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RESPONSE TO THE DISCUSSION PAPER 
The National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) is an independent body responsible for collecting, managing, analysing, evaluating and communicating research and statistics about vocational education and training (VET). 
Background

NCVER’s submission is based on its experience of managing national VET data collections and their associated statistical standards for Australia’s VET sector.

NCVER is contracted by the Australian Government Department of Education and Training to maintain the VET data standards (Australian vocational education and training management information statistical standard - AVETMISS). This involves ensuring that they keep pace with the changing needs of the sector, satisfy national reporting requirements and meet the needs of key stakeholders.
There are three statistical data standards for the three main national VET collections: National VET Provider Collection (also used for the National VET in Schools Collection), National Apprentice and Trainee Collection, and the National VET Finance Collection.  The National VET Provider Collection data standard was last reviewed in 2015, with release 8 effective from 2018 (NCVER, 2016).  The National Apprentice & Trainee data standard was last reviewed in 2016, with release 7 effective from 2016 (NCVER, 2015), and the VET Finance Collection data standard (NCVER 2013) is being replaced with the VET funding Collection data standard, effective from 2018, but phased in over three years. 

Training providers submit data to the National VET Provider Collection using the web-based AVETMISS validation software (AVS).  This is a complex process for the submission of VET data, as the submission pathway may come via a state training authority if the training is government funded, or be submitted directly to NCVER (for fee-for-service training activity), but there are also jurisdictional variations, with some, but not all, also handling the fee-for-service data rather than just data for training activity they fund.  
This submission provides a response to the discussion paper on the Redevelopment and Audit of the Higher Education Data Collection with regard to single touch reporting, identifying students, reducing the size and complexity of the collection, and low quality data.  It draws on NCVER’s experience in reviewing statistical data standards, primarily from the recent (2015) review of the VET Provider data standard (often referred to as AVETMISS), which sought to streamline the data collection requirements while ensuring that the standard met legislative reporting requirements.  With responses from over 200 individuals, organisations (including registered training organisations (RTOs), student management system (SMS) vendors), peak bodies, regulators and government departments, the review uncovered five key themes, which were addressed in release 8 of the VET data standard:
· improved definitions of data elements where required
· AVETMISS not accurately reflecting what happens in the training world (this was relevant following the expansion of the national VET provider collection in 2014 to all VET, not just that funded by government)
· burden of providing data

· students being unwilling to provide data

· inconsistent use of fields across the jurisdictions.

1. Single touch reporting: enter your data once

Section 1: Q1. How might we implement single touch reporting? 

NCVER is also concerned about reducing respondent burden by having fewer touch points in the data reporting process.  In late 2017, NCVER with the Nous Consulting Group undertook a discovery process, on behalf of the VET sector, to answer two key questions about the VET information management system:
1.      What are the necessary requirements for a renewed, modern and fit-for-purpose national VET information management system that improves quality, timeliness and access?

2.      What is the set of possible opportunities and actions that can deliver on this for all stakeholders across the VET system?

This discovery process found that users of the VET data system tend to support three over-arching requirements:

· to better understand what is happening in the VET sector in order to play their role effectively;

· to achieve this in a way that does not unduly compromise ongoing operations; and

· to support students in their journey through training with timely information and accurate records of achievement (Nous Consulting Group & NCVER, 2017).

In the discovery workshops, VET stakeholders spoke of adopting a shared approach to collection and management, envisaging a system whereby data is collected once, and used for multiple purposes. To reduce the number of times that data must be collected requires that it be stored in a shared data repository at the earliest convenient moment after it is created. This shared data repository would be held in a partnership between NCVER, states and territories, and the Commonwealth. This approach would enable each subsequent user of data to extract it from the shared repository, rather than receiving it directly from another participant in the sector. This would not only reduce administrative burden and allow training providers to focus on training rather than administration, but it would reduce duplication of storage and hosting costs for the system, allowing for seamless integration with student management systems via application programming interfaces (APIs) rather than as flat files.  In addition, a system in which data standards are updated in a way which directly connects to the student management systems (SMSs) would minimise the impact of standard changes on registered training organisations (RTOs), as standards would be communicated to the software directly.
NCVER is progressing these findings not only to satisfy user needs with regard to data quality, timeliness and ease of submission, but also to lead the sector toward a future state that supports new data sets, enriches existing data sets, enables different linkage techniques, supports the use of advanced analytics to increase the use of machine learning and to meet the sector’s demands for deeper insights. Three jurisdictions will work with NCVER to develop more detailed business requirements and data architecture models to practically further this initiative.   

2. Identifying students: a comprehensive student identifier

Section 2: Q1. What is the most efficient way to identify higher education students throughout their study? 

Since 2014, the VET data standard (AVETMISS) has included the unique student identifier (USI), which is a critical element of the recent Australian VET reforms. The USI provides the means with which to record the nationally recognised training undertaken by each VET student over his or her lifetime and facilitating a VET USI transcript service, in addition to providing valuable information for government, training providers and researchers (Australian Government 2012).  

Extending the USI from VET to higher education would be a step towards realising the Council of Australian Governments’ goal (COAG Communique Dec 2009) of a USI that is capable of being fully integrated into the entire education system, adding higher education and also schools. This would be relatively simple if the data collections were merged or linked to service the existing USI transcript service. It could also provide the link for an integrated Australian tertiary education transcript service, which would provide a history of training for VET and higher education students alike, achieving Bradley et al’s (2008) vision for a linked information base, a system more readily navigated by students, and one which aligns with current innovation reforms, demonstrating better access to, and use of, government data.
Lessons learned from implementing a comprehensive student identifier for VET include:

· confusion and duplication of effort for students who also have other education identifiers.  In VET, these other identifiers include the Learner Unique Identifiers (LUI) in Queensland, the Victorian Student Numbers (VSN), and the Commonwealth Higher Education Support Number (CHESSN) for those with income contingent loans) 
· inability to verify international off-shore students in an Australian document verification service (DVS) and hence exclusion from the USI transcript scheme
· duplication of USIs for students where both RTOs and students applied for USIs

· correction of training information on a USI transcript is complex because of the current reporting pathways and frequency of data collection
· oversight in not considering the whole data lifecycle and potential users, resulting in unforeseen issues in the handling of closed RTOs and cancelled qualifications.
3. Reducing duplication: discontinuing Department of Human Services (DHS) reporting
Q2. What challenges could there be in meeting these reporting requirements and how might we overcome them? 
In addition to the duplication with DHS reporting, there is also duplication for training providers who deliver training in both higher education and VET. The majority of Australian VET providers are regulated through the national VET regulator, the Australian Skills Quality Authority (ASQA), but there are also two other VET regulators, which adds further complication to achieving a simplified governance structure.  Training providers in Victoria and Western Australia are regulated through their own state-based regulating bodies (Victorian Registration and Qualifications Authority (VRQA) and Western Australia’s Training Accreditation Council (TAC)). Higher education providers are regulated through TEQSA. A consistent tertiary data standard could align the needs of both higher education and VET regulators compiling a single national data collection.
NCVER research (Callan & Bowman, 2015) finds that having different regulatory frameworks is especially problematic for providers operating in both VET and higher education because it increases the regulatory burden. This has led some VET providers to reduce their delivery of higher education qualifications. The authors recommend a single Australian regulatory body for both VET and higher education to decrease this burden and provide for a more diverse training market. However, this reduction would bring with it pedagogical and potential industry relations challenges that are highlighted by Moodie (2010). Driven by student demand, industry needs and institutional competition, growth in general requires cross sectoral cooperation in learner credit recognition or guarantee entry, and places greater pressure on regulatory cooperation and more streamlined reporting mechanisms (Moodie, 2010).

Each sector also surveys samples of students, drawn from the national collections, to assess performance and outcomes from their respective sectors. VET has the NCVER-administered Student Outcomes Survey (SOS), higher education has the Quality Indicators for Learning and Teaching (QILT) surveys, and some jurisdictions such as Victoria have their own VET student surveys. 

Although the regulatory bodies and requirements are quite different, their remit of regulating providers and courses is very similar. A single common data standard and reporting mechanism from which national student satisfaction surveys could be drawn would provide significant efficiencies for governments, regulators, students and training providers. It would also improve the navigation and transparency of reporting for VET and higher education, and reduce red-tape and provider burden.   Alternatively, a more harmonised approach to Australian student surveys, integrating QILT into SOS, with appropriate VET and higher education nuances could realise significant efficiencies and reduce respondent burden for students, training providers and their administrators. 
Whilst retaining separate statutory regulators (ASQA and TEQSA), common/joint functionality might be considered in data standards and ICT systems. A ‘national’ USI connecting existing student identification numbers is also essential. 
Fowler (2017) notes that the middle ground of AQF level 5 and 6 qualifications, such as diplomas, present examples of significant confusion and of considerable inter-institutional contest, as well as willing collaboration. In aggregate this imposes an unquantified cost burden, but is also where the two sectors blur.  For students, this provides them with the capacity to pick and mix the best from university and VET — skills, academic study or work experience, which can be beneficial to the needs of employers and to students’ future jobs.  However, particularly in this middle ground, policy and incentives need to ensure the equitable funding of mid-level professionals, including, for example, associate degrees and the newly emerging higher apprenticeships. 
4. Relevance: Reducing the size and complexity of the Collection

The discussion paper outlines a number of elements that could be removed from the Higher Education Collection either because they are duplicated within the submission, or they are no longer required.

The VET data standard (AVETMISS) is structured to collect information about the student, their training and their outcomes. To reduce duplication within the submission, AVETMISS utilises relational data structures, so student data is only reported once, regardless of how many enrolments there are for that student. As noted in section 1, seamless integration with student management systems via APIs rather than flat file submissions takes this a step further in reducing the size and complexity of the collection because the complexity is handled via technology and is hidden to the user.
4.2.2 Parental education attainment
NCVER research by Lim & Gemici (2011) supports the replacement of parental education achievement with a geographically based socioeconomic index (SEIFA).  Using data from the Longitudinal Surveys of Youth (2003 cohort), they concluded that SEIFA works well when reporting participation in higher education at aggregate levels, but also noted that it performs poorly when classifying individuals. NCVER continues to use SEIFA for reporting of VET participation by socioeconomic status (see for example Total VET Students, NCVER, 2017), and also has a number of data products which can be used to explore the demographic profile of students for disadvantaged socioeconomic groups (see for example Total VET students and courses by equity group
).
5 Low quality data
NCVER provides the following comments in relation to how data quality is managed in the VET sector for similar data elements.

5.2 Misreporting ‘no information’ location codes
If a training provider is reliant on the student for information, then there must be a provision in the data standard to cater for instances when the information is not able to be provided by the student.  For example, AVETMISS allows for the reporting of unknown student location information using the ‘@’ symbol.

The proposed removal of  ‘no information’ codes from the three elements so that only a valid postcode can be reported should only apply to ‘campus/delivery location’ as this information is available to all training providers who are submitting data.  The removal of the other two elements which can only be provided by the student will not cater for genuine instances where the information is unknown or not provided.  NCVER applies data quality for missing information to ensure that the option is not over used.  For example a threshold could be set so that if >10% of a submission is missing postcode information, then the data submission will fail and cannot be submitted. 
5.3 Course and campus names
The VET sector uses the national training register (www.training.gov.au or TGA) to verify all course (e.g. names) information.  The AVETMISS validation software, which is akin to HEPCAT, validates information on input against TGA which ensures consistency of course name reporting.
5.5 Highest participation prior to commencement
AVETMISS uses highest education attainment, not participation.  The proposed change would better align the higher education and VET data standards.
5.6 Campus submission
The VET sector has also struggled with the collection of campus information.  This could be resolved by including a campus listing on the national training register, but this has not been progressed due to inconsistencies in how campuses are uniquely identified. More work is needed to resolve this so that campus information can be collected adequately. 
5.7 Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR)

Tertiary ranks are useful indictors of school outcomes.  NCVER has used these ranks in research using data from the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth in which this collected data element helped assess the impact of school types (Gemici, S, Lim, P, Karmel, T 2013), and the impact of part-time work on school outcomes (Anlezark & Lim, 2011).
Consideration could be given to storing this information against USIs if the USI scheme was extended to all senior secondary students, but could be hampered by the issues raised in the discussion paper on reporting inconsistencies, and may raise privacy concerns.
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