
Case for binary tertiary system 

The whole tone of the Universi-
ties Accord discussion paper inti-
mates that all we need to do is to 
perfect the higher education sec-
tor, improve its links with the vo-
cational education and training 
sector, and we will be in nirvana.

This is unrealistic: the prob-
lems run much deeper and need a 
more complex solution. It is time 
to take up the invitation of Mary 
O’Kane, who chairs the Accord’s 
review panel, to challenge the way 
we think about tertiary education. 

Why start with a supposition 
that we have higher education on 
one hand, focused on advanced 
level knowledge and research, 
and vocational education, with its 
applied knowledge, on the other? 

Much of what is taught in uni-
versities is vocational in nature. So 
why don’t we start talking about 
Australia’s tertiary education sec-
tor as a whole?

 Different funding and regulat-
ory arrangements in state and 
federal jurisdictions have given 
Australia an incoherent tertiary 
education system. There seems to 
be a general perception that VET 
loses out to higher education be-
cause of its “lower” status and be-
cause VET does not have income-
contingent loans (apart from 
some diplomas). 

The presumption that VET 
could be made attractive in com-

parison with higher education if 
we could just change public per-
ceptions is misplaced. The real 
competition between the sectors 
is at the diploma level and only in 
certain fields. The idea that stu-
dents choose between a certificate 
III/IV and an undergraduate de-
gree is silly. They are not substi-
tutes. VET leads to lower-status 
occupations: income-contingent 
loans for certificates III/IV, or an 
ad campaign extolling VET’s vir-
tues, will not address its competi-
tive disadvantage.

It has emerged in recent dec-
ades that universities are largely 
driven by research success and its 
impact on their rankings. Teach-
ing has been overshadowed by the 
research endeavour, resulting in 
the large comprehensive univer-
sities trying to be larger, more 
comprehensive and more re-
search driven. If current trends 
continue, VET will be left as a pro-
vider of lower-level training to 
meet short-term industry needs 
and universities, with their em-
phasis on research and theory, 
will be the only game in town in 
the delivery of training for pro-
fessional occupations. This con-
trasts with international practice.

 Australia needs a new type of 
tertiary education institution that 
straddles the VET and higher 
education worlds – a “pro-
fessional university” focused on 
teaching and practice, delivering 
VET certificates, diplomas, bach-

elor and applied masters degrees. 
And ideally, pathways from certif-
icates to diplomas to degrees.

However, current structures 
are unhelpful. We have a qualifi-
cation classification that sepa-
rates VET and higher education, 
two regulatory bodies with quite 
different ways of operating, fund-
ing arrangements that reflect his-
tory rather than logic, and fee and 
loan arrangements that are all 
over the place.

 I am arguing for a new tertiary 
education system. Reforms need-
ed include: changes to the Austra-
lian Qualifications Framework so 
it is agnostic in respect to whether 
a bachelor degree is VET or high-
er education; a single regulatory 
framework; a rebalancing of gov-
ernment funding; and an empha-
sis in VET on general education so 
a student can acquire technical 
skills but retain the possibility of 
higher level study. We would be 
creating a binary tertiary edu-
cation system within which prac-
tice-based professional univer­s­-
ities would provide a genuine 
alternative to research-focused 
comprehensive universities.
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