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Response to the Discussion Paper – How to Make a Submission

This pro forma should be used for responding to the discussion paper on the Review of the Higher Education Equity Programme (HEEP).

How do I make a submission?

You should use this pro forma to make a submission to the consultation process. The sections in the pro forma correspond to the numbered sections in the discussion paper and the questions from the discussion paper are repeated in the pro forma. Please provide your responses to the questions in the relevant spaces on the pro forma.

It is not necessary to answer all the questions, only the questions which you have views on. However, if you choose not to answer some questions, please do not delete the questions; just leave them blank.

If you have additional ideas or comments on areas not addressed in the paper we welcome those at the end of your submission. 

What contact details are required?

The pro forma also includes a cover page for you to complete your contact details. This cover page can also be found as an attachment to the discussion paper. We require these details to verify submissions.

For individuals

Emailed submissions must include your name, phone number and postal address so we can verify them. Hard copy submissions must be signed. 

For organisations

If the submission is from an organisation, please indicate this on the cover page of your submission. Include the signatory's position, and at what level the submission was authorised. Hard copy submissions must be signed.

Please note that we might contact you during the consultation process to clarify or seek further information on any issues raised in your submission. If you do not wish to be contacted, please indicate this on the cover page of your submission.

How should I format my submission?

The pro forma is provided in Word, PDF and RTF formats.

If you are unable to access or use the pro forma, please email the Equity Unit at equity@dest.gov.au  for a copy. Alternatively you can copy the questions into a new document and enter your responses into that document. Please ensure, however, if you do this, that you save the document in a format that is PC-compatible. Please ensure also that you include a cover page with your submission, as we are not able to accept submissions without the relevant contact details.

Will my submission be published?

Submissions will not be made publicly available, nor will the details of individuals who make submissions. A report analysing the submissions will be prepared. Individuals will not be identified in the report. If you make a submission on behalf of an institution and do not want the institution to be identified, please indicate this on the cover page. 

While the Department will not make your submission publicly available as part of the consultation process, you should be aware that it may be required to release your submission by the operation of law (for example, if required to do so by Parliament). The Department can therefore give no undertakings that your submission will never be made publicly available or ensure that you will be protected from future legal action. If you have any concerns about this, the Department suggests that you should seek your own legal advice.

Where do I send my response?

Please email your responses to equity@dest.gov.au  

If you are not able to email your response you can send a hard copy to:

The Director
Equity Unit – Location 131
Higher Education Group
Department of Education, Science and Training
GPO Box 9880
CANBERRA  ACT  2601

Or by fax to (02) 6123 6720

The closing date for submissions is 29 March 2004.

If you have any questions or problems with the pro forma, please contact the Equity Unit at equity@dest.gov.au or on (02) 6240 8436 or (02) 6240 5415.
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Response to the Discussion Paper – Questions

1. Introduction

No questions.

2. A Re-focussed Higher Education Equity Framework 

2.1. Backing Australia’s Future: A Renewed Focus on Equity 

No questions.

2.2 A Renewed Focus for HEEP

No Questions
2.3 The Existing Higher Education Equity Framework

No Questions
2.4 Equity Performance Since 1991

No Questions

3. The Future of HEEP

3.1 Identifying Significant Educational Disadvantage: National Equity Framework

Question 1
Is the identification of “equity groups” as determined by their under-representation in the student population still a valid way of measuring educational disadvantage?

Should a goal of national higher education equity policy be to increase the participation of disadvantaged students to a level commensurate with their representation in the general population?

Are there alternative measures and, if so, what are they?

Your response: 

3.1 The identification of ‘equity groups’ as determined by their under-representation in the student population is problematic.  This may be one indicator, especially when applied to gross numbers across the sector.  When, however, it is applied to the representation of groups within particular areas, confusion seems to arise between two categories.  There are students whose desire to access the tertiary education of their choice is prevented by a variety of disadvantaging socio-economic factors and there are students whose choice not to enter particular areas of study cannot be considered to result from educational disadvantage.  The former group clearly constitutes an equity issue.  We submit that the latter group, currently exemplified by male under-representation in education for primary teaching, is not an equity group.  It may well be that society is disadvantaged by gender imbalances within professions, business and trades (and women are still radically under-represented in many of these), but we submit that this is a complex social issue that needs to be treated in multiple ways, and should not be a primary concern of an equity programme addressing educational disadvantage. We submit therefore that the goal of a national higher education should be to increase the participation of disadvantaged students, but that increasing the participation of the most severely disadvantaged students should take precedence over achieving representation of groups commensurate with their representation in the general population, although the latter should continue to be one of a range of indicators. 

The identification of the most severely disadvantaged students needs to give priority to low socio-economic status (SES) and its role in multiple disadvantage. See 3.3.1 below. 

Question 2
What is your view on the idea of developing a national equity framework that sets out equity goals and identifies disadvantaged student groups at a broad level, within which institutions determine their own specific equity objectives and initiatives?

Your response

The idea of a national equity framework within which institutions determine their own equity objectives and initiatives is attractive in that projects that originate in, and are driven by, choice often have more energy and will to succeed. It makes sense in terms of allowing an institution to respond in a concerted way to regional areas of disadvantage such as high concentrations of Indigenous, immigrant or unemployed population.  It also recognises that a demand for comprehensive programmes is much more reasonable in the case of larger institutions. 

There would however need to be some overall monitoring to ensure that, both across the board and within individual institutions, the outreach of programmes was not skewed in such a way that some areas of disadvantage were neglected.

Question 3
What is your view on ensuring the HEEP funding formula is based on measurable outcomes achieved for disadvantaged students, defined at a broad level?

Your response

We would support basing of funding on measurable outcomes achieved for disadvantaged students, but the definition of outcomes must not be rigid.  If emphasis falls entirely on retention of students through to completion of a degree or diploma and especially if it falls on completion within the minimum time frame, there is a real risk that institutions will be tempted to manipulate standards and/or to adjust their intake to students deemed most likely to succeed rather than most severely disadvantaged. 

3.2 A Renewed Focus on Access

Question 4
Should the national equity framework emphasise the need to increase access and participation of disadvantaged students in higher education?

Your response

The national equity framework should indeed emphasise the need to increase access and participation of disadvantaged students in higher education.  Success in doing so should be one of the measured outcomes referred to in 3.1.  We strongly support the idea that provision of support services for such students should be one of the eligibility criteria for receipt of HEEP funding

3.3 Defining Disadvantage: Building on A Fair Chance for All

3.3.1 People from low socio-economic status backgrounds

Question 5
Should people from low SES backgrounds remain a target group within the national equity framework and as a basis for allocating HEEP funds?

Your response

AFUW submits that people from low SES backgrounds should remain a target group within the national equity framework and that their access should be a basis for allocating HEEP funds.  Indeed AFUW submits that low SES background is a crucial determinant, intersecting as it does with Indigenous, Rural and Remote, and Language Background Other than English (LBOTE) grounds of disadvantage.
Question 6
How should low SES be defined and measured for national monitoring and reporting purposes?  If the best method is to ask students their parents’ occupation, how should we measure low SES for mature age students?

Your response

The definition of low SES needs to be referenced to both the factors of parental occupation and educational experience and home addresses, recognising that, as the Discussion Paper points out, such geocoding needs to be done for more specific units than postcodes, which cover too diverse a socio-economic area.  A recently publicised study based on Melbourne and Sydney illustrates very strikingly the concentration of the effects of multiple disadvantage within a limited group of suburbs. 

Parental occupation and educational experience undoubtedly influence student aspirations, but these are not uniformly indicative in terms of the economic resources available to individual students.  Incomes may vary quite widely within a single professional group thought to be well-off, such as doctors or executives, and family income will be affected by factors such as the number of dependent children.  Collecting statements on family income and dependent children would probably be regarded as an undue burden on the universities and an invasion of individual privacy, but this is a relevant factor, and used to be done in determining Commonwealth Scholarship Living Allowances.  Possibly information could be requested in terms of income bands rather than specific individual amounts.

In the case of mature age students, however, we would submit that parental information is lkess relevant  and that information on present access to independent income is crucial in determining low SES which in turn is crucial in determining disadvantage.  There is a very considerable difference in resources between the mature age employed person who is upgrading their qualifications with employer support and a long-term unemployed man or a woman who has been out of the educational system and the workforce in order to care for children or aged parents.

Question 7
Should the low SES group be those of all ages or those who have left school recently?

Your response

We submit that the low SES group should include all ages not just recent school-leavers. it is increasingly becoming accepted that education is a life-long process and that further education is an essential part of either re-training for the work force or advancing one’s position in employment.  To deny older students access to HEEP programmes would constitute discrimination on the basis of age.

Question 8
Do mature age students experience particular educational disadvantage which warrants their inclusion in national equity policy as a target group for assistance and monitoring, or should the focus be on mature age students of low SES?

Your response

There is a distinctive educational disadvantage for some mature age students in the extent to which their educational experience is either initially inadequate or out of date in terms of the demands they will meet in their chosen courses.  AFUW submits that this is to a considerable degree an issue of gender equity in that women are more likely to spend time out of both education and employment in order to undertake family responsibilities. There is also some evidence that employers are more likely to fund retraining or education for further qualifications for male employees than for females. 

Institutions taking mature-age disadvantaged students should be required to indicate specific forms of support designed for them (e. g. bridging programmes).

3.3.2 People from rural and isolated areas

Question 9
Should students from rural and isolated areas continue to be included in the national equity framework and the HEEP funding methodology?

Your response

Many students from rural and isolated areas do suffer educational disadvantage and AFUW would support their retention as a target group, subject to cross-referencing by some other factor additional to the Accessibility/Remoteness Index to determine disadvantage.  Schooling might be such a factor: a boarder at Knox College or Geelong Grammar can hardly be regarded as coming from a low SES group.  All students from rural and remote areas do face disadvantage in that meeting the cost of accommodation away from home is essential for them to an extent that may not apply to urban students.  There are, however, separate programmes to meet this problem.

3.3.3
People with disabilities

Question 10
Should students with disabilities be retained in the national equity framework?

Your response

AFUW believes that students with disabilities should be retained within the national equity framework. 

Question 11
Should students with disabilities be retained in the funding methodology for HEEP or is it preferable for all disability-related funding to be sourced from the enhanced disabilities programme?

Your response

Without further consultation with organisations representing the disabled, which is not possible within the limited time frame for responses, we do not feel able to respond to the question as to whether students with disabilities should be retained in the funding methodology for HEEP or whether all disability-related funding should be sourced from an enhanced disabilities programme.  We note however that the policy issue of single-source funding or retention within HEEP funding is an issue that also arises in relation to Indigenous disadvantage. The Discussion paper suggests that a decision has already been made in favour of separate entities.  AFUW is concerned that this may lead to fragmentation and a diminished public understanding of the extent to which support is needed overall in order to establish equitable access to tertiary education for all Australians.

Question 12
Should self-identification of disability continue to be used as the principal means of data collection for this group?  What data would institutions be able to provide on the number of students with disabilities and would this best be collected through a separate annual process?

Your response

It is difficult to see how any system other than self-identification of disability would be seen as other than intrusive, consequently the incompleteness of statistical collection may have to be tolerated. 

Question 13
Should the question about disability be simplified to ask whether students have a disability which may affect their studies and for which they need support?

Your response

The ‘simplified’ question suggested does not seem helpful: institutions need information concerning the specific type of support required for a disability at enrolment time if they are to plan for adequate support services, and disabled students need to be made aware of this.  Requiring a separate collection of data other than that supplied by enrolment statistics would seem to be placing an unnecessary administrative demand on institutions  

3.3.4
People from non-English speaking backgrounds

Question 14
Should people of non-English speaking background be retained in the national equity framework?

Your response

AFUW submits that the national equity framework should continue to consider a background in which English is not the native or primary language of the student as a factor of educational disadvantage. There needs, however, to be a linking of NESB/LBOTE to low SES to ensure that assistance under HEEP goes to those most in need.  It might be specified that a target group should combine these factors, which operate notably in the case of some immigrant and many permanently settled refugees.  The very classification of the latter as refugees often depends on forms of persecution in their land of origin that involve deprivation of educational opportunity. AFUW in the State of Victoria is associated with the Victorian Immigrant and Refugee Women’s Coalition and many of these women clearly feel that both their lack of English and their financial situation constitute a severe disadvantage to obtaining tertiary qualifications and that this impinges adversely on their employment opportunities.

Question 15
Should the framework define the particular groups of people of non-English speaking background who are under-represented in higher education and most likely to experience educational disadvantage, or should this be left to institutions to determine at a local level?

Your response

AFUW believes that the latitude for institutions proposed in 3.1 is sufficient, and that it would be appropriate for the equity framework to give guidance to institutions by defining those categories of NESB/LBOTE students to be included in HEEP funding.

Question 16
Should the NESB category be retained in the HEEP funding methodology?

Your response

Subject to the points above about refining the category, AFUW believes that it should be retained in the HEEP funding methodology.  One practical reason for this is that students with language difficulties impose a considerable cost on the time of teaching staff, and in institutions where there is a concentration of such students, there may be a need for special staff to mount remedial language courses. This is an equity service provided by the institution and should be funded as such.

Question 17
Should the NESB definition be replaced by LBOTE?

Your response

AFUW would see no problem in changing the description of NESB to Language Background Other Than English (LBOTE).  We also believe that there are grounds for considering that there is some educational disadvantage where the language spoken in the home is not English, although this may depend again factors such as the degree of parental education.  It is important however that the Ministerial Council on Education, Employment and Training (MCEETYA), in considering the categorisation described in the Discussion Paper, gives full weight to the situation of immigrants and refugees not living in a family situation but from a country of origin where the language is not English.

3.3.5 Gender

Question 18
Is it appropriate for national higher education equity policy to be directed to achieving broader social goals, specifically improvements in labour market equity?

Your response

AFUW accepts that there is in practice an element of broad social policy in the very idea of equitable access to education, since education is a source not only of personal fulfilment, but of economic well-being.  However, AFUW believes that HEEP programmes should be directed to providing equity for the disadvantaged in accessing and participating in tertiary education in general, and not to remedying perceived social disadvantages in labour market distribution.  See below for related material on this issue.

Question 19
Should gender equity by field of education continue to be monitored at national and institutional levels, with targets set?

Your response

AFUW submits that this should continue to be of concern at national and institutional levels, but that it should only be a matter of concern to HEEP programmes where under-representation is determined by barriers to access and participation.  In such cases, targets with conditional funding might be a useful strategy, and has been so in the past. However, AFUW believes 

(a) that it has now become difficult to point to barriers to access and participation that can be demonstrated to be gender specific, except in so far as gender is a specific component of low SES and may affect women’s entry into the more expensive tertiary courses;

(b) that the notion that fields of education should, in their constitution, replicate the distribution of particular groups (gender or otherwise) within society at large is not easily defensible and that re-direction of students into non-traditional fields of education is a complex social issue requiring strategies more subtle than targets.

Social policy may well be served by the setting of targets to reduce imbalances in the distribution of men and women within different fields of education and hence ultimately in labour market equity, but AFUW submits that this should not be the function of a programme designed to address disadvantage in accessing the educational programme of choice. Influencing students to choose non-traditional areas is a complex process and should not be confused with addressing disadvantage. Institutions can be encouraged by means other than HEEP to play their part in trying to open up all disciplinary fields regardless of gender.

Question 20
Should gender equity be an objective in the national equity framework?

Should gender by broad field of education and level of education be monitored at national and institutional levels?

Should institutions determine their own strategies within this framework?

Should gender not be retained in the HEEP funding methodology at all?

Your response

In so far as gender equity is a component of under-representation it should be an objective in the national equity framework, but under-representation alone is an inadequate indicator

Monitoring of gender by broad field of education and level of education should continue, in order to establish the extent to which unbalanced representation should be addressed by direct equity measures such as HEEP or by some other instrumentality.

Institutions should have flexibility to determine strategies appropriate to the educational mission and regional and national responsibilities, but these strategies should be subject to monitoring.

AFUW submits that gender should remain a factor in the national equity framework but that funding may now need to be more specifically targeted to sub-categories of women whose access has been impeded by factors such as low socio-economic status or by the demands of acting as a carer to children or aged parents.  The evidence shows that women, as a broad group, are accessing tertiary education in numbers representative of their proportion within the general population, even if their distribution within fields in erratic.  However, a recent nation-wide survey conducted by the OSW consortium Security for Women showed that access to affordable education is still seen as an incompletely achieved priority in determining women’s economic well-being throughout the life cycle. It remains to be seen whether, in a situation where the income gap between men and women has widened rather than decreasing in the recent past, women as a group will be discouraged from access by the higher cost of education resulting from recent changes to HECS.  This situation needs to be monitored.

3.3.6
School attended

Question 21
Is it appropriate to use average school results or the higher education transition rates of schools as a proxy to identify students who are educationally disadvantaged?

Your response 

AFUW submits that ‘school-based disadvantage’ is a reality and should be taken into account as part of the cohort of multiple disadvantage.  Schools in areas of low SES are characteristically under-resourced, not necessarily because parents do not value education or want opportunities for their children but because they lack the financial resources to assist the school with funding for facilities for things such as IT equipment, sport and the extra-curricular activities that enrich the experience and development of children in more affluent areas. While there are dedicated staff at such schools, it is fair to say that they have difficulty in attracting and keeping top-quality teachers.  The range of subjects taught in poorly-resourced schools tends to be more limited and this disadvantages some students by leaving them poorly prepared, if not actually excluded from, the disciplinary area of their choice. There should be an investigation to determine the extent of correlation between identified areas of low SES and schools with poor average academic results and low rates of transition to higher education.  If the correlation is demonstrable, then the case for school-based disadvantage would be very strong. 

Question 22
What data could higher education institutions provide DEST to identify the number of students who might fall into this category?

Your response

If a system of geocoding schools for low SES is established, It should be possible without undue difficulty for universities to collect information at enrolment of the school attended for a specified period of late secondary schooling. This will not necessarily coincide with the geocoding of the student’s home address and both factors should be taken consideration.

3.3.7
Multiple disadvantage

Question 23
Should HEEP funding continue to reflect multiple sources of disadvantage by counting each factor that applies?

Your response

It should be clear from remarks already made that AFUW considers that multiple disadvantage creates, as pointed out in the reference cited in the Discussion Paper, a cumulative effect and that its remedying requires additional infrastructure and staff resources.  It is therefore proper that HEEP funding should recognise this by counting each factor that applies. 

Some comments on multiple disadvantage and Indigenous students are added at the end of this submission.

3.4
ALLOCATION OF HEEP FUNDING

3.4.1
Satisfying the eligibility criteria

Question 24
Does this approach provide sufficient flexibility for institutions to implement appropriate programmes and demonstrate that they have satisfied the criteria for receipt of HEEP funds?

Your response

AFUW believes that this question can be better answered by tertiary institutions or those expert in the details of funding such institutions.

Question 25
Should institutional equity scholarships be simply an extension of the CLS Programme or should there be flexibility in the types of assistance that institutions can offer students?

Your response

Institutional equity scholarships should not be merely an extension of the Commonwealth Learning Scholarship Programme.  There should be sufficient difference in eligibility criteria to allow institutions to offer a range of different ypes of assistance

Question 26
Should DEST prescribe a minimum total value for institutional equity scholarships?  If so, how should this minimum be determined?

Your response

We believe that answers to this are best provided by those expert in education funding.

3.4.2
HEEP Funding Formula

Question 27
Should HEEP be allocated on the basis of low socio-economic status and rural and isolated location?

Your response

Comments above indicate that AFUW believes that some instances of gender disadvantage and of language disadvantage are so clearly a barrier to access and participation that they should continue to be covered by HEEP allocations.  The narrower field may be more administratively attractive, but its equity is questionable.

AFUW wishes to re-iterate the concern expressed above that hiving off issues relation to disadvantage experienced by the disabled and by Indigenous students may lead to a diminished sense of the overall extent and urgency of the problem of equitable access to tertiary education.  It may also make the determining of multiple disadvantage more difficult: the Discussion Paper does not make it clear, for instance, whether thaose Indigenous students currently counted under HEEP for factors of low SES and Rural and Remote living would still be counted on these grounds in HEEP returns.

The Paper also does not make clear the extent to which consultation with disability and Indigenous groups have shaped the proposals for hiving off disability and Indigenous disadvantage into nominated funding models.  If these models result from the expressed wishes of the groups involved, as determined by extensive consultation, then AFUW would be more inclined to accept their views.  We have however encountered at least one Aboriginal respondent who considers that the proposals for an Indigenous Support Fund amounts to marginalisation.

Question 28
Which of the following performance based funding models is preferred:

(a) allocate total HEEP funds according to the current formula, that is, using participation, success and retention indicators.

(b) allocate total HEEP funds on the basis of the access performance indicator - that is, the number of disadvantaged students who commenced study in the year prior to that for which funds are allocated.  The access indicator reflects the institution’s recent success in attracting disadvantaged students.

(c) allocate total HEEP funds on the basis of the participation performance indicator – that is, the total number of students from disadvantaged backgrounds enrolled at the institution in the year prior to that for which funds are allocated.  The participation indicator reflects the number of new (commencing) students together with the number continuing (or ‘retained’) from the year before.

Your response

The third model would appear to give the best performance indication, but is correspondingly complex in its requirement for institutional reporting.

Question 29
Are there other allocation methods that could be considered?

Your response

AFUW does not wish to respond.

3.5
Monitoring and Reporting

Question 30
Do you agree that institutions should provide an annual equity report demonstrating that the institution has met the minimum eligibility criteria for HEEP and demonstrating how the institution’s equity objectives and strategies have contributed to implementing national equity policy?  
Your response

AFUW agrees with requirements for an annual equity report of the type described in the question

Question 31
 Are there better ways for institutions to provide information to satisfy accountability requirements?
Your response

AFUW makes no response to this question

3.6
Performance Indicators

Question 32
Should the current equity performance indicators be retained, with possible minor enhancements to ensure clarity and transparency in presentation?
Your response

AFUW sees difficulties in both the present system and the suggestions made by CSHE, but it considers the latter to be worthy of serious consideration against the current practice.  In either case, however, it is of major importance that the performance of equity groups be reported in a way that is accessible to those of the general public interested in issues of equity in education but not versed in sophisticated reading of statistics.

OTHER COMMENTS

Multiple Disadvantage and Indigenous Students

Indigenous students appear in the CSHE Report of 2003 as the group suffering the highest incidence of multiple disadvantage, overlapping with the categories of rural and isolated, and low SES disadvantage.  One should add to this that a number of Indigenous students should be classified as having a primary Language Background Other than English and that, if the category of Schooling Disadvantage is to be brought into play it would also apply to many Indigenous students.  

Strategies to address the shameful educational disadvantage of Indigenous people across all regions and all age groups should be the absolutely top priority of educational policy.

It seems unfortunate that respondents were not given an opportunity to discuss the separating out from HEEP of the Indigenous Support Funding programme.  As indicated above AFUW has several concerns about this and believes that these are shared by other groups—see, for instance the recent press release of the Association of Indigenous Graduate Students.

It would be useful if the community consultations that are to follow submissions could spend some time outlining the reasons for the policy decision for a separate funding body and the extent and nature of consultation with Indigenous groups that preceded the policy decision.


