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Introduction

As national borders reopen after a lengthy COVID-induced pause there is renewed interest
in nurturing opportunities offshore for vocational education and training (VET). Drawing on
interviews, focus groups and consultations conducted from 2017-2021 regarding VET
engagement (Freeman, 2017a; 2017b) and strategy (India Reference Group, 2019), India’s
National Education Policy 2020 (Freeman, 2021) and cross-border internships (Freeman &
Barker, 2022a, 2022b), this article contributes to the conversation about India’s skills
agenda.

Transnational VET

Australia has developed a successful export education sector hosting many inbound
international students. Having endured COVID-19-related border and campus closures and
fluctuating enrolments since early 2020, VET providers are being encouraged to cultivate
potentially lucrative markets overseas. This is consistent with the Australian Governments’
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Vocational Education and Training International Engagement Strategy 2025 and Australian
Strategy for International Education 2021-2030.

To date, Australian transnational VET provision has been limited, with approximately
35,000 VET enrolments offshore reported for 2017 (i.e., representing 1% of total
enrolments) (Department of Education and Training [DET], 2018). These enrolments
represent students predominantly located in China, Kuwait, United Arab Emirates and Fiji
(Brown et al., 2018; DET, 2018; King, 2019), with such programs delivered largely by public
providers (Dempsey & Tao, 2017).

Pivot to India

Despite previous efforts, Australia’s transnational VET enrolments in India remain low
(2014: 85; 2019: 200) (Department of Education, Skills and Employment, personal
communication, July 23, 2021). The Australian Government is keen to see this change, as
the Australia-India Comprehensive Economic Agreement (AI-CECA) conceives India as a
big trading opportunity: “a market of 13 billion people [with a] youthful population,
diversified economy and growth trajectory [representing] significant opportunity for
Australian business, including in education” (Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade
[DFAT], 2022a, para. 2). Further, the Memorandum of Understanding on Cooperation in
Vocational Education and Training “desir[es] to strengthen and broaden cooperation in VET
between the two countries” (Republic of India & Government of Australia, 2020, p. 1). The
Update to an India Economic Strategy to 2035 (DFAT, 2022b) signals that co-operation will
be supported by an Australia-India Future Skills Initiative, to “give Australian education,
skills and edtech providers access to the India market, showcase Australian capabilities, and
position Australia as an education partner of choice” (DFAT, 2022b, p 41). These
commitments and investments are welcome.

Market challenges

Research regarding India’s skills ecosystem is extensive (Agrawal, 2012; Cabral & Dhar,
2019; Gupta & Kumar, 2021; Mehrotra, 2021); however, few studies have analysed
Australia-India VET engagement (Freeman, 2017a). Informants report that Australian VET
providers face at least six challenges entering India’s formal skills market. First, generating
revenue. Australian VET providers have consistently reported difficulties generating
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sufficient revenue to sustainably deliver transnational VET in India, notwithstanding income
potentially from diverse sources (e.g., government, corporate social responsibility funds,
students). Price signals are confused as much Indian formal skills development is (fully or
partially) subsidised, and Australian transnational VET scaling strategies remain largely
untested. It appears unlikely that low-cost online VET delivery to the Indian market would
provide an easy revenue generation solution.

Second, and relatedly, student recruitment. Despite bold targets for India’s skills agenda
(India Brand Equity Foundation, 2022) and widespread recognition of skilled labour
shortages (Hajela, 2012; Kumar et al., 2019), Australian VET providers report difficulties
attracting students. Consistent with studies finding low student participation (Mehrotra,
2020), and a persistent “strong mismatch between demand and supply-side factors”
(Agrawal, 2012), informants attributed recruitment challenges to parity of esteem issues (i.e.,
skills/higher education; low status manual jobs/professional positions), the disconnect
between formal training, certification, employment and remuneration, and the dominance of
India’s informal sector (see Cabral & Dhar, 2019). Others have reported challenges around
eligibility for admission, with a sizeable proportion of India’s population illiterate or having
only completed primary or middle schooling (i.e., class VIII) (Agrawal, 2012; Hajela, 2012).

Third, diverse target cohorts. Australian VET providers distinguish distinct targets for
transnational VET enrolments in India. This includes (1) students interested in formal skills
development for employment in India (as regular/salaried and/or casual workers); (2)
students interested in formal skills development for temporary or permanent emigration (e.g.,
to East Asia, Gulf countries, Australia); and (3) students interested in gaining advanced
standing (in India) towards onshore studies in Australia. Entrepreneurship and English
language programs may attract different cohorts (and competitors, including the edtech
sector). Fourth, system complexity. India’s multi-layered, fragmented and rapidly changing
skills ecosystem presents many challenges to foreign providers. Australian VET providers
are aware that radical shifts have occurred in recent years, including changes to responsible
government ministries, instrumentalities and regulatory frameworks. Amidst this
complexity, business intelligence and research are crucial for foreign providers capacity to
recognise and secure market entry.

Fifth, credential creep. When exploring opportunities for Australia-India VET
engagement, informants typically range through short skills development programs (e.g.,
two weeks) to longer entry level vocational education programs (e.g., equivalent to
Australian Qualification Framework [AQF] levels 1-4) to applied higher education (i.e.,
bachelor and masters of vocation, skills university programs). Australia-India bilateral
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agreements frequently interpret skills as a continuum extending from entry-level VET (i.e.,
AQF 1-5) to applied higher education (e.g., cyber security). They frequently span school-
VET-higher education, oblivious to distinctions between India’s respective (and siloed)
governing regulatory frameworks. Notably, this frequently includes prohibitions concerning
some forms of foreign education and training engagement (e.g., in-country foreign
universities), which are only now being liberalised. Improved understanding of India’s
shifting schools, skills and higher education systems would benefit Australia’s education
engagement agenda. Finally, (in)visibility. As Australian VET providers have negligible
presence in India, and Australia-India education research remains very limited, there is little
visibility, intelligence or understanding of these challenges and opportunities.

Myths that constrain us

It appears clear from interviews and focus groups that there are persistent myths that distract
from genuine policy dialogue around Australia-India VET engagement. First, myths around
capacity; both Australia’s and India’s. India’s workforce educational levels have been
characterised as “woeful” (Mehrotra, 2021), and India’s skills system has been evaluated as
problematic in terms of “quantity, quality and relevance” (Kumar et al., 2019, p. 6). Critiques
are numerous (Agrawal, 2014; Mehrotra, 2020; Mehrotra, 2021). However, contrary to
persistent myths reported by informants, India has an established skills ecosystem
comprising institutions (i.e., training and teacher training institutions), industry (e.g., Sector
Skills Councils), redesigned curriculum (e.g., National Occupation Standards and
Qualifications Packs), apprenticeships, the National Skills Qualifications Framework, the
Labour Market Information Systems and assessment regimes. Australian VET providers
would be better placed to enter India’s skills market if they knew more about it.

Second, somewhat similarly, myths around type and industry involvement. India’s
formal skills development system is broader than Australia’s VET system in terms of the
types of offerings, and the ways in which industry is involved in training. India’s skills
ecosystem encompasses employment placement (e.g., job fairs), informal learning (e.g.,
hereditary trade or occupation systems), entrepreneurship programs, school level vocational
education, short and long vocational training, apprenticeships, top-up skills development,
bespoke programs, technical level training, diplomas (e.g., through polytechnics), and
applied higher education (Freeman, 2017b). Australian VET providers may well advocate
for increased industry involvement; however, this illustrates a misreading of India’s
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landscape. While formal skills development predominantly involves institution-based
training, industry in India is integrally involved in skills development. Mehrotra (2021)
explains, that “the vast majority of youth, if they acquire any vocational skills, do so on-the-
job in the 85 per cent of units that employ them in the unorganised sector enterprises in
industry and services” (n.p.). Clarity around type and location of skills development would
support market entry.

Strategic directions

This paper argues that, while there is renewed government interest in Australian VET
providers entering India’s skills market, challenges remain including income generation,
student recruitment, diverse target cohorts, system complexity, credential creep, and
(in)visibility. Further, this paper argues that persistent myths impede progress, including
myths around capacity, type and location of skills development.

The research suggests four strategies that Australian VET providers could invoke to
pursue this market. First, informants consistently recommend Australian government
investment in VET providers seeking to introduce transnational VET in India, explicitly
reflecting longstanding challenges associated with generating sufficient revenue. This
strategy is consistent with government-to-government commitments to increase investment
and VET collaboration. It also consistent with the Australian Government’s objective of
positioning Australia as a provider of choice. Second, the research suggests that Australian
VET providers should be encouraged to pursue niche or emerging industry sectors with
specialised and unmet demand. Freeman (2017b) argues that “the clearest opportunities for
engagement exist in niche industry sectors” that “are typically outside the current capacity
of India’s skills system” (p. 2). Such a strategy would complement, rather than duplicate
existing offerings and recognise that Australian VET providers face competition in India on
several fronts: Indian skills institutes, edtech companies, industry, as well as other foreign
VET providers operating in India (e.g., Germany, United Kingdom, United States, France,
Japan) (Freeman, 2017a). Third, the research suggests that Australian VET providers should
be encouraged to deliver Indian qualifications (Freeman, 2017a; 2017b), rather than
Australian qualifications, or programs without Indian or Australian qualifications (e.g.,
International Skills Training or IST courses). This common sense approach recognises the
importance of context-relevant qualifications appropriate for India’s industry needs, and
would involve an appreciable shift from privileging Australian curriculum and qualifications
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for transnational VET in India. Finally, learn from other’s efforts delivering transnational
education (e.g., GIZ Indo-German programme), participating in supranational authority
projects (i.e., World Bank, European Union), and working with foreign industry in India.
Together, these strategies could improve market opportunities for Australian VET providers.
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