campus that is the University of Melbourne, Adelaide University’s beautiful Gothic architecture, the stunning gardens at the University of Western Australia, or the bustling Monash University in Clayton that is so large it has its own postcode. Perhaps they think of their postwar red-bricks, or even the newer shiny downtown towers. Universities hold special significance in the hearts of many Australians and international students alike, and are a very important part of tertiary education. But when Australians think about tertiary education, they need to think much more broadly.


Vocational education and training (VET) is offered in contexts that are equally impressive in their colour and texture. In the Gothic building of a former primary school within the once-industrial locality of Melbourne’s Cremorne, Bendigo Kangan TAFE students pursue an education in creative and digital skills. Others study at the Volvo company with TAFE NSW, leading the development of zero-emission buses, or develop their screen and media skills at the state-of-the-art, purpose-built Coomera campus of TAFE Queensland, or master automotive trades at the Automotive Centre of Excellence in Docklands, Melbourne. Nestled within the historic West End of Fremantle, others study for employment in the maritime, engineering and marine industries.


When people think about tertiary education, they should not forget the very large number of public and private VET providers across the nation. However, as it stands in the 2020s the university and VET sectors do not come together into a coherent tertiary system—and that needs to change.


It must be remembered, also, that the role of tertiary education has changed. In 1980, only 30 per cent of Australian school students completed secondary education. By 2020 this proportion had exceeded 80 per cent, with most now undertaking some level of VET or higher education. Indeed, for the vast majority of Australians in the twenty-first century, tertiary education will be critical for their success both in the labour market and as citizens. It will not only be important for most young people to take advantage of tertiary education, but also increasingly more important for the mature-age workforce to take advantage of it as well. Tertiary education needs to be understood as a core part of the education system, rather than as an add-on.


How we can make a universal tertiary system work coherently for everyone’s benefit is the theme of this book. The future of Australia as a postindustrial economy depends on how knowledge, skills and capabilities are learned and fostered. In a world wherein success in the labour market, and in life, will require just about everyone to benefit from tertiary education, there needs to be systemic change to facilitate it. Australia needs an outstanding higher education sector, an outstanding vocational education sector and, between them, an outstanding tertiary system.


We are not making the case for a merger of vocational education and higher education. Rather, we are arguing for a harmonisation of vocational and higher education into one coherent system: two sectors, one system.


There has been growing interest in harmonising vocational and higher education into a more coherent system of tertiary education over the past decade, of which Peter Noonan was a leading advocate. This book outlines the case for such harmonisation, the challenges in its way, and how it can be achieved, drawing heavily on Noonan’s contribution to the discussion.


There are four main arguments for such harmonisation: first, to enhance the ability of students to navigate the education and training system to obtain the knowledge, skills and capabilities they need to successfully participate in the labour market; second, to promote equitable access to universal, high-quality tertiary education; third, to correct for distortions in the incentives for students to participate in one part of the tertiary education and training system rather than another; and fourth, to encourage vocational education providers, higher education providers and employers to collaborate in the provision of well-designed education and training programs to secure the development of the knowledge, skills and capabilities needed for the Australian economy. This fourth argument was a major focus of the Albanese government’s September 2022 Jobs and Skills Summit, which set as one of the questions for discussion: ‘Are the current systems for higher education and vocational education and training (VET) appropriately tailored to respond to Australia’s needs now and in the future?’


This same question became a key focus of the subsequent Employment White Paper, led by the Employment Taskforce in Treasury and due for publication no later than September 2023.2


Purpose of the book


This book has been put together with the intention of making a major contribution to the debate about the role that tertiary education needs to play in promoting Australia’s future economic prosperity and in enhancing social outcomes and greater equality of opportunity.


We are in a period of serious skills shortages and low productivity growth, and a period in which government is seeking to decarbonise the economy. These major challenges facing Australia must be confronted with ambitious and determined reform of the institutions and services that underpin its economic, social and environmental development. Tertiary education, both vocational and higher, is clearly critical to Australia’s success in meeting these challenges, and must simultaneously learn to develop itself, in far-reaching ways, to meet the needs and potential of a future Australia. Government is thinking seriously about the policy settings that will assist this process.


Alongside developing its Employment White Paper, the Albanese government has established Jobs and Skills Australia (JSA) as a tripartite body to advise on the nation’s skills needs and the adequacy of the skills system in meeting those needs, and to chart a jobs and skills road map, to ensure Australia’s human capital can meet the needs of the nation’s economy and society in the middle decades of the twenty-first century.


It is also undertaking a review of higher education through the Higher Education Accord process, in which the relationship between higher education and VET is one of the key matters under consideration. At the same time, the Australian Government is negotiating a new National Skills Agreement with states and territories through which the Commonwealth will provide them with VET funding.


Such deep and broad system change inevitably takes time, but only progresses with urgent action and clear-sighted leadership. Australia needs a decade of systemic progress in order to realise the potential renewal that is outlined in these chapters. This system change needs to come from public policy reform, changed funding arrangements, institutional action, innovation, shared investment with industry, and growing alignment among diverse actors operating at different levels across the nation.


In that sense, the immediate challenge is not merely to identify the necessary policy reforms or changes to funding and regulation that can be implemented in the short term, but to create the relationships, and the common trajectory, that will carry further-reaching change. Individual policy reforms are welcome and necessary, but overall, Australians need all parts of the system to undertake immediate actions that will strengthen the momentum of those changes and create immediate benefit.


Each section of this book identifies how these actions can be taken by the diverse actors and players that make up tertiary education in Australia, while also exploring the common principles and long-term reforms needed from government in order to bring them all together. The range of experts who have worked together on this book, building on the work of Peter Noonan, between them have crafted a wide-ranging reform agenda, which is pulled together in the last chapter with an outline of the tertiary system that Australia needs.


Need to rethink the divide between VET and higher education


Higher education worldwide was developed for the academic elite or, more accurately, for those who had already shown high levels of academic achievement before they entered university. Over the course of modern history, the academic tradition of universities has increasingly become one of inquirybased learning, complemented by teachers doubling as researchers.


As educator Glyn Davis has pointed out, however, Australian universities were established with professional education in mind. The founding statute of the University of Sydney made ‘specific mentions of law, medicine, pharmacy, surgery and midwifery’.3 This preference of professional degrees was ‘somewhat tempered by broader aspirations’ of the first principal, John Woolley, a classicist, and so the first undergraduates at the University of Sydney were required to study an arts degree for a year before moving on to professional qualifications. Regardless, student ‘preference for professional qualifications over general degrees arose early and proved insistent’.4 But university education was still for the high-achieving, academically oriented school leaver whose circumstances and privilege allowed for it.


In more recent history, universities have been progressively confronted with the need to provide large-scale professional/vocational education, and to teach larger numbers of students, many of whom either need additional learning support to succeed in their studies or, due to factors out of their control, were capable but unable to reach academic excellence during their school years and thus need entry considerations. VET, however, has been primarily concerned with trades, entry-level vocational qualifications, and technical and paraprofessional qualifications. From the 1990s this has been defined in terms of technically specific competencies, which competencies in turn became embedded in national training packages. The motivations for this were good: the curriculum should be driven by the outcomes that are desired by industry, and employees with demonstrable skills should be rewarded for developing them. The problem has been that the outcomes align directly to specific, already existing job roles, with insufficient attention paid to general capabilities and transferable skills that support labour mobility.


The truth is that both VET and higher education institutions need to impart a range of knowledge, skills and capabilities, in varying proportions, that are determined not only by whether they are VET or higher education, but also by how vocational the course is. Qualifications in VET and qualifications in higher education should have a similar framework of knowledge, skills and capabilities, and their application. The ability to transition from a VET qualification into higher education, or the other way around, should be quite seamless. For example, media and communications VET qualifications should be easily recognisable within a framework of knowledge, skills and capabilities that also apply to higher education arts degrees with media and communications specialisations. The pathway for enrolled nurses becoming registered nurses, early childhood educators and education aides becoming teachers, bookkeepers becoming accountants, electricians becoming electrical engineers, and ICT support technicians becoming ICT professionals, should be transparent and clear and make maximum use of prior learning and experience.


Similarly, graduates of pharmacy or physiotherapy who want to run their own business could benefit from a Certificate III/IV in Entrepreneurship and Business after or alongside their degrees.5 Higher apprenticeships could embed a VET trade qualification into an engineering degree. Graduates of arts, science or business moving into the professional world might benefit from a Certificate III in Emerging Technologies to complement their theoretical knowledge and gain highly desirable and employable skills in a rapidly evolving digital world.


Pathways from VET to higher education do exist and are taken up by significant numbers of students. And although it should be encouraged more, many higher education graduates subsequently take out a VET qualification to gain practical skills and meet the demands of the labour market. But in order for cross-educational process to be more successful, it needs to be more seamless and systematic. Combining higher education with VET to gain the best of both worlds in jointly developed programs is a very worthy objective. A recent study of the challenges of integrating VET and higher education concludes that there are very few examples of providers deliberately integrating VET and higher education into students’ studies, and that where this has been done it is very difficult to make it successful.6


When higher education and vocational education providers can successfully collaborate in the production of joint education and training programs, the needs of both students and industry are met. This must be encouraged through a harmonised and interconnected system—one that does not currently exist in Australia’s tertiary landscape.


Importance of know-how and know-who, as well as know-what and know-why



Productivity improvement is driven by applying skills and knowledge in and across firms, not just by accumulating qualifications. Workforce participation is driven by the capacity of individuals to apply their skills in workplaces and the capacity of graduates to quickly meet employer expectations and requirements.


In its highly influential work on the knowledge economy,7 in 1996 the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) identified the kinds of skills required in a knowledge economy as:




• know-what—knowledge about ‘facts’


• know-why—scientific knowledge of the principles and laws of nature


• know-how—the skills or the capability to do something


• know-who—information about who knows what and who knows how to do what.





These four kinds of ‘knowing’ are learned quite differently, and learning to master them takes place through different channels. While know-what and know-why can be obtained through reading books, attending lectures and accessing databases, the other two kinds of knowledge are rooted primarily in practical experience. Both VET and higher education should incorporate a blend of all four types of knowledge/skills. As a general rule:




• VET needs more know-what and know-why than is currently embedded. This would enable those completing VET to be more adaptable in the workforce and more capable of proceeding into higher education.


• Higher education needs more know-how and know-who. This would help to make graduates of higher education better prepared for the world of work, which could be facilitated through structured work-integrated learning, cadetships and degree apprenticeships.





A new system is needed because society requires different kinds of skills and different kinds of learners, which the current architecture is unfit to deliver. The ambition is to ramp up Australian learning accessibility and capacity to ensure that every learner has the ability to master what is needed for a particular time and place, at depth; has the skills, attitudes and predispositions to adapt to constant change; embraces new technologies and skills; becomes an enthusiastic lifelong learner; and is able to thrive in a dynamic workforce and contribute to building a responsible and caring community and society. It’s a big task, hence the big agenda.


As part of achieving this, the importance of assessment and recognition of skills cannot be overstated. Higher education especially needs to work harder at this. The tendency is to conflate qualifications with competence, when educators know that holding a qualification provides no guarantee of a specific skills level and that ‘qualification inflation’ is rampant and expensive. Having a person taught something or participate in a course is not the same as having them learn, hence the call for more work-based and integrated learning.


It is difficult to be confident about the competencies of some tertiary graduates. Australians tend to use proxies such as institution attended and processes followed. There needs to be some form of skills assessment and recognition at the core of quality assurance (QA) processes so that the community has confidence that the system is of high quality, equitable and effective, and to damp down qualification inflation. Unfortunately, the existing paraphernalia of assessment and QA is unequal to the task, especially now that productivity skills Australians need cannot be tested by traditional tests and exams.


It should be added that tertiary education must also be the primary source of new knowledge generation through both pure and applied research. Additionally, tertiary education institutions must be involved in innovation process and innovation networks. Tertiary education must encompass the training of researchers and scientists, including through partnerships with industry.




THE INFLUENCE OF PETER NOONAN ON FOUR OF US


At the core of these ideas and at the heart of this book is Peter Noonan. His impact extended beyond policy and to the lives of many. This book is a product of his life’s work, built upon by those he worked with and inspired. Here, four of us reflect on the profound professional and personal impact he had on us and the legacy he leaves. The book also acts as a reminder that at the crux of progressive policy change is the dedication and devotion of people like Noonan, who strive to make the world a fairer and more just place.


Peter Dawkins


How to make VET and higher education work effectively together engaged me as the vice-chancellor of Victoria University, a dualsector university in Melbourne’s western suburbs, all through the 2010s. Developed from a constellation of vocational colleges and local post-school institutes, Victoria University in a quarter-century grew into a leading dual-sector university, combining higher education and VET. It once mainly produced skilled graduates for the regional manufacturing industry; over time, as the economy and the region changed, so did the university, to increase participation in both vocational and higher education.


As a dual-sector university, Victoria University has the aspiration to provide an outstanding tertiary education to any student from any background, and a wide range of pathways to support a student population from diverse educational and socio-economic backgrounds. This is very important for the success of one of the fastest-growing regions in Australia. Policy settings, however, have not been very helpful to that aspiration. The success of Victoria University and other dualsector universities has occurred despite policy settings rather than because of them.


Helping me navigate the policy environment at Victoria University was the late Peter Noonan, to whom this book is dedicated. At this time he was actively working on the national stage to change the policy settings that need to shift in order to encourage more dual-sector activity nationally, whether within institutions or between them. Peter was both a part-time policy adviser to me and professor of tertiary education policy at the Mitchell Institute for Education and Health Policy. We established the Mitchell Institute at Victoria University in 2014 with the generous financial support of businessman and philanthropist Harold Mitchell.


In 2014, the first year of the Mitchell Institute’s operation, I delivered the inaugural Mitchell Institute Policy Lecture on ‘Reconceptualising Tertiary Education’, which foreshadowed a research and policy agenda to be led by Peter. He gave me excellent advice as I wrote this paper, including the suggestion that I should look at the OECD’s 1996 work The Knowledge-Based Economy, which distinguished between four types of knowledge: know-what, know-how, know-why and know-who. I found this a useful way of thinking about the objectives of VET and higher education. That insight provides a guide to understanding the way Peter was thinking at the time regarding what tertiary qualifications needed to focus on. He was the ideal person to lead the review of the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF), as he subsequently did.


With this in mind, Peter then became the Mitchell Institute’s professor of tertiary education policy. There could have been no more suitable person. He was unique in having provided distinguished policy leadership in both vocational and higher education at state and national levels over the previous three decades. What resulted over the next six years was a series of important Mitchell Institute papers on tertiary education policy, several of which have been edited and updated for this book. In addition, Peter continued to be a key government policy adviser on both vocational and higher education, culminating, in 2019, in the review of the AQF, which is the cornerstone of the reconceptualised new tertiary system that we need as a nation.


Peter Hurley


I had heard of Peter Noonan before I met him. He was often in the newspaper, commenting on VET issues in the most informative way. The respect in which he was held was clear.


When I started at the Mitchell Institute, what struck me most about Peter was his passion. We spoke about tertiary education policy for hours. What was most helpful for me was that his commentary could assist me to navigate the system and its complexity. Education policy has a language of its own and a history that traverses a lot of ground. Peter’s knowledge of intricate debates was second to none.


The first project I worked on with him was a piece about tertiary education reform. It was my first assignment at the Mitchell Institute, and his advice on how to situate the piece was perfect. When we were working on other policy papers, Peter knew exactly how to frame any issue. That precision is vital, because working in a think tank can be a very public-facing role and it is important to interpret and present information in a way that is insightful and accurate. From the finer points of funding data to the links between qualifications and the labour force, Peter had it all.


I remember him telling me about a discussion he had with an apprentice who was working on his house—he wanted to know what their experience was of the education system that he had made his life’s work. He was always on the lookout to understand how policy affected people, especially young people or those who might otherwise be left behind.


Peter was prolific, and his legacy is vast. I think he is also an exemplar of the richness that comes from having an inquiring mind.


Megan Lilly


There were many things to admire about Peter Noonan, but to me the most compelling was that he never lost sight of his north star: he was clear in his commitment to, and understanding of, the ability of education and training to be transformative. More importantly, he understood that this transformation was at both the individual level and the broader level of work. The ability to understand the complex interplay between the potential of an individual and the context in which they learn, work and live enabled Peter to make an enduring and purposeful contribution to the development of tertiary education in Australia. This contribution was sustained over decades.


I had the privilege of working and collaborating on a range of projects with Peter over many years. This occurred during his days at the Australian National Training Authority (ANTA) and other government departments, as a consultant, and as a professor at the Mitchell Institute. The Australian Industry Group (Ai Group) commissioned him to be the key consultant on an important study, Skilling the Existing Workforce. Peter was the ideal person to undertake this work with us: he deeply understood both the vocational and higher education sectors, public policy and industry. This unique combination saw him work with us many times over the following years. In 2021, when Ai Group established its Centre for Education and Training, Peter was a natural choice to join the board. We are deeply grateful that he was a vital and active contributor right up to his death.


Peter was a leading light on so many policy issues. In my view, his strongest and most enduring policy contribution was his leadership on the need to genuinely establish a tertiary system. He envisioned a system that equally valued and embraced both vocational and higher education, and was clear in his understanding of the important role of industry in ensuring a connected and relevant approach. Indeed, this deep and abiding view is the organising principle for this important book.


Of all the important papers and reviews that Peter either led or was involved with, the most significant in my view was the Expert Panel’s Review of the Australian Qualifications Framework, now known as the Noonan Review. I was a member of the panel, and working through the complex issues and challenges, ably led by Peter, was a remarkable experience. The proposed revised AQF, if properly and fully implemented, has the potential to position Australia as the global leader in skills and knowledge development. What a fitting legacy.


Sarah Pilcher


I worked with Peter Noonan at the Mitchell Institute for many years, and in our time together it struck me that he brought three distinct things to the table: first, an indefatigable passion for his work, founded on a steadfast belief in the transformative power of education and training to change lives and trajectories, particularly for young people; second, an enduring faith in public policy as an instrument to design (or redesign) the best possible system to achieve that end; and last, but certainly not least, a curious and inquiring mind, with a propensity to think critically (and creatively) about that system.


It was this particular background that saw Peter become such an influential and well-respected thought leader in this space over many years. He was equally at home in boardrooms, universities, the commercial world of consulting, political offices and government departments. However, throughout all of this—a lifetime of meetings, papers, conferences and reviews—he remained guided by one simple objective. That objective was, at its core, a tertiary education system that gave every Australian the opportunity to acquire the knowledge, skills and capabilities they needed to follow their chosen path. He believed everyone should be given the chance to grow and develop and, through doing so, contribute to something larger, as well as make a better life for themselves and their family. He believed the education and training system that enabled this was worth investing in, worth ‘getting right’, because of the many benefits that it would bring for individuals and for us all.


It was this belief that underpinned all Peter said and wrote over a long career. In this book, his colleagues continue this work in his honour.






Contents of the book



This book lays out a set of important ideas about how to design a coherent universal system of tertiary education—two sectors, one system. It draws heavily on the work of Peter Noonan and of a range of colleagues with whom he worked closely.


Part A: Introduction


Chapter 1, written by historian Robert Pascoe, is a biography of Peter Noonan that not only documents Peter’s extensive contributions to policy development, going back to the John Dawkins reforms of the 1980s, but also explains the influence of his family background and his own experience of the education system, and how these shaped his strong belief in the importance of access to a high-quality tertiary education for all.


In Chapter 2, Peter Hurley and Sarah Pilcher provide a profile of the VET and higher education sectors that makes it clear that the current ‘tertiary education system’ does not deserve the title of a system at all, and is not fit for purpose for the twenty-first century.


Part B: Qualifications, Pathways and Partnerships


The review of the Australian Qualifications Framework, which was led by Peter Noonan, is the cornerstone of the new tertiary system that Australians need as a nation. Sally Kift and Megan Lilly were members of the Noonan Review panel and in Chapter 3 they outline the rationale for the proposed reform of the AQF. They present the essence of the required reform, which would replace an overly rigid and hierarchical framework with a more modern and flexible one that would work well for learners and providers in VET and higher education. It would enable students to put together modern qualifications drawing from VET and higher education in order to achieve the knowledge, skills and capabilities they need to be successful in their work and lives. This new AQF would not only map their initial tertiary qualifications, but also their upskilling and re-skilling through micro-credentials and further qualifications that could be obtained through the stacking of these micro-credentials.


In Chapter 4, Megan Lilly explains how a reformed AQF would enable the reimagining of vocational qualifications. When the existing qualifications architecture was designed, the internet was in its infancy, the smartphone unimagined, and artificial intelligence (AI) in the realm of science fiction. The skills and capabilities needed to enter and stay in the workforce of the 2020s and beyond have transformed significantly, and the proposed Noonan AQF would enable dynamic, flexible and adaptable vocational qualifications to be redesigned.


The transition from school to work can take many forms, and providing a diverse range of opportunities for students to develop the skills and work experience that they need is another key issue. In Chapter 5, the role of work experience in supporting successful educational pathways is examined by Peter Hurley, Michael Coelli, Madeline Davies and Binh Ta.


Chapter 6, by Martin Bean, Tom Bentley and Peter Dawkins, draws on Bean and Dawkins’ Review of University-Industry Collaboration to provide a way forward for meeting the future skills needs of the Australian economy through greater collaboration between higher education, industry and VET. The authors argue that the reform of the AQF needs to be undertaken alongside the development of an open-access national skills taxonomy and a unified credentials platform. Such a platform would provide greater transparency regarding the nation’s skills needs, the skills and capabilities that graduates and employees possess, and the skills and capabilities provided by different credentials. The reformed architecture of qualifications, skills and credentials could underpin an enhanced investment in education and training by government, individuals and industry in the form of both full qualifications and micro-credentials. It can also provide a basis for education and training providers to work with industry in designing and offering education and training better attuned to industry needs, together with enhanced opportunities for work experience alongside this education and training in the form of cadetships and apprenticeships. These experiences would take place in a broader range of industries and occupations than the traditional apprenticeship system, involving both higher and vocational education.


This leads naturally to Chapter 7, by Peter Canavan and Megan Lilly, which focuses specifically on the apprenticeship system and how to grow and expand it to meet the needs of Australia’s transforming economy. The chapter explores how employment-based learning models, successfully embraced in leading economies around the world, can be implemented in Australia. Such models are able to blend the best of both vocational and higher education and include degree apprenticeships, producing a genuine apprenticeship model for a genuine tertiary sector.


Chapter 8 brings secondary education into focus in a contribution by Sandra Milligan, Anthony Mackay and Peter Noonan. While tertiary education is the primary concern of this book, acknowledging the need for a diversified universal tertiary system has important implications for the way the secondary system prepares students. Developing seamless pathways from school into tertiary education should be a high policy priority.


Part C: Funding and Regulation


This section focuses especially on the reform of tertiary education funding and, to a lesser extent, on regulation. It provides updated versions of a range of Mitchell Institute papers that call for the reform of funding and regulation. The overall objective of this reform is to provide equitable access to VET and higher education, meet people’s needs across the course of their lives, and create a level playing field for VET and higher education. We need a coherent funding model and associated student loan system that does not unnecessarily skew a student’s choices between VET and higher education.


Establishing a lifetime learning entitlement for all is a central idea that is canvassed. Sarah Pilcher worked with Peter Noonan on this issue, and Chapter 9 is an edited version of a paper they wrote on this subject in 2015.


In Chapter 10, Bruce Chapman, the architect of HECS, and his colleague Tim Higgins, along with Lucy Yunxi Hu, contribute to the important conversation on the feasibility of combining learning entitlements across VET and higher education with the income-contingent loan system, modelling and costing an expanded income-contingent loan.


Important questions about such an expanded funding system for tertiary education include what prices should be set for different qualifications and credentials, how that price should be shared between students and the government, and whether there should be flexibility in the fees that providers set. These are big questions for which there are neither obvious nor correct answers. In Chapter 11, however, Bruce Chapman, Peter Dawkins, Janine Dixon and Keith Houghton address these complex questions and provide a framework for government thinking when implementing the proposed reform agenda.


In Chapter 12, we reproduce a paper that Peter Noonan wrote in 2016 about how to administer and govern a new system for financing tertiary education in Australia. This paper remains highly relevant in the 2020s.


Part D: The Way Forward


In the final section of the book, Chapter 13 takes stock of all the foregoing material to draw together elements pointing the way forward for a new tertiary system.


A new Australian compact about tertiary education is needed. It would be a compact between state and federal governments, but more importantly it would engage and draw on employers, unions, educators, community organisations, public servants and innovators to realise a system that is truly capable of serving the needs and interests of the Australian community today and in the decades ahead.


In rethinking tertiary education as not two separate systems but as one system made up of two sectors—vocational education and higher education—we aim to have universally high-quality providers with great diversity. We argue that this diverse system would be bound together by a common architecture and common funding model that ensures high quality and greater connectedness between its parts, and more seamlessness in the pathways between its parts and with the school system. It would also have greater connectedness with industry.


The core idea underpinning these arguments is that students should be at the centre. Their needs will be better met by the diversity on offer, stronger pathways and partnerships, and greater transparency, enabling them to navigate the system more easily and be able to more clearly demonstrate their skills and capabilities to their prospective employers. This, in turn, will enable the tertiary system to generate the skills that will be required for transforming the Australian economy of the future to achieve strong, inclusive and sustainable growth.





PART A




INTRODUCTION






CHAPTER 1



Peter Noonan: The Inspiration for This Book


ROBERT PASCOE


His passion for reforming Australia’s tertiary education can be understood with a consideration of key aspects of Peter Noonan’s life. He grew up in small-town Western Australia and rose to prominence as one of the country’s leading experts on post-secondary education. His professional and personal lives were closely intertwined.


All of us can and should aspire to a tertiary education


Mere weeks before his long battle with cancer ended, Professor Peter Noonan was chatting with a young tradie who was working on his Red Hill house, outside of Melbourne. ‘Why don’t you continue with your studies? Have you thought about your career in the building game, and where it could take you?’ It was typical of the man that he was more concerned for the tradie’s future than his own.


Peter was a passionate advocate for the role of tertiary education in transforming people’s lives. His career was threaded with critical interventions in the ways government can reform and strengthen both vocational and higher education. Much of what we now take for granted about Australia’s universities and TAFE colleges, and the training that goes on in workplaces, can be traced to Peter’s policy insights and recommendations. For him, like other reformers such as Laurie Carmichael, it was never only about what takes place inside educational institutions: he wanted the skills and knowledge acquired in the workplace to be recognised and rewarded. Thousands of young Australians owe their chance at getting an education that can change their lives to Peter Noonan and the work he undertook.


For forty years, Peter played this major policy role wearing different hats: he was variously an adviser to numerous ministers on both sides of politics, a public servant, a researcher, an author, a reviewer and an expert commentator. In his later years he served on the Expert Panel for the Bradley Review of Higher Education, which led to a widening of participation in higher education; was an adviser to the influential Gonski Review of Funding for Schooling; and chaired the eponymous review of the Australian Qualifications Framework.


Peter’s philosophy was that our lives should not be constrained by the material reality of class or background. If we aim to do our best, all of us can and should aspire to a tertiary education. Whether it is an apprenticeship or a doctorate, post-school education is what empowers us in life. Tertiary education should be moulded to make this possible for everyone.


Hard work and cultural diversity in rural Australia


Peter’s childhood and family background help explain his commitment to fairness and the opportunity for all to have a high-quality education. He was born on 13 April 1955 in the wheatbelt railhead town of Mullewa in Western Australia, his mother, Lorna Noonan, a teacher, and his father, Tom Noonan, a local grocery shop manager.1




[image: image]


Figure 1.1: Outside Peet’s Store, Mullewa, 1952; Tom Noonan (in the cardigan) with his staff at the Mullewa grocery business, 1955.





Peter’s earliest memories were of small-town Australia, with its down-to-earth people, nature’s beauty on display when the wildflowers were in bloom, and white settlement on Aboriginal land pushing First Nations Australians to the margins. These townships were also places where Australia’s multicultural heritage was clearly in evidence. Peter’s family was no exception.


On his mother’s side were the descendants of Jean Emile de Bouillon Serisier, who emigrated to New South Wales from Bordeaux in the late 1830s and helped to found the inland city of Dubbo. Around 1907 the family moved again, this time to Western Australia. Emile Serisier took up a swag, left home, and tramped up the coast to work on the Geraldton wharves. Lorna Noonan wrote in a family history: ‘He was very proud of his Lumpers Union ticket, which he carried in his wallet for years.’2 Serving with Tasmanians in the 12th Battalion on the Western Front during World War I, he was horribly wounded in a battle and saved only by a stretcher-bearer happening past. Growing up, these family stories left their mark on Peter Noonan as proof of life’s challenges and adversities to be overcome.
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Figure 1.2: Lorna Noonan’s parents, Lou Serisier and Eileen Le Cheminant, with baby Michael, Paul and Peter; Lorna Noonan with her first sons, Paul and Peter.





The maternal grandparental line included the Le Cheminant family from Guernsey.3 On Noonan’s paternal side, the family was descended from the village of Kilbehenny in County Limerick and London.4
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