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This paper reports empirical data concerning the experiences of a number of Technical and Further Education (hereinafter referred to as TAFE) students studying in a range of programs within the University of South Australia.  It describes the strengthening of processes involved with bringing these students into university, especially in negotiating advanced credit in their awards. More importantly, it narrates some of their unique and diverse stories, highlighting the struggles many engaged in to gain entry to university study and their experiences of study since then. Many of the students whose stories are described here are the first of their families to enter university and are thus representative of those mentioned by Dawkins (1987) and DEET (1990) as beneficiaries of more open access to Australian universities. The paper describes the struggle inherent in some students’ entrée to university and the central value of better supporting their diverse paths to university.

Introduction and focus of the study

As a result of changes in access policies in higher education over the last few decades, more diverse student groups are encouraged to consider university as an option along their educational path. This paper reports empirical data on the experiences of one such group – students from the Technical and Further Education (TAFE) sector – in entering and gaining credit for study in a range of programs within Australian universities. In this paper, credit arrangements refer to the acceptance of previously gained TAFE qualifications as a basis for entry and sometimes accelerated progress in a university degree. The stories of the participants in this small study highlight the unique struggles many engaged in to establish themselves in university study. The diverse student group in the study include many who would have been ineligible to enter university without the benefit of their TAFE qualification. Further, without the relatively recent changes in Australian university entry provisions, none of them would have been granted a place in a university. A study by Ramsay, Tranter, Charlton and Sumner (1998) explores the important challenges for universities in making access and academic success possible for disadvantaged groups including those from the TAFE sector. Many Australian universities have a credit arrangement with the Vocational Education and Training sector (VET) and with the various colleges of TAFE in particular, Public documents from both institutions proudly hold up these credit arrangements as proof of valuable study pathways (DETE/TAFE SA 2001, TAFE SA 2004) and of access and equity (University of South Australia/UniSA 2001). 

Structure of TAFE Awards compared with universities 

TAFE institutions are part of the Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector, as distinct from schools and universities (TAFE SA 2004), although this distinction had become blurred in recent years with TAFE offering degrees in some states of Australia and Schools linking school qualifications to the VET sector. TAFE awards are based on agreed National competency standards and are 'nested' – allowing students to progress through from lower level to higher level awards, often at an accelerated rate. The following table, adapted from the TAFE SA (2004) website, provides a general picture of the levels of qualification provided in these three sectors. Missing from the TAFE website and in the tabled information here, is any mention of TAFE level awards being offered by other private providers. 
Levels of Awards in Australian Educational Institutions

	School Sector
	Vocational Education and Training Sector
	Higher Education Sector (Universities)

	
	
	Doctoral degree

	
	
	Master’s degree

	
	Graduate Diploma
	Graduate Diploma

	
	Graduate Certificate
	Graduate Certificate

	
	Bachelor degree
	Bachelor degree

	
	Advanced Diploma
	Advanced Diploma

	
	Diploma
	Diploma

	
	Certificate IV
	

	
	Certificate III
	

	Certificate II
	Certificate II
	

	Certificate I
	Certificate I
	

	South Australian Certificate
	
	


Historical Views of Access & Equity 

Access and equity have been a shibboleth of previous Australian governments and form some part of current political rhetoric. Over the last few decades policy changes have encouraged the broadening of access to universities in Australia, even though it is now on a ‘user pays’ basis. Historically, Dawkins’ discussion paper espoused the improvement of opportunities for disadvantaged groups - such as Aboriginal people, those from rural and isolated areas and from financially disadvantaged backgrounds (1987:21). If we go back forty years, very few secondary students were given access to university and those entering universities were predominantly male and from professional, managerial or white-collar backgrounds. For instance, in 1963 a total of 69,074 students, successful in the final year of secondary school, were enrolled in universities. At this time only 25% of Australian university entrants were female, according to the Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics (in Wheelwright, 1965:329). By 1994 female commencement rates were over 50% (Dobson, Sharma and Haydon 1997:9) bolstered by bringing nursing and teaching programs into the university system. In 2003 current Australian university enrolments were estimated at 829,499 (DEST 2003) and the diversity of the student group is wider, with most universities accepting cohorts of students from less traditional study backgrounds and especially those from TAFE.

But these changes in access have not necessarily made it easier for socio-economically disadvantaged students to negotiate their entrée to university. Some students are well prepared both culturally and scholastically, whereas others begin with a burden of disadvantage, evidencing itself in their poorer academic results and difficulties in adjusting to university life.  For TAFE students entering university, who are often adult students from disadvantaged backgrounds and who usually left secondary school early, well before finishing the final year, the induction to university can be very stressful. In general, all students find university work is more demanding than they expected and do not consider themselves to be well prepared – by school, TAFE or any other background (Beder 1997). Lack of confidence about study success is widespread among commencing university students. For example, Zimitat (2003 p.9) reports that 'Over 90% of students' in his study 'reported that financial issues and their level of academic preparation for study affected their academic performance'. The studies by Cameron and Tesoriero (2003) and Purnell (2003) indicate most university students still feel anxious several weeks after commencing their first year of study. TAFE applicants, because they are offered credit in some first year courses, may be required to manage the additional demands of second year study, whilst negotiating the pressures of coping with first year transition. For many of these students their results suffer (Cameron 1999). Furthermore, these former TAFE students are often the first ones in their family to make it to university and as Slee (2002) reports this poses additional adjustment pressures as they may lack any familiarity with the basic concept of university. All this can be a very heady mix as they step off into their study experience. Thus, the combination of non-traditional educational background, the cultural differences between TAFE and university and extra demands in their university program, may set up overwhelming challenges for them, resulting in some students dropping out, struggling as the semester unfolds and suffering loss of self esteem. Cohen, Lewis, Stone and Wood (1997:26) cite these issues as a common set of concerns for universities with credit or articulation arrangements with VET/TAFE. 

Credit Arrangements between Universities and VET/TAFE

As mentioned, Universities refer to articulation and credit arrangements with TAFE as a source of organisational esteem in reference to equity matters and TAFE institutions use the idea of a pathway between TAFE and university as a marketing drawcard. In addition, national approaches to credit transfer and articulation between TAFE and university are reported with some apparent pride in the 1999 AVCC Credit Transfer Project. ‘With the many local initiatives by universities and TAFE' (more recently other VET providers), the AVCC project states this has contributed to a 'more than five-fold increase during the 1990’s in the numbers of TAFE entrants to universities who have received credit for their prior studies’ (AVCC/ANTA 1999 p.5). There are four main types of credit transfer and/or articulation operating between VET/TAFE and higher education awards.  These are:

· VET/TAFE qualifications that provides entry to a university degrees without advanced standing, 

· VET/TAFE qualifications that give advanced standing in a degree without necessarily meeting the requirement for entry 

· VET/TAFE qualifications that articulate with degree programs often with substantive credit
· VET/TAFE qualifications offered with a degree as a dual program     






AVCC/ANTA 1999 p.7

The arrangements for the students discussed in this paper are in the third category above, where as well as entry to university, agreed credit or advanced standing in university degrees is offered. In this model students may be required to negotiate credit, rather than it being an automatic process and the AVCC/ANTA Report (1999 p.8) suggests this negotiation process may introduce 'a degree of arbitrariness and unevenness to the process', echoing some findings in the research described in this paper. 
The study
The aim of this study was to gain a picture of the experiences of a cohort of students who completed a TAFE award and so were eligible for credit within University of South Australia programs. To this end, the research design comprised an initial questionnaire followed by interviews with volunteers from this questionnaire group. 

Questionnaire 

The questionnaire was posted to potential participants with returned responses coded and analysed. The questionnaire included open and closed questions and covered respondents’ views about the credit arrangements between their TAFE and university, where and when and how they got information about credit, the amount of credit that they actually received and how taking credit impacted on their experience of university study. 

Interview

In-depth interviews were conducted (most by telephone, and two in person). Respondents were drawn from the pool of those completing the questionnaire. These students indicated interest in being involved further with the study. 

Samples

Questionnaire: In all, 230 students, currently enrolled in the university, who had undertaken TAFE studies and whose student record identified them as having been granted credit in a university study program were included in the mail out. All those contacted had completed at least one successful year of study, so by nature these were a cohort who negotiated the entrée to university with some success. Respondents spanned the Bachelors of Arts, Business, Childhood Education, Engineering, Library and Information Management, Management, Nursing, Social Sciences, Social Work, Technology, and University Studies. A total of 73 students returned useable questionnaires. Of these, 71% of the respondents had completed their last TAFE qualification within three years of entering university so it can be assumed that their experiences of transition to university were relatively fresh in their minds. 

Interview: Twenty-six of the 73 who returned the questionnaire indicated their willingness to be involved further in the study but only 15 of these were able to be interviewed. Two of these were male. In terms of enrolment, 4 respondents were in a Bachelor of Social Work, 2 in a Bachelor of Social Science, 1 in a Library and Information Management degree, 2 in a Bachelor of Arts, 2 in a Bachelor of Nursing, 1 each in an Early Childhood and Business degrees and 2 in a Diploma of University Studies. The sample for the interviews thus has a human service/health bias, with some additional representation from wider fields of study.

Limitations of the research sample
The sample sizes in both the questionnaire and interview phases are relatively small and it is not known how representative they are of TAFE graduates at university. No follow-up mail-out was made due to some lack of resources available to support this. This may have increased the sample size. There is a bias towards educational success in these samples as they have successfully completed the first year at university. However, the problems experienced by the participants in this study echo those discussed in other publications, for example Cohen et al (1997). Furthermore the results have particular significance in that if successful respondents have negative perceptions of earlier transition experiences, a problem for most TAFE entrants can be assumed. Of relevance here is a relatively un-researched aspect of this issue overall, not focused on in this study, concerning those who withdraw or leave university early in first year and who remain unnoticed and statistically unrecorded in university data bases.
Summary of data from the questionnaire

Demographic data

73.6% were female and 26.4% male (N=53 and 19 respectively, 1 case missing).  The majority were Australian (71.8%) or UK (12.7%) born. Other countries represented included Germany, Egypt, Italy, Colombia, Singapore, Sri Lanka, Laos and Malaysia. 12.3% spoke a language other than English at home.  None of the sample claimed Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander descent. Paid employment (39%), Austudy (19.5%) and Centrelink benefits (14%) comprised the most common forms of income, followed by combinations of the above (eg. combination of paid work and Centrelink benefit, or support from a partner).  Seventy percent had deferred their Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) payments whilst studying.  The either rest paid these fees up-front (18%) or had a combined pattern of up-front and deferred HECS payments (12%). Ages of the sample ranged from 19 to 52 years, with a median age of 34 years, indicating a mature age bias in the sample.  
Knowledge of credit transfer opportunities

By the time they were enrolled at the university, the majority of respondents (81%) were aware of arrangements for granting credit between their current UniSA degree and their TAFE studies. Seven percent became aware of credit arrangements before they commenced their TAFE studies, 37% became aware after commencing TAFE, 23% when they applied for their university degree and 14% by the time they were enrolled in it. However, a further 19% of respondents only became aware of credit opportunities sometime during their university study. There were multiple sources of information for many individual respondents. Friends were the most common source of credit transfer information (N=27).  TAFE staff (N=22), other students (N=21) and University staff (N=15) were other common sources of information, some naming more than one source. Official written sources of information, such as university prospectuses, Calenders and brochures, were a far less common way of gaining information.

Applying for credit 

Fifteen percent of participants had not applied for any credit and the most common reason given was that they thought their previous TAFE study was not relevant or was and an ineligible basis for credit. Wanting to complete the whole university program and needing to maintain a full time study load for Austudy eligibility were other reasons for not seeking credit. For those who had applied for credit, 63% were satisfied with the amount of credit received. Reasons for dissatisfaction related to inconsistent or inaccurate information about credit processes or that it took too long for the credit application to be approved.

Perceived advantages and disadvantages of receiving credit

Advantages: A percentage of students (62%) thought that the credit they had been granted had advantaged them. Of these, 44% cited advantages relating to saving time and money (i.e. HECs debt) in terms of lessened length of their degree program. Some saw it as an opportunity for easing into university study through a reduced load resulting from the credit, and the remainder thought that it avoided repetition of material studied previously. 

Disadvantages: Some students thought that taking the credit had disadvantaged them.  The main reasons given were that taking credit increased the level of academic expectation placed on them at university as they then enrolled in second year courses to make up a full study load. This caused some disjunction in their study program and confused the order of courses to be taken. Some mentioned it also limited friendship opportunities, as social networks were more easily established in first year courses, which they missed out on because of the credit.

Factors impacting on the transition from TAFE

Over a third of respondents (37%) were the first of their families to go to university. These respondents noted a disparate range of social and academic factors mediating against success, many relating to their sense of moving out of known social territory and striving to achieve an ambition that was not always understood or supported by family and peers. Lack of personal support from partners or other family members were sources of difficulty for several respondents. As mature students with jobs, many experienced inadequate support from employers in terms of time off for study. However, the size and complexity of the university was seen as a difficulty for most respondents. Some were unsure that a TAFE background was an advantage, believing that TAFE students were worse prepared than other students entering their university degree. Reasons for being less prepared were linked with perceptions of lower standards at TAFE compared with university. Only 20% of respondents said that they were happy with the credit arrangements in place between TAFE colleges and the university.  The majority of respondents saw a need for TAFE and the university to work more closely to avoid the different expectations placed on students. Some considered that the knowledge or skills required at university unnecessarily duplicated what they had learned at TAFE though a number of respondents felt they were not sufficiently well prepared for university through their TAFE study.  

Findings from the interview 

In the interviews respondents were invited to narrate their experiences of study and credit transfer between TAFE and university. This commentary reiterates aspects of the results from the questionnaire, but through the voices of the students these and further issues were expanded to deepen our understanding of their diverse and idiosyncratic backgrounds. 
Educational backgrounds and study patterns

Respondents were frequently not successful at school, and left well before completing year 12.  There was just no room to breathe in school, and I hated it so I chose to leave. Some lacked any motivation to study at that point. My parents made me go back which was an absolute waste because I basically wagged it most of the year. Others found the school curriculum irrelevant. I didn’t like what was being offered – it was boring. Several had also experienced difficult personal times since leaving school, although eleven are now studying at university full-time and expect to finish their programs within a year or two. Most of the respondents attributed positive experiences at TAFE as the source of their confidence in applying to study at university. TAFE gave me confidence in myself and my own ability was a common theme. Others stressed that TAFE study helped them develop good study habits and self discipline. As one respondent said, TAFE was an opportunity to see if I could manage study and family and work - and finding out I could!  It is encouraging though, that considering their diverse educational backgrounds, 13 stated they intended going on to further university study after completing their undergraduate degree. 

Doubts about the credit deal

The majority of participants were critical of the information available to them about the credit process.  Coming across someone who knew about the credit process and could help was a real find! Several respondents described university staff as able to magically make sense of the situation and take care of it on their behalf. I had a meeting with [the program director] and he told me what to apply for credit for. He told me what classes I should go to and I applied for credit in all he said I should. Comments in this area are similar to findings from the broader group in the questionnaire phase. However, some respondents were ambivalent about whether or not they received the amount of credit they was due. A few participants thought that they were more advanced and that should have received greater credit. Some students thought that credit should be given not just on the basis of TAFE study but other work and life experience. Inconsistencies were noticed by many respondents who realised that there were different rules operating about credit, depending on a number of factors – such as who they spoke to about it. A number thought that there was a mismatch in the allocation of credit. There’s actually a course that I got status for that I shouldn’t, so I think perhaps they need to look at what they’re giving status for. Some were in favour of a checking off process of students’ understanding in a particular area (akin to the TAFE competency based system) before credit was given. Retrospectively some participants wished they had not accepted the credit and had instead studied in the course areas for which they received credit. I guess I'll always wonder if there was some crucial piece of information that I missed or you know it’s the panic, like what did the rest of them get?  
Negotiating other disjunctions between TAFE and university 

Respondents were clear that there were different standards in the two institutions. Whilst the highly structured nature of the curriculum and the learning environment at TAFE was viewed as a positive feature, this was not seen as good preparation for university. I feel TAFE was more like a school whereas university is just so much bigger and harder. Another noted that In TAFE even if you’re doing very, very poorly, they sort of sympathise with you and give you a tick for things anyway. This, and other comments in this paper, emphasise the inconsistency between educational processes and standards at TAFE, and the more academic approach at university. 
Some expressed quite overt concerns about standards at TAFE, and saw themselves as badly prepared for university as a result.  At TAFE I think you have to be doing extremely bad not to pass, and I don’t always think that that’s a good thing. I feel that there were some things that I really haven’t learnt but that I have credit for now. Participants encountered these different expectations and struggled to find way to manage them. Commonly cited areas in managing university standards were academic referencing in written work, essay writing in general, undertaking library research and using the university IT resources. I hadn’t done an assignment for ages, I didn’t know how to reference. TAFE didn’t expect that sort of writing.  Expectations about the different writing standards and emphases caused general concern among the respondents. As one said, TAFE wasn’t as structured and they certainly weren’t so worried about plagiarism and all that type of thing. 

At a more contextual level, others needed to process their own idealised perceptions of university.  I had this view of university from what you see on the television - huge lectures where the lecturer walks backwards and forwards for three hours, and this all turned out to be big reality challenge! They quickly became aware that university was going to ask different things from them than did TAFE and was not going to match their ideal picture. TAFE is just basically a high school type thing - maybe a little bit better than a high school - whereas university is sort of way up there in the clouds. Many felt anxious about not measuring up, not being able to manage the demands. Just the self discipline was a big one - the getting up, the going to the lectures and tuts, the work at home on your own, going to a library, having to research something - yeah - big change. This reflects expectations for independence and self-reliance in university study processes not experienced by many respondents in their TAFE studies. 
TAFE to university as a pathway  

On the whole most participants acknowledged that they would never have made the journey to university without having first attempted and succeeded at TAFE, which was viewed as easier and more manageable – a chance to find their 'study feet' as it were. I believe TAFE is responsible for me having got this far anyway. I’m glad I went to TAFE before attempting Uni.  While the majority of respondents had never consciously planned the transition from TAFE to university, looking back they now perceived the whole process as a pathway of sorts. They saw moving from TAFE to university as a struggle, though worth it. It wasn’t a smooth process as it had lots of gaps and it was hard at times, but I guess I’m glad I did it.  Some saw that their study at TAFE and university had taken them into uncharted areas … it’s been really challenging and interesting, because of the diversity of people I would never have met otherwise, and another said There is ‘free thought’ here – scary!  If these students used a range of metaphors to describe their movement between institutions, no one saw it as seamless, as suggested of the new higher education structures by Dawkins in his 1987 paper on the topic. Some participants saw it as an opportunity to escape from previous life patterns but they lacked a clear view of the path ahead and were surprised where it led. It was sort of like, yes I can get ahead through going to TAFE and then wow! I can go even further - to Uni - so it was sort of like from the pits climbing out to the top, that’s how.  Some saw it as a way to achieve an ambition or to realise a dream previously seen as unattainable. For me I think it’s like a giant leap up the steps, up a huge flight of steps you know. Finally, one saw it as something just short of a miracle. 
It’s opened up the world to me.  It has been a wonderful thing.  I don’t know why I always thought that university was something for the very elite and I can’t get over the fact that I’m doing uni.  When I was at school University was the big apple in the sky. To me it was only the really clever people went to uni, - and here I am doing it!  
From these comments it is clear that images of seamless processes or smooth educational paths between educational institutions do not capture the diverse expectations and experiences of TAFE students entering university.

Summary and further directions for supporting the TAFE/University pathway 

In summary, the participants saw the path from TAFE to university as a chance to overcome their lack of study confidence, and, for some, to achieve an impossible dream. The narrative of these respondents is touching in its depiction of the pleasure and sense of achievement attained by many of them in gaining a place at university and coping with university study. Their stories also highlight a gap in services in that after making it through the access, application and selection thicket, TAFE students then need to negotiate their way through the credit transfer maze, with its lack of clear information, ambiguities and inconsistent processes and manage the stress of university commencement. It is important to signal here that with a broadening field of providers of certificates and diplomas, if credit processes are not clear between old players like TAFE and universities, then these will be even more complex with a wider range of educational providers in the picture.

It would appear that universities and TAFE need to provide more accessible, accurate and complete information about credit for TAFE applicants to university and not to lay responsibility for obtaining information solely at the feet of students. As Killen suggests (in Ramsay, Tranter, Sumner and Barrett 1996:11) it is important to focus on institutional deficits, rather than viewing students as the problem. It is inappropriate for institutions to negotiate TAFE/university credit deals between themselves and to facilitate widened access, without actively and accurately informing students about credit agreements and responsibly supporting them to manage the processes involved. The respondents in this study considered many of the processes around credit to be disorganised, capricious and unfair. They also emphasised the need for TAFE and the university to work more closely, to be more aware of the others curriculum, to refine the bases for giving credit and to provide clearer information about these arrangements. Also emphasised is the need to take greater account of the differing expectations placed on students in the two institutions. Cohen et al (1997:26) agree with this last point about closer matching between university and TAFE curricula and note the need for stronger support for TAFE students in managing university work. Furthermore, TAFE needs to accept that many of their students will go on to university and accept some responsibility for adequately informing and preparing their students for the credit and transition process. 
As a consequence of this study, academic staff members in the School of Social Work & Social Policy in the University of South Australia instigated a supportive pre-enrolment session, during January and well before enrolment time, with a special focus for TAFE entrants to the school's programs. At this session credit arrangements are explained, the impact of credit on enrolment/study patterns is discussed and applications for credit are filled out where possible. This process has increased the consistency and credibility of information offered to students at this early point and is a responsible approach to supporting credit pathways from TAFE to university. Since instituting this process, there have been fewer complaints from TAFE students in our school about the credit management process. 
Although credit management processes may be clearer and more consistent in some disciplines, there remains concern about the academic difficulties experienced by this diverse cohort of students moving from TAFE to university. Other factors, emerging from this study and from others in the area, indicate a need to consider the experiences of TAFE entrants to university as a special case. Adjustment is a particular challenge for them, due in some part to the cultural differences between TAFE and university, a gap that remains or has probably widened with the greater emphasis on a national competency based approach to training within the TAFE system. At present staff in our school are reconsidering the nature of the credit offered to TAFE students as they currently miss out on course material that provides some of the support mentioned in this paper, especially self-reliance in study, academic referencing and familiarity with IT demands. These areas require additional support for students making the transfer between TAFE and university and targeted strategies to address these gaps are overdue. The modern university has an obligation to provide more supportive processes in managing these students with diverse backgrounds who are encouraged to come into university study programs.  
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