
 
 

 
The University of Sydney submission to the inquiry into the Universities Accord (Opening 

the Doors of Opportunity) Bill 2026 - July 2026  
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
The University of Sydney is pleased to provide feedback to the Senate Education and Employment 
Legislation Committee on the Universities Accord (Opening the Doors of Opportunity) Bill 2026 (the Bill), 
which implements the new Managed Growth Funding (MGF) model, including formalising the role of the 
Australian Tertiary Education Commission (ATEC) in allocating Commonwealth supported and 
international student places, as well as establishing Needs-Based Funding for students from 
underrepresented cohorts.  
 
Like the Government, the University of Sydney wishes to open the doors of opportunity for all students 
wishing to study at our institution. We strongly believe that our community is strengthened through 
diversity and we are committed to a range of programs and pathways through our 2032 Strategy that 
ensure a greater diversity of students have access to, and succeed at, the University of Sydney. We 
support the Government’s ambition to significantly increase tertiary education participation and 
attainment to 80 per cent of adults by 2050. We also support the development of a sustainable funding 
system for higher education that will increase participation, drive greater equity outcomes, support 
students to succeed at university and meet Australia’s skills needs. We continue to advocate for a 
framework that includes student choice as a core principle while enabling institutions to respond to 
student demand and national priorities.  
 
Summary 
 
We support the Bill’s goal of expanding access to higher education but note that true equity requires 
more than providing a funded place that does not meet the student’s needs. Funding should follow a 
student; not the other way around. Students, particularly those facing disadvantage, should have the 
same ability to choose the university and course that best match their interests, circumstances and 
aspirations.  
 
Australia’s universities are among the best in the world, offering students a diverse range of educational 
experiences, specialisations and pathways to suit different needs. Universities are not interchangeable 
and student choice is central to ensuring meaningful participation. Evidence shows us that policies which 
constrain that choice will limit opportunities for students and discourage some from pursuing higher 
education altogether.  
 
Reallocating places alone will not address the underlying barriers to higher education, such as financial 
hardship, educational disadvantage and geography. We encourage policies that remove these barriers 
and put student choice in the centre, and we are concerned that the current proposal may fall short of 
increasing participation at the scale needed.  
 
The University’s view is that the Bill has the potential to support greater participation by 
underrepresented cohorts in higher education. To maximise its impact, the Bill should be accompanied 
by policies that address the demand-side factors that influence students' decisions and capacity to 
undertake study. These include: supporting student choice; providing income support; changing the cost 
and perceived value of study under JRG; improving educational preparedness and aspiration; and robust 
approaches to identifying educational disadvantage.  
 
Our submission highlights that: 

 
• The Managed Growth Funding (MGF) model should address broader supply-side constraints on 

participation and attainment. 

• The framework could be further strengthened by complementing the redistribution of student 
demand with measures that address the underlying drivers of institutional sustainability. 

• The model would benefit from a broader and more nuanced definition of educational 
disadvantage that extends beyond the current measure of low socioeconomic status (SES). 

• Careful implementation will be important to ensure institutions can continue to respond to student 
demand while maintaining access and avoiding unintended impacts on admissions.  
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• The effectiveness of the Bill could be enhanced through additional transparency and 
accountability mechanisms to support Ministerial decision-making on institutional growth and 
allocation settings.  

• Providing greater flexibility in the framework would help institutions manage recognised 
challenges associated with enrolment forecasting and student load fluctuations.  

• There is an opportunity for the Bill to more fully recognise the contribution of university research 
to institutional sustainability, capacity, and long-term viability.  

 
Recommendations 
 

1. Address demand-side barriers through reforms to student income support, educational 
attainment, and affordability. 

2. Maintain student choice as a core principle of increasing participation in tertiary education. 
3. Implement a genuinely demand-driven pathway for equity students. 
4. Allow more flexibility to respond to changes in enrolment behaviour. 
5. Use more appropriate measures of educational disadvantage than postcode. 
6. Permit additional places for regional students enrolled in regionally significant disciplines, 

regardless of provider location. 
7. Provide sufficient implementation flexibility and advance notice of Domestic Student Profile 

(DSP) allocations. 
8. Strengthen transparency, accountability, and parliamentary oversight of ATEC and Ministerial 

decisions. 
9. Integrate research sustainability considerations into future higher education funding reforms. 

 

Addressing demand-side barriers 
 
Demand-side reform 
 
One of the key challenges with the new MGF model established by this Bill is that it seeks to address a 
demand-side challenge (insufficient participation and attainment among underrepresented groups) 
primarily through supply-side funding mechanisms that do not fully address the factors influencing 
student demand and enrolment decisions.  
 
The Accord Report - Higher Education Teaching and Scholarship – Proposed New Funding Model paper 
developed by the Australian Public Policy Institute explains that "...the funding system is not well placed 
to stimulate demand from students – especially at a time when there is little or no un-met demand for 
higher education. 96% of students that apply to university currently receive an offer to study. This means 
that if we want to grow the system, we have to stimulate new and additional demand, as outlined in the 
Accord’s Interim Report." (p.15). 
 
The Universities Accord conceived of MGF as part of an integrated package of reforms, which included 
boosting demand for tertiary education from school leavers, addressing the unfairness of the Job-ready 
Graduates Package (JRG) and improving the student income support system. 
 
We believe the Universities Accord (Opening the Doors of Opportunity) Bill 2026 would benefit from more 
comprehensively addressing these and other key barriers to participation for students from 
underrepresented groups, as opposed to focusing on supply-side mechanisms to manage enrolment 
growth. Without this, the Bill risks not adequately addressing the financial, educational and social factors 
that continue to constrain participation among the cohorts the Government is seeking to support. As long 
as financial pressures, inadequate income support, unequal school attainment, geographic disadvantage 
and other structural barriers continue to limit participation, changes to the allocation of Commonwealth 
supported places alone will not be sufficient to achieve the Government's attainment and equity 
objectives. 
 
Support school attainment 
 
The Accord’s final report recognised that achieving parity in tertiary participation will require a sustained, 
concerted effort over the next 10-20 years across all levels of Australia's education system. The barriers 
to widening access in tertiary education are well-documented and hard to shift, including relatively lower 
levels of educational achievement in some schools; lower educational aspirations; lower rates of school 

https://www.education.gov.au/download/18237/accord-report-higher-education-teaching-and-scholarship-proposed-new-funding-model/37713/document/pdf
https://www.education.gov.au/australian-universities-accord/resources/final-report
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completion and significant financial barriers to accessing tertiary education and training. These 
challenges are complex and interrelated, and their persistence has contributed to limited progress in 
equity participation rates across the tertiary sector over the past 15 years. 
 
Long-term labour market trends and employment projections from Jobs and Skills Australia (JSA) 
reinforce the need for clear, consistent and sustained messaging from governments, education providers 
and employers about the pathways and capabilities Australia will need to build a highly skilled, productive 
and adaptable workforce. Such messaging should emphasise the importance of: 

 
• Maximising every student's development of foundational skills (literacy, numeracy, core sciences 

and languages other than English) throughout early childhood and school education. For 
example, the Commonwealth Standing Committee on Education recently highlighted critically 
low Asian language completion rates and the need to strengthen Australia’s Asia capability. 

• Lifting Year 12 completion rates. 

• Ensuring that Australia's vocational education and training and higher education systems are 
both strong, responsive and appropriately funded, delivering distinct but complementary 
outcomes for learners, employers and communities. 

• Promoting, supporting and incentivising lifelong learning and skills development throughout 
people’s working lives. 

 
Reforming the Job-ready Graduates Package (JRG) 
 
The Government must urgently reform the JRG, which remains misaligned with the Government’s 
attainment and equity goals. Recent 2050 Alliance data show significant declines in domestic 
commencements among Low SES students in 2024 compared with 2020. Moreover, University of 
Sydney research indicates that fear of debt can deter educationally disadvantaged students from 
considering university, while UAC’s Student Lifestyle Report 2026 found that 38 per cent of surveyed 
Year 12 students considered tuition costs significant in deciding whether to attend university.  
 
Student income support 
 
The Accord identified income support as central to increasing participation among underrepresented 
groups, because financial stress affects both the decision to enrol and students’ ability to persist and 
succeed. 
 
Australia has not undertaken a comprehensive independent review of student income support for more 
than 15 years. A Senate committee recommended such a review in 2020, and the Economic Inclusion 
Advisory Committee has again concluded that student payments are financially inadequate. 

 
Needs-based funding and measuring disadvantage 
 
Limitations of the proposed low SES definition as a measure of educational disadvantage 
 
As both the Bradley Review and the Accord recognised, postcode and area-based Low SES measures 
are blunt proxies for measuring real disadvantage. They classify students by neighbourhood rather than 
individual circumstances; this means that some advantaged students may be eligible for Low SES 
support while students experiencing real educational and financial disadvantage may not.  
 
A more sophisticated approach should recognise the multidimensional nature of educational 
disadvantage. Educational attainment, parental education levels, household income, caring 
responsibilities, cultural barriers and geographic location can all interact to influence participation in 
higher education. The effectiveness of needs-based funding will depend heavily on the accuracy of the 
measures used to identify the students it is intended to support.  
 
In 2026, the University of Sydney expanded its definition of low SES to include the Index of Relative 
Socio-economic Advantage and Disadvantage (IRSAD) for the purpose of awarding MySydney 
scholarships. IRSAD is a more holistic measure of Low SES and considers relative disadvantage across 
income, education, employment, occupation, housing, disability, and language proficiency dimensions. 
Approximately 16 per cent of the population in Greater Sydney come from areas classified as Low SES 

https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/data/employment-projections/skill-level
https://iru.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2026/03/Impacts-of-the-Job-Ready-Graduates-policy-and-options-for-reform-IRU-analysis.pdf
https://www.uac.edu.au/assets/documents/submissions/student-lifestyle-learning-report-2026.pdf?_gl=1*22gfl3*_gcl_au*MTUyODQwNzg1Mi4xNzg1NDc5ODA3*_ga*MTY1OTY1MjQyMS4xNzg1NDc5ODA4*_ga_HMFRXX0FT1*czE3ODU0Nzk4MDckbzEkZzAkdDE3ODU0Nzk4MDgkajU5JGwwJGgw
https://apo.org.au/node/15776
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based on IRSAD. The University suggests that a more appropriate measure of disadvantage should be 
used for the Managed Growth funding model. 
 
With managed demand-driven equity CSPs and needs-based funding at the centre of the 'growth through 
equity’ funding model, its credibility depends on ATEC being able to identify and measure disadvantage 
accurately. We suggest that government agencies (such as Centrelink) are best placed to properly 
identify and confirm disadvantage and eligibility, rather than educational institutions. 
 
We are concerned that, without reform, the new funding model may risk institutionalising known 
weaknesses in the existing measure of educational disadvantage, undermining confidence in equity 
targets, needs-based funding and ATEC’s allocation decisions. 
 
Student choice  
 
While the University of Sydney supports the objective of a strong and sustainable sector, student choice 
is influenced by a range of factors beyond the availability of Commonwealth supported places, including 
location, course offerings, career aspirations, institutional reputation and the availability of academic and 
financial support. Accordingly, policy settings should recognise the complexity of student decision-
making and the factors that drive participation.  
 
The University of Sydney strongly supports the Government’s attainment target of 80 per cent of 
working-age Australians to hold a tertiary qualification by 2050. To achieve this, the funding system must 
prioritise student flexibility, choice and agency as this will lead to greater participation and success in 
tertiary education, particularly among First Nations students and other underrepresented cohorts.  
 
The Bill implements a ‘managed demand driven’ funding model for equity students, where students will 
be guaranteed a place, but not necessarily at their preferred institution. We suggest that limiting a 
student’s choice to a defined “student catchment area” could act as a barrier for some students who do 
not receive a place at a university of their choice. This is a larger risk among students who are already 
less likely to engage in higher education, such as the equity cohorts targeted by the Bill.  
 
The University recommends that the Department implement a truly demand-driven system for equity 
students that enables students to access the course and institution that best aligns with their aspirations, 
capabilities and future workforce ambitions.  
 
Student choice: implications for regional students 
 
The Bill establishes a system of needs-based funding that provides universities with additional loading for 
students from specified equity cohorts, including students from regional and remote Australia.  
 
The University supports the objective of improving access, participation and success for regional 
students, and recognises that additional funding is required to address both the higher costs of delivering 
education in regional settings and the additional challenges many regional students face in accessing 
higher education.  
 
In fact, the University of Sydney has had an established presence in regional areas for many decades 
including in Armidale, Dubbo/Orange (where our four-year Doctor of Medicine offered at the School of 
Rural Health attracts a diverse group of students, including both First Nations students and those with 
ties to the region), Broken Hill, Lismore, Narrabri and other regional locations. We also provide for a 
range of scholarships for regional and remote students as part of a commitment to increasing the 
participation of students from regional areas at our university.  
 
We would strongly suggest that the success of the model will depend on preserving student choice and 
recognising that regional workforce outcomes are not synonymous with attendance at a regional 
university. The proposed framework appears to assume that directing funding towards particular 
institutions or locations will influence where regional students choose to study or to work once they have 
finished studying.  
 
In practice, students make decisions based on a range of factors, including course availability, academic 
reputation, career aspirations, access to specialist facilities, support services and personal 
circumstances. Regional students should retain the ability to attend the institution that best meets their 
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needs, whether that is a metropolitan university, a regional university, or a combination of both through 
distributed and blended delivery models. 
 
Funding should follow the student rather than being based on assumptions about where regional 
students ought to enrol. Restricting access to preferred institutions risks undermining participation 
objectives by locking some students out from accessing their preferred course or their preferred location.  
We would expect that, for some students, this will result in them deciding not to proceed with higher 
education at all. 
 
This issue is particularly relevant in disciplines that are critical to regional Australia's future workforce 
needs. For example, a student from Dubbo may choose to study veterinary science, engineering, 
teaching or dentistry at the University of Sydney because those courses, facilities or pathways are not 
available locally. Similarly, many students enrolled in the University of Sydney's Bachelor of Agricultural 
Science come from rural and regional communities but choose Sydney because of its internationally 
recognised expertise in agriculture, strong links with industry, extensive research capability and access 
to specialist teaching facilities and research farms. Many of these students return to regional Australia 
after graduation and make a direct contribution to regional communities, industries and food production 
systems. 
 
A funding framework that assumes regional students will attend a local provider if places at metropolitan 
universities are constrained risks overlooking the educational choices students make. It also undermines 
the important role that research-intensive universities play in developing Australia's future regional 
workforce.  
 
Supporting regional Australia should be measured by where graduates contribute their skills, rather than 
where they undertake their studies. Regional students undertaking courses of strategic importance to 
regional Australia, including agriculture, veterinary science, medicine, dentistry, teaching and allied 
health, should therefore be eligible for additional demand-driven places at the institution of their choice, 
recognising that these disciplines contribute directly to regional workforce outcomes regardless of the 
location of the provider. 
 

Reliance on enrolment controls 
 
Understanding 'over-enrolment' 
 
The Bill is premised on the proposition that ‘over-enrolment' creates inefficiencies within the higher 
education system. The Department of Education has argued that such enrolments generate adverse 
flow-on impacts “for the whole system" and, accordingly, the Bill introduces financial penalties for 
providers that exceed their allocated Domestic Student Profile (DSP).  
 
Historically, over-enrolment has provided universities with the flexibility to respond to student demand 
while maximising participation within existing funding settings. Importantly, these additional students are 
educated without additional Commonwealth expenditure, allowing Government to expand access to 
higher education at minimal fiscal cost. In 2024, nine universities delivered student places worth at least 
five per cent more than their Maximum Basic Grant Amount (MBGA), demonstrating that institutions have 
been able to accommodate demand beyond their funded allocation while continuing to deliver outcomes 
for students and the broader economy. 
 
Rather than representing a systemic failure, over-enrolment is often evidence of strong student demand 
and a university's capacity to respond to it. It enables institutions to adjust to changing student 
preferences, labour market needs and emerging skills demands without requiring continual intervention 
from Government. This flexibility has been a longstanding feature of the system and has allowed 
universities to make efficient use of existing infrastructure, teaching capacity and public investment. 
 
The proposed framework risks replacing this flexibility with a more rigid system of enrolment controls. As 
Professor Andrew Norton has observed, the principal effect of the new model is not necessarily the 
creation of additional student places, which could be achieved within the existing funding framework, but 
rather the introduction of tighter constraints on where students can enrol. 
 

 

https://andrewnorton.id.au/2026/07/02/the-proposed-new-funding-system-part-3-capping-over-enrolments/
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Addressing the underlying drivers of institutional sustainability 
 
The Explanatory Memorandum identifies "...potential long-term viability issues for some universities" as a 
challenge with the existing higher education funding system that needs to be overcome.  However, long-
term sustainability challenges faced by some universities are more closely linked to demographic trends, 
regional population shifts, course mix, research funding settings and underlying cost structures than to 
the enrolment behaviour of metropolitan universities. The University suggests that the factors driving 
institutional sustainability are complex and cannot be resolved solely through the redistribution of student 
demand. Accordingly, policy settings should address the structural factors directly rather than relying 
primarily on administrative mechanisms.  

 

Future considerations 
 
Effect on entry requirements 
 
The University of Sydney is concerned about some of the potential consequences of a capped system. 
Without flexibility to respond to student demand, entry requirements may be affected. Our decision to 
remove guaranteed ATAR entry for many courses from 2027 is a response to the anticipated constraints 
of a capped system. In high-demand courses, it may be more difficult for disadvantaged students to get 
into the course of their choice.  
 
Flexibility to deal with changes in student enrolment behaviour 
 
Implementing MGF targets presents operational challenges for universities and Government alike. 
Student load planning occurs well in advance of each academic year, requiring universities to make 
enrolment decisions based on imperfect information about domestic demand, acceptance rates and 
student behaviour. Even small forecasting differences can have significant financial consequences under 
a system of tightly managed caps. 
 
The use of EFTSL as the basis for allocation introduces further complexity. Students regularly alter their 
study loads, defer enrolment, transfer between courses or change disciplines after commencing study. 
Under existing arrangements, course transfers can affect how commencing load is calculated, creating 
additional complexity when managing student allocations and forecasting enrolments. 
 
The Government needs to be aware of these challenges and enable ATEC to have sufficient flexibility to 
manage these fluctuations without penalising institutions. Any new framework should explicitly recognise 
these practical challenges associated with enrolment forecasting and student load management and 
build in sufficient tolerances for these inevitable fluctuations.  

 

The role of research funding in the system 

 
The Bill focuses almost exclusively on teaching funding and student participation. It does not fully 
consider the interconnected relationship between teaching, research and institutional sustainability. 
Research remains a core public purpose of Australian universities. It is critical to productivity growth, 
innovation, workforce development and national capability. Yet all Australian universities continue to rely 
on cross-subsidisation from other revenue sources to support research activity because research grants 
do not fund the full cost of research borne by universities.  
 
The Universities Accord recognised that a sustainable higher education system requires a coherent 
approach to both teaching and research funding. Decisions regarding the allocation of Commonwealth 
supported places and international student places will inevitably affect universities’ capacity to invest in 
research infrastructure, industry partnerships and capability development. A long-term research funding 
framework should therefore be considered as part of a broader strategy for sustaining Australia's 
research system and ensuring universities can continue to deliver both teaching excellence and research 
impact. This is particularly important given the increasing emphasis on sovereign capability, workforce 
productivity and knowledge-intensive economic growth. 
 

 

https://parlinfo.aph.gov.au/parlInfo/search/display/display.w3p;query=Id%3A%22legislation%2Fems%2Fr7501_ems_6158ae36-feb5-4d94-b3b3-4d08fd66df7f%22
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Governance and accountability 
 
Ministerial discretion and the importance of transparency and accountability mechanisms 
 
The Bill grants significant discretion to the Minister and the Australian Tertiary Education Commission in 
relation to Domestic Student Profiles, designated places and international student allocations. While 
effective stewardship of the higher education system is important, these powers should be accompanied 
by clear criteria, transparent decision-making processes and appropriate parliamentary oversight. 

 
Recent commentary by Professor Andrew Norton highlights the risk that broad ministerial powers can be 
exercised through funding agreements rather than legislative instruments subject to parliamentary 
scrutiny. Universities require confidence that allocation decisions will be based on transparent and 
predictable principles, particularly where those decisions affect institutional planning, student access and 
long-term investment decisions. The legislation would be strengthened by clearer statutory guidance 
regarding the exercise of discretionary powers and stronger accountability mechanisms. 
 
Improving transparency and accountability 
 
The effectiveness of the new funding framework will ultimately depend not only on policy design but also 
on the governance framework established by the legislation. Given the significant powers conferred on 
the Minister and ATEC, strong transparency, accountability and review mechanisms are essential.  
 
We suggest the following drafting improvements could be made to ensure transparency, accountability 
and certainty for students and providers.  
 

Issue Recommendation Comments 

Strengthen scrutiny of 
total allocation pool 
determinations 

Remove subsections 30-5(9) and 
46B(5) and amend the Bill to ensure 
that the Minister cannot reduce total 
allocations of CSPs and commencing 
international students below the 
allocation in the previous year. 

 

The Bill would allow the Minister to determine 
total pools of CSPs and commencing 
international student places by legislative 
instrument, with both types of determinations 
exempt from disallowance. Although the 
Explanatory Memorandum argues this is 
needed to give providers certainty and to 
facilitate visa processing, the Scrutiny of Bills 
Committee has raised concerns. The 
exemption also creates a risk that a future 
Minister could reduce total domestic or 
international allocations without parliamentary 
oversight. 
 

Require published 
reasons for major 
allocation decisions 

Require all determinations made 
under subsections 30-5 or 46B to 
include a statement of the Minister’s 
reasons for setting the CSP and 
international student allocation pools 
at the determined levels. 

 

Transparent publication of the rationale 
underpinning allocation decisions would 
strengthen confidence in the allocation 
framework and provide greater accountability 
for decisions affecting student access, 
institutional planning and workforce outcomes. 
Published reasons would also assist 
universities and other stakeholders to 
understand how national priorities, labour 
market needs and demographic factors have 
been considered in determining allocation 
levels. 
 

 
 
 
 
Improve certainty for 
international student 
allocations 
 
 
 
 
 

Require the Minister to determine the 
international allocation pool by 30 
June in the preceding year, aligning 
timing with CSP total allocation pool 
determinations and giving ATEC time 
to consult providers, and providers 
certainty to plan and make offers. 

 

International student recruitment cycles 
operate well in advance of enrolment 
commencement dates. Providers require 
sufficient lead time to undertake recruitment, 
issue offers, support visa application 
lodgement and make staffing and 
infrastructure decisions. Determining the 
allocation pool by 30 June in the preceding 
year would improve certainty for students and 
providers and support more effective 
institutional planning. 
 

https://andrewnorton.id.au/2026/07/22/ministerial-funding-conditions-on-specific-universities-providers/
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Improve certainty for 
international student 
allocations 

Remove the power to vary an 
international allocation pool during the 
period to which it applies, unless the 
variation increases the total number 
of places. 

 

Mid-year reductions to allocation pools would 
create significant uncertainty for students and 
providers and could undermine Australia's 
reputation as a stable and reliable study 
destination. Universities must make long-term 
commitments relating to recruitment, staffing, 
accommodation and academic delivery that 
cannot easily be reversed once the admission 
cycle has commenced. 
 

Prevent ATEC from reducing a 
provider’s international allocation 
below the number of enrolment 
confirmations it has already issued for 
that period up to the date of notice.  

 

Providers should not be penalised for acting in 
good faith on allocations and regulatory 
settings that were in force at the time 
enrolment offers and confirmations were 
issued. Retrospective reductions could create 
uncertainty for students, expose institutions to 
financial and legal risks, and damage 
Australia's international education reputation. 
 

Require independent 
review of international 
student allocations 

 

Include equivalent review 
requirements for international 
allocations, and for reviews of 
managed growth, needs-based 
funding and international allocations 
commencing by 1 July 2028, aligned 
with the statutory review of ATEC 
under section 74 of the ATEC Act. 
 

The Bill provides for independent evaluations 
of managed growth funding and needs-based 
funding, but not the international student 
allocation framework. 

The Minister should also be required 
to table each independent review 
report in both Houses of Parliament 
within 15 days of receipt, consistent 
with the ATEC Act review 
requirements. 

 

Tabling review reports in Parliament would 
promote transparency and public confidence 
in the operation of the allocation framework. 
Parliamentary access to review findings would 
support informed scrutiny of policy 
performance and help ensure that future 
adjustments to the framework are evidence-
based and responsive to unintended 
consequences. 
 

 


