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In 2017–18, the NCSEHE was commissioned by the 
Department of Education (“the Department”) to deliver 
a web resource providing open access to research and 
projects funded by the Department.

Projects conducted under the National Priorities Pool 
(a component of the Higher Education Participation and 
Partnerships Program) were published to the online 
database (located on the NCSEHE website), initially 
spanning the 2014–16 funding rounds.

Users are able to identify and engage with a broad 
range of content, from research reports to widening 

participation programs, using advanced search and 
filtering capabilities as well as easy-to-navigate 
summaries and final reports in accessible format. This 
NCSEHE Focus report examines:
•	 the National Priorities Pool (NPP) program
•	 characteristics of the NPP projects
•	 development and effectiveness of NPP projects
•	 lessons learned from the NPP projects
•	 NPP projects 2014–16 in summary
•	 the future: the developing policy and 

 program environment
•	 Department initiatives and 2018 NPP projects
•	 NCSEHE initiatives.

The Australian higher education sector saw a major 
development in 2010 when two significant policy 
changes were announced. The deregulated demand-
driven system was expanded (following partial 
deregulation in 2008) which uncapped the number 
of undergraduate places on offer. Accompanying 
that initiative, the Higher Education Participation and 
Partnerships Program (HEPPP) was introduced to 
increase the access, retention and completion rates of 
the anticipated surge in student numbers.

The HEPPP consists of three components, each with 
specific funding arrangements:
1.	 A participation component — aimed at supporting 

the attraction and participation of undergraduate 
students from low socioeconomic status 
(SES) backgrounds.

2.	 A partnership component — aimed at increasing 
the number of people from low SES backgrounds to 
participate in higher education through outreach and 
similar programs.

3.	 The NPP — funds projects that support equity in 
these priority areas:
•	 building the evidence base
•	 fostering innovation
•	 improving the effectiveness and efficiency of 

program delivery.

The NPP funds two kinds of projects:
1.	 projects commissioned by the Australian 

Government to meet public policy objectives
2.	 projects proposed by universities in line with NPP 

annual investment plan priorities.

NPP projects are often of a complex policy nature 
with challenging issues. Priority areas cited for 
2014–16 included:
•	 building the evidence base: 

- to gather the evidence on which future policy 
development will be based 
- to explore opportunities for improvement in current 
practice and achievement
- to investigate developments in approaches to 
increasing access, participation and success in 
higher education

•	 fostering innovation: 
- to promote innovation within current program 
delivery by trialing new ideas and practices 
- to target new barriers to higher education, 
address current gaps in program delivery and assist 
universities to expand activity to new areas

•	 more effective program implementation: 
- to promote cooperation between policymakers and 
the higher education sector 
- to encourage information-sharing and 
collaboration among equity practitioners and 
improve current practice in program delivery. 

Projects are indicated by the Department and can also 
be proposed by universities.

Background

The NPP program 

https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/project/
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/project/
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In 2016, the Department ran a university-proposed 
project funding round, inviting universities to submit 
proposals for projects that targeted low SES people 
from regional and remote Australia.

NPP research projects from 2014–16 were focused on 
supporting people from disadvantaged backgrounds—
primarily low SES backgrounds—to access and succeed 
in higher education. 

The prime equity groups cited were low SES and 
regional/remote, followed by Indigenous. Key focus 
areas were outreach and enabling programs to attract 
and retain students from disadvantaged backgrounds to 
higher education.

Classification of reports by specific categories, such 
as equity groups or theme, is problematic because 
of the diversity of the contents of most reports. Many 
people from low SES backgrounds could also be 
classified as belonging to other equity groups. As such, 
some projects were focused on supporting multiple 
equity groups (for example, by improving reporting and 
information systems). 

However, it is possible to paint a picture of the NPP 
projects by looking at three considerations: the 
characteristics of the NPP projects; the development of 
the effectiveness of NPP projects; and lessons learned 
from the NPP projects.

The NPP projects in the three years from 2014 to 2016 
need to be seen in the context of the major expansion 
in higher education ushered in by the introduction of the 
demand-driven system and the HEPPP. 	

When the HEPPP and NPP were introduced, the depth 
of the challenges facing equity students was not well 
understood and the evidence base was limited. Many 
of the early NPP research projects were breaking 
new ground on a wide range of issues, revealing the 
complexities and diversity of barriers and enablers for 
equity students. 

Some key themes for innovation in research included:
•	 a fresh look at disadvantage experienced by other 

social or cultural groups:
- research into First-in-Family students; students 
who were brought up in care homes; and the 
challenges of refugees

•	 examining equity in courses and types of university:
- equity students and the creative and performing 

arts; equity students in medical education; and 
women in engineering and information technology

•	 some fundamental characteristics of 
	 equity students:

- the financial circumstances of equity students; 
student aspirations; skill levels in critical areas such 
as literacy, numeracy, writing and computing

•	 new approaches to accessing information and 
understanding equity:
- yarning circles in Indigenous communities; 
awareness through digital technologies; the benefits 
of mentoring; and self-disclosure among equity 
group students

•	 novel outreach programs:
- using social marketing campaigns to low SES 
communities; the efficacy of enabling and sub-
bachelor pathways; navigating bridging pathways 
to tertiary education; building evidence about 
Indigenous pathways and transitions into higher 
education; and outreach activities in the regions.

The quality and impact of NPP projects has come a long 
way since the establishment of the program.

Measuring the precise economic and social impact of 
research is difficult, but the characteristics of the NPP 
research program over time strongly suggest that there 
have been significant increases in its effectiveness. 

Those characteristics can be seen in three broad 
overlapping waves of development; each of these 
added to the sophistication of the program as well as 
producing progressively higher value-adding outcomes 
from research:
1.	 The first wave of projects, from 2014, were partly 

focused on building the capacity of individual

Characteristics of the NPP projects

Development and effectiveness of NPP projects
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 Lessons learned from the NPP projects

The course of the NPP program projects has showed a 
growing sophistication, yielding a number of lessons as 
the program has unfolded.

As the characteristics of the NPP projects illustrate, 
there has been a growing understanding of the breadth 
and depth of the nature of disadvantage and the shape 
of equity responses to it.

The significance of compounding disadvantage became 
more evident as the interplay of multi-dimensional 
issues were explored through the research, all of which 
reinforced the need for multi-dimensional solutions.

There was a growing realisation that the key influencers 
shaping equity included families, communities and local 
governments as well as traditional stakeholders such as 
schools, universities and the Department. 

As the rate of gains in the proportion of equity students 
accessing and completing higher education slowed 
down and began to stabilise at a level short of their 
proportional representation in society, there was a 
growing realisation that universities alone cannot solve 
all the issues of equity in higher education. In redressing 
inequity—in education or elsewhere—there has to be a 
wider view of public policy, including equity across the 
tertiary education sector, and education across all levels 
and ages.

There is a need to engage in research projects that 
are more definitive than indicative; for example, larger 
research samples, multi-university and multi-state 
research projects, wider engagement with stakeholders, 
and more longitudinal studies, so that recommendations 
from research are more likely to have a solid foundation 
and relevance to public policy outcomes.

The case was made for comparing and contrasting 
different types of programs, such as enabling or 
outreach to clarify what works, in what situations, 
and why.

Communications and networking began to assume 
greater importance as the spread of ideas and 
information has proved to be an effective value-adding 
process for the lessons from quality research.

This, in turn, demonstrated the need for the 
development and strengthening of networks to promote 
information and ideas between equity research, 
policy and practice communities, as well as other 
stakeholders that are relevant, but do not identify with, 
those three groups.

With a growing evidence base, it became clearer 
that there was a need to develop both wider and 
deeper perspectives that can focus on specifics as 
well as integrating components. This encouraged 
the development of frameworks to produce a 
comprehensive perspective on equity in higher 
education and a blueprint for supportive intervention.  

Equity Initiatives in Australian Higher Education. A 
Review of Evidence of Impact: The Equity Initiatives 
Framework (EIF) — The Critical Interventions 
Framework Part 2 and Widening Regional and Remote 
Participation: Interrogating the Impact of Outreach 
Programs Across Queensland were significant reports in 
shaping policy and program development.

A general theme assuming greater importance is the 
need for improved evaluation of research with the goal 
of increasing the efficiency and effectiveness of public 
expenditure in research.

      universities to monitor the attraction and retention 
of equity students. Early reports were also partly 
focused on basic research into the characteristics 
of those students, again, often specific to a 
university, though with some general application 
Australia-wide.

2.	 A second wave of NPP projects researched the 
various barriers and enablers for equity students and 
the emphasis of research began to move away from 
institution-specific findings to multi-university studies 

or whole-of-Australia studies based on 
Department data.

3.	 A third wave widened the scope of researching the 
complexities of barriers and enablers, including 
more research into compounding disadvantages 
where several factors combine to exacerbate and 
complicate disadvantage. Another extension of this 
multi-dimensional perspective was an expansion 
in the number of collaborative ventures between 
universities, and between schools and universities. 
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2014 PROJECTS LEAD 
UNIVERSITY

Charles 
Darwin 
University

Curtin 
University

University of 
Adelaide

University of 
Canberra

University of 
Canberra

This project centred on a forum incorporating keynote 
addresses, working groups, poster presentations, 
workshops and yarning circles to develop a national 
evidence base about new and emerging approaches 
and strategies for promoting Indigenous pathways and 
transitions into higher education in Australia. Outputs 
included the publication of a book of papers launched at 
the forum and a special issue of Learning Communities: 
International Journal of Learning In Social Contexts.

SA1 level area classification of low SES student numbers 
were significantly lower than those using a postcode 
measurement. An IT software solution was developed 
to precisely identify the SES and remoteness status 
of university students. The software generated data to 
identify the distance students travelled to university, 
their vicinity to major transport corridors, and vicinity to 
public transport.

Existing geocoding software was improved to change 
SES classification from CCS to SA1 area classification, 
validate addresses at point of capture, and record 
educational backgrounds prior to their entry to 
university. The project captured more meaningful data to 
better target students in need and provide appropriate 
support services.

Online reading and writing support programs 
MyWritingLab and MyReadingLab were trialed by 
approximately 2,000 students from identified equity 
groups. Evaluation including engagement data and user 
feedback indicated student uptake was low. Alternative 
support programs Smarthinking and YourTutor were 
subsequently introduced, and a number of online reading 
and writing support programs developed in 2015 were 
made available to all University of Canberra students.

An Index of Educational Disadvantage (IdEA) was 
developed to better identify disadvantaged students and 
areas with low educational outcomes across Australia. 
IdEA is a composite index using data from NAPLAN, the 
ACRA and ABS Census data. Through spacial mapping 
and analyses of disadvantage indicators, a national 
interactive resource was produced, providing information 
on inequality in the Australian education system.

PROJECT SUMMARY

Building evidence about 
Indigenous pathways and 
transitions into higher education

Software to assist universities with 
equity initiatives

IT based solutions that assist 
students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds to access, participate 
and succeed at university

IT Solutions

IT based solutions to assist 
universities with equity initiatives

NPP projects in summary    Full reports: ncsehe.edu.au/project

https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/project/
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2014 PROJECTS LEAD 
UNIVERSITY

University of 
Newcastle

University of 
South Australia

University of 
the Sunshine 
Coast

James Cook 
University

University of 
Wollongong

This project addressed low SES student 
underrepresentation in higher education, particularly 
in high-status degrees. Data from surveys and focus 
groups was mapped to indicate the specific occupational 
interests and educational aspirations of school students 
from Years 3–12 to inform targeted university outreach 
activities. A robust evidence base was generated for wider 
dissemination which was applicable to outreach activities 
across all Australian universities.

The project addressed low SES student 
underrepresentation in higher education by better 
identifying disadvantaged cohorts. Outcomes included the 
integration of a geocoding and address cleansing tool with 
multiple datasets to inform outreach activities, and the use 
of business intelligence tools to connect UniSA staff with 
prospective students and identify students at risk of failing.

Experian software was employed to streamline 
identification of disadvantaged students’ locations and 
SES classification to refine USC’s outreach activities. 
Focusing on low SES, regional and remote, and 
Indigenous students, the system also provided indicators 
of the enrolled equity student cohort to facilitate the 
refinement of transition and support programs.

A comprehensive geocoding software solution was 
implemented, incorporating business intelligence systems 
to map and analyse validated student address data, 
geocoded address information and ABS demographic 
data. This enabled better identification of disadvantaged 
students by combining SES and regional/remote 
classification. Reporting capabilities and the analysis 
required for targeted programs were improved, and 
dashboards and reports updated, to better identify 
disadvantaged students for targeted support.

An application programming interface was designed and 
implemented to assist the geocoding of student cohorts 
and aid in the collection and automation of accurate 
data on current and prospective students, particularly 
participants in schools outreach and pathways activities 
from low SES backgrounds. Outcomes included the 
improved tracking of students’ progress and pathways and 
refinements in the identification of low SES students and 
their geographical distribution.

PROJECT SUMMARY

Who seeks access to what, when 
and why? Interrogating the pivotal 
role of student aspirations in higher 
education participation

Using spacial technology to 
improve the recruitment and 
success of disadvantaged students

IT based solutions for 
equity initiatives

IT solutions

IT solutions – geocoding project
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2014 PROJECTS LEAD 
UNIVERSITY

University 
of Western 
Sydney

Griffith 
University

University of 
Newcastle

University of 
Newcastle

University of 
Newcastle

The project linked the University’s data warehouse with 
its Customer Relationship Management system to send 
alerts to relevant staff abut disadvantaged students at 
risk of attrition, facilitating early intervention and targeted 
support. The records of 36,000 current students were 
made available to multiple departments within the 
University and an operational process was established to 
ensure data was made available as quickly as possible. 

The project assisted low SES mature age individuals 
in identifying and accessing suitable bridging pathways 
to tertiary study, including university and TAFE. Current 
tertiary pathways courses were mapped and documented; 
an informational website for prospective students was 
developed; and a network of providers and career 
advisors was established. The project was collaborative 
under the auspices of the Queensland Widening 
Participation Project.

The project focused on developing skills in creative 
thinking, project design and realisation in the areas of 
music, visual arts and/or performance among low SES 
high school students. Addressing the relatively low 
enrolments into creative and performing arts degrees 
from this cohort, a series of workshops in the creative 
arts–technology nexus were conducted for Years 8 and 9 
students from seven high schools.

The project created, evaluated and disseminated 
research-informed digital media resources centred on 
mathematical concepts known to be problematic for low 
SES students in STEM subjects. Twenty innovative videos 
were produced to tackle specific areas of mathematics 
knowledge, skills and common misunderstandings. The 
resources were made available in a central interactive 
repository in app form and disseminated and embedded 
within the University and beyond.

The project established an evidence base for the 
development of resources and strategies to educate 
undergraduate students in managing and curating 
their digital footprints for successful personal and 
professional outcomes. A multi-pronged, multi-audience 
communication and dissemination strategy was devised to 
ensure students from disadvantaged backgrounds could 
develop essential digital knowledge and skills. 

PROJECT SUMMARY

IT solutions – constituent 
relationship management

Navigating bridging pathways to 
tertiary education

Building aspiration in the creative 
and performing arts

Building STEM students’ numeracy 
for success in higher education 

Equity and digital footprint project
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2014 PROJECTS LEAD 
UNIVERSITY

University of 
Newcastle

University of 
Newcastle

University of 
Queensland

University of 
Newcastle

University of 
Tasmania

The project investigated the relationships between 
students’ SES, social integration at university and mental 
health and wellbeing. Data collected through two online 
surveys informed policies and approaches to promote 
the social inclusion of low SES students and students 
with mental health problems, and to reduce mental health 
problems among university students, increase their 
satisfaction at university and reduce their attrition rates.

This report provided an overview of equity initiatives in 
Australian higher education that have demonstrated their 
effectiveness through published impact studies or as part 
of a national survey. It included two resources to enhance 
the planning, monitoring and evaluation of university 
equity initiatives: an Equity Initiatives Framework 
providing a summary of equity program and evaluation 
types; and a supplement of featured initiatives.

This study determined the scope of a new Widening 
Participation Longitudinal Study (WPLS), its design, 
governance structure, and indicative costings. The 
WPLS provides the opportunity to map the pathways of 
disadvantaged learners towards higher education, with 
a focus on student aspirations and expectations, as well 
as broader social and economic factors such as family 
attitudes; financial decision-making; peer influences; and 
mental and physical wellbeing.

The project included the design, testing and delivery of 
free mobile software applications to improve the literacy 
of undergraduate students, particularly those from low 
SES backgrounds. Two apps were produced, featuring 
“serious” games with scaffolded exercises to improve 
punctuation and literacy skills, with the aim of improving 
students’ performance and attrition rates, and 
addressing the opportunity for independent mobile 
learning (M-Learning).

The project identified features of regional outreach 
programs that were efficient and effective in increasing 
aspiration, access and participation for prospective 
students in low SES regional areas. A project team was 
recruited across three universities—Tasmania, Adelaide 
and Wollongong—to scope and develop the project. 
Programs were modified, trialled and evaluated, and a 
web resource produced for use in the design of regional 
outreach programs.

PROJECT SUMMARY

A longitudinal study of the relations 
between students socioeconomic 
status, social integration at 
university and mental health

Equity initiatives in Australian 
higher education. A review of 
evidence of impact: The Equity 
Initiatives Framework (EIF) – 
The Critical Interventions 
Framework Part 2

Widening participation longitudinal 
study — scoping study

The literacy app: an 
M-Learning tool for low SES 
undergraduate students 

Informing aspirations in 
rural regions
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2014 PROJECTS LEAD 
UNIVERSITY

University of 
Wollongong

University 
of Western 
Australia

University of 
New South 
Wales

University of 
Sydney

University of 
Technology 
Sydney

The project aimed to improve the participation of low 
SES, regional and remote, and Indigenous people in 
higher education and employment. Three hundred and 
fifty individuals participated in a supported pathways 
program designed to enhance their academic capacity 
and post-school options to access higher education 
and employment. The project clearly articulated and 
streamlined pathways and progression between 
vocational education providers, higher education 
providers and employers.

A pilot program was conducted to improve access to 
higher education for regional and remote students from 
low SES backgrounds by designing and implementing 
innovative strategies and resources to engage and inform 
their key influencers: parents; teachers; and community 
leaders. Key activities included school visits and 
workshops (including career development), community 
events and expos, and the establishment of relationships 
with community organisations.

This project explored how the success of students from 
low SES backgrounds was impacted by their interaction 
with support and development initiatives offered at the 
University of New South Wales (UNSW). Quantitative 
and qualitative methodologies were used to determine 
the impact of interaction on several academic success 
indicators. Findings showed that these interactions 
contributed in multiple and diverse ways to low SES 
students’ success.

This project aimed to decrease the number of low SES 
students who, despite having indicated an intention 
to go on to further study at the end of Year 12, do 
not realise that objective. To further academic and 
personal skills, and increase awareness of university 
application processes and pathways, outreach projects 
were developed and extended incorporating in-school 
workshops and campus visits.

The project piloted a “cyclical” (multiple touch point) 
program to build interest and aspiration in STEM study 
and career pathways for female high school students at 
metropolitan and regional low SES schools. Female 
role models currently studying engineering and IT at 
university engaged participants through school visits, 
on-campus days, and industry connect sessions to 
demystify and promote STEM careers, and offer insights 
into tertiary study.

PROJECT SUMMARY

Supported pathways to education 
and employment: building the 
capacity of the Illawarra and south 
east region

Influencing the key influencers: 
strategies and resources for 
engagement in regional Australia

A picture of success

Compass connected

Collabor8: women in 
engineering and information 
technology programs
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2014 PROJECTS LEAD 
UNIVERSITY

Victoria 
University

NCSEHE 
— Curtin 
University

Edith Cowan 
University

University of 
South Australia

University of 
New South 
Wales

A student survey was administered to equity group 
students prior to university enrolment, focusing on life and 
family balance; expectations; work; effort; teachers; study 
skills; and commitment. Survey data informed VU support 
services, enabling them to identify students at risk of 
disengagement with study at a pre-census junction, and to 
provide tailored support and resources at timely intervals 
throughout the first year of study.

The project investigated and analysed enabling programs 
offered by Australian higher education providers focusing 
on domestic students from disadvantaged groups 
including low SES, students with disability, regional and 
remote students, students from non-English speaking 
backgrounds and Indigenous students. The report 
examined programs’ effectiveness and appropriateness 
as pathways to university, variability in program quality, 
and potential measures to improve their effectiveness.

The project implemented a geocoding system to capture 
meaningful in-time data about prospective and continuing 
students from disadvantaged backgrounds to better target 
students in need and provide appropriate student 
support services.

This project examined the financial circumstances and 
associated psychosocial factors of regional students 
in higher education. Qualitative and quantitative data 
was gathered through 607 surveys and 37 extensive 
interviews, to provide insight into the difficulties faced 
by regional students nationally. The resulting multi-
layered dataset allowed for a thorough analysis of 
regional students’ financial, psychological and social 
situations based on demographic groupings of age and 
relocation status.

This project sought to form new partnerships with 
local schools as part of the UNSW ASPIRE program, 
supporting low SES students to access higher education. 
Two community hubs were established as the focal points 
for a range of academic support and enrichment activities, 
acting as an anchor institution between multiple education 
stakeholders and incorporating the resources that were 
currently available.

PROJECT SUMMARY

Meeting great expectations: 
understanding the needs of 
equity group students before they 
commence university

Pathways to higher education: 
the efficacy of enabling and 
sub-bachelor pathways for 
disadvantaged students

IT solutions to assist students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds to 
access, participate and succeed 
at university

Regional student financial 
circumstances at the University of 
South Australia

ASPIRE community hub
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2014 PROJECTS LEAD 
UNIVERSITY

La Trobe 
university

La Trobe 
University

Macquarie 
University

NCSEHE 
— Curtin 
University

Queensland 
University of 
Technology

The extent to which equity students participate in 
outbound mobility and language learning experiences has 
been unclear. The project investigated this area, including: 
producing a national geo-demographic map of students 
enrolled in foreign languages and accessing outbound 
mobility experiences; surveys of university leaders; 
and interviews with students. The report produced 25 
recommendations for government and universities.

Higher education expansion places adaptive pressure 
on institutional and policy frameworks designed at times 
of lower levels of participation. This project examined 
the impact of rising complexity in admissions practices 
on student decision-making, especially for those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, and the responses of 
universities and state-based Tertiary Admissions Centres 
to challenges associated with rising student participation, 
diversity and mobility, and complex admissions processes.

This project evaluated the National Indigenous Science 
Education Program (NISEP) as a tool to engage students 
from low SES regions, especially Indigenous youth, 
and support them in completing secondary education 
and transitioning to tertiary education. Evaluation data 
informed the implementation of changes to the NISEP’s 
structure and refinement of program funding allocation, 
and enabled project managers to effectively market 
NISEP to new university partners.

Supported by the NCSEHE, six Equity Fellows undertook 
strategic projects targeted, sector-wide, at improving the 
access, participation and success in higher education for 
students from disadvantaged backgrounds. The Equity 
Fellows built leadership in the equity sector and stronger 
relations with government; collaborated with stakeholders; 
set new standards in research and evaluation; and raised 
the profile of the importance of widening participation in 
higher education.

This project aimed to synthesise best practice social 
marketing and widening participation to design an 
effective, national social marketing strategy for low 
SES students, families and communities. The specific 
objectives of the strategy were to: increase awareness 
of, and aspiration to, tertiary study; increase knowledge 
of pathways to tertiary study; and increase numbers of 
applications to tertiary study and pathways courses.

PROJECT SUMMARY

Globalisation opportunities for low 
SES and regional students 

The adaptation of tertiary 
admissions practices to growth 
and diversity

National Indigenous science 
education program – building 
evidence for effective 
implementation into 
higher education

Equity Fellows Program

Social marketing strategy for low 
SES communities
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2015 PROJECTS LEAD 
UNIVERSITY

Federation 
University

La Trobe 
University

University of 
Newcastle

University of 
Newcastle

University of 
Newcastle

The project examined factors affecting retention and 
completion of low SES students at regional Australian 
universities. A review of literature, combined with staff 
and student interviews identified eight high-level factors 
that assist students to succeed. The research produced 
implementable outcomes and recommendations for 
government and universities.

The project identified and analysed factors affecting 
attrition and return to higher education among low SES 
undergraduate students. Data analysis, student interviews 
and student surveys indicated approximately half of “non-
completers” returned to study within eight years, and while 
attrition is difficult to prevent, re-enrolment is relatively 
easy to support. The insights generated informed policies 
and strategies to support students to re-engage with 
higher education.

The project examined whether differences in expectations 
about university, or in access to technology, affect the 
learning experience, retention levels and academic 
success of first year low SES and First-in-Family students, 
compared to other students. Informed by a literature 
review, a survey of commencing students and focus 
groups, this project also developed an evidence base on 
the blended learning (flipped classroom) model.

The project investigated the impact of teachers and other 
educators working in schools on Year 3–12 students’ 
aspirations for higher education. Another objective was 
to test the idea that underrepresentation of students from 
low SES backgrounds and other disadvantaged groups in 
universities may, in part, be a function of the explicit and 
implicit guidance students receive from teachers.

The objective of this project was to increase 
understanding of the role of enabling education for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. An audit of 
existing Australian enabling programs was conducted with 
the data collected forming the basis of a digital resource. 
To address further gaps in knowledge, interviews were 
carried out with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
enabling practitioners and program developers.

PROJECT SUMMARY

Facilitating success for students 
from low socioeconomic 
status backgrounds at 
regional universities

Re-engaging low SES 
students who have withdrawn 
from university

Enhancing university retention 
and success for first-in-family, low 
SES students through a blended 
(flipped classroom) learning model

Guiding futures: the role of 
teachers in the formation of 
students’ aspirations for 
higher education

Indigenous enabling: what 
works? Developing a national 
conversation around enabling 
education for Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander students through a 
comprehensive audit of 
current provision
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2015 PROJECTS LEAD 
UNIVERSITY

University of 
Newcastle

University of 
the Sunshine 
Coast

University 
of Western 
Australia

Victoria 
University

University of 
Newcastle

This project sought to overcome barriers known to 
prevent care leavers engaging with higher education 
through a combination of practical assistance and early 
intervention support strategies. A pilot scheme provided 
student orientation activities as well as ongoing support 
measures including: registration with an on-campus club; 
employment with the AIM HIGH team; mentoring; career 
counselling; and addressing areas for improvement 
identified through a skills assessment.

The project investigated the underrepresentation in 
higher education of non-Indigenous young males 
around the Gympie region of Queensland, identifying 
and implementing strategies to inform and motivate 
individuals to increase university participation. Research 
also addressed the reluctance of young non-Indigenous 
females in the region to pursue STEM degrees, indicating 
future outreach activities focusing on raising aspirations, 
allaying common misconceptions, providing information 
and building confidence.

The project was to address the gap in the awareness 
and aspiration of low SES students to study STEM 
subjects at university. Numeracy workshops for 
early secondary school students were conducted 
in metropolitan and regional areas to link numeracy 
skills development with enhanced career options. 
Accompanying activities and resources were produced, 
and professional development workshops facilitated with 
representatives from partner schools.

The project aimed to improve the retention and 
progress of low SES post-first year students. This was 
implemented through language and literacy workshops 
and the exploration of strategies to encourage student 
engagement, as well as a reusable algorithm to identify 
appropriate interventions for at-risk students. The pilot 
program yielded positive qualitative and quantitative 
results, focusing primarily on development of students’ 
academic skills and self-management.

The project explored the educational intentions and 
occupational interests of Indigenous school students from 
Years 3–12 as well as their understanding of the path from 
school to higher education. Quantitative and qualitative 
analysis of data from an Aspirations Longitudinal Study, 
focus groups and interviews indicated the enablers and 
barriers to higher education achievement that were 
identified by students, parents and teachers.

PROJECT SUMMARY

Live, learn, grow

Removing barriers to engagement 
in higher education by students 
living in a rural community

Adding to the pipeline: improving 
numeracy skills and career 
outcomes for low socioeconomic 
status (SES) students

Language and literacy skills 
for post first year students: 
pilot program

Unlocking capacity and 
empowering choices: Indigenous 
students’ aspirations for 
higher education
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2015 PROJECTS LEAD 
UNIVERSITY

University of 
Newcastle

CQUniversity

University of 
Newcastle

University of 
Tasmania

A suite of research-informed digital media resources was 
created, evaluated and disseminated to enable students 
from disadvantaged backgrounds to succeed in a range of 
STEM and health sciences degrees. A focus of this project 
was to enable access to these resources for low SES 
and culturally diverse students in regional and remote 
locations, with the aim of increasing access and reducing 
attrition in STEM degrees.

The project examined the approaches of six Australian 
universities towards the prioritisation, management 
and evaluation of HEPPP funded initiatives. Analysis of 
university documentation, stakeholder interviews and 
university partner case studies informed good practice 
guidelines and recommendations for the Australian 
government to improve the impact of HEPPP funding. 
Key findings supported a focus on program longevity and 
sustainability, along with the development of evaluation 
methods which are responsive to diverse contexts.

The project provided information on the differences 
between the profiles of the low SES student cohort by 
examining the total applicant pool across four universities: 
the University of Newcastle; The University of New 
England; The University of New South Wales; and The 
University of Western Sydney. It also sought to better 
understand the pathway into medical school for students 
from low SES backgrounds. A third objective was to 
identify best-practice career counselling and advice in 
secondary education, with a focus on comparing and 
contrasting effective strategies used in urban, regional 
and remote settings.

The project had two objectives. The first was to identify 
features of parent engagement and information programs 
and resources that are cost-efficient and effective in 
supporting low SES parents’ aspirations for their children’s 
participation in higher education. A second objective was 
to produce a web resource for institutional use in the 
design of parent engagement and information programs 
and resources that are effective in supporting low SES 
parents’ aspirations for their children’s participation in 
higher education.

PROJECT SUMMARY

Building statistical literacy for 
success in higher education

A comparative study of the 
equity strategies employed by 
Australian universities

Equity and medical education

Equipping parents to support their 
children’s aspirations: what works?
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2015 PROJECTS LEAD 
UNIVERSITY

Flinders 
University

Southern 
Cross 
University

La Trobe 
University

University of 
New South 
Wales

La Trobe 
University

This project developed a flexible higher education 
admissions pathway and selection process for low SES 
students based on their aptitude for university study. The 
program was delivered to Year 11 and Year 12 students 
through on-campus and in-school events, including 
regional and remote centres. Activities were based 
around: problem solving; oral presentations; experimental/
lab simulations; written assessment reports; multimedia 
activities; case studies; games; and group discussions.

The project delivered an innovative set of 20 interactive 
modules as an online learning system that can be used 
singly or together. The interactive modules provide a 
foundation for improvements in mathematics education 
across the higher education sector as well as throughout 
the school system in regional and remote Australia. The 
self-paced learning in the form of guided instruction and 
opportunities for practice have the potential to profoundly 
impact on the learning experiences of undergraduate 
students who have little or no experience in mathematics.

The project examined how universities addressed student 
equity within their employability strategies, in the context 
of relatively poor undergraduate outcomes for some 
groups of underrepresented students. The research 
included analysis of employability policy in higher 
education across the UK, US and Australia; a desktop 
analysis of Australian university websites; and a survey of 
both career managers and student union leaders within 
Australian public universities.

The project had two objectives. The first was to build 
computer literacies in teachers through professional 
development and the identification of, and support for, 
champions within the school. The second objective was 
to assist in the building of computer literacies within the 
upper primary school students in particular.

The project was to investigate the challenges faced by 
care leavers in Australian higher education. It involved 
analysis from international research, analysis of methods 
of collecting data of care leavers in higher education, 
and in-depth interviews with care leavers. The outputs 
from the project included guidelines for professional and 
academic staff working in universities to support care 
leavers and guidelines for students who spent time in out-
of-home care who enter universities.

PROJECT SUMMARY

Assessment selection 
methodology – 
Low SES recruitment

Bite size maths: building 
mathematics low SES student 
capability in regional and 
remote Australia

Student equity and employability in 
higher education

Building computer literacies in 
rural schools

Recruiting and supporting 
care leavers in Australian 
higher education
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2015 PROJECTS LEAD 
UNIVERSITY

University of 
Newcastle

Macquarie 
University

This project examined the role of Indigenous education 
paraprofessionals in facilitating post-school education 
options and access for Indigenous young people, and 
sought insight into barriers to, and enablers of, post-
school education for this cohort. Literature review, 
yarning circles and interviews informed a set of culturally-
appropriate principles, applicable to policy and practice 
strategies, to increase Indigenous student access to, and 
participation in, higher education.

Macquarie University’s Literacy Enhancement Activity 
Program (LEAP) supports school students experiencing 
difficulties with literacy skills. This project was to 
support low SES students from refugee backgrounds to 
access and succeed in higher education by: reviewing 
international best practice; conducting a needs 
assessment with past and current students of the LEAP 
Macquarie Mentoring Program; developing an evidence-
based tertiary enabling program specific to the cohort; 
and forming a national community of practice comprising 
researchers, equity practitioners and 
partner organisations.

PROJECT SUMMARY

Yarning the way: the role 
of Indigenous education 
paraprofessionals in guiding the 
post-school pathways of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander youth

LEAP–UP University 
preparedness: developing a 
tertiary enabling program for low 
SES students from 
refugee backgrounds
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2016 PROJECTS LEAD 
UNIVERSITY

CQUniversity

University of 
Wollongong

Curtin 
University

La Trobe 
university

Macquarie 
University

The project was to build an evidence base on improving 
the outcomes of students in higher education from low 
SES backgrounds. This comprised: investigating the 
extent to which universities had strategies in place; 
exploring whether regional low SES students are 
prepared for the requirements of the courses in which 
they are enrolling; identifying the factors that contribute 
to some students being unable to meet expected 
requirements; advising of the appropriate steps to meet 
a program’s requirements; and developing a framework 
and online system to allow students to self-assess their 
readiness for undertaking study.

This project identified factors contributing to the 
decisions of people with disability from low SES regional 
and remote backgrounds to access and participate in 
higher education. This included the decision to delay 
university study until later in life. Surveys and interviews 
with school and university students and community 
members with disability informed recommendations for 
students and their families, and for higher education 
leaders and policymakers.

The project investigated why similar outreach initiatives 
had differing outcomes for urban, regional and remote 
students. It also assessed trends in higher education 
applications among Queensland students, comparing 
regional and remote student with their metropolitan 
counterparts. The project also conducted and analysed 
interviews with program managers and schools, and focus 
groups with students, on the factors that affect student 
interest in participating in higher education. 

The project was to establish an evidence base on the 
educational challenges and motivations of new migrants 
in regional, low SES communities in accessing higher 
education. It informed efforts to raise participation, 
diversity and social inclusion of low SES new migrants 
on regional university campuses; and it supported 
universities to develop more tailored equity, outreach, 
recruitment and pathway models and develop more 
inclusive environments.

The LEAP-Links (Digital Literacy) program was designed 
to assist regional and remote low SES students to build 
the digital competencies needed to succeed in school 
and the transition to higher education. A technology 
review; pilot program testing; interviews with students 

PROJECT SUMMARY

Improving the transition and 
retention of regional students from 
low socio-economic backgrounds: 
a ‘5 Ps’ approach

Understanding how regionality and 
socioeconomic status intersect 
with disability 

Widening regional and remote 
participation: Interrogating the 
impact of outreach programs 
across Queensland

Raising university participation 
of new migrants in 
regional communities

Macquarie University LEAP-Links 
(Digital Literacy): Developing the 
ICT competencies of regional and 
remote low-SES students
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2016 PROJECTS LEAD 
UNIVERSITY

Murdoch 
University

RMIT 
University

University 
of Western 
Australia

University of 
Canberra

and education providers; and focus group consultation 
informed materials for teacher professional learning 
workshops; and for a student online unit of work.

The Pathways to STEM program provided mathematics 
support to Year 11 and 12 regional and remote students 
in Western Australia, combining technology-enabled 
tutorial sessions after school twice a week; individual 
access to tutors to address specialised questions; 
and intensive on-campus ATAR preparation sessions. 
The project facilitated students’ learning, encouraged 
development of thinking skills, and provided a pathway 
from secondary to tertiary education.

This project built regional secondary students’ awareness, 
aspiration and preparedness for higher education 
through innovative digital methods of engagement to 
demystify transition issues and daily student life, and 
provide opportunities for direct engagement with current 
students. Stakeholder engagement was achieved 
through: consultation with school careers advisors and 
staff; interactive workshops; campus tour videos; video 
conferences; and a dedicated website with resources for 
students and teachers.

The project addressed the disadvantage and lack of 
resources available to regional students in pursuing 
STEM subjects in higher education. It developed a 
framework to build capacity in Years 9–10 students that 
underpins STEM study in upper secondary schools and 
maintains engagement in STEM subjects through to 
Years 11–12; and it also developed resources and 
activities with the potential to be disseminated widely to 
the benefit of students in other regional and remote areas 
of Western Australia.

The project investigated aspirations for careers in STEM 
subjects with stakeholders in education, industry and 
communities in regional and remote areas of Australia. 
It had three objectives: to increase the knowledge base 
in relation to STEM in regional and remote careers and 
innovation; understand how regional and remote students’ 
aspirations for rural STEM careers influence senior 
subject selection; and provide insights for universities to 
embed relevant curriculum links to regional and remote 
STEM careers and innovation to increase the relevance of 
university study.

PROJECT SUMMARY

Mathematics pathways to STEM 
careers (Pathways to STEM)

Building regional student 
awareness, aspiration and 
engagement using 
digital technologies

Creating a framework for success 
in science, technology, engineering 
and mathematics for regional and 
remote low SES students

Enhancing aspirations for STEM 
careers in rural, regional and 
remote communities



21The National Priorities Pool Project. Previous trends and future opportunities.

2016 PROJECTS LEAD 
UNIVERSITY

University of 
Canberra

University of 
New South 
Wales

University of 
New South 
Wales

University of 
New South 
Wales

University of 
New South 
Wales

The project was to develop and deliver a series of literacy, 
numeracy and assignment writing and time-management 
modules to break down barriers to higher education 
for regional students from financially disadvantaged 
backgrounds. The modules were made available online 
to schools in regional NSW and Queensland, identified as 
having large cohorts of low SES students. Supplementary 
visits were made to schools as part of the project.

The project examined the efficacy of embedding recent 
university graduates as outreach project officers in 
regional and remote schools. It also explored the scope of 
how such an approach can support and extend the work 
of an established, but geographically remote, widening 
participation program. The project enabled individualised, 
tailored approaches to university access barriers to be 
developed and implemented and raise the visibility of 
universities in regional and remote communities.

This project identified key elements shaping regional and 
remote low SES students’ aspirations to attend university; 
measured their perceptions about these elements; and 
quantified the impacts on student progression. A literature 
review was complemented by input from UNSW Aspire 
staff, and data was collected through student interviews. 
Outcomes from the research will provide widening 
participation practitioners with evidence on which to base 
decisions on program design.

The project investigated whether widening participation 
initiatives are addressing the attainment gap that exists 
for low SES students in regional and remote areas. It 
examined and identified trends in attainment levels in 
regional and remote schools. It also examined 
differences between schools known to have had 
sustained engagement with widening participation 
activities and others.

Targeted support was delivered to regional and remote 
Year 11 students through residential events and 
workshops. Students were given academic skills support, 
information and guidance around applying for, and 
participating in, higher education. Specific practical skills 
and information were provided to aid the completion of 
their final school years and transition to university. The 
project also incorporated career guidance sessions with 
representatives from regional businesses.

PROJECT SUMMARY

Raising aspiration and 
achievement in regional schools 
through innovative online modules

Beyond borders

Power of perceptions 

Mind the gap

Uni in a ute
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2016 PROJECTS LEAD 
UNIVERSITY

University of 
Newcastle

University of 
Newcastle

University of 
Newcastle

University of 
Newcastle

University of 
Newcastle

The project collected evidence on the educational and 
occupational interests of low SES students from regional 
and remote areas and examined ways in which location 
interacts with aspiration formation and understanding 
of the pathways and barriers to higher education. The 
evidence informed the design of equity initiatives and 
other support interventions. 

The project delivered project-based learning activities 
and supporting resources to low SES regional and remote 
school students which developed scientific and statistical 
understanding of sustainable energies, enabling them 
to pursue and succeed in higher education. The project 
increased student interest, attitudes and aspirations, as 
well as those of their families and teachers, towards 
their ability to achieve and succeed in higher education 
and science.

The project was to implement a mentoring program for 
women from low SES backgrounds in regional areas 
in high school and university to help them realise their 
educational and career aspirations, with the aim of 
improving participation, retention and success in higher 
education in business and law. It connected female high 
school and university students with industry professionals 
to inspire and inform young women about study and 
career opportunities.

A consortium of three universities identified the 
opportunities and barriers to participation for mature age 
students from low SES backgrounds in regional and 
remote areas, and investigated the role of open access 
preparation and enabling programs. An evidence-based 
set of principles was developed for governments and 
higher education institutions to support equity of access to 
higher education and increase participation for this cohort.

The project was to support regional and remote students 
from farming, mining and manufacturing regions to 
re-imagine their futures and aspire to work in creative 
industries. A creative industries roadshow was rolled out, 
targeting three research populations: remote and regional 
high school students and their careers advisors; university 
students studying creative industries; and young creative 
industry innovators who used tertiary education to develop 
their skills and launch their creative careers.

PROJECT SUMMARY

Locating aspirations: evidence 
to support participation in higher 
education of low SES students 
from regional and remote Australia

Early engagement — tertiary 
success; sustainability meets 
statistics and STEM

Mentoring women from regional 
Australia to realise their 
educational and career aspirations 
in business and law

Improving the ‘beaten track’: 
Investigating alternative pathways 
to increase higher education 
participation for mature-aged, low 
socio-economic status students in 
regional and remote Australia

Creative industries careers — Re-
imagining regional and remote 
students’ opportunities
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2016 PROJECTS LEAD 
UNIVERSITY

University of 
South Australia

University of 
Wollongong

University of 
New South 
Wales

Charles 
Darwin 
University

University of 
New South 
Wales

The project developed a set of resources to improve 
the engagement, retention, success, completion and 
wellbeing for low SES students studying at regional 
universities or at universities committed to regional 
activity. It developed a web resource to provide training 
for regional staff to deliver support services related to 
academic literacies and wellbeing. It also developed 
a national teaching, learning and wellbeing early-
intervention strategy for regional low SES students.

A pilot outreach program was conducted in partnership 
with four regional and remote high schools, incorporating 
in-school and on-campus activities, with the goal 
of supporting students’ attainment, aspirations and 
awareness toward higher education. An online resource 
kit was developed to enable regional and remote 
schools to self-deliver outreach programs at a low cost 
by using school staff and student alumni in partnership 
with a university.

The project developed and ran a pilot e-mentoring 
scheme with two regional and remote partner schools in 
the UNSW ASPIRE program. The effectiveness of the 
scheme was evaluated and found to be an effective way 
of raising interpersonal skills, leadership skills and making 
a difference in young people’s lives.

The project was to review Northern Territory Indigenous 
higher education policy to: explore Indigenous 
perspectives underlying principles of success; identify 
cultural, socio-political and environmental factors 
that enable successful policy implementation from an 
Indigenous perspective; and explore perspectives of 
successful Indigenous higher education policy and 
practice. Recommendations were made to the 
Australian and Territory governments and to Northern 
Territory educational institutions.

The project investigated self-disclosure of equity group 
membership among three equity groups: Indigenous; 
disability; and non-English Speaking Background. The 
research investigated how many of such students do 
not disclose their equity status, how they disclose it, and 
why students either choose to disclose or not disclose 
their equity status. The project produced six proposed 
guidelines to improve outcomes for equity students and 
increase rates of self-disclosure.

PROJECT SUMMARY

Promoting academic success 
and wellbeing: Enhancing 
regional student engagement, 
success and wellbeing through 
the use of innovative early 
intervention strategies

Rural In2Uni program

Click-on mentors

Northern Territory Indigenous 
higher education policy review

Enhancing self-disclosure of equity 
group membership
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The future of research into equity in higher education 
continues to unfold, shaped significantly by the current 
research priorities of the Department and NCSEHE. 
The next two sections examine how current research 
priorities funded by the NPP are shaping the future of 

equity in higher education. They indicate a continuation 
in the trends evident over the past few years: building the 
evidence base; fostering innovation; and improving the 
effectiveness and efficiency of program delivery.

The future: The developing 
policy and program environment

 Department of Education initiatives

Equity Research and Innovation Panel 

The Panel was established to provide strategic advice 
on Australian government-funded research and trials on 
student equity in higher education conducted under the 
NPP component of the HEPPP. The Panel will develop 
a strategic program of integrated equity research and 
trials that addresses gaps in knowledge necessary to 
identify best practice and assess its efficacy into the 
future. The Panel’s role is to advise the Minister and 
Department; that advice may inform investment of 
HEPPP NPP funds. 

The Panel will advise government on: a strategic 
whole-of-sector approach to equity research in higher 
education; areas of national strength in equity research 
and current and future capability and need; opportunities 
to improve impact, focus, prioritisation and quality of 
Australia’s investment in equity research, including advice 
on national priorities for equity research; and matters 
requested by the Minister and/or the Department.

Critical themes for projects and initiatives

In August 2018, the Equity Research and Innovation 
Panel held a workshop to explore five key themes seen 
as providing insights into equity issues and enabling the 
identification of gaps in equity research.  

The critical themes were:
•	 career pathways and industry engagement
•	 understanding and improving retention
•	 outreach, partnership and community engagement
•	 evaluation and synthesis of projects
•	 inclusive teaching and curriculum and 

institutional culture.

NPP 2019 Investment Plan

In February 2019, the Department released the 2019 
National Priorities Pool Investment Plan. The plan had 
four areas of priority funding[1]:

Building the evidence base: 

The purpose of this priority area is to gather and 
analyse robust evidence which will inform future equity 
policy development and practice. Projects addressing 
this priority funding area will explore opportunities for 
improvement in current practice and achievement, 
and investigate new developments in approaches to 
increasing access, participation, retention, and success 
in higher education at any university. The focus of this 
priority is rigorous evidence-based and evaluative 
research, although robust evidence-based projects 
drawn from practice, that allow for stronger conclusions 
about the impacts of equity interventions, may also be 
considered. 
 
Fostering innovation: 

The purpose of this priority area is to foster and test 
new equity interventions at both an institutional and a 
national level. Projects commissioned from this priority 
area will promote innovative solutions in response to a 
well evidenced problem by developing and trialling new 
ideas and practices to assist low SES groups to access 
and succeed in higher education. This priority area will 
also target unreasonable barriers to higher education, 
address current gaps in program delivery, and assist 
universities to expand their equity activities to new 
areas.

[1] Content reproduced from the Australian Government Department of Education and Training. https://docs.education.gov.au/node/52526

https://www.education.gov.au/news/equity-research-and-innovation-panel
https://docs.education.gov.au/node/52526
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National Priorities Pool 2018 Projects

The Department commissioned the following nine projects in 2018 under the National Priorities Pool:

Improving the effectiveness and efficiency of 
program delivery: 

The purpose of this priority area is to demonstrably 
improve current practice in HEPPP delivery across the 
higher education sector at both an institutional and a 
national level. Projects commissioned from this priority 
area will explore more effective and efficient ways to 
implement and deliver programs, address identified 
issues, and draw on a meaningful evidence base. 

Addressing regional and remote educational disadvantage

The purpose of this priority area is to trial well-evidenced 
innovative ideas and practices to improve higher 
education outcomes for low SES students from regional 
and remote Australia, including interventions designed 
to improve aspiration, access, participation, retention, 
success, and completion rates. 

UNIVERSITY 2018 
FUNDING

$4,500,000

$1,500,000

$300,000

$600,000

National Centre for Student Equity in Higher Education

The National Centre for Student Equity in Higher Education (NCSEHE) 
is funded by the Department and will continue to be hosted by Curtin 
University through to the end of 2022. NCSEHE’s purpose is to inform 
public policy design and implementation, and institutional practice, in 
order to improve higher education access, participation, retention and 
success for marginalised and disadvantaged people.

Equity Fellows

This project will continue to the existing Equity Fellows Program for two 
years to 2020. The project will deliver world class research outcomes 
and develop the research and knowledge transfer skills of both equity 
researchers and equity practitioners. Fellowships will be targeted to 
address priority equity issues, with a specific focus on emerging regional 
and remote issues.

Higher education careers advice for low socioeconomic status 
(SES) students

The NCSEHE at Curtin University will invite proposals from Table A 
universities through a competitive grant process for a project to explore 
higher education careers advice for low SES students, including low SES 
Indigenous students and low SES regional, rural and remote students.

Key influencers of low SES students

The NCSEHE at Curtin University will invite proposals from Table A 
universities through a competitive grant process for a project to examine 
the key influencers of low SES students, low SES regional, rural and 
remote students, and low SES Indigenous students towards higher 
education pathways and career choices.

PROJECT SUMMARY

Curtin University

Curtin University

Curtin University

Curtin University
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UNIVERSITY 2018 
FUNDING

$300,000

$379,999

$322,171

$113,996

$324,311

Low SES student deferrals

This project will investigate the characteristics of low SES students, 
(including those from Indigenous, and regional and remote backgrounds), 
who choose to defer their first year of university. It will undertake a critical 
analysis of initiatives implemented by Australian universities to maintain 
contact with low SES students who have deferred and seek to encourage 
their return, and identify best practice approaches that might be adopted 
by other institutions. It will develop evidence based advice on maximising 
low SES uptake of university places following deferral.

Admission and success for low SES students

This project will investigate the impact of university admission practices 
on the retention, success and completion of low SES students (including 
those from Indigenous, and regional and remote backgrounds), and by 
doing so seek to identify further opportunities and potential interventions 
to improve the retention and success of low SES students.

The effects of cumulative disadvantage

This project will investigate the effects of compound and/or cumulative 
factors of disadvantage, as represented by multiple equity group 
membership, on higher education performance.

International literature review: Equity in higher education

This project will deliver a literature review that:
•	 is contextualised in view of contemporary Australasian equity 

literature and frameworks
•	 identifies overseas academic research on interventions designed to 

improve the higher education outcomes of disadvantaged students, 
specifically low SES, Indigenous and regional/remote students

•	 makes a critical assessment of the strengths and weaknesses of the 
research, and

•	 determines the potential for the research to provide evidence-based 
policy guidance that could be applied to interventions designed to 
improve the higher education outcomes of low SES, Indigenous and 
regional/remote students in the Australian context.

Success from the perspective of the successful: Low SES students, 
success and completion in higher education

This project will investigate the experiences, perceptions, and 
understanding of successful low SES undergraduate students at 
Australian universities (including people from low SES Indigenous and 
low SES regional and remote backgrounds) to determine the factors 
(including equity interventions) to which students attribute their success.

PROJECT SUMMARY

La Trobe University

University of 
Tasmania

University of 
Queensland

University of 
Newcastle

University of 
Newcastle
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 NCSEHE initiatives

The NCSEHE conducts research-based projects, 
both independently and in collaboration with other 
organisations, funded through external grants or 
Centre resources. 

Research projects can be categorised into four types:
1.	 NCSEHE Research Grants Program projects
2.	 NPP projects conducted by the Centre
3.	 the NCSEHE Equity Fellows Program
4.	 projects funded by the Centre.

1. NCSEHE Research Grants Program

The NCSEHE manages a competitive research grants 
program which, over the past four years, has funded 
47 research projects (12 in each of the 2014 and 2015 
rounds; 10 in 2016; and 13 in the 2017 round). 

The program has contributed to building an evidence 
base to improve access and outcomes for students 
from disadvantaged backgrounds. The projects conduct 
policy-relevant research aimed at supporting and 
informing policy and practice on student equity in 
higher education. Over time, the projects have changed 
focus to reflect current and emerging priorities, and have 
increased in the complexity of issues and challenges.
The 2017 funding round of research projects currently 
being finalised include:
•	 Postgraduate study and graduate employment. 

How do equity groups perform? — The University of 
Western Australia

•	 People seeking asylum: access and support in 
higher education — Curtin University

•	 Regional communities’ influences on equity 
participation in higher education — The University 
of Tasmania

•	 Success and failure in higher education on uneven 
playing fields — Deakin University

•	 Community influence on university aspirations. Does 
it take a village….? — The University of Newcastle

•	 Shifts in space and self: moving from community to 
university — The University of Wollongong

•	 Beyond graduation: long term socioeconomic 
outcomes amongst equity groups — The University 
of Queensland

•	 Structural inequality and retention in equity students: 
best practice models of institutional culture from 
across the sector — La Trobe University

•	 Designing equitable principles for performance 

based funding — La Trobe University
•	 Equity at and beyond the boundary of Australian 

universities — La Trobe University
•	 Understanding completion rates of Indigenous 

higher education students from two regional 
universities — Charles Darwin University

•	 Widening participation or widening the gap? Equity 
in postgraduate study — Queensland University of 
Technology

•	 Access to work integrated learning: influence of 
communities of practice — Curtin University.

2. NPP projects conducted by the NCSEHE

The NCSEHE has acted as project lead or contributor 
on a number of NPP projects. 

A summary of these projects can be found earlier in this 
publication. They include:
•	 Pathways to higher education: The efficacy 

of enabling and sub-bachelor pathways for 
disadvantaged students (2014)

•	 Equity Fellows program (2014)
•	 Widening regional and remote participation: 

Interrogating the impact of outreach programs 
across Queensland (2016)

•	 Social marketing strategy for low SES 
      communities (2014)

3. The NCSEHE Equity Fellows Program

The Equity Fellows Program is an initiative funded 
by the Department and managed by the NCSEHE. 
Equity Fellows undertake strategic, high-impact, high-
profile projects targeted sector-wide at improving the 
access, participation and success in higher education 
of students from disadvantaged backgrounds. Fellows 
spend a period of time working in, and with, the 
Department in Canberra facilitating mutually beneficial 
engagement between the Department and the sector as 
a way of exchange and leadership opportunities. 

Two cohorts of three Fellows, in each of 2016 and 2017, 
have had direct influence and impact on equity in the 
higher education sector through:
•	 identification of equity issues in the Australian 

higher education system, and the development and 
facilitation of approaches to address these issues

•	 sector-wide leadership in promoting, enhancing 

https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/publications/equity-at-beyond-the-boundary-of-australian-universities/
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/publications/equity-at-beyond-the-boundary-of-australian-universities/
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and developing good practice in improving access, 
participation and success in higher education for 
students from disadvantaged backgrounds

•	 developing a collaborative arrangement for ongoing 
exchange of knowledge between the sector and the 
Department to inform the delivery of government 
programs and policy on equity in higher education.

Six Fellowship reports have been published and 
are shaping the policy environment in equity in 
higher education:
•	 Cathy Stone (2016) — Opportunity through online 

learning: Improving student access, participation 
and success in higher education

•	 Erica Southgate (2016) — Fair connection to 
professional careers: Understanding social 
difference and disadvantage, institutional dynamics 
and technological opportunities

•	 Nadine Zacharias (2016) — The Australian student 
equity program and institutional change: Paradigm 
shift or business as usual?

•	 Matthew Brett (2017) — Equity, performance and 
accountability

•	 Louise Pollard (2017) — Remote student university 
success: An analysis of policy and practice

•	 James Smith (2017) — Strengthening evaluation in 
Indigenous higher education contexts in Australia

The NCSEHE Equity Fellows Program will continue in 
2019/20.

4. Projects funded by the NCSEHE

NCSEHE Research Fellows (2018–19)

Following on from the six 2016/17 Equity Fellows, two 
Research Fellows have been supported by the Centre to 
conduct year-long projects: 
•	 Maria Raciti (2018) — Career construction, future 

work and the perceived risks of going to university 
for young people from low SES backgrounds

•	 Sarah O’Shea (2019) — ‘Mind the Gap!’ Exploring 
the post-graduation outcomes and employment 
mobility of individuals who are first in their family to 
complete a university degree

The final reports will be released in 2019 and 2020.

The Building Legacy and Capacity/Student Equity 
2030 Project (2017–19)

During 2017–18 the NCSEHE conducted a series of 
workshops and webinars through the Building Legacy 
and Capacity Project — a strategic initiative to further 
extend the Centre’s capacity in synthesising, codifying 
and disseminating learnings from student equity 
research and practice to inform future initiatives, 
studies and policy.

The final workshop in the Building Legacy and Capacity 
series brought together researchers, practitioners, 
policymakers and policy influencers to advance a 
national conversation on Equity 2030 — a long-term 
strategic vision for student equity in higher education.

The 2018 Student Equity 2030 Discussion Paper built 
upon the existing work of the NCSEHE and the Building 
Legacy and Capacity Project, outlining key concepts, 
challenges and contradictions associated with achieving 
student equity in higher education in an era of near-
universal participation. Possible options for resolving 
these challenges and contradictions were presented in 
the paper. Eight big questions were articulated to prompt 
discussion across the sector.

Written responses to the paper were complemented by 
a series of ten roundtable discussions, held in major 
Australian capital cities and regional centres where 
the key questions were explored in a collaborative and 
constructive conversational form.
Over 150 stakeholders directly shaped a policy 
statement: The Best Chance for All, and key 
recommendations to achieve a more equitable higher 
education system. 

Recommendations for future policy, practice and 
research were directed to the Department and higher 
education institutions.

The final report, The Best Chance for All: Student Equity 
2030 — A long-term strategic vision for student equity in 
higher education, is available on the NCSEHE website.

https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/ncsehe-building-legacy-capacity-workshop-series/
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/ncsehe-building-legacy-capacity-workshop-series/
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/event/webinar-equity-2030-a-long-term-strategic-vision-for-student-equity-in-higher-education/
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/event/webinar-equity-2030-a-long-term-strategic-vision-for-student-equity-in-higher-education/
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/publications/student-equity-2030/
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/event/student-equity-2030-roundtable-discussions/
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/student-equity-2030-best-chance-for-all/
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DISCLAIMER

Information in this publication is correct at the 
time of printing but may be subject to change. 
This material does not purport to constitute legal 
or professional advice.

Curtin accepts no responsibility for and makes 
no representations, whether express or implied, 
as to the accuracy or reliability in any respect 
of any material in this publication. Except to the 
extent mandated otherwise by legislation, Curtin 
University does not accept responsibility for the 
consequences of any reliance which may be 
placed on this material by any person.

Curtin will not be liable to you or to any other 
person for any loss or damage (including direct, 
consequential or economic loss or damage) 
however caused and whether by negligence or 
otherwise which may result directly or indirectly 
from the use of this publication.


