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The Regional Universities Network (RUN) welcomes the opportunity to provide a response to the Jobs 
and Skills Australia (JSA) Discussion Paper: National Skills Taxonomy (NST) update: building a system 
that puts people and skills first (the discussion paper).  

RUN is a national collaborative group of seven regional Australian universities: 
•	 Charles Sturt University, 
•	 CQUniversity Australia, 
•	 Federation University Australia, 
•	 Southern Cross University, 
•	 University of New England, 
•	 University of Southern Queensland, and 
•	 University of the Sunshine Coast. 

This submission reflects the positions of RUN institutions, and in doing so, also aims to represent the 
views of the communities which RUN universities serve; the one-third of Australians who live outside 
of metropolitan centres in regional, rural, and remote locations.

RUN is supportive of a national objective that seeks greater harmonisation between industry, 
professional accreditation bodies, and the higher education and vocational education and training 
(VET) sectors. RUN recognises that effective harmonisation can strengthen pathways, improve skills 
recognition, and ensure that students gain the knowledge and experience they need to contribute 
to a productive economy. However, it is important that any policy response preserves university 
autonomy. Universities must retain the ability to determine their distinct mission, course offerings, 
student mix, admission criteria, and research priorities. These are fundamental to the integrity and 
diversity of Australia’s world class higher education system, and to ensuring that universities can 
respond to both local community needs (via their distinct respective social missions) and national 
economic priorities.

While RUN remains open to the broad concept of a shared skills framework, a greater level of detail 
is required to justify the case for the NST model proposed by the discussion paper. Further clarity 
is required as to the problems it seeks to solve, and how it might operate in practical terms. For 
instance, a more meaningful discussion paper and consultation process would benefit from greater 
detail regarding:

•	 How a NST might integrate with the Australian Qualifications Framework (AQF)?
•	 How skills would be defined and applied at different AQF levels?
•	 Progression pathways between AQF levels and how articulation and recognition of prior learning 

(RPL) will function.
•	 How the NST might interface with professional accreditation, governance, and diverse learning 

contexts?
•	 How governance mechanisms might balance sectoral and regional perspectives and manage 

stakeholder conflict?
•	 How a framework can be designed to allow for an iterative, multilateral design responsive to 

technological and labour market changes?
•	 How an NST might provide explicit recognition of informal, work-based, and culturally specific 

learning across different skill levels within the VET and higher education sectors to maximise 
inclusion?

•	 How this might align with AQF skill descriptors to guide progression and articulation across 
VET and higher education, with potential revision of the AQF to better support skills-based 
pathways?
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The limited information regarding these fundamental aspects of the proposed NST limits the ability 
of all stakeholders to engage with this consultation process on more meaningful and helpful terms. 
Nonetheless, RUN provides high-level feedback to discussion paper’s questions below.   

A complex skills system

1.	 What mechanisms can be put in place to balance the needs and perspectives of different sectors and 
regions within a national framework?

While the discussion paper recognises the fragmentation between the higher education and VET 
sectors, it does not offer any mechanisms to balance sectoral and regional needs. The need to attend 
to this balance will become particularly important for non-metropolitan providers where the risk of 
unintended policy consequences arising from overlooked regional nuance is high. RUN supports the 
establishment of a cross sector advisory board (representing a diversity of regions, universities, TAFEs, 
accreditation bodies, industry and other key stakeholders) to provide guidance on taxonomy design.  

However, it should be accepted that the higher education and VET sectors have always been, and 
should always be, different in their operations, objectives, and their social missions. While there 
is scope for greater harmonisation between the two, there is strong reasoning as to why the two 
sectors operate under different funding, accreditation, and regulatory environments. There is value 
in seeking a more consistent recognition of prior learning between providers and across the sectors, 
but this should not lead to a system where universities are required to recognise all prior learning 
automatically. The ultimate decision to grant credit must remain in the hands of autonomous, self-
accrediting institutions, informed by their academic standards, industry input, research-informed 
teaching, and distinct social missions.  

The shift to skills-first

2.	 Compared to a unilaterally designed approach, how can a multilateral approach to design 
accommodate future technological advancements and changing labour market dynamics?

Other than to identify an emerging issue, the discussion paper offers little practical insight as to how 
a NST might influence a national response to technological change, digital transformation, and labour 
market evolution. 

Universities and VET providers have a strong track record in producing highly-employable workforces 
with sound, adaptable, and discipline-specific skill sets. The Australian Government’s Quality 
Indicators for Learning and Teaching show that universities, for instance, are consistently producing 
graduates with very high rates of employability, and very high rates of employer satisfaction in 
graduate attributes. Similar outcomes are evident from the skilled workforces produced by the VET 
sector. Primarily, the focus upon skills in responding to industry and labour market challenges lies 
in the hands of industry and employers. It is a problematic and unrealistic expectation that every 
graduate (from VET or higher education) ought to be a ready-made expert across countless streams 
of niche skills and specific experiences that distinguishes each individual employer from their 
competitor. 

While the importance of highly-relevant and contemporary graduate skills is recognised by all 
universities, there must also be recognition amongst industry, employers, and Government of the 
value of a formal qualification, and what the acquisition of a qualification embeds upon its recipient. 
Often, a formal qualification extends far beyond the acquisition of a narrowly-defined skill to include 
an individual’s demonstrated application of consistency, resilience, flexibility, aptitude, attitude, and 
work ethic. The proposition of ‘skills first, qualifications second’ suggests that the value of a graduate 
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or employee is determined by their alignment to narrow and problematic definitions of skills. This 
path will inevitably devalue those non-definable attributes that will more likely sustain longer-term 
productivity and prosperity, such as resilience, flexibility, adaptability, attitude, and work ethic. A 
‘skills first, qualifications second’ approach might be appealing to industry, in that it enables them 
to somewhat abdicate their role in the development of evolving workforce skills to universities and 
VET providers. However, such a pivot has potential to erode the autonomy and research-informed 
teaching and learning activities of our higher education and VET sectors, which have each proven to 
be highly effective in consistently developing highly-employable and highly-skilled workforces. 

3.	 What measures can be taken to prevent a skills-first system from inadvertently creating new barriers 
or exclusions?

There will be difficulties in attempting to objectively and formally define countless swathes of 
subjectively acquired informal skills. Between employees and employers of different industries, there 
may always be differences in the interpretative value of if or how informal skills are met by definition. 
Keeping these definitions of skills continuously relevant against rapidly evolving industry and 
workforce dynamics will be particularly challenging. Barriers may present when an employee’s niche 
informal skill does not align directly to a defined skill within the NST, leaving them at disadvantage to 
those employees whose informal skills do happen to fall neatly within a defined skill. Defining a skill 
too narrowly will likely result in too many informal (yet equally valued) skills going unrecognised within 
the NST, yet defining a skill too broadly would compromise the point of the NST altogether. Achieving 
the right balance will be the challenge, so making the NST accessible and working harmoniously within 
existing regulatory and accreditation systems (in terms of skills alignment, progression and credit 
recognition) will be important. 

4.	 In designing a tool to translate and categorise skills in a framework, what additional elements 
should be considered?

While the discussion paper presents a strong case of the importance of discreet ‘soft skills’ within 
modern workplaces, and articulates the inherent difficulty in accurately and consistently identifying 
and quantifying such skills, it offers little in terms of how the NST would effectively translate the 
conceptualisation of this issue into practice. 

Seeking to offer a framework that defines discreet ‘soft skills’ must account for the subjective 
interpretation of many of these skills, and the variances of interpretation that would inevitably exist 
between individuals, employers, industries, and cultures. An interpretation of ethical reasoning skills, 
for instance, would vary considerably between employers, employees, and consumers/customers 
within many industries, and between different industries. Such a skill would mean different things 
to different groups in different contexts. The settling of effective definitions aside, it would also be 
challenging to prove the acquisition of many such skills (if indeed they can be acquired, as opposed to 
human qualities that are either inherent, or not). For instance, declaring a proficiency in a discreet ‘soft 
skill’, such as ‘emotional intelligence’ for instance, to match an NST-defined skill to an employment 
opportunity, is easy. Proving or demonstrating that proficiency in an interview or employment setting 
is more difficult, and prone to a range of highly subjective human, cultural, social, or industry-specific 
variables and dynamics. 

While RUN understands the broader issue of how important and discreet ‘soft skills’ contribute to 
modern workplaces, and the difficulties in accurately assessing or quantifying many such skills, more 
detail is required as to better understand how the NST framework might overcome these challenges 
in practice.  
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5.	 How can potential conflicts or disagreements between stakeholders be effectively managed in a 

multilaterally designed framework?
This question rightly identifies the potential for conflict or disagreement between different 
stakeholders, yet the discussion paper does not propose options for governance models or conflict 
resolution mechanisms. Having robust mechanisms in place to appropriately manage conflict or 
disagreement will be particularly important for professional accreditation bodies. Here, the potential 
for inconsistent adoption and contested interpretations of skills amongst accreditation bodies 
may impact a consistent recognition of skills for credit. The discussion paper would have benefited 
from best-practice models utilised by other OECD jurisdictions being put forward for consideration 
and discussion. In lieu of this, feedback received from within the RUN membership points to the 
establishment of a body (or subcommittee) comprising representation from TEQSA, ASQA, and the 
ATEC. Such a body could validate, align, and update VET and higher education skill definitions, while 
managing any cross-sector disputes as they arise. External Professional Accreditation bodies might 
also come under the oversight of such an entity. 

6.	 How can the adoption of skills-first be supported to ensure inclusivity for traditionally 
underrepresented groups or non-traditional learning pathways?

RUN supports all aspects of Australia’s education system undergoing continuous review and 
improvement to better support the inclusion of traditionally underrepresented groups. However, 
the discussion paper would benefit from greater detail regarding the specific problems it seeks to 
solve for equity groups by implementing an NST, or how an NST might advantage equity groups, 
to ensure the NST’s ultimate design is informed by more meaningful consultation. RUN would seek 
further information as to how the NST might provide explicit recognition of informal, work-based, 
non-traditional or culturally specific learning across different skill levels within the VET and higher 
education sectors to maximise inclusion. An inclusive NST might feature embedded equity checks in 
skill translation, including First Nations, regional, and gender-equity considerations. An inclusive NST 
would also be cognisant of digital access and literacy amongst equity cohorts, and would therefore 
provide guidance or accommodations to broaden participation. 

For further information please contact the RUN Secretariat on +61 408 482 736 or at  
info@run.edu.au.
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