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National Skills Taxonomy (NST), December 2025 

The Australian Academy of the Humanities is the national body for the 

humanities in Australia. As one of the nation’s five Learned Academies, we are 

a unique resource for government, working to ensure cultural, creative, and 

ethical perspectives inform Australia’s plans for now and the future. 

 

The Australian Academy of the Humanities (AAH) welcomes Jobs and Skills Australia’s 
NST Update: Building a System which Puts People and Skills First Discussion Paper (the 
Paper). Our response to this consultation builds on our earlier advice.1 We believe that 
developing a skills first focus, rather than qualifications first focus would be of benefit to 
Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences (HASS) university graduates who could better 
demonstrate the skills they have developed through their study which are applicable to 
different occupations – if the points we raise in this submission are addressed. 

The proposed approach could also assist a group of workers who wish to build on their 
prior study and work-based skills development as mature-aged students to identify 
higher education offerings that recognise their prior learning and experience, rather than 
being required to undertake a full course of study. Most importantly, JSA’s proposed 
definition of skill can support recognition of a wider range of skills, such as those 
associated with understanding complex ethical and social contexts, critical thinking and 
analysis, and aptitudes better than more rigid and dated definitions.  

In 2019 the Australian Academy of the Humanities undertook a Learned Academies 
Special Project (funded through the Australian Research Council) on the Future 
Humanities Workforce, led by Professor Joy Damousi AM FASSA FAHA.2 The comments 
below are informed by that work, which includes national and international reference 
points.  

We note the two-part articulation of what skill is as defined in the Paper: 

Skill is a valued and purpose-driven human ability that is acquired or refined 
through learning and practice. It is a dynamic function of an individual’s 
knowledge, experience, and personal attributes that is continuously influenced by 
context, interaction with others, and the demands of the environment in which it is 
exercised. 

It would be useful to consider whether the second sentence in the definition is useful in 
distinguishing the skills developed, for example, across a number of discrete training 
activities and those that are more integrated. That is, do the nuances and complexity 

 
1 Australian Academy of the Humanities (August 2024), Submission to inform the design of a 
National Skills Taxonomy, https://humanities.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/National-Skills-
Taxonomy-Australian-Academy-of-the-Humanities.pdf 
2 Australian Academy of the Humanities, Future Humanities Workforce project, 
https://humanities.org.au/our-work/projects/humanities-graduates-essential-to-future-
workforce/ 

https://humanities.org.au/
https://humanities.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/National-Skills-Taxonomy-Australian-Academy-of-the-Humanities.pdf
https://humanities.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/National-Skills-Taxonomy-Australian-Academy-of-the-Humanities.pdf
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implied in the second sentence capture the limits on being able to translate a particular 
skill from one sphere of activity to another without some degree of conscious attention 
to the other factors (knowledge, experience, personal attributes, context, interactions, 
etc)?   

To deal with complexity, it is vital that this nuance is captured effectively in the 
taxonomy. This would go some way towards distinguishing between a holistically 
designed degree course, for example, and a number of discrete training opportunities 
offered to workers who might only develop to the same level of skill if those discrete skills 
are applied over time, so the worker gains relevant experience and comes to understand 
the ways the discrete elements work together in a given work setting. In that sense, the 
list of skills obtained through training may not directly equate to the level of competence 
expected in a given role that relies on those skills.  

We respond to the Discussion Paper’s questions below, grouping together questions 1 
and 4, and 3 and 6 because they overlap. 

Question 1. What mechanisms can be put in place to balance the needs and 

perspectives of different sectors and regions within a national framework? 

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

To put Question 1 another way: what mechanism(s) would be needed for a skills first 
approach to address the concerns with the status quo raised in the Paper? There is a 
need for the higher education sector to review the outcomes from student learning in a 
manner that allows the skills obtained through degrees to be mapped against the 
taxonomy and articulated to students. 

• Recognition of education that supports skill development outside professional 

qualifications. Unlike some professional and vocational qualifications, the skills 
developed through studying many humanities courses (e.g. a Bachelor of Arts, 
Bachelor of Creative Arts) do not contain a presumptive occupation in the name 
of the qualification. Humanities graduates succeed in securing well paid positions 
in a wide range of occupational areas, including Healthcare and Social 
Assistance, Public Administration and Safety and Education and Training3 despite 
poor general understanding of the relevance of humanities skills to workforce 
needs.4 This is because skills honed by a humanities education (e.g. creativity, 
critical thinking, analysis) are needed in a variety of employment contexts. 
Graduate Outcomes data shows that over the medium-term, 92.3% of 
undergraduates from humanities, culture, social sciences degrees are employed; 
which is slightly ahead of graduates of sciences and mathematics at 91.2%,5 

 
3 Drawing on ABS Census data and graduate outcomes data, see the Academy of the Humanities’ 
Australia Report, in the World Humanities Report (2022), p.88, 
https://worldhumanitiesreport.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/WHR-Australia.pdf 
4 Australian Academy of the Humanities (2019) Future Humanities Workforce Literature Review, 
2019, p. 6.  
5 For latest Graduate Outcomes data see QILT National Report 2024, 
https://www.qilt.edu.au/surveys/Data-Visualisation/gos-l It also needs to be acknowledged that 
 

https://www.qilt.edu.au/surveys/Data-Visualisation/gos-l
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which directly challenges the logic of Job-Ready Graduates legislation still in 
play. 

• A taxonomy that separates skills from qualifications should be paralleled by an 
expectation that tertiary providers will review their offerings and align the description 
of the skills developed through their courses to the taxonomy, and mechanisms for 
employers to articulate the skills they are seeking from applicants when they 
advertise roles.   

These two steps will assist graduates (and students who have studied, but not yet 
completed, a qualification) to recognise and articulate their skill set and experience 
in a way that is understood by all parties. 

2. Compared to a unilaterally designed approach, how can a multilateral approach to 

design accommodate future technological advancements and changing labour 

market dynamics? 

As the Paper notes (p.10), a number of the skills needed in the care and digital 
workforces are undervalued, under-recognised and inconsistently defined. Many of the 
so-called “soft skills” and some of those needed in developing new industries to exploit 
the intersection of digital, creative and service sectors are associated with HASS 
graduate attributes.  

• Recognition of undervalued skills: The Future Humanities Workforce project cited a 
British Academy of the Humanities and Social Sciences report, The Right Skills,6  and 
an Australian Deloitte Access Economics report on the value of the humanities7 that 
showed the employers are seeking core humanities skills that are not recognised as 
being developed through humanities qualifications.  

In a similar vein to The Right Skills, the Deloitte study focuses on translating the 
humanities skills set into the language of the labour market, and demonstrating 
the benefits of these skills within a knowledge economy in an effort to move 
beyond common biases associated with employability of arts and humanities 
graduates. Indeed, the importance of these efforts is underscored by written 
submissions made to the Australian Parliament’s Select Committee for the Future 
of Work and Workers in early 2018, which show that while stakeholders habitually 
identify skills such as problem solving and critical thinking, creativity, negotiation, 
ethical decision making and abilities such as adaptability and emotional 
intelligence as being highly sought after employee qualities, these skills are not 
readily associated with a training in the humanities.8 

 
humanities graduates go on to further study, are women, and work in a range of part-time 
capacities, so these data are only part of the picture. 
6 The British Academy for the Humanities and Social Sciences, The Right Skills: Celebrating Skills in 

the Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences, 2017. 
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/publications/flagship-skills-right-skills-arts-humanities-
social-sciences/  
7 Deloitte Access Economics, Macquarie University, The Value of the Humanities, 2018. The study 
uses definition of the humanities outlined by the American Academy of the Arts and Sciences (The 

Value of the Humanities, p. 9). 
8  Australian Academy of the Humanities (2019) Future Humanities Workforce Literature Review p. 
13. https://www.humanities.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/AAH-FHW-LiteratureReview.pdf  

https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/publications/flagship-skills-right-skills-arts-humanities-social-sciences/
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/publications/flagship-skills-right-skills-arts-humanities-social-sciences/
https://www.humanities.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/AAH-FHW-LiteratureReview.pdf
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• Consultations undertaken for the Future Humanities Workforce project demonstrated 
that skills gained through study in the humanities are sought by employers: 

In addition to specific disciplinary knowledge, humanities training develops strong 
research skills, and the ability to locate, evaluate, analyse and synthesise a wide 
range of sources, including textual, visual and musical records. Humanities training 
aids the development of advanced written and oral communication skills – 
including the ability to construct sophisticated, evidence-based arguments. It also 
promotes a human-centred approach to problem-solving, enhances the capacity 
to think critically and independently, and strengthens cultural competency.9  

• HASS graduates possess skill in critical thinking, ethics, creativity, analysis and the 
capacity to see the implications of policy, social acceptance, social cohesion and 
relative disadvantage in shaping community and consumer expectations. A 
taxonomy that acknowledges that these skills can be developed to an equivalent 
level across different educational experiences will help employers to better identify 
potential employees who have the people, context and technical skills needed in the 
contemporary workforce. 

• By the same token HASS graduates may have developed very specific skills alongside 
those mentioned above: for example, some students who have studied graphic 
design, digital arts, music or animation may have developed a number of the skills 
needed in creative industries, the gaming industry and the digital economy. Some 
employers may not recognise the advanced coding skills and large data modelling 
expertise that HASS graduates gain unless there is a shared language and 
understanding of how these skills have been developed and can be deployed.  

• While the Paper is focussed on post-secondary training and education, this is likely to 
be too late for developing skill and appreciation of the importance of drawing 
technical and humanistic skills together for future work in a digital economy as the 
education system in Australia sets students up to align with either a Science, 
Technology. Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) or non-STEM track which doesn’t 
work at all with technologies that combine cultural and statistical formations. 

• Future skills development needs to drive the development of sociotechnical literacy 
skills - an ability to move between technical possibilities and cultural implications to 
understand technologies as both artefacts and interventions in society.  

• In the consultations on the Future Humanities Workforce we heard that: 

Data and technical literacy was identified as the most important area for skills 
development for the future humanities workforce. The ability to analyse tools, 
collections, services, and interfaces; to understand the possibilities and limitations 
of digital data; and to reflect on technical and ethical challenges of collecting, 
using, and sharing data is seen as a vital component of the future humanities skills 
set.10 

 
9 Australian Academy of the Humanities (2019) Future Humanities Workforce: Consultation 
Summaries p. 5). https://www.humanities.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/AAH-FHW-
Consultation-Summaries.pdf  
10 Australian Academy of the Humanities (2019) Future Humanities Workforce: Consultation 
Summaries p. 7 

https://www.humanities.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/AAH-FHW-Consultation-Summaries.pdf
https://www.humanities.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/AAH-FHW-Consultation-Summaries.pdf
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Since then, the advent of generative Artificial Intelligence has accelerated and re-
focused this area of skills need by an order of magnitude. HASS researchers are now at 
the forefront of thinking through critical skills and capabilities for inclusive AI.11 Our 
university sector has yet to develop a sustained strategy for AI capability uplift at a 
national systemic level. We believe the new Australian Tertiary Education Commission 
(ATEC) should be mandated to take a national approach to AI as a sovereign capability 
– which brings together HASS and STEM to build both the functional and critical literacies 
needed now and in the future.12 

3. What measures can be taken to prevent a skills-first system from inadvertently 

creating new barriers or exclusions? 

6. How can the adoption of skills-first be supported to ensure inclusivity for 

traditionally underrepresented groups or non-traditional learning pathways? 

• Skills gained through overseas qualifications and experience: Currently the barriers 
and exclusions include the limited ability to articulate how skills acquired in one 
occupation can be deployed in another outside of traditional occupation categories. 
Failure to obtain formal recognition of relevant skills and qualifications often prevents 
members of migrant communities, including professionals in areas of skills shortages 
in Australia, and those who are refugees, from being able to secure work in 
occupations for which they qualified overseas. In adopting a skills first approach, it 
would be possible to remove one set of barriers to workforce participations for 
workers with this experience, but only if the indicators for demonstrating possession 
of the skill recognise international experience and do not arbitrarily privilege, for 
example, English language skills (Australia is in need, for example, of aged care 
workers with language skills reflecting the many community languages used by the 
Australian population). 

• Precarity: A significant proportion of Australian job seekers have been employed in 
casual and precarious roles for a period of time, often at the same time as pursuing 
further education or training. A skills first approach that doesn’t recognise the 
fragmented nature of that work and the impact of that on the various skills that 
workforce has developed may create a new barrier to secure employment for the 
precarious workforce. Training program requirements that impact concurrent 
employment may effectively prevent precarious workers from developing the skills 
needed to move into more secure work that recognises their skill.   

5. How can potential conflicts or disagreements between stakeholders be effectively 

managed in a multilaterally designed framework? 

• Regulation and negotiating disputes: Currently there is overlap between some skills 
developed as part of a trade or technical qualification and skill developed in artistic 
practice (e.g. the welding skill of sculptors, or the skills in lighting and design of 

 
11 Anthony McCoster and Dominique Carlon (December 2025), Critical Capabilities for Inclusive AI: 

Implementation Pathways Report, ARC Centre of Excellence for Automated Decision-Making and 
Society, https://apo.org.au/node/333044  
12 Our response an earlier Parliamentary Inquiry on the use of GenAI in Australia’s education system 
is also apposite, see https://humanities.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/230714-AAH-
Generative-AI-Parlimentary-Inquiry_Final.pdf  

https://apo.org.au/node/333044
https://humanities.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/230714-AAH-Generative-AI-Parlimentary-Inquiry_Final.pdf
https://humanities.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/230714-AAH-Generative-AI-Parlimentary-Inquiry_Final.pdf
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spaces developed by set designers or digital artists). A skills first approach may 
better recognise these skills, however, there is potential for dispute where regulated 
trade qualifications butt up against skill developed through artistic practice 
(including e.g. concerns about safety awareness). A lens that looks at the role of 
regulation in both the development of skill and its deployment would help in the 
navigation of these intersections. In the Australian context state and commonwealth 
regulatory harmonisation may be required to ensure that the intent of the skills first 
approach can be achieved. 

• Evolving to retain currency without fragmentation of the taxonomy: Over time, a skills 
taxonomy requires mechanisms for developing and refining the articulation of skills 
and understanding of occupational needs so as to retain currency.  A well-designed 
skills first approach may also be needed to ensure the workforce required for 
emerging industries. It will need to recognise the convergence of skill and aptitude 
that can arise from different training bases. For example, graduates who have 
studied digital humanities and those who come through computing studies may find 
themselves working together and drawing on overlapping skill sets. They may have 
acquired comparable skill in coding, for example, but have developed this skill in 
different contexts which make their skills differentially applicable to specific contexts.  

• Evaluation of the effectiveness of the taxonomy over time will require a validated 
method for resolving disagreements and evolving the taxonomy while retaining the 
coherence or logic of the framework so that the risk of fragmentation or development 
of ad hoc supplementary skills frameworks do not emerge. 

 

The Academy of the Humanities would be happy to provide further advice and offer our 
convening powers to contribute the expertise of our Fellows and wider networks on this 
important agenda. We are committed to raising the profile of humanities skills in the 
context of changing worlds of work and are collaborating with partners on a Jobs and 
Skills Summit in 2026. We would welcome the JSA’s participation in this forum.  
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