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Aligning	
  the	
  distributed	
  expertise	
  model	
  (DEM)	
  
and	
  the	
  Higher	
  Education	
  Standards	
  (2015)	
  
	
  
The	
  new	
  Higher	
  Education	
  Standards	
  will	
  be	
  implemented	
  on	
  the	
  1st	
  of	
  January	
  2017	
  as	
  the	
  
key	
  regulatory	
  instrument	
  used	
  by	
  TEQSA	
  to	
  assess	
  evidence	
  that	
  higher	
  education	
  
institutions	
  assure	
  that	
  each	
  graduate	
  has	
  the	
  appropriate	
  levels	
  of	
  communication	
  skills.	
  A	
  
comparative	
  analysis	
  of	
  the	
  current	
  Threshold	
  Standards	
  (2011)	
  and	
  the	
  new	
  instrument	
  has	
  
been	
  undertaken	
  in	
  relation	
  to	
  the	
  articulation	
  of	
  graduate	
  communication	
  skills.	
  While	
  the	
  
Threshold	
  Standards	
  (2011)	
  has	
  specific	
  standards	
  dedicated	
  to	
  the	
  support	
  and	
  assessment	
  
of	
  English	
  language	
  proficiency,	
  the	
  new	
  Standards	
  do	
  not	
  explicitly	
  articulate	
  
communication	
  skills	
  in	
  this	
  way.	
  While	
  some	
  may	
  consider	
  this	
  change	
  downplaying	
  the	
  
importance	
  of	
  communication	
  skills,	
  the	
  new	
  Standards	
  can	
  be	
  seen	
  as	
  supporting	
  the	
  
integration	
  of	
  communication	
  skills	
  as	
  a	
  core	
  learning	
  outcome	
  rather	
  than	
  a	
  separate	
  and	
  
ancillary	
  aspect	
  of	
  any	
  program.	
  
	
  
The	
  analysis	
  presented	
  here	
  suggests	
  that	
  while	
  specific	
  reference	
  to	
  communication	
  skills	
  is	
  
limited	
  in	
  the	
  new	
  Standards,	
  the	
  organisation	
  of	
  Domains	
  emphasises	
  that	
  the	
  
demonstration	
  of	
  learning	
  outcomes	
  are	
  integrated	
  into	
  broader	
  institutional	
  quality	
  
assurance	
  practices	
  governing	
  appropriate	
  admission,	
  support,	
  assessment	
  and	
  monitoring	
  
practices	
  to	
  the	
  appropriate	
  knowledge	
  and	
  skills	
  including	
  discipline-­‐related	
  and	
  generic	
  
outcomes.	
  
	
  
In	
  part,	
  the	
  organisation	
  of	
  the	
  new	
  Standards	
  supports	
  the	
  application	
  of	
  a	
  distributed	
  
expertise	
  model	
  for	
  ensuring	
  that	
  higher	
  education	
  institutions	
  ensures	
  that	
  both	
  domestic	
  
and	
  international	
  students	
  successfully	
  acquire	
  the	
  requisite	
  communication	
  skills	
  upon	
  
graduation.	
  This	
  is	
  achieved	
  by	
  integrating	
  aspects	
  of	
  the	
  current	
  Threshold	
  Standards,	
  the	
  
Education	
  Services	
  for	
  Overseas	
  Students	
  (ESOS)	
  framework	
  and	
  the	
  AQF	
  into	
  the	
  Higher	
  
Education	
  Standards,	
  which	
  stipulates	
  specific	
  needs	
  of	
  international	
  students	
  as	
  core	
  
institutional	
  obligations	
  aligned	
  to	
  all	
  students.	
  
	
  
Strategies	
  to	
  embed	
  generic	
  and	
  disciplinary	
  communication	
  learning	
  and	
  development	
  
within	
  the	
  context	
  of	
  core	
  teaching	
  and	
  assessment	
  can	
  therefore	
  be	
  understood	
  as	
  relevant	
  
to	
  aspects	
  of	
  all	
  Domains	
  within	
  the	
  new	
  Standards.	
  Rather	
  than	
  be	
  considered	
  relevant	
  to	
  
specific	
  standards	
  which	
  are	
  essentially	
  peripheral	
  to	
  core	
  teaching	
  and	
  learning	
  activities	
  
including	
  admission	
  and	
  student	
  services;	
  the	
  development	
  of	
  graduate	
  communication	
  
skills	
  can	
  be	
  understood	
  as	
  an	
  integrated	
  learning	
  outcome	
  which	
  requires	
  a	
  whole-­‐of	
  
institution	
  approach.	
  	
  
	
  

By	
  adopting	
  a	
  structure	
  aligned	
  to	
  the	
  student	
  lifecycle,	
  the	
  new	
  Standards	
  stimulate	
  an	
  
approach	
  to	
  learning	
  outcomes	
  including	
  communication	
  skills	
  that	
  ensures:	
  

• students	
  have	
  appropriate	
  skills	
  at	
  admission,	
  	
  
• are	
  supported	
  throughout	
  their	
  studies,	
  	
  
• can	
  be	
  identified	
  if	
  further	
  more	
  targeted	
  interventions	
  are	
  required,	
  	
  
• are	
  assessed	
  to	
  allow	
  demonstration	
  of	
  program	
  specific	
  learning	
  outcomes;	
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• staff	
  have	
  the	
  appropriate	
  skills	
  to	
  develop	
  the	
  necessary	
  skills	
  required	
  for	
  each	
  
student	
  to	
  succeed;	
  

• that	
  institutions	
  implement	
  quality	
  assurance	
  processes	
  that	
  measure	
  and	
  ensure	
  
student	
  learning	
  outcomes;	
  and	
  

• academic	
  leaders	
  have	
  oversight	
  of	
  student	
  learning	
  outcomes	
  and	
  the	
  processes	
  to	
  
ensure	
  that	
  graduates	
  have	
  achieved	
  the	
  intended	
  graduate	
  attributes.	
  
	
  

Evidence	
  that	
  communication	
  skills	
  are	
  assured	
  across	
  the	
  institution	
  and	
  throughout	
  the	
  
student	
  lifecycle	
  can	
  be	
  collected	
  by	
  adopting	
  the	
  Distributed	
  Expertise	
  Model	
  (DEM).	
  As	
  
detailed	
  earlier	
  in	
  this	
  report,	
  the	
  DEM	
  involves	
  a	
  holistic,	
  systematic	
  and	
  scaffolded	
  
approach	
  to	
  communication	
  skills.	
  This	
  approach	
  ensures	
  that	
  communication	
  skills	
  are	
  not	
  
considered	
  ‘someone	
  else’s	
  business’	
  or	
  the	
  responsibility	
  of	
  staff	
  in	
  discrete	
  units	
  that	
  are	
  
vulnerable	
  to	
  the	
  stresses	
  of	
  institutional	
  budgets,	
  re-­‐structures	
  or	
  new	
  management	
  styles.	
  
Table	
  1	
  provides	
  a	
  mapping	
  of	
  the	
  standards	
  that	
  apply	
  to	
  an	
  institutional	
  approach	
  for	
  the	
  
assurance	
  of	
  communication	
  skills	
  as	
  a	
  learning	
  outcome	
  (Table	
  2).	
  By	
  considering	
  
communication	
  skills	
  as	
  core	
  to	
  all	
  learning	
  outcomes	
  of	
  higher	
  education	
  study,	
  the	
  new	
  
Standards	
  promote	
  a	
  whole-­‐of	
  –institution	
  approach	
  that	
  involves	
  all	
  staff	
  involved	
  in	
  
processes	
  from	
  admission,	
  support,	
  disciplinary	
  teaching,	
  leadership	
  and	
  management.	
  	
  

Table	
  1:	
  Aligning	
  the	
  DEM	
  to	
  the	
  Higher	
  Education	
  Standards	
  (2015)	
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Table	
  2:	
  Selection	
  of	
  Higher	
  Education	
  Standards	
  (2015)	
  related	
  to	
  demonstrating	
  graduate	
  
communication	
  skills	
  as	
  a	
  learning	
  outcome	
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