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Abstract

The Victorian Qualifications Authority (VQA) is currently working on a credit-based
framework — the credit matrix — that would be designed to apply across all the post-
compulsory qualifications available in Victoria. Designed to work with, and enhance
the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF), the VQA believes that such a system
could provide the basis for improving linkages between qualifications in the school,
adult and community, vocational and higher education sectors. In this way, the credit
matrix could, among other things, improve credit transfer and Recognition of Prior
Learning (RPL) processes and overall make it easier for people to re-enter education
and training and acquire qualifications throughout their lives.

Introduction

This paper explores the need for cross-sectoral linkages in the education and training
system in Victoria in order to help meet the needs of learners. Currently, there are
signs of increasing demand for flexible learning options that allow individuals to
study parts of qualifications, and across education sectors. There has also been a
growth in the number of students wishing to undertake qualifications that contain
components from different education sectors.

Given its legislated objectives to ensure and support linkages between qualifications,
and to make it easier for people to enter and re-enter education and training and
acquire qualifications throughout their lives, the Victorian Qualifications Authority
(VQA) has a role to play in addressing students’ needs for better linkages between
qualifications. The VQA is responsible for all post-compulsory qualifications, except
Higher Education qualifications.

Under the guidance of a Board which draws its members from across all stakeholder
sectors, including Higher Education, the VQA is investigating the possibility of
developing a credit-based framework, the credit matrix, to facilitate better linkages
between qualifications, thereby helping ensure students’ learning achievements are
recognised across sectors, and making it easier for people to enter and re-enter
education and training throughout their lives.

The need for cross sectoral linkages

Student movement is increasingly cross-sectoral, with more students obtaining
qualifications or parts of qualifications from a range of different sectors. The
movement of students from Higher Education to Vocational Education and Training
(VET) and vice-versa is a case in point and has increased over the past decade. For
example, the proportion of 33-44 year olds who are degree qualified with a VET
qualification grew from 4.7 per cent in 1993 to 11.4 per cent in 2001, and those VET
qualified with a degree grew from 2.7 per cent to 7 per cent over the same period. In
fact, all age groups showed an increase in the proportion of people with qualifications



from several education sectors over this period.1 Overall, the number of people
enrolled in VET who had a degree or higher qualification has grown from 3.4 per cent
in 1995 to 4.8 per cent in 2001.”

The decision to study courses and subjects from both TAFE and university is a
deliberate one on the part of many individuals, with university graduates citing a need
to build industry specific skills as their main reason for study at TAFE.’ Indeed, the
Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee, in its submission to the Higher Education
Review, wrote that:

“The imbalance in qualification linkages needs to be addressed...Varieties of
Learning is strangely hesitant about this issue, listing a number of difficulties
that, as it acknowledges, equally apply to VET as to university pathways. An
effective set of pathways has to operate on the basis that movement in all
directions is worthwhile, overcoming assumptions of a necessary path
‘upwards’ to university.”4

VET qualifications or modules are increasingly being combined with senior
secondary school study, with an increasing number of students choosing to either
study VET subjects as part of their Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE), or to
undertake the new Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning (VCAL) which
incorporates curriculum that can be drawn from a number of education sectors. For
example, the number of students who chose to study one or more VET subjects as part
of their VCE grew by 230 per cent from 1996 to 1999.° The new VCAL has also
enjoyed a growth in student uptake, from 5300 students enrolled in 2003 to an
estimated 6800 in 2004.

Further, the move towards incorporating work-placements and VET into Years 11 and
12 has helped improve retention rates. A survey in 2003 showed that 30 per cent of
students in the Geelong region felt that a VET program as part of their schooling
helped them decide to stay on at school.® The more flexible curriculum of the VCAL
has also played a part in retention, with “33 per cent of [VCAL enrolled] students
surveyed saying they would have left school if VCAL were not available to them.”’
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ACE has for some young people played a part in helping keep them engaged with
learning. For instance, “some ACE providers operate in partnership with schools, co-
delivering programs or taking students after referral from, and in consultation with
schools to ensure students stay engaged in the learning process.”8 The partnerships
between schools and ACE are thus another tool where different approaches in
delivery are able to help students stay engaged in learning.

Importantly, Adult and Community Education centres (ACE) have found themselves
increasingly providing for the needs of young people in terms of building vocational
and employment skills. The ACE sector in Victoria has found that its provision of
Vocational programs for all age groups but especially 15-24 year olds has grown
significantly, and that provision of Employment Skills programs for 15-19 year olds
has more than doubled.’

Yet despite this growth, linkages between ACE and TAFE still leave a lot to be
desired: a study conducted in 2001 found that just over half of ACE providers
considered linkages in the forms of credit transfer from ACE VET to mainstream
VET to be limited or very limited."’ Further, the study found that there is a lack of
consistency in credit decisions (eg two people completing the same course receiving
different credit), that there is an excessive need for ACE students to resort to RPL as a
means of linking their completed course with mainstream VET and that there was a
lack of recognition of ACE course credentials as legitimate providers of VET, with
“consequent need for ACE to repeatedly justify course outcomes to mainstream VET
for credit transfer purposes.”11

Credit transfer is not much better between TAFE and Higher Education. In 2001,
only around 7 per cent (15300) of students were admitted to Higher Education on the
basis of a completed TAFE qualification. In total, only around 2.3 per cent (5000)
received any credit at a Higher Education institution for prior study completed at
TAFE." Admittedly, the 7 per cent figure has been questioned by researchers before
because of the method of data collection. According to Gavin Moodie, decisions on
student admissions to Higher Education institutions are typically taken by specialist
selection officers in November-January each cycle, but data on basis of admission is
collected by some institutions during the enrolment period in February-March, and
authorised by program coordinators, who are not the same as selection officers."*
Thus, “the statistical part of enrolment is of little interest and more of an annoyance to
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students and the staff who are enrolling them under considerable pressure of time and
other circumstances.”” In this way, then, the reliability of the data on basis for
admission is questionable.

Nevertheless, data which is available shows that learning is increasingly undertaken at
the initiative, and expense of, the individual, with studies of industry training showing
that individuals are taking more responsibility for their education and learning. For
instance, various studies show that casual employees undertake the same amount of
external training as permanent employees, but are more likely to bear the entire cost
themselves, and that businesses are increasingl%/ acting as an education broker to
individuals rather than providing direct training. ® In response to individuals taking
control of their own learning, one of the strategies of the Victorian Government is to
“make the [education and training] system more responsive to the needs of
individuals.”'

Further, students (particularly older) choose to study only parts of qualifications to
help fill specific skill gaps. Older workers who participate in structured training are
more likely to undertake ‘single module’ and non-award courses.'® In 2003 26 per
cent of those people who chose to complete only one or more modules rather than a
whole qualification did so because “got what they wanted out of their study.”" In
other words, for many learners, it is not the qualification that is important but rather
the specific parts of the qualification that can be used to update or supplement skills.
However, records of the very specific sets of knowledge which individuals acquire
throughout their lives are not always easily accessed: individuals may complete some
whole qualifications, and/or units or modules from any number of different
institutions in a number of different fields, making it difficult to keep track of
achievements. Indeed, focus groups commissioned by ANTA found that employers
and individuals alike “share a desire for...some central way of recognizing and
recording skills and experience.”20 Further, “they want much greater capacity to mix
and match training products — more short courses and the ability to package a
qualification from different components.”21

There is also a need to make it easier to recognise different types of learning,
including the learning completed at work, through community-based activities or
through other means. Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) is “virtually non-
existent”™ in non-accredited, general and preparatory VET programs, so these are
excluded from the national figure of 4 per cent of total students in 2001 having
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received some RPL.*> Rob Stowell observes that RPL is costly to establish and
difficult to administer, so that “in too many cases learners are either deterred or
discouraged by the processes involved and do not proceed with the recognition
plrocess.”24 However, the AQTF’s requirement that all RTOs offer RPL to applicants
on enrolment™ is a means to increase the number of students taking advantage of RPL
in the VET sector.

There are other arrangements also, that help reduce the need for students to repeat
learning they have already successfully achieved. For instance, mutual recognition
under the AQTF involves the recognition and acceptance of qualifications and
Statements of Attainment by other registered training organisations (RTOs) and it
enables students to receive national recognition for their achievements. In terms of
recognising learning from other educational sectors, there have been steps made, such
as the development of credit transfer and articulation arrangements between particular
universities and TAFE institutes, either at the institutional level, or more commonly,
the faculty level.”®

However, as Leesa Wheelahan observes, cross-sectoral ‘“arrangements, where they
exist, are often sporadic and, as courses change or develop, require much attention to
maintain them.””" A difficulty in ‘bridging the divide’ between TAFE and Higher
Education is the different approach to learning, with the former dominated by
competency-based training and the latter being more content driven.® The building
of links between ACE and VET qualifications face a similar challenge, in that ACE
delivers its courses in an informal, and less structured environment, while VET is
much more driven towards helping students achieve a specific competency in a much
more structured setting. However there is a lack of a common, over-arching measure
to compare different types of learning, across sectors. Such a tool, the VQA contends,
may provide the missing link to help bridge the divide between the education sectors.

Victoria’s response: the credit matrix

In response to the need to improve cross-sectoral linkages between qualifications, and
to redress the lack of a common measure for learning, irrespective of provider or
teaching approach, the Victorian Qualifications Authority (VQA) is currently
investigating the possibility of developing a credit-based framework for post-
compulsory qualifications across Victoria. Named the ‘Credit matrix’, the project
aims to allocate a level (for difficulty of learning) and points (for amount of average
designed learning time) to all the accredited units available within the post-
compulsory system, whether offered at school, VET, ACE or Higher Education. By
having a common means to describe learning, wherever it occurs, it is hoped the
credit matrix could provide the basis for facilitating more flexible study options,
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better credit transfer arrangements and a single system which outlines study options
across education sectors.

Similar systems to the credit matrix are in operation or being developed overseas,
such as in New Zealand, Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland, England, the European
Union and South Africa. Although the frameworks differ in approach, they all have
similar objectives of seamlessness, flexibility, better course architecture, clearer
progression routes and better arrangements for providing credit for prior learning.29

Each of the overseas systems are characterised by level descriptors which describe the
key characteristics of learning outcomes and allow broad comparisons to be made of
qualifications. Although the descriptors vary from framework to framework, they
often describe learning outcomes in terms of cognitive skills (for instance, evaluation
and analysis), applied skills, complexity and depth of knowledge and level of
accountability or autonomy. For example, the Scottish Credit and Qualifications
Framework (SCQF) is based on 12 levels, spanning from level 1 for students with
“severe and profound learning difficulties to doctoral level (level 12).7%

The increase in complexity of learning in the SCQF relates to changes in factors such
as

* “Complexity of depth of knowledge and understanding;

¢ Links to associated academic, vocational or professional practice,

e Degree of integration, independence and creativity required;

* Range of sophistication of application/practice;

e Role(s) taken in relation to other learners/workers in carrying out tasks.”"!
The nature of the descriptors for the credit matrix in Victoria is currently being
examined by experts commissioned by the VQA, with initial research suggesting 8 to
10 levels of complexity of learning would be appropriate.32

The other parameter common to credit frameworks is volume of learning. Based on
experience overseas, the VQA at this stage sees volume as being defined by ‘average
learning time,” meaning the time that the unit designer expects a student to take, on
average, to achieve the unit. Average learning time is used in the Scottish framework,
and is defined as including any practical work, information retrieval, private study,
formal teaching or training, all forms of assessment including work-based activities
leading to assessment, and planning and counselling.33

Possible benefits of the credit matrix

There are a number of benefits which the VQA believes could flow from the
development of a workable credit matrix model. These benefits could help education
providers, career advisers, qualification designers and policy makers, but most

* Peter Noonan Consulting, (2003) Credit Matrix Initial Design Final Report p. 15

3 Ibid. p. 23
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importantly, they could help individual students navigate the education and training
system.

The credit matrix could enable students to search for appropriate units of study from
one central system. Currently in Victoria, in order to search for Vocational
qualifications or units, a central database is available to search (National Training
Information Service). For Higher Education, students are able to search a different
database by qualification (but not unit) through the Victorian Tertiary Admissions
Centre. Choices about which secondary certificate, the possibility of VET and
apprenticeships and traineeships are communicated through schools and various
government websites.  Thus there are no clear linkages between units and
qualifications across sectors, making it difficult for the student to plan study
pathways. A common means to describe all the units across the post-compulsory
system would provide a basis for students to compare units of study from different
education sectors.

The credit matrix could also support the creation of a ‘bank of learning’ through the
development of a unique student identifier whereby students could be provided with a
record of all the learning they have achieved, and accumulate ‘credits’ as they
complete more study. Indeed, there is, as mentioned earlier, data which indicates
students and employers alike see the need for some central way to keep track of a
student’s learning achievements.** Tasmania is already, at the commission of ANTA,
doing some work in this area by examining the benefits and potential issues in
developing a unique student identifier that could be used by an individual for study at
a number of institutions, in a number of sectors.

The credit matrix could facilitate more advanced standing arrangements — some such
arrangements are already in place, such as the ‘Block and mutual credit arrangements
for VCE/FE and VCAL qualifications in the VCE."* These are arrangements which
are published and enable students to know in advance what units count towards what
qualifications. There are also examples at the local level where providers develop
articulation arrangements between, for instance, a TAFE and university faculty in the
same field,® however they are often subject to change. By providing a common
measure, it is hoped the credit matrix could help make it easier to develop more of
these types of arrangements.

If indeed more advanced standing arrangements are put in place, the possibility of a
unique student identifier, combined with the ability to search for appropriate courses
of study with a common means for comparison means that a student is better able to
see and plan study pathways. For instance, The Credit Matrix — A Consultation Paper
from the Victorian Qualifications Authority provides an example of a student who left
school early to work in the family business, and studied a Certificate IV in Small
Business Management. The student then decided to go on and study the Diploma,
where he might have, on the basis of pre-arranged agreements, received 30 points at
level 3 and 30 points at level 4 credit from the Certificate IV towards the Diploma.

3 see footnote 17: Quay Connection, Research Forum and Albany Consulting for ANTA, (2002)
National Strategy for VET 2004-2010: Report on Focus Group Research p. 3

% Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority (2004) VCE and VCAL Administrative Handbook
State of Victoria, Melbourne, p. 134

36 Leesa Wheelahan, (2000) Op. Cit. p. 18



Knowing that, the student could see that he had to gain 10 more points at level 4, 20
points at level 5 and 10 at level 7.%

The credit matrix also aims to make the process of Recognition of Prior Learning
easier. Much of the literature and the findings from the VQA’s recent statewide
consultation on the credit matrix concept indicate that RPL processes are in many
cases not working as well as they could.? Although the credit matrix will not remove
the need for verification and professional judgement on whether and how much
learning can be credited towards a qualification, it does aim to provide a starting point
by providing a common base measure from which to judge. Another example is
outlined in the VQA’s consultation paper, where an education provider who had an
individual come seeking RPL for some experience gained through voluntary work,
would, knowing that the particular unit in the relevant qualification in this field was
50 points at level 2, have a good starting point for deciding whether or not, on the
basis of evidence provided, credit could be granted to the individual.”

The VQA believes the credit matrix may also help with qualification design — by
providing a common means to describe learning, it may make it easier for
qualification designers to design qualifications which draw on elements and
curriculum from various education sectors to meet a specific skill gap or which meet
the needs of a specific set of students. This is particularly the case given that students
are increasingly choosing to study qualifications or parts of qualifications to give
them the mix of applied and cognitive skills required in a competitive job market.

Finally, the credit matrix could enable cross-sectoral data capture, in that there is
potential for a central database to record (using a common measure) the participation
of individuals in education and training. It may better enable policy-makers to
understand the extent of cross-sectoral movement, the overall educational attainment
of the population and therefore better target programs to where they are needed. It
may also enable the creation of a standard to be set in terms of points and levels that
works across different qualifications and kinds of learning. A target standard could be
defined for young adults requiring, for instance, the achievement of 80 points at level
2 and 100 points at level 3. Setting a standard like this means that it could be met in a
number of different ways, whether through achievement in units of qualifications or
achievement in whole qualifications such as VCE, VCAL, VET Certificates
(including those in General Education for Adults) and university extension studies.*

Overall, the credit matrix’s potential to provide a central means to search for learning
options, and to describe learning successfully achieved in the one place, regardless of
where it was studied, is conducive to meeting the changing needs of individual
learners, who, as discussed, are increasingly needing to study parts of qualifications,
from a number of education sectors, and to undertake qualifications that contain units
from different education sectors.

*7 Victorian Qualifications Authority, (2003) The Credit Matrix — A Consultation Paper from the
Victorian Qualifications Authority, State of Victoria p. 16

3 Victorian Qualifications Authority (2004) Qualifications and Pathways — Emerging Themes and
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Challenges in developing a model

Nevertheless, there are a number of challenges in developing and implementing a
workable and effective credit-based framework. Firstly, the VQA has jurisdiction for
all post-compulsory qualifications except in Higher Education, and in Victoria only.
Thus, the development of a credit matrix in which Higher Education participates will
depend on cooperation and extensive consultation.

Secondly, in the consultation paper, the VQA has stated that the credit matrix “would
be designed to align with the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF) and, with
the current and future qualifications needs of Victoria in mind, enhance its
operation.”41 Thus a key challenge will be to develop a model of the credit matrix
that achieves just that — that provides a way to compare units and qualifications across
sectors, thereby making the qualifications system easier to use and understand.

Indeed, based on the experience of other countries, the VQA believes the credit
matrix should be like the Scottish model, insofar as it should be “enabling”. In other
words, it should not prescribe how qualifications should be designed but rather
describe the units inside them in terms of volume and level of difficulty of learning.
In this way, the SCQF describes units of study, but does not regulate credit transfer —
credit transfer remains the domain of the individual institutions. In terms of credit for
units from different education sectors in the credit matrix, the ability, therefore, for all
stakeholders to agree on the nature of the levels will be of vital importance.

How volume of learning is defined will also be an important factor for consideration.
While there are no specific time requirements for VET certificates within the AQF
because the emphasis is on achieving a competency, the States and Territories do
assign nominal hours to whole VET qualifications and to units of competence for
funding and performance reporting purposes.42 School and Higher Education
qualifications, on the other hand, tend to consist of units which are organised around
semesters, reflecting more organisational requirements rather than average learning
time.* How volume is defined in the credit matrix will therefore have to balance out
these different methods for measuring learning time.

Progress on the credit matrix

The VQA completed a statewide consultation on the concept of the credit matrix in
September 2003. During the consultation period the VQA held over 50 workshops
across the state and sent the consultation paper to over 2500 stakeholders. Views
were obtained from over 1200 organisations and individuals, representing views of
students, parents, schools, TAFEs, adult and community education centres, Registered
Training Organisations, universities, Industry Training Boards, unions, employer
groups and other State and Federal bodies. The consultation showed strong and
broad-based support for the concept.

At the same time, the VQA commissioned a small group of experts (Peter Noonan
Consulting) to undertake some initial exploratory work on the broad parameters of a

! Tbid. p. 10
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model. The work was undertaken on the understanding that the continuation of the
work would be based on the outcomes of the consultation. The report reviewed
overseas developments in credit frameworks and explored some of the technical
aspects of developing a model which would work in Victoria.

The VQA also established a Stakeholder Reference Group, which provides expert
advice from a variety of perspectives, including VET, ACE, schools, Higher
Education and business, in providing feedback on the development of the credit
matrix model.

Given the positive outcomes of the consultation, the VQA Board has agreed to
continue work on the credit matrix up until June 2004, at which point a decision will
be made about the nature and scale of any further development. To this end, the VQA
has commissioned further work on developing a detailed model, and has also set up a
number of modelling projects to provide on the ground advice. Following the advice
from the statewide consultation, the VQA has also established links with key
stakeholders, particularly industry and Higher Education, to inform the development
of the model.

Conclusion

The credit matrix addresses a problem which has been faced by students and
providers alike for a long period of time — a lack of an overarching means to describe
learning, wherever it occurs. Given recent trends in patterns of student learning
towards studying units and qualifications from different education sectors, it is
particularly important that students’ needs for better recognition of the learning they
have already achieved, and better procedures to ensure that all learning counts, are
met.

However, there are a number of challenges in developing the credit matrix, including
the development of level descriptors and a method for defining volume of learning.
Of vital importance is the need for it to be well supported and informed by the views
of stakeholders. The VQA is therefore undertaking the credit matrix project through
a number of small steps and is seeking feedback along the way. As mentioned above,
the VQA has completed a statewide consultation on the initial concept of the credit
matrix already, with the outcomes indicating strong and broad-based support.

A system like the credit matrix could solve problems for many sectors: for example,
in schools it may play a part in student engagement and retention by facilitating more
participation in VET and work-based learning; in vocational education and training it
will assist with RPL and articulation processes; in ACE it will assist articulation to
VET; and for universities, it will assist credit transfer, articulation and RPL. Most
importantly, the credit matrix could help meet the learning needs of students (both
young and adult) who are increasingly demanding learning from different education
sectors.
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