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The gaps in Vocational Education and Training
Currently, many students who wish to pursue post-secondary education are encouraged to
take up study at a university. There remains a narrative in public discourse that universities
are a superior institution that provide greater public good than vocational education
institutions.1 Framing TAFE and other vocational learning options as being for those who
would fail at university maintains elitist and classist perceptions about education, access, and
capacity for learning.2
TAFE, as the primary public provider for vocational education and training, deserves specific
mention. ABC News reported that enrolments in TAFE have dropped by over 20% nationwide
in the last six years - in Western Australia, there was a 22% drop over one year after fees
tripled in 2013.3 Fees for courses in ‘aged care, IT and electrical engineering’ quadrupled in
NSW across 2015.4 Meanwhile, TAFE institutes struggle to maintain outdated technology and
infrastructure with limited funding, affecting ‘the quality of physical and online learning
environments’.5 In Victoria, 40% of TAFE students are from a low socioeconomic background,
as compared to 33% in private VET institutions and 14% in universities;6 there are clear
arguments for TAFE’s potential to deliver a public good through equitable education, but the
capacity is dependent upon sufficient financial aid, as well as greater confidence from - or
realistic incentives for - students who wish to pursue tertiary study at a non-university institute.
Recommendation: reverse cuts and fully restore funding for TAFE digital and physical
infrastructure; ensure that funding incentives for private institutions are not structured
to allow for exploitation of students; remove upfront fees for courses with high
industry demand.

The future of work
With the growth of the gig economy and the decline in secure, lifelong work arrangements,7
there is a greater need for people entering or returning to work to develop transferable skills
and refine their digital literacy. Pressure is being placed on both education institutions and
workplaces to deliver this skills-based learning, and familiarity with how to effectively use
information and communication technologies (ICT) is increasingly important. Despite growing
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up surrounded with ICT in their day-to-day lives, younger generations hold misconceptions
about the role of ICT, who can and ought to study it, and how to distinguish between
consumer-roles and creator-roles.8 There is a growing awareness of the need to equip young
people with targeted knowledge about ICT and other transferable soft skills in order to
prepare them for a dynamic and sometimes precarious work environment.
Recommendation: include more details on information and communication
technologies in secondary and post-secondary education; ensure transferable skills
are built into core coursework in vocational study.

Current industry demand
TAFEs have a record of matching the call for changes in job patterns and industry
requirements and assisting directly with filling labour shortages,9 and continue to do this quite
well. There is still significant room for industry supply in the areas of telecommunications
trades, engineering professions and technicians, teaching, and health support.10

The Victorian Model: free TAFE and matching industry demand
The Victorian Government recently implemented a model of free TAFE for priority courses to
encourage young people to gain skills in industries that have significant demand. Potential
student eligibility is focused on bringing young people and those without higher tertiary
certificates into the Victorian workforce to fill labour gaps - achieving one of TAFE’s key
aims.11 The use of the free VET model recentres TAFE as a key institution for skill
development into the workforce.12 With completion rates of VET courses across the country
sitting at 47%, and TAFE at only 43% (recorded in 2016),13 the Victorian TAFE model
removes the barrier of cost14 and has the potential to incentivise young people into workforces
that are in demand.
Recommendation: remove the barrier of cost for TAFE priority courses nationwide,
allowing the recentering of TAFE as a legitimate service provider.
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Conclusion
The reduction of funding vocational education only serves to disvalue the role TAFE and
private vocational institutions can offer the public and the ways in which practical postsecondary learning can bridge wider gaps within the workforce. Reliable and substantial
funding is necessary to allow vocational education institutions to adapt with the changing
workforce. Providing free TAFE for priority courses furthers this cause and cements public
education as effective for the public good. NUS calls on the Australian Government to focus
on expanding vocational education and training, committing to full funding, and supporting
policies that grow a culture of respect and seriousness towards vocational study in order to
secure a credible future for young people and the workforce.
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