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Aims and scope
Student  Equit y  Network

• Provide a forum to explore how universities have 
designed, implemented, evaluated and improved 
student equity programs since the introduction of 
the Higher Education Participation and 
Partnership Program (HEPPP) in 2010. 

• Participation rates have increased substantially 
and there are significantly more students from 
low SES backgrounds in the system now than 
ever before. However, these gains have been 
uneven across the sector and are difficult to 
attribute to institutional HEPPP programs. 

• The question is: how we sustain and build on the 
gains made in a time of policy review and 
reform?  

The aspiration for the SIG is that discussions will lead 
to:

• Improved sharing of existing and emerging evidence 
of what works to increase participation by students 
from equity groups, including evaluations of HEPPP 
funded initiatives

• More strategic approaches to institutional student 
equity programs which are based on an institution’s 
equity performance, informed by evidence and 
aligned with wider institutional priorities

• Collaborations to conduct cross-institutional 
research, present innovations and disseminate 
findings from research and practice.
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Session st ructure
Planning for t he future in a changing policy  context

• Introductions
• Share findings from Nadine’s Equity Fellowship relevant to the design and 

implementation of institutional HEPPP programs
• Discuss the recommendations for the sector
• Explore the tools developed during the Fellowship and how they could be applied in your 

institutional context
• Discuss strategies for re-designing institutional HEPPP programs in light of Fellowship 

findings and/or proposed changes to the program and its evaluation
• Explore the interest of the group in an ongoing STARS Student Equity Network
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Int roduct ions

Who are we?
Why are we interested in student equity?
What do we want to get out of this session?
Are you interested in keeping the Student Equity Network going between 
STARS conferences?
If so, what would be the preferred ways to do this?
And what are you prepared to contribute?
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De s ig n  a n d  im p le m en t a t ion
of in s t it u t ion a l HEPPP p rog ra m s

Insights from the Fellowship



CRICOS Provider Code 00301J

Fellowship research quest ions

The Fellowship has 
explored how the 
vision of a more 
equitable higher 
education system 
was translated into 
institutional practice. 

The key questions framing this exploration were:
1. How have different universities designed and implemented 

institutional HEPPP programs?
2. Did the sector act on the government’s aspiration to transform 

access and radically improve participation for students from 
low SES backgrounds in higher education?

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

4. Has the national equity program become a catalyst for driving 
institutional changes in equity strategy and practice? If so, in 
what ways?
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Methodology
A qualit at ive and collaborat ive approach
1. Analysis of HEPPP annual progress reports3 (2010-2015) to produce a typology of institutional 

approaches to HEPPP implementation using the interpretive model and Equity Initiatives Map.
2. Interviews with policy makers at the Department of Education and Training to establish their 

aspirations and experiences in implementing HEPPP.
3. Review of HEIMS equity performance data (2010-2015) with regard to access, participation, 

retention and completion rates of students from low SES backgrounds to identify changes over 
time at sector and institutional levels.

4. Three institutional case studies to illustrate the diversity of institutional approaches to HEPPP and 
explore three approaches in-depth, including additional document analysis and interviews with 
executive members, equity directors, equity practitioners, external stakeholders and academic 
partners in the chosen universities.

5. Five student equity workshops conducted with practitioners in four capital cities between June and 
October 2016 to explore how universities have designed, implemented and improved student 
equity programs since the introduction of HEPPP.
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Key findings and outputs
First  nat ional study on inst it ut ional HEPPP programs

• HEPPP has provided an opportunity for 
universities to develop bespoke equity 
programs which respond to their institutional 
profile and strategic priorities. 

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

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

• Volume of HEPPP funding mattered.
• Transformational change in one case study 

university.

A set of diagnostic tools:
• An interpretive model building on Burke 

(2012)
• An Equity Initiatives Map extending the Equity 

Initiatives Framework developed by Bennett et 
al. (2015) to enable analyses of HEPPP 
program design and implementation in the 
context of institutional equity strategy and 
performance. 

• Case studies of three strategic approaches to 
HEPPP implementation and the success 
factors, outcomes and challenges associated 
with these.
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Equit y  Init iat ives Map – top half
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Equit y  Init iat ives Map – bot tom half
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HEPPP expenditure and effort
Equit y  Init iat ives Map as a diagnost ic tool

The sector’s response to HEPPP in most cases built on equity strategies and infrastructure 
which pre-dated HEPPP as well as existing equity initiatives which were reworked, scaled up 
and/or significantly expanded by HEPPP funding. The analysis showed that there were 
consistent trends as well as significant changes in HEPPP implementation between 2011 
(Naylor, Baik & James, 2013) and 2015:
• In 2011 and 2015, most HEPPP funding was spent on initiatives in the participation and pre-access 

phases.
• There has been a significant shift of resources and attention into the attainment and transition out 

phase between 2011 and 2015, especially for careers and employment support.
• Universities seem to be under-investing in the access phase, especially in light of the excellent 

results achieved by the case study university in this research which allocated significant 
expenditure and effort to tailored access initiatives.



CRICOS Provider Code 00301J

Interpret ive model – Part  1
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Interpret ive model – Part  1 cont ’d
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Interpret ive model – Part  2
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At t ributes of effect ive and efficient  
HEPPP programs
Bearing in mind the limitations of the small sample, the following attributes can be regarded as positively 
contributing to the effectiveness and/or efficiency of institutional HEPPP programs:

• strong commitment to equity and the region articulated in the University’s mission statement

• sophisticated understanding of the barriers to higher education for equity students and the specific issues in the 
University’s communities

• equity director as a direct report to a member of the University’s executive team

• embedded widening participation staff in existing equity or student support team

• central control by equity team over the total HEPPP allocation and clear processes for administering HEPPP 
moneys across the University

• program-level community of practice which supports capacity building and learning across HEPPP program 
components and informs program development and continuous improvement

• partnerships based on mutual benefits and respect

• equity leaders and practitioners as the driving force behind successful widening participation programs.
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Recommendat ions for the sector

Recommendation 3: Review and Reform Institutional HEPPP Programs 
Universities should use the Equity Initiatives Map as a diagnostic tool to review their HEPPP programs 
and optimally align expenditure and effort with institutional priorities and needs. 

Recommendation 4: Improvements to HEPPP Program Effectiveness and Efficiency 
Universities should use the interpretive model to review their organisational and management 
approaches to HEPPP implementation and identify any factors which may further improve program 
effectiveness and efficiency. 

Recommendation 12: Ongoing Employment of Core Staff 
Staff delivering core outreach or retention activities should be paid out of university operating funds or 
at least be employed as ongoing staff.



CRICOS Provider Code 00301J

Possible topics for discussion

1. Targeting of HEPPP initiatives to students from low SES backgrounds
2. The relationships between institutional HEPPP programs and student 

outcomes
3. Strategic intent as a variable to explain uneven outcomes
4. What is success in widening participation? 
5. HEPPP as a driver of institutional change
6. HEPPP program reform proposals and evaluation framework
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The ‘messy ’ business of target ing 
students from low SES backgrounds
Universities needed to actively translate the policy focus on people from low SES backgrounds into 
their context which resulted in different approaches to what constitutes ‘low SES’:
• In practice, ‘students from low SES backgrounds’ often became the shorthand way for addressing 

educational disadvantage experienced by all three groups identified in the Bradley Review but could 
also include additional equity groups.

• A narrow focus on low SES as SA1 misses the broader point that HEPPP funded curriculum and 
student support initiatives have enabled the retention and success of a much greater share of the 
increasingly diverse undergraduate cohort in Australian universities.

• Equity practitioners are able to deal with the complexity in their target communities and have 
developed interventions which address, and often overcome, the structural barriers to accessing 
and succeeding in higher education.

The focus on students from low SES backgrounds as the main target group for the national equity 
program was universally confirmed by interviewees: people with money have a lot more choices than 
those without even if they belong to another equity group.
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Unpacking the relat ionships between inst itut ional 
HEPPP programs and student  outcomes
HEPPP programs and equit y  performance
Complex relationships between institutional HEPPP programs and institutional equity performance as 
defined by the Martin indicators which cannot be fully explained with the methods chosen. However, 
the following can be observed:
• The increase recorded at sector level was not at all evenly distributed across the 37 public 

universities which received HEPPP funding in 2015: some universities contributed disproportionately 
to the national increase in low SES participation rates.

• The growth and diversification enabled by demand-driven funding have not always gone hand-in-
hand with increases in the low SES participation rate: there were no clear correlations between the 
changes in low SES participation rates over the period 2011-2015, institutional growth, the amount 
of HEPPP funding received, and the size and diversity of the undergraduate student cohort.

• Put differently, more HEPPP funding did not necessarily result in larger increases of low SES 
participation rates. In addition, there was no empirical evidence that large increases in participation 
rates were mainly achieved by strong growth in the total cohort.



CRICOS Provider Code 00301J

Unpacking the relat ionships between inst itut ional 
HEPPP programs and student  outcomes
Demand-driven funding and HEPPP
Complex relationships between demand-driven funding and HEPPP: difficult to untangle the 
relative impact of each policy empirically. However, their different contributions can be clearly 
delineated conceptually:
• Demand-driven funding solves access issues at sector level but not necessarily at the institutional 

level as some institutions and courses remain highly selective.
• Demand-driven funding does not overcome the barriers to access associated with awareness, 

aspirations, attainment and affordability. These dimensions are addressed by HEPPP funded work.
• Neither policy is able to address the most important barrier to access comprehensively: attainment 

at school level. This was a particular challenge for the selective universities in this study.

The Fellowship adds to the evidence that, as a policy package, HEPPP and demand-driven 
funding have achieved demonstrable success in widening participation to higher education.
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St rategic intent  as a variable to 
explain uneven outcomes
One missing analytical ingredient to explain some of the variation in outcomes is strategic intent: 
individual universities seek to attract more students from low SES backgrounds to either grow or 
diversify their undergraduate student cohort (Peacock, Sellar & Lingard, 2014) . Was partially 
confirmed by this study:
1. Growth: Low SES cohort crucial for achieving the university’s ambitious growth targets; strong 

increase in both numbers and participation rates of students from low SES backgrounds. 
2. Diversification: Low SES not a traditional target group; achieved some diversification mainly through 

targeted and attainment-oriented access programs which effectively charted clear and accessible 
pathways into a selective institution. 

3. Social justice: Collective target to increase applications to higher education providers across the 
state; success of the widening participation program only loosely coupled to institutional equity 
performance. Thus, it circumvented the instrumental, binary logic proposed by Peacock et al. 
(2014) and pursued social justice rather than institutional benefits.
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Towards a broader not ion of success
Need to conceive of success measures in much broader ways than low SES participation rate: important 
outcomes of HEPPP funded work which are currently invisible to decision makers in universities and 
government departments, especially those associated with successful school-university partnerships. 
These outcomes are, however, coherently articulated as the ‘Major Aims’ in the Equity Initiatives Map: 
• Increase awareness of higher education pathways, opportunities and associated careers by supporting, 

developing and/or maintaining aspirations, expectations and attainment.

• Provide opportunities for people to access and achieve at university, taking into account the degree of selectivity 
and distance to target communities.

• Address issues of affordability of higher education study: provide information, strategies and financial support to 
fund student life.

• Enable successful transition, engagement and progression by strengthening engagement and belonging, 
academic literacies and competencies in discipline area/relevant knowledges developed through inclusive 
pedagogies.

• Enhance the employability of graduates and facilitate their transition to postgraduate study.

These could be used as the starting point for defining more comprehensive measures of success and form 
the basis for developing a national evaluation HEPPP framework.
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Drivers of change
It is possible to identify clear and consistent drivers of change in all case 
study institutions, although they played out with different emphases across 
the three universities:
• Volume of HEPPP funding mattered in all cases, including the availability of substantial 

amounts of competitive funding. 
• A university’s mission and values which positioned equity and merit, social justice and 

excellence, equity and partnership as dual goals and core commitments were seen as 
key drivers. 

• Influential equity directors and/or senior champions who drove the widening participation 
agenda across the institution and successfully initiated institutional change and/or 
leverage the energy generated by changes elsewhere to further the equity agenda.

• National participation target had only limited influence as a driver of change at the 
institutional level: no perceived consequences of (not) meeting institutional targets. 
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HEPPP program changes

Plus: ‘st reamlined’ report ing
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Summing up and looking forward

Key insights and actions from the 2017 Student Equity Network session
….

Did you get what you wanted out of this session?
Are you interested in keeping the Student Equity Network going between 
STARS conferences?
If so, what would be the preferred ways to do this?
And what are you prepared to contribute?
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Ma ke  t om orrow b e t t e r.

n cs eh e .ed u .a u
n cs eh e@cu rt in .ed u .a u

Nat ional Cent re for Student  Equit y  in Higher Educat ion
Chancellory Building (100), Curt in Universit y  Bent ley  Campus
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