
 
 

The Honourable Dan Tehan MP 

Minister for Education 

Parliament of Australia 

190 Gray Street 

Hamilton, VIC, 3300 

cc: Department of Education 

 

Wednesday 8th July, 2020 

 

Dear Minister Tehan and Staff at the Department of Education, Skills and Employment, 

I write to you as the President of Equity Practitioners in Higher Education Australasia (EPHEA), to 

firstly commend you on the Federal Government’s continued commitment to increasing access and 

participation of students from targeted equity groups in higher education. 

EPHEA is an organisation of over 1,000 members across Australia and New Zealand, consisting of 

staff who work in student and staff facing equity roles in higher education (HE) institutions. Many 

aspects of the Federal Government’s proposed HE reforms were well received by members 

including: 

 The continued commitment to the Higher Education Participation and Partnership Program 

(HEPPP); 

 Increased focus on the access and participation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

students, as well as students from regional, rural and remote areas, including the 

establishment of the Regional Partnership Priorities Pool;  

 Acknowledgement of the cumulative disadvantage that exists amongst our student 

populations and a funding formula that accounts for this; and 

 The re-established focus on the HEPPP Evaluation Framework. 

We have sought feedback and input on the proposed HE reforms, in particular the proposed changes 

to the HEPPP and the establishment of the Indigenous, Regional and Low SES Attainment Fund 

(IRLAF) from our members. We hope that this feedback will enable the refinement of the proposed 

changes and strengthen the sustainability of the HE sector, whilst increasing opportunities for our 

most vulnerable students. Our recommendations include: 

 Implementing measures to increase the visibility of equity cohorts who were not identified 

as part of the reform package, such as students with disability; 

 Mandating HE institutions to maintain a minimum commitment to undertaking Outreach 

activities; 

 Refining the regional, rural and remote (RRR) classification to reflect the needs of RRR 

students; and 

 Committing to longer term funding cycles and early notification of HEPPP funding. 

Increasing the visibility of equity cohorts (students with disability) 

Whilst an increased focus on RRR students and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, in 

addition to students from low SES backgrounds was welcomed by equity practitioners across the 



 
sector, there were concerns that students with disability continue to be disproportionately 

underrepresented in HE. 

EPHEA supports a recent submission to the Federal Minister for Education on Monday 29th June, 

2020 by ATEND to enhance access and participation of students with disability in HE (see Appendix 

A). Specifically, EPHEA endorses: 

 A commitment to a national strategy for students with disability in HE; 

 In addition to the funding announced through HEPPP and the IRLAF, additional funding to be 

allocated to and provided through the Disability Support Program to design and implement 

tailored outreach activities to enable students with disability to access HE and embed 

opportunities throughout a student’s degree to increase graduate employment. 

Recommendation to the Federal Minister & Department of Education: Commitment to the 

development of a national strategy for students with disability in HE, with additional funding 

allocated through the Disability Support Program to enable the implementation of such a strategy. 

Mandating a minimum commitment to undertaking Outreach by HE institutions 

In an increasingly financially constrained HE environment, there are concerns amongst equity 

practitioners across Australia that HEPPP funding will be prioritised for current students to 

compensate for the lost incomes that historically funded student support. There is a risk that 

institutional HEPPP allocations will be reallocated from Outreach (i.e. future student-focused) 

activities to prioritise current students. In a HE environment that will need to heavily rely on 

increased domestic enrolments to be sustainable, a key strategy to achieving this is widening 

participation of students from underrepresented groups to access HE. Explicit institutional 

commitment to Outreach activities, therefore, is critical to the future sustainability of Australian 

universities and the national economy, and to increase the skills and qualifications of our 

community. The ACIL Allen Consulting (2016) HEPPP Evaluation Report, showed that institutions 

would typically spend over 40% on Outreach activities. In order to maintain the work of universities, 

we would expect that a minimum proportion of 20-30% commitment to Outreach would continue. 

Recommendation to the Federal Minister & Department of Education: Mandate a 20-30% 

proportion of institutional HEPPP allocations to be spent on Outreach activities. 

Refinement to the RRR classification 

The proposed definitions and funding allocations to RRR students makes three key assumptions; (1) 

the levels of disadvantage experienced by regional and rural students is similar to that experienced 

by remote students; (2) that all RRR students experience financial barriers to accessing and 

participating in HE; and (3) that relocating to study is better (for the student and RRR communities) 

than studying remotely.  

 The level of disadvantage experienced by students living in remote Australia is lost when 

coupled with regional and rural student participation in higher education. Remote students 

are more likely to belong to multiple equity groups (i.e. LSES, Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander students) and possess characteristics attributed to non-completion of HE (i.e. part-

time, mature age, studying online). The percentage of remote students who enrol in first 

year but do not return in the following eight years is 14.47 per cent, which is significantly 

higher than for their regional (9.93 per cent) and metropolitan (7.27 per cent) peers 

(Department of Education, 2017; Pollard, 2018). The revised HEPPP funding allocation needs 

to reflect the difference within the RRR cohort and incentivise HE institutions to deliver 

access and participation activities in remote Australia. It will be important that the RRR 



 
indicator is stored as the students first known address and remains with the student for the 

duration of their studies. 

 RRR students do face additional financial costs associated with their need to relocate for 

their studies. As identified above, these costs are often greater for students living in an outer 

regional or remote area of Australia. Recent studies demonstrate that 35% of non-

metropolitan students compared with 27% of their metropolitan cohort perceived financial 

difficulties as a reason for early university withdrawal (Edwards & McMillan, 2015). 

Differentiating between regional, rural and remote student cohorts, coupled with 

cumulative disadvantages such as low socio-economic status or identifying as Aboriginal 

and/or Torres Strait Islander would provide greater insights into the diverse needs of these 

distinct cohorts, rather than policy that assumes the RRR cohort is homogenous. 

 The proposed HE reforms assumes that that relocating to study is better (for the student & 

RRR communities) than studying remotely. This does not account for the significant benefit 

to enabling and supporting students to study in their RRR community. The reforms need to 

provide choice to students by incentivising options for students to choose to either remain 

within their communities or relocate for study. 

The proposed HEPPP funding model for 2021 (0.45 - RRR; 0.45 - LSES; 0.1 - Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander students) will result in substantial changes in the relative distribution of HEPPP 

funding to metropolitan and regional universities. While this shift may result in regional universities 

undertaking increased outreach activities in RRR areas, there is a risk that metropolitan universities 

will be limited by both their reduced HEPPP funding allocations and the significant expenses 

associated with RRR outreach. We are concerned that this model, coupled with the proposed 

changes to degree pricing structures will significantly impact student choice. Both in terms of their 

choice of degree, as well as their choice of university, as a result of limited access and exposure to 

institutions further away. 

Recommendation to the Federal Minister & Department of Education: (1) To work collaboratively 

with equity practitioners across the sector in refining the HEPPP funding allocation model to meet the 

needs of diverse student cohorts; (2) Place an increased focus on state-wide collaborations in the 

Regional Partnerships Pool to ensure equal visibility of all HE institutions in RRR areas. 

Longer term funding cycles and early notification of HEPPP 

In our previous correspondence dated Tuesday 16th June, 2020 (see Appendix B), we identified that 

issues around annualised cycles of HEPPP funding, as well as the notification timelines for HEPPP, 

have been compounded in 2020.  

A three year commitment to HEPPP, as per the recommendations identified by the ACIL Allen 

Consulting HEPPP Evaluation Final Report (2016), will allow higher education institutions to 

effectively support domestic undergraduate students over a sustained period of time. Providing 

universities with certainty of the future of HEPPP funding will allow universities to adequately plan 

and implement programs and strategies that will enable future cohorts of students to successfully 

transition and participate in higher education. It will also provide reassurance to students about the 

levels of financial and transition support that will be available to them in making critical decisions 

about pursing a higher education qualification.  

The notification of institutional HEPPP allocations are typically announced in the last two weeks of 

December. Staff in HE institutions have already been notified of the risks this late notification period 

may have at the end of 2020, as HE institutions will not be in a position to underwrite HEPPP funded 



 
staff contracts until HEPPP notifications are received. This poses significant challenges for 

universities in minimising disruption to important access and participation initiatives and retaining 

quality staff. Any loss of staff in equity practitioner roles at the conclusion of 2020 and 

commencement of 2021, will significantly impact the ability of HE institutions to provide transition 

support to the incoming 2021 cohort of students, particularly those from equity backgrounds. Earlier 

notification to universities of the HEPPP funding commitment, will allow universities to effectively 

support the 2021 cohort of students with minimal impact on staffing arrangements to support these 

activities. 

Recommendation to the Federal Minister & Department of Education: (1) To implement a three 

year funding cycle for HEPPP to provide institutional certainty until the IRLAF is introduced in 2024. 

(2) Ensure that 3 year funding cycles continue to be a core feature in the design of the IRLAF; and (3) 

Commit to notifying eligible institutions of their 2021 HEPPP allocations prior to the 30th September, 

2020. 

In addition to this, the Department of Education, Skills and Employment has advised that they will be 

holding briefing sessions for the sector throughout July to advise on the changes to HEPPP for 2021. 

Could the Department of Education, Skills and Employment formally schedule these consultation 

dates and advise how the sector will be engaged? 

Our members would like the Department to address the following during these sessions: 

 Any restrictions on the expenditure of HEPPP funding for 2021 and beyond (i.e. proportions 

to be spent per equity group or stage of student lifecycle); 

 Timelines for notification of HEPPP funding, in terms of both institutional allocations and the 

National and Regional Priority Pools;  

 An update on the Indigenous Student Success Program (ISSP) funding (recognising this is 

administered by the Prime Minister’s Cabinet); and 

 Advice on the outcomes of the 2019 National Priority Pool (NPP) round. 

Finally, we strongly advocate for the Federal Government to include the voice of equity practitioners 

in the design of the IRLAF and the design of the HEPPP Evaluation Framework. We understand that 

working groups consisting of Vice-Chancellors have been established to design the implementation 

of the Industry Linkages Fund and other aspects of the HE reform package. Including the voice of 

equity practitioners in the design of the IRLAF package, will be critical in ensuring the 

operationalisation of the package at an institutional level and meeting the needs of students from 

targeted equity backgrounds within our institutions. EPHEA is able to act as a conduit between the 

government and the sector and we would be positioned well to assist in facilitating this. 

Thank you for your time and if you have any questions, I’d be more than happy to discuss these with 

you. 

 
Kylie Austin  

President, Equity Practitioners in Higher Education Australasia (EPHEA) 

(02) 4252 8885  

kaustin@uow.edu.au  
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