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Abstract: This paper reviews policies affecting domestic students in the higher education system in
Australia over the last several decades. It examines the implementation and expansion of Australia’s
student loan program and policies to encourage widening participation in the higher education
sector among equity or target groups, including those from low socioeconomic backgrounds. Using
quantitative data from Australian government and university sources as well as the Household
Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia survey, this research seeks to assess whether equity and
inclusion in higher education over this period has improved or been maintained. The findings show
that while the conditions under which students are able to access higher education in Australia
remain relatively generous, the participation rates of equity groups have not substantially improved
over the last two decades. Further, the less advantaged circumstances of equity students continue to
predict their outcomes prior to and beyond degree completion.
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higher education outcomes

1. Introduction

Improving the representation of equity students in higher education has been a com-
ponent of Australian policy for many decades. Policy has been guided by the definition of
equity in higher education that appeared in the 1990 policy framework A Fair Chance for
All [1], which states:

The overall objective for equity in higher education is to ensure that Australians from all
groups in society have the opportunity to participate successfully in higher education.
This will be achieved by changing the balance of the student population to reflect more
closely the composition of the society as a whole. [1] (p. 2)

Policy initiatives in the late 1980s [2,3] confirmed the Australian Government’s com-
mitment to improving access of all Australian students to higher education while at the
same time recognizing that there were structural barriers to widening participation in the
sector. This recognition was further cemented through the publication of A Fair Chance for
All [1], which has continued to promote equity in the sector and provide the impetus for
changes to funding and strategic directions for universities since this time. The Australian
Government has responded more recently to initiatives by the OECD to define equity along
the lines of both fairness and inclusion [4,5]. Fairness relates to the objective to ensure
that people’s circumstances are not an “obstacle to achieving educational potential” and
inclusion relates to “ensuring a basic minimum standard of education for all” [4] (p. 2).
Such policies are charged by a worldwide trend towards high participation systems [6]
in which the “scramble for relative advantage” [6] (p.414) puts inevitable pressure on
nation-states to balance social competition and exclusivity in education against the com-
bined impacts of educational opportunity, social outcomes, and family background [6,7]. In
Marginson’s terms, higher education is a “positional good” for which both institutions and
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students compete [6] (p. 415). Those from disadvantaged backgrounds struggle to compete
in the higher education context [8,9] even when there are strong equity policy incentives
encouraging them to do so.

Australia provides a good example of these tensions. Targets to increase levels of
higher education attainment have been proposed in most major Australian reviews as-
sociated with the higher education system [1,10–12]. These initiatives mirror policies in
other OECD countries and generally align with objectives to obtain “a competitive edge in
the global knowledge economy” [13] (p. 240). Increases in higher education attainment
have been realised, with Australia now ranking fifth of all OECD countries in terms of the
proportion of the adult population with higher education qualifications [14]. However,
although the cohort of higher education students since 1990 has come to encompass in-
creasing diversity [15], a pattern of underrepresentation in the sector still holds for most
equity categories, particularly for three groups: Indigenous people, those of low socioe-
conomic status (SES), and those from rural and remote areas [11,13,16] (In this paper, the
capitalised term “Indigenous” refers to those Australians who identify as being of Aborig-
inal and/or Torres Strait Islander status). While there has been a rapid expansion in the
higher education sector, much of this growth has come from students of more advantaged
backgrounds [17]. It could be concluded that there is considerable ambiguity in Australian
equity policy, and embedded issues that constrain higher education access and equity for
certain students [18–20].

Many of these issues in Australia are parallelled by equivalent issues across interna-
tional higher education systems, including a long-term shift towards the massification of
higher education, decreasing levels of government direct support for higher education, and
inequality among student groups seeking to gain access [6,8,20,21]. Using Australia as an
example, this paper explores the factors that influence equity students’ higher education
participation, completion, and outcomes, specifically focusing on the key equity categories
of low SES, rural/remote, and Indigenous students.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Australia’s Higher Education System

The last two years of schooling in Australia enable students to attain a record of
achievement that may then be used to gain admission to university through a competitive
process. Certification of these final two years of achievement is the responsibility of
the individual state and territory authorities, with similar systems operating throughout
Australia, although there are some differences in processes of assessment in different states
and territories [22]. Entry into most university courses is based on a selection rank known
as the Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR). The ATAR is a measure allowing the
achievement of students in secondary school to be compared to, and ranked against, that
of other students [22,23]. Overall, receipt of an ATAR is considered to be an indicator
of the capacity to progress successfully to university study and is used to ensure there
are ways to select students for university courses, particularly those courses for which
there is a high demand [24]. However, while between half and two-thirds of university
applicants in Australia have obtained an ATAR at the completion of Year 12 [25], most
Australian universities have more recently offered enabling programs and other systems
that allow prospective students who have low or no ATARs to enter and progress through
university [24]. Alternative pathways have resulted in an increasingly diverse student
population in the Australian higher education sector and include enabling, bridging, and
diploma programs offered by alternative pathway providers as well as vocational education
and training programs [26]. These programs have provided pathways for equity students
who otherwise would not be able to gain access to university. One of the main reasons there
has been a need to develop alternative pathway programs has been as a response to demand
from mature-aged students, because most of these students do not have an ATAR [27].
Studies have confirmed that mature-aged students are likely to be first in family and from
less-advantaged backgrounds [28] and have benefited from the expansion of alternative
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pathways programs and direct admissions processes [27]. A majority (about three-quarters)
of all Indigenous students also enter university via alternative pathways [29].

Since 1989, the Australian Government has assisted students to finance their higher
education costs through the Higher Education Contribution Scheme and, later, the Higher
Education Loan Program (HELP) system. Over time, this system has been retained in
essence but has been substantially broadened in scope [30]. Initially, most domestic stu-
dents undertaking a bachelor degree course in a public university were eligible to defer
contributions to a loan from the government, with a direct public subsidy covering a
substantial component of the total university charge for many courses [31]. However, this
system was not available for those undertaking postgraduate higher education courses; it
was also not available to Australian students studying overseas, or those studying through
private education providers or in the vocational sector. Over time, most of these providers
and students have been consolidated into the HELP system, including the addition of most
courses offered by private providers through the loan scheme known as FEE-HELP [32]
as well as postgraduate students, Australian students studying overseas, and students in
higher level vocational courses [30,33]. Most of the components of the original arrange-
ments under the various schemes have been maintained over time, with loan repayments
contingent on a debtor’s income exceeding certain threshold amounts and annual debt
levels only adjusted by the Consumer Price Index [31]. Further, the Australian Government
still provides a direct public subsidy to both public universities and also now to a range
of other higher education providers to cover domestic, undergraduate tuition costs for
“designated courses” [34] (n.p.) over and above the student contribution through HELP.
While there has been concern that the level of student contributions via the HELP system
may be a deterrent to participation for those in some equity groups [35], most research
suggests that the HELP scheme removes most potential financial barriers that students
might have to attend university [36–38]. The scheme thus remains one of the most gener-
ous in the world [32] and has provided a model for the adoption of universal or partial
income-contingent loan systems in more than ten other countries, including the United
Kingdom, New Zealand, Thailand, the Netherlands, and Canada [39]. In addition, the
Australian Government provides support for living expenses for university students and,
from 2004, equity scholarships to finance the broader costs of attending university [17,40].
These initiatives are to be strengthened through the recently released Australian Universities
Accord final review [10]. The following section of this paper briefly documents the policies
that have been designed to increase representation in the university population and the
major higher education reviews which have spurred additional change to the sector.

2.2. Context and History of Higher Education Policy in Australia

Several policies and reviews of higher education have sought to encourage not only the
expansion of the sector overall, but also patterns of recruitment, selection, and admission of
equity students into the sector. In Australia, the number of enrolments in higher education
have been restricted by limitations placed on the overall levels of funding provided to
individual universities by the Australian Government [41,42], with universities receiving
an overall allocation of student places and the number of domestic undergraduate places
in specific disciplines being controlled through funding allocations [41]. Calls for these
restrictions to be lifted were made as early as the 1990s [43] but it was not until 2009, when
the Australian Government accepted the Review of Australian Higher Education [11],
that the removal of restrictions on domestic undergraduate student numbers became a
reality [41]. Theoretically at least, this meant that a much broader segment of the Australian
population could attend university, constrained only by universities’ specific admission
requirements [44]. The uncapping of limits formally happened in 2012 but was preceded by
a period where the cap was increased for domestic undergraduate places by 5% in 2010 and
2011 [45]. The demand-driven system, as it was called, thus effectively operated from 2010,
with some restrictions retained in the number of places offered in certain disciplines such as
medicine [44]. While it was intended to increase domestic student participation at university
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and provide underrepresented groups greater access to university, the demand-driven
system was criticised on several grounds, including that students were underprepared for
university and that university attrition rates and government expenditure rose during the
period. Due to a series of political decisions and cuts, the system ceased in 2017 [46].

The Bradley review [11] was regarded as a crucial milestone in the history of Aus-
tralian higher education because it set a national target for growth in the higher education
sector and galvanised action to support increased participation in higher education by
equity groups through equity performance targets [47]. Two other reviews have supported
growth in higher education access and participation, particularly for low SES and Indige-
nous people [16,20]. These reviews stressed that there are significant issues associated
with schooling that affect the potential progression of students from school to university.
Research supports this view. For example, an analysis of data from the Longitudinal
Surveys of Australian Youth found that school characteristics, including the sector of the
school, school selectivity, and school composition (higher or lower proportions of low
SES students), were responsible for almost 20% of the variation in tertiary entrance scores
and 9% of the variation in the probability of students going on to university [48]. Studies
by Dean and Roberts [18] and Dean et al. [19] found that school factors, including the
segregation of students by SES and Indigenous status across the government and private
school sectors, influence students’ capacity to gain the prerequisite requirements to enter
university upon school completion.

Another initiative of the Australian Government has been the Higher Education
Participation and Partnerships Program (HEPPP), which is a funding base for universities
to conduct a range of equity-related initiatives with additional incentives to enrol students
from equity backgrounds [42,49,50]. Initially, the HEPPP only covered people from low
SES backgrounds [51] but was later formally broadened to cover Indigenous people, those
from regional and remote areas, and other equity categories [52]. Not only is HEPPP’s brief
to assist equity students once they enter university, but also to address access issues related
to schooling and earlier educational achievement [49]. Initiatives in this latter category
tend to be mainly those seeking to raise student aspirations to attend university rather than
those exploring issues of a systemic nature [51].

Despite all the above initiatives, most equity groups are still underrepresented at
university [50,52], and Australia’s undergraduate attainment rates in 2021—represented
by the percentage of the Australian population that reached an undergraduate level of
university education—were at their lowest level since 2014 [53]. As a consequence, more
recent policy goals to expand higher education have again looked to an increase in equity
group representation to assist meeting targets for higher education attainment. The most
recent reform proposals in the Universities Accord Final Report [10] include targets for 55%
of 25- to 34-year-olds to have a bachelor degree or higher by 2050. This overall improvement
in attainment is only seen to be possible through “much higher participation among groups
historically under-represented in higher education” [10] (p. 2), which is elaborated in the
interim report in the following words:

Without increasing participation from equity cohorts, Australia will find it harder to
reach the education attainment levels needed to boost social mobility and equality and
address the forecast skills gaps and shortages. [53] (p. 24)

This study considers the higher education participation, completion levels, and
outcomes—defined as both the financial and non-financial benefits from higher education—of
those in the key equity categories of low SES, rural/remote, and Indigenous backgrounds
with the aim of understanding whether inequities have persisted in higher education over the
last two decades, and if so, what implications there are for higher education policy. The study
has the following research questions:

1. What issues of access and participation have affected students in equity groups—specifically
Indigenous students, those with a rural/remote background, and those from low SES
backgrounds—over the previous two decades?
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2. What are the odds of completion of a qualification of students in the above equity
groups, now and over the previous two decades?

3. How do the outcomes of people in the above equity groups differ according to a range
of selected indicators for the 2019 cohort?

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Data Sources

The data for this study come from three main sources. Data on participation and
student numbers over time are contained in Higher Education published equity statis-
tics provided by the Australian Government Department of Education [54,55]. Data on
participation rates earlier than 2009 are provided through published reports [11,20] for
comparative purposes.

The second source is unit record data on completion and non-completion analysed
from an unpublished longitudinal administrative dataset provided by the Australian
Government Department of Education, known as the HELP dataset. The Department is
required to keep records of all debtors and repayment details as calculated from individual
tax returns and university enrolment records. These records are regulated by provisions
in the Higher Education Support Act [56] (Commonwealth of Australia, 2003), administered
by the federal Department of Education, with repayments managed by the Australian
Taxation Office. As all students must repay any debt to the government for study they
have undertaken, essentially, the dataset provides records of all domestic students who
have entered any Australian university, regardless of whether they complete their study.
Students who have commenced at least one course since 2000 and/or completed at least one
course since 2005 and up to 2017 are included in this study. Multiple courses over this time
may have been undertaken and in these cases, only the earliest course undertaken by each
student since 2000 has been analysed, with details of the earliest course completed being
retained if at least one course had been completed. Characteristics of courses undertaken,
including field of education, have been merged with student characteristics and examined
for the period 2000 to 2017. For analysis purposes, the scope of the dataset is limited to
domestic students with HECS-HELP and/or FEE-HELP debts only (student records for
debts that have been written off have been deleted from the dataset). Two broad periods
of time are examined—2000 to 2009 and 2010 to 2017. Generally, researchers examining
issues relating to completion at university adopt a cohort approach, where student paths to
completion are considered from a single year of commencement. It has not been possible
to adopt a cohort approach in the current study, because it is not possible to identify with
absolute certainty when students in the HELP dataset either commenced or completed
their course. Rather, two broad periods only are examined—2000 to 2009 and 2010 to 2017.
For these reasons, only students up to 2017 have been included in the dataset because they
could reasonably be expected to have completed their degree. On the other hand, because
the HELP dataset effectively comprises a census of all students who, over time, have been
enrolled in a university course since as early as 2000, it is an effective source of data from
which to analyse completions and non-completions. Table 1 shows the demographics and
other characteristics of students in the HELP dataset.

Table 1. Characteristics of respondents in HELP dataset, 2000 to 2017 [57].

Variables Number %

Gender
Male 783,152 42.6
Female 1,056,397 57.4

Age
25 and under 1,327,913 71.83
26 and over 520,836 28.17

Region
Metropolitan 1,467,908 80.3
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Table 1. Cont.

Variables Number %

SES
High SES 577,571 31.7
Medium SES 908,879 49.8
Low SES 337,252 18.5

Indigenous status
Non-Indigenous 1,797,368 98.5
Indigenous 28,191 1.5

Education qualifications
Postgraduate degree by research/coursework 98,554 5.3
Graduate diploma 45,091 2.4
Graduate certificate 40,864 2.2
Bachelor Honours 82,841 4.5
Bachelor Pass 1,498,511 81.1
Advanced Diploma 67,032 3.6
Graduate entry/enabling course 15,856 0.9

When higher education qualification acquired
Acquired before 2010 371,726 20.1
Acquired 2010 or later 877,519 47.5
Course not completed 599,504 32.4

All students 1 1,848,749 100.0
1 Numbers for individual characteristics may not add to totals because of item non-response.

The third source is the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA)
survey [58]. The HILDA is a nationally representative longitudinal panel survey which
collects data annually from respondents in the same households. The survey was first
collected in 2001. All members of the households in Wave 1 who completed at least
one interview form the basis of the panel collected in each subsequent wave, with a
replenishment of the sample in Wave 11 [58]. The HILDA data used in this analysis are
largely examined cross-sectionally, with data presented at two time points: 2010 and 2019
(survey Waves 10 and 19). A total of 13,526 individuals aged 15 years or older living in
those households responded in the 2010 sample. A total of 17,462 individuals aged 15 years
or older responded in the 2019 sample, with the response of one individual deleted because
there were insufficient data to comprise a useable record. Wave 19 is included in the study
as the second time point rather than later waves to avoid any bias in the sample due to
COVID-19. Cross-sectional weights are included in the HILDA survey to facilitate the
creation of population estimates for key estimates. These can also be used to adjust for
differential probabilities of selection and non-response, and to calculate standard errors
using the weights [59].

However, as the primary purpose for weights in the HILDA is to estimate numbers at
the Australian population level, they have not been applied in this study. See Table 2 for
the demographics and other characteristics of the respondents in Waves 10 and 19.

3.2. Dependent Variables

The dependent variable used to examine research question 1 is the proportion of
domestic undergraduate students in the various equity categories who have been enrolled
in these categories over the period 2001 to 2021 (that is, the participation rate calculated for
each equity category).

The dependent variable used to examine research question 2, using Department of
Education administrative data, is whether any course has been completed by students over
the period 2005 to 2017. This information is compiled based on whether there is an extant
value for year of completion relating to each course a student has undertaken and, where
completed, the year of completion of a course or where not completed, the year from which
a student has ceased a course, based on the last census date for which there are student
data or other data in the student file (if there are no census date).
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Table 2. Characteristics of respondents in HILDA Waves 10 and 19 [60].

Variable 2010 (10th Wave) 2019 (19th Wave)

Number % Number %
Gender
Male 6414 47.4 8280 47.4
Female 7112 52.6 9181 52.6

Age
15–29 years 3887 28.7 4448 25.5
30–39 years 2099 15.5 3120 17.9
40–49 years 2416 17.9 2558 14.7
50–59 years 2088 15.4 2652 15.2
60+ years 3036 22.5 4683 26.8

Region
Metropolitan 8444 62.4 10,969 62.8
Rural/remote 5082 37.6 6492 37.2

SES
High SES 4493 33.2 5855 33.5
Medium SES 4480 33.1 5878 33.7
Low SES 4553 33.7 5728 32.8

Indigenous status
Non-Indigenous 10,477 96.7 13,368 96.0
Indigenous 360 3.3 562 4.0

Education qualifications
Didn’t complete school 4554 33.7 4228 24.2
Completed school 2187 16.2 2657 15.2
Vocational certificate/diploma 3872 28.6 5767 33.0
Bachelor degree 2396 17.7 3698 21.2
Postgraduate degree 509 3.8 1102 6.3

When higher education qualification acquired
Acquired in/before 2000 1793 13.3 1485 8.5
Acquired 2000–2010 1112 8.2 817 4.7
Acquired 2011–2019 na na 2498 14.3
No higher education qualification 10,613 78.5 12,661 72.5

Labour force status
Employed full-time 5859 43.3 7382 42.3
Employed part-time 2806 20.8 3696 21.2
Unemployed 530 3.9 699 4.0
Not in the labour force 4331 32.0 5684 32.6

All respondents 1 13,526 100.0 17,461 100.0
1 Numbers for individual characteristics may not add to totals because of item non-response.

There are a range of dependent variables from the HILDA survey to examine research
question 3. Five indicators are selected to assess a range of outcomes for individuals in
the three selected equity groups: whether in good health, satisfaction with feeling part
of the local community, satisfaction with employment opportunities, whether employed,
and mean annual personal income. The HILDA contains a variety of health variables,
including a preference-based measure known as the health state classification [61]. The
health measure is based on the Short Form (SF)-36 Health Survey, which is a standardised
set of questions used to assess patient health across eight dimensions [62]. This is reduced
to six dimensions to derive a preference-based measure referred to as a “health state
classification” [61] (p. 4). The variable is converted to range between 0 and 10 and is then
divided into a dummy variable coded 0 for values between 0 and 3.7 and coded 1 for
values between 3.8 and 10. These threshold values are used in HILDA statistical reports to
represent those in poor general health versus those in good general health, respectively [63].
Satisfaction with feeling part of the community and employment opportunities are both
variables developed in response to the question: “I want you to pick a number that indicates
your level of satisfaction with some of the things happening in your life”. These variables
are each measured on a ten-point scale from lowest to highest satisfaction. The employment
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variable divides respondents based on whether or not they are employed (either full-time
or part-time) and uses a dummy variable coded 1 for employed. The income variable is
a derived measure for the total weekly income received by each respondent, imputed for
missing values according to procedures outlined by Summerfield et al. [58]. For all data
considered from the HILDA, only those aged 20 and over have been analysed to be able to
compare outcomes for those with and without a degree.

3.3. Independent Variables

The main independent variables comprise the equity characteristics of all people
aged 15 years and over and of university students, respectively. Equity characteristics are
defined somewhat differently across the three collections included in the study. In the
HILDA, respondents’ SES is based on the Australian Socioeconomic Index 2006 (AUSEI06)
of their father and/or mother when the respondent was about 14 years of age, combined
to a single average parental occupation value [58,64]. The scale is a continuous measure
ranging from 0 to 100 (lowest to highest values, respectively) which, for the purposes of
this study, has then been grouped into the categories of “Low”, “Medium”, and “High”
SES, with respondents of low SES being of particular interest. Where there is some non-
response for this variable, missing values in these cases have been coded to respondents’
Socio-Economic Index for Areas (SEIFA) Index of Education and Occupation (IEO) scores,
which have also been grouped and coded to the categories of “Low”, “Medium”, and
“High” [65,66]. The measure of rural/remote location is defined according to the Australian
Standard Geographical Classification Remoteness Structure [67,68] and then, for this study,
these categories are collapsed to two: major cities and rural/remote areas, the latter category
encompassing inner regional areas, outer regional areas, remote areas, and very remote
areas (Remoteness structure is based on the Accessibility Remoteness Index of Australia,
which measures the remoteness of a point of accessibility to the nearest services and/or
urban centre [67,68]. There are five categories of remoteness: major cities of Australia; inner
regional Australia; outer regional Australia; remote Australia; and very remote Australia).
To replicate respondents’ original location before they have begun any degree course at
university, respondents were coded to these categories for the earliest survey wave possible.
Indigenous status in the HILDA is classified by respondent definition, using the same
wording as for the comparable question on Indigenous status in the Census of Population
and Housing [58].

In departmental collections, socioeconomic status is an area-based measure using
SEIFA [65,66] IEO scores, where students in the lowest quartile of the index are defined
as being in the ‘low SES’ category (Four different SEIFA indexes are compiled by the ABS
after each Census of Population and Housing, including the IEO. These indexes measure
various aspects of relative socioeconomic advantage and disadvantage, covering access to
material resources, social resources, and participation in society [65,66]). This relates to the
postcode area of a student’s earliest home address on or prior to when they commenced
study [69]. There are acknowledged definitional issues in using an area-level measure
for student SES in that it does not necessarily represent individual circumstances and can
result in measurement error [69,70]. In this study, this definition is differently calculated
and constructed from that in the HILDA dataset; however, this is currently what is used
in most departmental and university sources. Regional/remote status is derived from
students’ postcode of home address, which is then mapped to the categories of inner
regional areas, outer regional areas, remote areas, and very remote areas, based on the
Australian Standard Geographical Classification Remoteness Structure [67,68]. Indigenous
status is by self-identification of Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander students at the
time they enrolled at university.
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3.4. Analytical Strategy

The focus of this study is on the analysis of current and historical data over the last
two decades, to examine what patterns and characteristics of equity students exist in com-
parison to other students and the Australian population. Three areas are considered: access
and participation; degree completion; and higher education-related outcomes. A variety of
descriptive data and regression models are used for the analysis and the data have been
examined in Stata 17 [71]. To answer research question 1, the access and participation
of students in higher education over time are explored through descriptive analysis of
administrative data. Research question 2 is again examined through descriptive analysis
and logistic regression modelling to explore university completion and non-completion
for students in equity groups. In the latter case, analysis of the different year cohorts of
2000–2009 and 2010–2017 enables a comparison of any changes in levels of completion
for students in the respective cohorts over these periods. To answer research question
3, the potential private and non-private benefits of having a university degree are exam-
ined through a range of regression modelling techniques. Outcome variables include the
financial benefits that individuals receive from higher education via employment and
income [72–74] and non-financial benefits to the individual that may not have immediate
returns to the market [75,76], for which the included measures are health, satisfaction with
feeling part of the community, and satisfaction with employment opportunities.

4. Results
4.1. Participation

Since 1990, data on participation have been compared through the notion of represen-
tation, where the proportion of students in the various equity groups should be the same
as their proportion within the Australian population. The Bradley review [11] identified
that low SES, regional/remote, and Indigenous students were the most underrepresented
groups at university and recommended enrolment targets to lift participation. From this
time, student participation rates have been produced to monitor the targets set in place in
the Bradley review and in later reviews, with some changes in the definitions used over
time (the definition for participation largely reflects the OECD definition for inclusion [5]
(outlined earlier in this paper). Table 3 lists the target group reference values in 2009 and
2021, respectively, for the equity groups considered in this paper.

Table 3. Target group reference values of equity groups as a percentage of the Australian population,
2009 and 2021 [54].

Age Group and Year Low SES
Students

Regional
Students

Remote
Students

Indigenous
Students

Aged 15–64 in 2009 25.0 23.2 0.6 2.0
Aged 15–64 in 2021 25.0 22.6 0.5 3.0

Figure 1 gives the proportion of domestic undergraduate students enrolled in these
categories over the period 2009 to 2021, which includes students at all levels of their
course. Earlier participation rates have been added to the graph for the period 2001
to 2008 to take the comparison to a 20-year time series, noting that not all data for
earlier periods are compiled using precisely the same definitions [11,20]. While there is
some fluctuation, the figure shows that the participation rates for most of these equity
groups have remained relatively static over the period and have generally not reached the
proportions required to achieve parity with the Australian population. This is particularly
the case in regard to participation rates for low SES students which have remained at
about 15 to 16% since 2001.
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In terms of student numbers, university participation has consistently increased over
most of the last two decades (see Figure 2). This growth was particularly noticeable during
the period in which the demand-driven system was in place (see previous sections of this
paper for the policy context of this system). As shown in Figure 2, the demand-driven
system resulted in a noticeable swell in commencing student numbers, with the bars in
green in the graph highlighting the years in which the demand-driven system was in place.
However, while the general growth in higher education student numbers far outpaced
population growth in the Australian population in and prior to this period, in contrast, the
number of students in most equity groups has remained relatively static over this period
relative to the Australian population.
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In summary, although the demand-driven system brought undoubted benefits and
success to some students [44] and drove up the level of growth in university enrolments to
some extent, it made little dent in participation rates for students in equity groups.
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4.2. Completion and Non-Completion

The dataset used in the analysis of completion and non-completion gives a longitudinal
picture of all domestic students who entered any Australian university and completed or
did not complete at least one course between the period 2005 and 2017. Slightly under a
third of all Australian higher education students (32.4%) analysed over this period did not
complete any higher education course—see Figure 3. By equity group, a little over a third of
all low SES (37.0%) and rural/remote students (36.2%) did not complete any course, while
more than half of Indigenous students (54.1%) over this period did not complete any course.
This finding accords with other research literature on completion/non-completion [77,78],
although different data sources and methods in other studies have been used to estimate
non-completion. There has also been little research on why Indigenous non-completion at
university is so high, although the Universities Accord final report aims to address issues
of non-completion, including Indigenous non-completion, by “monitoring admission
standards and completion outcomes” [10] (p. 121).
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To provide further insight in answering research question 2, a logistic regression
model has been constructed to examine the separate effects of independent variables on
the odds ratios for students’ completion of a course (Table 4). For students in most fields of
education, the odds of completion were greater than one and significant in terms of course
completion, in particular, for those in the disciplines of Dentistry/Medicine (3.4), Nursing
(1.7), and the Natural/Physical sciences (1.5). On the other hand, the model indicates that,
net of the effects of other predictors, the odds of students in most equity groups having
completed a course are generally less than one. This includes Indigenous students (0.5),
low SES students (0.7), and rural/remote students (0.9). Odds ratios, compared to the
reference group of those with higher degrees, are also less than one for those studying
bachelor degrees (0.6) and are also slightly less than one for those studying entry or lower
level qualifications (0.9). It is assumed that the latter category includes those undertaking
enabling programs, although it is noted that the data on these qualifications are unlikely to
identify all students in these programs.
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Table 4. Logistic regression models estimating odds ratios for completing a university degree by
selected characteristics [57].

Independent Variables All Students

n = 1,422,213
Odds ratio SE

Gender (ref = male)
Female 1.33 *** 0.01

Whether mature age student (ref = aged 25 or less)
Aged 26 or more 0.80 *** 0.00

Whether Indigenous (ref = not Indigenous)
Indigenous 0.46 *** 0.01

Socioeconomic status (ref = high SES)
Medium 0.82 *** 0.00
Low 0.72 *** 0.00

Region (ref = metropolitan)
Rural/remote 0.90 *** 0.00

Number of dependents (ref = no dependents)
1 or more dependents 0.86 *** 0.00

Field of education (ref = Agriculture/Environmental studies)
Architecture/Building 1.35 *** 0.03
Creative Arts 1.35 *** 0.02
Teaching 1.20 *** 0.02
Engineering/related technology 0.97 * 0.02
Dentistry/Medicine 3.43 *** 0.10
Nursing 1.70 *** 0.03
Other health 1.44 *** 0.02
Information/Technology 0.89 *** 0.02
Management/Commerce 1.12 *** 0.02
Law 1.25 *** 0.02
Economics/Econometrics 1.33 *** 0.03
Natural/Physical sciences 1.45 *** 0.02
Society/Culture 0.92 *** 0.01

Study load (ref = full-time study)
Part-time study 1.13 *** 0.01

Qualification level (ref = postgraduate degree)
Bachelor degree including honours 0.64 ***
Entry/lower level degree 0.88 *** 0.00

Provider type (ref = public university provider) 0.01
Other provider 0.77 ***

Year course commenced (ref = 2000–09)
2010 to 2017 0.33 *** 0.01

Constant 6.03 *** 0.11
Likelihood ratio (chi-square) Prob > chi2 = 0.000
Statistical significance * p < 0.05, *** p < 0.001

Previous research has indicated that many students who entered university during
the period of the demand driven system were likely to have lower non-completion rates at
university [77–80]. In regard to the timing of course commencement, the model confirms
that, on average, students who commenced university over the period 2010 to 2017 have
low odds of completing their course (0.3), net of all other factors. In summary, the risks
of non-completion of a university degree do appear to have been greater than average
for those who embarked on a university course during the period of the demand-driven
system. In this regard, researchers [44,77] have found that additional students who enrolled
during the demand-driven period have lower average ATAR scores and are less likely to
achieve well at university than other students. More specific factors for equity groups
include financial issues and family obligations as reasons for higher drop-out rates [77].
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4.3. Outcomes of a University Education

Improving the outcomes for “historically under-represented cohorts” [10] (p. 73) is an
aspiration of Australia’s latest review, the Australian Universities Accord [10]. Aside from
the challenge of economic competitiveness, the Universities Accord Review Panel notes
the following:

Every Australian should have the opportunity to experience the life transforming benefits
of tertiary education. This is vital for Australia’s future. [10] (p. 11)

This section examines a series of indicators to determine the influence of having an
undergraduate or postgraduate degree on selected outcomes. As outlined in earlier sections
of this article, the five indicators are selected to assess both the financial and non-financial
benefits of higher education: whether in good health, satisfaction with feeling part of the
community, satisfaction with employment opportunities, whether employed, and mean
weekly personal income. Several types of regression techniques have been used to analyse
these outcomes. Ordered probit and logistic regression have been used to estimate effects
on the first four variables, while ordinary least squares regression (OLS) has been used to
estimate effects on mean weekly income.

The regression results for all those aged 20 and over are presented in Table 5 and show
that across the five tested dependent variables, there are positive and significant associations
between higher education and each of these outcomes. This includes the more traditional
economic areas of whether employed (odds ratio = 2.43) and personal weekly income
(coefficient = 716.38) in models 4 and 5, as well as the non-financial benefits of whether in
good general health (odds ratio = 2.04), satisfaction with feeling part of the community
(coefficient = 0.15), and satisfaction with employment opportunities (coefficient = 0.24)
(models 1, 2, and 3, respectively). Positive outcomes across most categories were generally
not reported for the three identified equity groups in these models; however, it is not
possible to identify the influence of higher education on these three groups because they
focus on the whole population aged 20 and over.

Table 6 focuses solely on higher education graduates, so that the outcomes of grad-
uates in key equity groups can be compared against the outcomes of those not in these
groups. This table shows some equivocal findings on the outcomes of graduates in equity
groups included in the models as well as some findings that do not have significance
due to the small sample sizes for people in these groups who have a degree. In model 1
(whether in good general health) and model 4 (whether employed), the odds of graduates
in equity groups are not statistically significant. However, for example, Li and Carroll [81]
have found that most equity groups are “disadvantaged in the graduate labour market
in terms of full-time employment” (p. 20). In models 2 and 3 (satisfaction with feeling
part of the community and employment opportunities), the results for those in equity
groups are generally lower than for those not in equity groups or are not significant. In
model 5, statistically significant results for weekly personal income are lower for graduates
in equity groups than for those not in equity groups (coefficients: low SES = −340.35;
rural/remote = −334.34). For example, those who are low SES with a higher education
qualification are less inclined to feel part of the community and to have employment
opportunities than their higher SES counterparts. They also have lower incomes, on
average, than their higher SES counterparts. Further, there is no distinct pattern of results
for those who acquired their degree in the periods 2000 to 2010 or 2011 to 2019, which is
included to show any effects on outcomes for graduates who acquired their degree during
the period of the demand driven system.
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Table 5. Regression models estimating effects on selected outcomes of all people aged 20 and over [60].

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Whether in Good Health Part of Community Employment Opportunities Whether Employed Weekly Income
n = 11,388 n = 12,722 n = 10,182 n = 12,752 n = 12,752

Type of regression Logistic Probit Probit Logistic OLS
Odd ratios SE Coefficient SE Coefficient SE Odd ratios SE Coefficient SE

Gender (ref = male)
Female 0.68 *** 0.03 0.07 *** 0.02 −0.06 ** 0.02 0.57 *** 0.03 −517.53 *** 26.68

Age (ref = 20–29 years)
30–39 years 0.84 * 0.07 0.13 *** 0.03 −0.03 0.03 1.05 0.07 456.08 *** 40.79
40–49 years 0.64 *** 0.06 0.22 *** 0.03 −0.10 *** 0.03 1.26 ** 0.10 686.66 *** 43.78
50–59 years 0.57 *** 0.05 0.25 *** 0.03 −0.11 *** 0.03 0.86 * 0.06 667.45 *** 43.84
60+ years 0.40 *** 0.03 0.48 *** 0.03 0.00 0.04 0.08 *** 0.01 162.30 *** 38.78

Socioeconomic status (ref = high SES)
Medium SES 0.94 0.06 −0.05 * 0.02 0.16 *** 0.03 1.01 0.06 −118.12 *** 33.86
Low SES 0.72 *** 0.05 −0.19 *** 0.02 0.17 *** 0.03 0.68 *** 0.04 −244.16 *** 34.97

Region (ref = metropolitan)
Regional/remote 0.89 * 0.05 0.12 *** 0.02 −0.04 0.02 0.85 *** 0.04 −178.10 *** 27.66

Indigenous status (ref = non-Indigenous)
Indigenous 0.68 ** 0.08 −0.08 0.05 −0.18 *** 0.05 0.37 *** 0.04 −154.60 * 70.10

Whether has higher education
qualification (ref = no higher education)
Has higher education qualification 2.04 *** 0.14 0.15 *** 0.02 0.24 *** 0.02 2.43 *** 0.14 716.38 *** 31.61

Constant 9.58 *** 0.81 5.75 *** 0.39 1229.49 *** 39.07
Likelihood ratio or adjusted R2 Prob > chi2 = 0.000 Prob > chi2 = 0.000 Prob > chi2 = 0.000 Prob > chi2 = 0.000 Adjusted R2 = 0.12
Statistical significance * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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Table 6. Regression models estimating effects on selected outcomes of higher education graduates aged 20 and over [60].

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Whether in Good Health Part of Community Employment Opportunities Whether Employed Weekly Income
n = 3196 n = 3488 n = 3062 n = 3493 n = 3493

Type of regression Logistic Probit Probit Logistic OLS
Odd ratios SE Coefficient SE Coefficient SE Odd ratios SE Coefficient SE

Gender (ref = male)
Female 0.50 *** 0.07 0.10 ** 0.04 −0.03 0.04 0.61 *** 0.06 −803.53 *** 75.02

Age (ref = 20–29 years)
30–39 years 0.81 0.18 0.17 ** 0.06 −0.03 0.06 0.77 0.15 542.36 *** 118.11
40–49 years 0.60 * 0.13 0.32 *** 0.06 −0.23 *** 0.06 1.14 0.25 1129.97 *** 129.27
50–59 years 0.43 *** 0.10 0.12 0.07 −0.29 *** 0.07 0.42 *** 0.09 1114.68 *** 141.86
60+ years 0.32 *** 0.07 0.36 *** 0.07 −0.21 ** 0.08 0.05 *** 0.01 432.48 ** 138.89

Socioeconomic status (ref = high SES)
Medium SES 1.07 0.15 −0.02 0.04 −0.07 0.04 1.32 * 0.16 −148.44 84.60
Low SES 1.09 0.18 −0.16 ** 0.05 −0.15 ** 0.05 0.93 0.13 −340.35 ** 104.05

Region (ref = metropolitan)
Regional/remote 1.13 0.15 0.18 0.04 0.10 * 0.04 1.06 0.12 −334 *** 83.08

Indigenous status (ref = non-Indigenous)
Indigenous 0.53 0.21 −0.14 0.14 0.33 0.16 1.38 0.65 −331.75 304.66

Year higher education qualification
obtained (ref = prior to 2000)
Acquired 2000–2010 0.70 0.13 −0.05 0.06 −0.21 *** 0.06 1.09 0.19 179.03 126.57
Acquired 2011–2019 0.80 0.13 −0.17 *** 0.05 −0.16 ** 0.06 1.03 0.14 46.31 106.43

Constant 26.96 *** 6.70 15.26 *** 3.21 1901.74 *** 144.58
Likelihood ratio or adjusted R2 Prob > chi2 = 0.000 Prob > chi2 = 0.000 Prob > chi2 = 0.000 Prob > chi2 = 0.000 Adjusted R2 = 0.07
Statistical significance * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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In summary, the results presented in this section do not show that there are clear
benefits for higher education graduates in the equity groups of low SES, rural/remote, or
Indigenous background compared with those graduates not in these equity groups. This
suggests that while the award of a university degree may provide a good return to the
average student, there are considerable risks in undertaking a degree for those in more
vulnerable circumstances [72]. This may be due to lower average ATAR scores and/or
differing fields of study leading to lower employment and other outcomes for equity
students [72]. In a broader sense, less advantaged circumstances continue to predict the
outcomes of equity students beyond the attainment of a degree [17].

5. Discussion and Conclusions

The results presented in this paper indicate that there has been little improvement
in overall levels of university participation for the key equity categories of low SES, ru-
ral/remote, and Indigenous students over the last two decades. Those in equity groups are
also more likely than average to have characteristics that predict non-completion at univer-
sity. While there are clear benefits for most students who pursue a university education,
these benefits are not evenly distributed: it appears that for equity groups, there are embed-
ded issues that continue to predict the level of benefits they might otherwise enjoy as higher
education graduates. Further, while the period of the demand-driven system appeared
to enable a substantial increase in the number of commencing students, including those
who were previously less likely to attend university [44], this study has also confirmed
that students during this period were less likely to complete university and were at risk of
not gaining the social and economic benefits more usually accompanied by a university
qualification [44,72,80]. Through the HELP system, Australia has developed a structure of
financial support to students that has removed most of the potential repayment burden that
students might have [36,39]—this system has now been modelled across the world for its
capacity to balance cost-sharing between governments and students [39]. Yet, although the
essence and benefits of this system have been maintained in Australia over many decades,
the results presented here again suggest that these benefits have not encouraged those from
equity backgrounds to enter or be able to complete higher education.

It is clear that Australia has been successful in its policies to increase participation in
higher education, but not for those in most equity groups [82]. This reflects the inevitable
tensions that governments face between their intentions to expand the university system
and institutional tendencies towards exclusivity and selectivity [7]. While on the one
hand, policies address issues of accessibility and affordability, on the other hand there are
constraints arising through institutional attempts to maintain a competitive edge relative
to other institutions. Marginson [6] argues that higher education has a sorting role which
must be balanced between government aspirations to maintain equity and the desire to
promote “quality education” through selectivity. He writes:

Though all families pursue their own interests, they may find themselves located within
[high participation systems] that . . . intensify competition and tightly limit educational
and social success. . .Higher education provides a stratified structure of opportunity, from
elite universities and high-status professional degrees to the much larger number of places
in mass education with uncertain outcomes. Marginson [6] (pp. 415, 421)

Within nation-states, structures of stratification also exist across both school and
higher education institutions and across both government and private sectors of educa-
tion [18,19,83,84]. Segregation within government and non-government schools is evident
in the higher or lower SES student composition across school sectors which drives schools
towards offering distinct school and post-school pathways depending on the social back-
grounds of the majority of their students. Stratification occurs within government and
non-government schools through the differential availability of the academic curricu-
lum in school and streaming practices which pre-empt students’ abilities from an early
age [18,19,84,85].
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Thus, the expansion of the higher education system has not resulted in a reduction of
inequality or in the increased progress of equity students to university [48,83,86]. Indeed, se-
lectivity in the higher education system is maintained through the sorting of students based
on the ranking of places at university to obtain the highest-performing students [83,86].
This discussion suggests that even in countries with policies that aim to maximise social
equality, including Australia, the effects of stratification are complex and social mobility is
difficult to achieve. In light of the evidence presented, it is important to continue to strive
towards equity to ensure that a university education may realise its full potential for all
people and in all contexts.

Funding: This research was partially funded by the Commonwealth Department of Education,
Skills and Employment (now the Commonwealth Department of Education) and was conducted
in partnership with the then National Centre for Social and Economic Modelling (NATSEM) at the
University of Canberra.

Institutional Review Board Statement: Administrative data on the Higher Education Loan Program
and other student records are collected and compiled under the Higher Education Support Act [56]
and according to the data protocols outlined in the Higher Education Data Protocol [87]. This study
constitutes secondary research only and therefore did not require specific ethics approvals to be
obtained by the researcher. The HILDA is conducted in accordance with the National Statement on
Ethical Conduct in Human Research [88] and is approved for collection through the Ethics Committee
at the University of Melbourne.

Informed Consent Statement: Consent is obtained for administrative data from providers accord-
ing to the data protocols outlined in the Higher Education Data Protocol [87]. Informed consent is
obtained from all survey participants in the HILDA in accordance with protocols outlined in the DSS
Longitudinal Studies Data Access and Use Guidelines [89].

Data Availability Statement: Limited data on the Higher Education Loan Program (the HELP dataset)
are published and available at aggregate level only [57]. The unit record data analysed in this study
are not publicly available. They were made available to the University of Canberra under contract
with the Commonwealth Department of Education, Skills and Employment and the Commonwealth
Department of Education. The HILDA survey data analysed in this study are publicly available in
the Australian Data Archive [60]. Data access to the HILDA survey is funded by the Commonwealth
Department of Social Services and managed by the Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and
Social Research at the University of Melbourne. The data are made available via a deed of licence [90].

Acknowledgments: The author acknowledges the support of NATSEM researchers and staff at the
Department of Education for access to the data in this study.

Conflicts of Interest: The author declares no conflicts of interest. The funder had no role in the
interpretation of reported research results, nor in the writing of the manuscript.

References
1. National Board of Employment, Education and Training. A Fair Chance for All: National and Institutional Planning for Equity in

Higher Education; Commonwealth of Australia: Canberra, Australia, 1990.
2. Commonwealth of Australia. Higher Education: A Policy Discussion Paper; AGPS: Canberra, Australia, 1987.
3. Commonwealth of Australia. Higher Education: A Policy Statement; AGPS: Canberra, Australia, 1988.
4. Field, S.; Kuczera, M.; Pont, B. No More Failures: Ten Steps to Equity in Education; OECD: Paris, France, 2007.
5. Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). Tertiary Education for the Knowledge Society: Volume 2; OECD:

Paris, France, 2008.
6. Marginson, S. The worldwide trend to high participation higher education: Dynamics of social stratification in inclusive systems.

High. Educ. 2016, 72, 413–434. [CrossRef]
7. Levin, B. Approaches to Equity in Policy for Lifelong Learning; Education and Training Policy Division, OECD: Paris, France, 2003.
8. Amaral, A. Equity in higher education: Evidence, policies and practices—Setting the Scene. In Equity Policies in Global Higher

Education: Reducing Inequality and Increasing Participation and Attainment; Tavares, O., Sá, C., Sin, C., Amaral, A., Eds.; Palgrave
MacMillan: Cham, Switzerland, 2022; pp. 23–46.

9. Marginson, S. Australian Higher Education: National and Global Markets. In Markets in Higher Education: Rhetoric or Reality?
Teixeira, P., Jongbloed, B., Dill, D., Amaral, A., Eds.; Kluwer Academic Publishers: Dordrecht, The Netherlands, 2004; pp. 207–240.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-016-0016-x


Trends High. Educ. 2024, 3 454

10. Australian Universities Accord Review Panel. Australian Universities Accord Final Report; Commonwealth of Australia: Canberra,
Australia, 2024. Available online: https://www.education.gov.au/accord-final-report (accessed on 5 March 2024).

11. Bradley, D.; Noonan, P.; Nugent, H.; Scales, B. Review of Australian Higher Education: Final Report; Department of Education,
Employment and Workplace Relations: Canberra, Australia, 2008.

12. National Board of Employment, Education and Training. Equality, Diversity and Excellence: Advancing the National Higher Education
Equity Framework; Commonwealth of Australia: Canberra, Australia, 1996.

13. Gale, T. Towards a southern theory of student equity in Australian higher education: Enlarging the rationale for expansion. Int. J.
Sociol. Educ. 2012, 1, 238–262. [CrossRef]

14. OECD. Education at a Glance, Educational Attainment of 25–64 Year-Olds, 2022; OECD Publishing: Paris, France, 2023.
15. Harvey, A.; Burnheim, C.; Brett, M. Towards a fairer chance for all: Revising the Australian student equity framework. In Student

Equity in Australian Higher Education: Twenty-Five Years of a Fair Chance for All; Harvey, A., Burnheim, C., Brett, M., Eds.; Springer:
Singapore, 2016; pp. 3–20.

16. Behrendt, L.; Larkin, S.; Griew, R.; Kelly, P. Review of Higher Education Access and Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
People: Final Report; Department of Industry, Innovation, Science, Research and Tertiary Education: Canberra, Australia, 2012.
Available online: https://opus.lib.uts.edu.au/bitstream/10453/31122/1/2013003561OK.pdf (accessed on 5 March 2024).

17. Chesters, J.; Watson, L. Understanding the persistence of inequality in higher education: Evidence from Australia. J. Educ. Policy
2013, 28, 198–215. [CrossRef]

18. Dean, J.; Roberts, P. Knowledge, justice, and equity: Access to the academic curriculum among Indigenous school students in
Australia. In Policy and Practice Challenges for Equality in Education; Neimann, T., Felix, J., Shliakhovchuk, E., Hindman, L., Eds.;
IGI Global: Hershey, PA, USA, 2022; pp. 188–214.

19. Dean, J.; Roberts, P.; Perry, L.B. School equity, marketisation and access to the Australian senior secondary curriculum. Educ. Rev.
2023, 75, 243–263. [CrossRef]

20. James, R.; Bexley, E.; Anderson, A.; Devlin, M.; Garnett, R.; Marginson, S.; Maxwell, L. Participation and Equity: A Review of the
Participation in Higher Education of People from Low Socioeconomic Backgrounds and Indigenous People; Centre for the Study of Higher
Education: Melbourne, Australia, 2008.

21. Jacob, W.J.; Gokbel, V. Global higher education learning outcomes and financial trends: Comparative and innovative approaches.
Int. J. Educ. Dev. 2018, 58, 5–17. [CrossRef]

22. Pilcher, S.; Torii, K. Crunching the Number: Exploring the Use and Usefulness of the Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR); Paper
no. 01/2018; Mitchell Institute: Melbourne, Australia, 2018.

23. Universities Admissions Centre. Report on the Scaling of the 2017 NSW Higher School Certificate; Universities Admissions Centre:
Rhodes, NSW, Australia, 2018. Available online: https://www.uac.edu.au/assets/documents/scaling-reports/Scaling-Report-
2017-NSW-HSC.pdf (accessed on 5 March 2024).

24. Palmer, N.; Bexley, E.; James, R. Selection and Participation in Higher Education: University Selection in Support of Student Success and
Diversity of Participation; Centre for the Study of Higher Education: Melbourne, Australia, 2011.

25. Undergraduate Applicants and Offers, by Applicant Category. Available online: https://www.uac.edu.au/assets/documents/
statistics/Admission-statistics-2021-22/Table-1-UAC-apps-by-category-2020-21.pdf (accessed on 5 March 2024).

26. Li, I.; Carroll, D.; Jackson, D. Equity Implications of non-ATAR Pathways: Participation, Academic Outcomes, and Student Experience;
National Centre for Student Equity in Higher Education, Curtin University: Perth, Australia, 2022.

27. Harvey, A.; Brett, M.; Cardak, B.; Sheridan, A.; Tootell, N.; Stratford, J.; McAllister, R.; Spicer, R. The Adaptation of Tertiary Admissions
Practices to Growth and Diversity; Access and Achievement Research Unit, La Trobe University: Melbourne, Australia, 2016.

28. Chesters, J.; Watson, L. Returns to education for those returning to education: Evidence from Australia. Stud. High. Educ. 2014, 39,
1634–1648. [CrossRef]

29. Jackson, D.; Li, I.; Carroll, D. Student access to higher education through alternative pathways and differences by equity group
and discipline. J. High. Educ. Policy Manag. 2023, 45, 593–625. [CrossRef]

30. Ey, C. The Higher Education Loan Program (HELP) and Related Loans: A Chronology; Research Paper Series, 2020–2021; Department of
Parliamentary Services: Canberra, Australia, 2021.

31. Higgins, T.; Chapman, B. Feasibility and Design of a Tertiary Education Entitlement in Australia: Modelling and Costing a
Universal Income Contingent Loan. Report to the Mitchell Institute for Health and Education Policy. 2015. Available online:
https://vuir.vu.edu.au/33619/1/Feasibility-and-design-of-a-tertiary-education-entitlement-in-Australia.pdf (accessed on 5
March 2024).

32. Beer, G.; Chapman, B. HECS system changes: Impact on students. Agenda 2004, 11, 157–174. [CrossRef]
33. Ey, C. Higher Education Loan Program (HELP) and Other Student Loans: A Quick Guide; Research Paper Series, 2016–2017; Department

of Parliamentary Services: Canberra, Australia, 2017.
34. Commonwealth Grant Scheme (CGS). Available online: https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-funding/

commonwealth-grant-scheme-cgs#toc-administration-of-the-cgs (accessed on 2 February 2024).
35. Stokes, A.; Wright, S. Are university students paying too much for their education in Australia? J. Aust. Political Econ. 2010, 65,

5–27.
36. Chapman, B.; Ryan, C. The access implications of income-contingent charges for higher education: Lessons from Australia. Econ.

Educ. Rev. 2005, 24, 491–512. [CrossRef]

https://www.education.gov.au/accord-final-report
https://doi.org/10.4471/rise.2012.14
https://opus.lib.uts.edu.au/bitstream/10453/31122/1/2013003561OK.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/02680939.2012.694481
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2021.1909537
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2017.03.001
https://www.uac.edu.au/assets/documents/scaling-reports/Scaling-Report-2017-NSW-HSC.pdf
https://www.uac.edu.au/assets/documents/scaling-reports/Scaling-Report-2017-NSW-HSC.pdf
https://www.uac.edu.au/assets/documents/statistics/Admission-statistics-2021-22/Table-1-UAC-apps-by-category-2020-21.pdf
https://www.uac.edu.au/assets/documents/statistics/Admission-statistics-2021-22/Table-1-UAC-apps-by-category-2020-21.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2013.801422
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2023.2212850
https://vuir.vu.edu.au/33619/1/Feasibility-and-design-of-a-tertiary-education-entitlement-in-Australia.pdf
https://doi.org/10.22459/AG.11.02.2004.05
https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-funding/commonwealth-grant-scheme-cgs#toc-administration-of-the-cgs
https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-funding/commonwealth-grant-scheme-cgs#toc-administration-of-the-cgs
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.econedurev.2004.08.009


Trends High. Educ. 2024, 3 455

37. Norton, A.; Cherastidtham, I. HELP for the Future: Fairer Repayment of Student Debt; Grattan Institute: Melbourne, Australia, 2016.
38. Rasmussen, C.J. Effective cost-sharing models in higher education: Insights from low-income students in Australian Universities.

High. Educ. 2006, 51, 1–25. [CrossRef]
39. Chapman, B.D.; Dearden, L. Income-Contingent Loans in Higher Education Financing. IZA World of Labor 2022. Available

online: https://wol.iza.org/articles/income-contingent-loans-in-higher-education-financing/long (accessed on 14 May 2024).
40. Gale, T.; Parker, S. Widening participation in Australian higher education. In Report to the Higher Education Funding Council of

England and the Office for Fair Access; Higher Education Funding Council of England: Bristol, UK, 2013.
41. Norton, A. Unleashing Student Demand by Ending Number Controls in Australia: An Incomplete Experiment? Higher Education Policy

Institute: Worcester, UK, 2014.
42. Norton, A. Equity and markets. In Student Equity in Australian Higher Education: Twenty-Five Years of a Fair Chance for All; Harvey,

A., Burnheim, C., Brett, M., Eds.; Springer: Singapore, 2016; pp. 183–206.
43. Higher Education Financing and Policy Review Committee (Australia); West, R. Learning for Life: Review of Higher Education

Financing and Policy; Department of Employment, Training and Youth Affairs: Canberra, Australia, 1998.
44. Productivity Commission. The Demand Driven University System: A Mixed Report Card; Productivity Commission: Melbourne,

Australia, 2019.
45. Department of Education and Training. Completion Rates of Domestic Bachelor Students: A Cohort Analysis, 2005–2013; Department

of Education and Training: Canberra, Australia, 2015.
46. Norton, A. After Demand Driven Funding in Australia: Competing Models for Distributing Student Places to Universities, Courses and

Students; Higher Education Policy Institute: Worcester, UK, 2020.
47. Martin, L. Framing the framework: The origin of a fair chance for all. In Student Equity in Australian Higher Education: Twenty-Five

Years of a Fair Chance for All; Harvey, A., Burnheim, C., Brett, M., Eds.; Springer: Singapore, 2016; pp. 21–38.
48. Gemici, S.; Lim, P.; Karmel, T. The impact of schools on young people’s transition to university. In Longitudinal Surveys of

Australian Youth Research Report no. 61; National Centre for Vocational Education Research: Adelaide, Australia, 2013.
49. Higher Education Participation and Partnerships Program (HEPPP). Available online: https://www.education.gov.au/heppp

(accessed on 2 February 2024).
50. Naylor, R.; Baik, C.; James, R. A Critical Interventions Framework for Advancing Equity in Australian Higher Education; Department of

Industry, Innovation, Climate Change, Science, Research and Tertiary Education: Canberra, Australia, 2013. Available online:
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Critical-Interventions-Framework-20-August-2013.pdf (accessed
on 5 March 2024).

51. ACIL Allen Consulting. Evaluation of the higher education participation and partnerships program. In Report to Department of
Education and Training; ACIL Allen Consulting: Canberra, Australia, 2017.

52. Institute for Social Science Research. Student Equity in Higher Education Evaluation Framework (SEHEEF); Final Report to Department
of Education and Training, The University of Queensland: Brisbane, Australia, 2021. Available online: https://www.education.
gov.au/heppp/resources/student-equity-higher-education-evaluation-framework-seheef-final-report (accessed on 5 March
2024).

53. Australian Universities Accord Review Panel. Australian Universities Accord: Interim Report. 2023. Available online: https:
//www.education.gov.au/australian-universities-accord/resources/accord-interim-report (accessed on 5 March 2024).

54. 2021 Section 16 Equity Performance Data. Available online: https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-statistics/
resources/2021-section-16-equity-performance-data (accessed on 5 March 2024).

55. Selected Higher Education Statistics: Students (Various Years). Available online: https://www.education.gov.au/higher-
education-statistics/student-data (accessed on 5 March 2024).

56. Commonwealth of Australia. Higher Education Support Act 2003; Commonwealth of Australia: Canberra, Australia, 2003.
57. Higher Education Loan Program (HELP). Available online: https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-loan-program

(accessed on 5 March 2021).
58. Summerfield, M.; Garrard, B.; Hahn, M.; Jin, Y.; Kamath, R.; Macalalad, N.; Watson, N.; Wilkins, R.; Wooden, M. HILDA

User Manual—Release 19; Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic and Social Research, University of Melbourne: Melbourne,
Australia, 2020.

59. Watson, N. Finding your way around the HILDA survey data. Aust. Econ. Rev. 2021, 54, 554–564. [CrossRef]
60. Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia. Available online: https://dataverse.ada.edu.au/dataverse/hilda

(accessed on 1 March 2020).
61. Brazier, J.E.; Roberts, J.; Deverill, M. The estimation of a preference-based measure of health from the SF-36. J. Health Econ. 2002,

21, 271–292. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
62. Ware, J.; Snow, K.; Kosinski, M.; Gandek, B. SF-36 Health Survey: Manual and Interpretation Guide; QualityMetric Inc.: Johnston, RI,

USA, 2000.
63. Wilkins, R.; Vera-Toscano, E.; Botha, F. The Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia Survey: Selected Findings from Waves

1 to 21; Melbourne Institute, University of Melbourne: Melbourne, Australia, 2024.
64. McMillan, J.; Beavis, A.; Jones, F.L. The AUSEI06: A new socioeconomic index for Australia. J. Sociol. 2009, 45, 123–149. [CrossRef]
65. Australian Bureau of Statistics. Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA), Australia, 2011; Technical Paper, cat. no. 2033.0.55.001.;

Australian Bureau of Statistics: Canberra, Australia, 2013.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-004-6373-x
https://wol.iza.org/articles/income-contingent-loans-in-higher-education-financing/long
https://www.education.gov.au/heppp
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Critical-Interventions-Framework-20-August-2013.pdf
https://www.education.gov.au/heppp/resources/student-equity-higher-education-evaluation-framework-seheef-final-report
https://www.education.gov.au/heppp/resources/student-equity-higher-education-evaluation-framework-seheef-final-report
https://www.education.gov.au/australian-universities-accord/resources/accord-interim-report
https://www.education.gov.au/australian-universities-accord/resources/accord-interim-report
https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-statistics/resources/2021-section-16-equity-performance-data
https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-statistics/resources/2021-section-16-equity-performance-data
https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-statistics/student-data
https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-statistics/student-data
https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-loan-program
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8462.12437
https://dataverse.ada.edu.au/dataverse/hilda
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0167-6296(01)00130-8
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11939242
https://doi.org/10.1177/1440783309103342


Trends High. Educ. 2024, 3 456

66. Australian Bureau of Statistics. Census of Population and Housing: Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA), Australia, 2016;
Australian Bureau of Statistics: Canberra, Australia, 2018.

67. Australian Bureau of Statistics. Australian Statistical Geography Standard (ASGS): Volume 5—Remoteness Structure, July 2011, cat. no.
1270.0.55.005; Australian Bureau of Statistics: Canberra, Australia, 2013.

68. Australian Bureau of Statistics. Australian Statistical Geography Standard (ASGS): Volume 5—Remoteness Structure, July 2016, cat. no.
1270.0.55.005; Australian Bureau of Statistics: Canberra, Australia, 2018.

69. Institute for Social Science Research. Review of Identified Equity Groups. Final Report; The University of Queensland: Brisbane, Aus-
tralia, 2018. Available online: https://issr.uq.edu.au/higher-education-participation-and-partnerships-program-2016-national-
priorities-pool-review-identified-equity-groups (accessed on 5 March 2024).

70. Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. Towards a Performance Measurement Framework for Equity in Higher Education; Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare: Canberra, Australia, 2014.

71. StataCorp. Stata Statistical Software: Release 17; StataCorp LLC: College Station, TX, USA, 2021.
72. Daly, A.; Lewis, P.; Corliss, M.; Heaslip, T. The private rate of return to a university degree in Australia. Aust. J. Educ. 2015, 59,

97–112. [CrossRef]
73. Deloitte Access Economics. Estimating the Public and Private Benefits of Higher Education; Australian Government Department of

Education and Training: Canberra, Australia, 2016.
74. Leigh, A. Returns to education in Australia. Econ. Pap. Appl. Econ. Pol. 2008, 27, 233–249. [CrossRef]
75. Murray, J. The wider social benefits of higher education: What do we know about them? Aust. J. Educ. 2009, 53, 230–244.

[CrossRef]
76. Savage, J.; Norton, A. Non-Financial Benefits of Higher Education; Grattan Institute: Melbourne, Australia, 2012.
77. Edwards, D.; McMillan, J. Completing University in a Growing Sector: Is Equity an Issue? Australian Council of Educational Research:

Melbourne, Australia, 2015.
78. Marks, G.N. Completing University: Characteristics and Outcomes of Completing and Non-Completing Students; Australian Council for

Educational Research: Melbourne, Australia, 2007.
79. Harvey, A.; Szalkowicz, G. From departure to arrival: Re-engaging students who have withdrawn from university. J. Furth. High.

Educ. 2017, 41, 79–97. [CrossRef]
80. Kemp, D.; Norton, A. Report of the Review of the Demand Driven Funding System; Department of Education: Canberra, Australia,

2014.
81. Li, I.W.; Carroll, D.R. Employment and Study Outcomes after Graduation: An Australian Higher Education Equity Perspective; National

Centre for Student Equity in Higher Education, Curtin University: Perth, Australia, 2019.
82. Gale, T.; Tranter, D. Social justice in Australian higher education policy: An historical and conceptual account of student

participation. Crit. Stud. Educ. 2011, 52, 29–46. [CrossRef]
83. Cakitaki, B.; Luckman, M.; Harvey, A. Equity off Course: Mapping Equity Access across Courses and Institutions; National Centre for

Student Equity in Higher Education, Curtin University: Perth, Australia, 2022.
84. Dean, J.; Downes, N.; Roberts, P. Access to and equity in the curriculum in the Australian government school system. SN Soc. Sci.

2023, 64, 1–23. [CrossRef]
85. Harvey, A.; McDermid, L.; Wren, R. The Impact of School Streaming on Growth and Equity in Australian Higher Education: Evidence

from Queensland; Policy Paper no. 1; Pathways in Place, Griffith University: Brisbane, Australia, 2023.
86. Teese, R. Structural inequality in Australian education. In International Studies in Educational Inequality: Theory and Policy; Teese, R.,

Lamb, S., Duru-Bellat, M., Helme, S., Eds.; Springer: Singapore, 2007; pp. 374–396.
87. Higher Education Data Protocol. Available online: https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-statistics/resources/higher-

education-data-protocols (accessed on 5 March 2024).
88. National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research. Available online: https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/research-policy/

ethics/national-statement-ethical-conduct-human-research (accessed on 5 March 2024).
89. Department of Social Services. DSS Longitudinal Studies Data Access and Use Guidelines V5.0; Department of Social Services:

Canberra, Australia, 2022. Available online: https://ada.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Longitudinal-Studies-Data-
Access-and-Use-Guidelines-V5.0.pdf (accessed on 5 March 2024).

90. Department of Social Services. Individual Deed of Licence for Australian Researchers; Department of Social Services: Canberra, Aus-
tralia, 2016. Available online: https://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/assets/documents/hilda-deeds/Deed_of_Licence_
Individual_Australian_Researchers.pdf (accessed on 5 March 2022).

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual
author(s) and contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to
people or property resulting from any ideas, methods, instructions or products referred to in the content.

https://issr.uq.edu.au/higher-education-participation-and-partnerships-program-2016-national-priorities-pool-review-identified-equity-groups
https://issr.uq.edu.au/higher-education-participation-and-partnerships-program-2016-national-priorities-pool-review-identified-equity-groups
https://doi.org/10.1177/0004944114565117
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1759-3441.2008.tb01040.x
https://doi.org/10.1177/000494410905300303
https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2015.1062852
https://doi.org/10.1080/17508487.2011.536511
https://doi.org/10.1007/s43545-023-00641-7
https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-statistics/resources/higher-education-data-protocols
https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-statistics/resources/higher-education-data-protocols
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/research-policy/ethics/national-statement-ethical-conduct-human-research
https://www.nhmrc.gov.au/research-policy/ethics/national-statement-ethical-conduct-human-research
https://ada.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Longitudinal-Studies-Data-Access-and-Use-Guidelines-V5.0.pdf
https://ada.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Longitudinal-Studies-Data-Access-and-Use-Guidelines-V5.0.pdf
https://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/assets/documents/hilda-deeds/Deed_of_Licence_Individual_Australian_Researchers.pdf
https://melbourneinstitute.unimelb.edu.au/assets/documents/hilda-deeds/Deed_of_Licence_Individual_Australian_Researchers.pdf

	Introduction 
	Literature Review 
	Australia’s Higher Education System 
	Context and History of Higher Education Policy in Australia 

	Materials and Methods 
	Data Sources 
	Dependent Variables 
	Independent Variables 
	Analytical Strategy 

	Results 
	Participation 
	Completion and Non-Completion 
	Outcomes of a University Education 

	Discussion and Conclusions 
	References

