


• Long history of policy commitment to equitable participation in HE: 
A Fair Chance for All (1990)

• Equity is measured as enrolment share

• 6 designated equity groups – currently under review

• 25 years of time series data

• 2010 higher education reforms:

• 40/20 attainment targets

• Demand driven funding system plus Higher Education Participation 
and Partnership Program (HEPPP)



2017

• Second unsuccessful attempt at major policy reform: desire to introduce 
performance measures and performance-based funding with a view to curb 
attrition rates and the overall cost of the HE system

• Funding freeze through budget process: re-caps the system 

• External evaluation of the contributions of HEPPP: insufficient evidence to 
demonstrate direct impact on low SES participation rate (ACIL Allen 
Consulting, 2017)

• Review of equity groups under way (ISSR, 2017)



• Annual data collection by the Department of Education and Training under the 
Higher Education Support Act (HESA) 2003: 
http://heimshelp.education.gov.au/sites/heimshelp/2018_data_requirements/2
018higheredstudent/pages/he-student-2018#nav

• Published as Selected Higher Education Statistics –Student data (usually 
released in June each year, latest is 2016): 
https://www.education.gov.au/selected-higher-education-statistics-2016-
student-data

• Appendix 2 – Equity groups [head count]

• Appendix 5 – Equity performance data

• 2017 Student Experience Survey: National Report (provides data for the QILT 
website)

• 2017 Graduate Outcomes Survey: National Report (provides data for the QILT 
website)

• Applications data through State-based TACs (Tertiary Admissions Centres)

http://heimshelp.education.gov.au/sites/heimshelp/2018_data_requirements/2018higheredstudent/pages/he-student-2018#nav
https://www.education.gov.au/selected-higher-education-statistics-2016-student-data
Copy of 2016_appendix_2_-_equity_groups_0.xls
Copy of 2016_appendix_5_-_equity_performance_data_1.xls
https://www.qilt.edu.au/docs/default-source/ues-national-report/2017-student-experience-survey-national-report/2017-ses-national-reportb27e8791b1e86477b58fff00006709da.pdf?sfvrsn=1e96e33c_2&_cldee=bmFkaW5lLnphY2hhcmlhc0BjdXJ0aW4uZWR1LmF1&recipientid=contact-def2e789bf2fe71180fbc4346bc5b2d4-bbcdbe7d5c744e1f8ecefe8f8dc6c7fa&esid=95d20350-c658-e811-8145-e0071b66a691
https://www.qilt.edu.au/
https://www.qilt.edu.au/docs/default-source/gos-reports/2017/2017_gos_national_report_final_accessiblea45d8791b1e86477b58fff00006709da.pdf?sfvrsn=ceb5e33c_4




The Fellowship explored how the Rudd-Gillard Government’s vision of a more 
equitable higher education system was translated into institutional practice. 

RQ 3: How did institutional HEPPP programs as meso-level structures 
contribute to student outcomes at institutional and sector levels?

Review of HEIMS equity performance data (2010-2015) with regard to access, 
participation, retention and completion rates of students from low SES 
backgrounds to identify changes over time at sector and institutional levels.

Core findings:

• Trend of stagnant participation by students from low SES backgrounds has 
been broken but outcomes at the institutional level were highly variable. 

• Impact difficult to establish empirically but strategic intent emerged as an 
important variable. 



The reform agenda to widen participation in Australian higher education over 
the past seven years has been a demonstrable success:

• From 2010, Australia recorded the first substantial increase in 
participation rates since the 1990s, up from 16.3% in 2009 to 18.2% in 
2015 (Koshy, 2016), an increase of 1.9 percentage points. 

• Significantly more students from low SES backgrounds in the system now 
than ever before: 130,246 students in 2015 compared to 90,447 in 2009 
(Koshy, 2016). 

• Increase of 44% while the undergraduate cohort overall expanded by 
30%. 

• Sector has achieved Commonwealth targets for 2015-16 based on the 
postcode measure of low SES but not on the SA1 measure: 127,000 
domestic undergraduates in low SES and 18.1% participation rate 
(Commonwealth Government, 2016). 





• The increase recorded at sector level was not at all evenly distributed across 
the 37 public universities which received HEPPP funding in 2015: some 
universities contributed disproportionately to the national increase in low SES 
participation rates.

• There were no clear correlations between the changes in low SES 
participation rates over the period 2011-2015 and either:

• The amount of HEPPP funding received

• Institutional growth (undergraduate cohort)

• The size and diversity of the undergraduate student cohort.

• Strategic intent with regard to institutional equity outcomes emerged as an 
important variable in the case studies: growth, diversity, social justice.



Complex relationships between demand-driven funding and HEPPP: difficult to untangle the 
relative impact of each policy empirically. However, their different contributions can be clearly 
delineated conceptually:

• Demand-driven funding solves access issues at sector level but not necessarily at the 
institutional level as some institutions and courses remain highly selective.

• Demand-driven funding does not overcome the barriers to access associated with 
awareness, aspirations, attainment and affordability. These dimensions are addressed by 
HEPPP funded work.

• Neither policy is able to address the most important barrier to access comprehensively: 
attainment at school level. This was a particular challenge for the selective universities in 
this study.



• There are complex interrelationships between institutional equity strategy 
and its growth or other strategic objectives which need to be considered 
in explaining differential student outcomes.

• The influence of institutional equity strategy and practice needs to be 
theorised and included in impact evaluations as critical contextual 
information.

• Any impact evaluation of HEPPP needs to account for the effects of 
demand-driven funding.









Possible applications: 
https://docs.education.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/final_data_appendix_0.
pdf

https://docs.education.gov.au/system/files/doc/other/final_data_appendix_0.pdf
















• Annual student data collection can be used to derive measures of student 
progress by institution and field of education.

Issues: 

• This information is not easily accessible nor is it promoted as an information 
source for (prospective) students, researchers and policy analysts.

• The introduction of longitudinal data and case studies may also assist student 
analysis and higher education policy making, e.g. benefits of incomplete HE 
participation. 

• Tracking students across the tertiary sector would permit enhanced analysis 
of student pathways across the sector: need for a common student identifier.

• The current data collection does not capture why students decide to leave 
(nor, indeed, why they choose to return). But: Student Experience Survey = 
intention to leave, and the reasons why. Need for departure survey?

• Plus for equity research/performance analysis: student characteristics explain 
very little of inter-institutional variance once other factors are accounted for.



• Need for high levels of data literacy among practitioners and university 
managers to navigate various data challenges: definitions, availability, 
levels of (dis)aggregation, analysis approaches, and interpretations

• Student characteristics explain very little of the inter-institutional 
variance.in attrition and completion rates once other factors are 
accounted for (which are highly correlated with equity student groups), 
esp.:

• Prior attainment (SES)

• Part-time study (age, disability and carer responsibilities)

• Type of institution (regionality, SES, age, Indigeneity, online study) 

• Policy challenge: how to develop meaningful performance indicators, 
incentives and benchmarks? How to avoid essentialising disadvantage 
and encourage universities to provide tailored support to diverse cohorts?
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