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Dear Committee
Submission to the inquiry into the factors driving educational attainment

Universities Australia (UA) welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the inquiry into the factors
driving educational attainment in Australia. Educational attainment is one of the strongest predictors of
economic participation, social mobility and individual opportunity. It’s also critical to Australia’s future
prosperity. As the economy becomes more knowledge-intensive and technology-driven, higher levels
of educational attainment across the population will be essential to meeting workforce needs,
improving productivity and supporting Australia’s competitiveness.

The federal government has recently set an ambitious national target for 80 per cent of working-age
Australians to hold a tertiary qualification by 2050. Importantly, this target encompasses qualifications
delivered through both higher education and vocational education and training pathways. Achieving
this goal will require sustained effort across the entire education system and a shared commitment to
lifting educational attainment wherever it occurs.

Success will depend on more Australians completing school, more Australians progressing into tertiary
education and training, and more Australians successfully completing their chosen pathway.
Educational attainment should therefore not be viewed through the lens of competition between
sectors. Australia needs stronger outcomes across higher education, vocational education and training,
apprenticeships and traineeships alike.

This submission should be read in conjunction with UA’s submission to the inquiry into Australian

university graduates. That submission outlines the growing economic and workforce need for higher

levels of educational attainment across the Australian population, and the personal value of having a
university degree. It also demonstrates that Australia will require more people with post-secondary
qualifications, not fewer, if it is to meet future workforce demands, improve productivity and support
economic growth.

This submission focuses on a related but equally important question: how Australia ensures more
people can access those opportunities in the first place. Educational attainment matters across
primary, secondary and tertiary education, with each stage building confidence and capacity that
students carry into the next stage of life.


https://universitiesaustralia.edu.au/submission/submission-to-the-inquiry-into-australian-university-graduates/
https://universitiesaustralia.edu.au/submission/submission-to-the-inquiry-into-australian-university-graduates/
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Together, these inquiries highlight two sides of the same challenge. Australia needs more people
successfully completing tertiary qualifications, but it must also address the barriers that prevent many
Australians from reaching tertiary education in the first place.

While universities have an important role to play in expanding participation and supporting student
success, educational attainment is shaped long before students reach higher education. Outcomes in
early childhood, primary and secondary education have a profound influence on whether students can
access and succeed in tertiary study.

Australia’s challenge is therefore broader than university participation alone. It’s about ensuring more
Australians successfully complete school, remain engaged in learning and training, and have access to
pathways that allow them to reach their potential.

Opening the doors to university should not come at the expense of any one cohort. Australia needs
more people participating in higher education, more people undertaking vocational education and
training, more apprentices and trainees and stronger outcomes across the entire education system.
This is not a competition between pathways. It’s a national challenge that requires lifting attainment
across the board.

Educational attainment begins before tertiary education

The government’s commitment to equity in higher education recognises that barriers to educational
attainment often emerge well before students reach university. Many students from underrepresented
groups face educational disadvantage throughout their schooling. These challenges affect attendance,
engagement, academic achievement and ultimately progression into further education.

This is particularly evident among students from equity cohorts, including First Nations people, lower
socio-economic groups, people with disability and those from rural, remote and outer suburban
communities. The Universities Accord Interim Report highlighted the scale of the challenge ahead. It

found that to achieve population parity in higher education participation, as much as 60 per cent of
future enrolment growth by 2035 would need to come from these equity groups.

That finding underscores that expanding participation in tertiary education cannot be achieved solely
through reforms within universities. It requires stronger educational outcomes throughout the student
pipeline. Australia’s capacity to achieve the Accord’s attainment target will depend heavily on
improving outcomes for these cohorts before they reach tertiary education. If students are disengaging
from education, experiencing lower levels of achievement or facing barriers to progression during
school, they will be less likely to attend university.

Improving attainment requires stronger engagement during the school years
Recent data suggests that engagement among young Australians remains a challenge. The proportion

of 15 to 19-year-olds fully engaged in education, training or work in 2025 was 86.7 per cent. While
slightly higher than the previous year, it remains below the pre-pandemic rate recorded in 2019. Of


https://www.education.gov.au/australian-universities-accord/resources/accord-interim-report
https://www.acara.edu.au/reporting/national-report-on-schooling-in-australia/participation-in-education-and-work
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particular concern is the declining participation of young men in education. The proportion of males
aged 15 to 19 participating in education in 2025 was the lowest recorded since 2013.

Participation rates among several equity cohorts, including First Nations students, students from
regional and remote communities and students with disability, also remain substantially below the
national average. These trends matter because educational disengagement during secondary school
can have lasting consequences for educational attainment, workforce participation and future
earnings.

Young people who disengage from education, training and work face a significantly higher risk of
poorer labour market outcomes, lower lifetime earnings and reduced participation in the economy.
Improving educational attainment is therefore not simply an education objective. It’s a social and
economic imperative.

The evidence from higher education suggests these challenges emerge before students reach
university. Women account for 59.3 per cent of domestic undergraduate enrolments. However,
completion rates among male and female students who do enter university are broadly comparable.

Between 2019 and 2024, domestic undergraduate completions were 53.9 per cent for male students
and 53.4 per cent for female students. This suggests that much of the gender gap in educational
attainment occurs earlier in the education journey. The challenge is not necessarily success at
university. It’s participation and progression into tertiary education in the first place.

A stronger pipeline is essential to meeting future workforce needs

Jobs and Skills Australia projects that more than 90 per cent of future jobs growth will require post-

school qualifications, with around half requiring university-level qualifications. Australia cannot meet
these workforce needs unless more people successfully progress through education and training.

Meanwhile, Australia is facing significant workforce shortages across a range of professions that
require tertiary qualifications. Skills shortages in teaching, nursing, allied health, engineering,
information technology and other high-demand occupations continue to affect communities and
employers across the country.

Addressing these shortages will require higher levels of participation and attainment across the
population. Yet applications and offers for undergraduate study between 2022 and 2025 have been

lower than the levels recorded throughout much of the previous decade, despite Australia having a
larger cohort of young people. That should concern policymakers.

The challenge facing Australia is not an oversupply of graduates. It’s ensuring enough people have
access to the education and training needed to support the workforce of the future. Australia simply
can’t meet its future workforce needs without a stronger tertiary education system. Universities are
therefore not a nice to have. They are a need to have. The same is true of vocational education and
training, apprenticeships and traineeships. Each has a critical role to play in building the workforce
Australia needs.


https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-statistics/resources/perturbed-student-enrolments-pivot-table-2024
https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-statistics/resources/2024-section-17-completion-rates
https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/news/90-future-jobs-will-need-post-secondary-qualifications-doesnt-always-mean-uni
https://www.jobsandskills.gov.au/data/occupation-shortage/occupation-shortage-list
https://www.education.gov.au/higher-education-statistics/resources/undergraduate-applications-and-offers-20222024
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Advanced technologies, including artificial intelligence, automation and robotics, will undoubtedly
reshape the nature of work. Some occupations will evolve, new industries will emerge and workers will
increasingly require transferable skills, adaptability and opportunities for lifelong learning. While the
full impact of these changes remains uncertain, what’s clear is that higher levels of educational
attainment will be critical to ensuring Australians can navigate this transition.

Cost-of-living pressures are becoming a barrier to attainment

Educational attainment is not solely determined by academic capability. Financial circumstances also
play a significant role in whether students can access, participate in and complete tertiary study.
Students across Australia are facing growing cost-of-living pressures, including rising housing,
transport, food and energy costs. For many, these pressures inform decisions about whether to
undertake further study, the number of subjects they enrol in and their capacity to complete a
qualification.

Students from equity cohorts are often disproportionately affected. Financial barriers can compound
existing educational disadvantage and reduce participation among groups that Australia needs to
engage more effectively if it is to meet its long-term skills and attainment goals.

Improving educational attainment therefore requires more than expanding places and pathways. It
also requires policies that support students to participate successfully once they enter tertiary
education. Measures such as the Commonwealth Prac Payment, FEE-FREE Uni Ready courses and
broader student support initiatives have an important role to play in reducing barriers and improving
completion rates.

Affordability matters

Policy settings can influence participation decisions. The Job-ready Graduates Package increased the
cost of some university degrees substantially, particularly in humanities, communications and social
science disciplines. While the policy was intended to influence student choice, evidence suggests it has
had limited impact on enrolment preferences while increasing the financial burden faced by many
students.

At a time when Australia is seeking to lift attainment levels, policies that increase the perceived cost of
participation risk discouraging prospective students before they commence study. The objective should
be to ensure that students are able to pursue the pathway that best matches their interests,
capabilities and career aspirations without facing unnecessary financial barriers.

Supporting successful transitions into tertiary education

Universities strongly support initiatives that improve pathways into higher education. The introduction
of FEE-FREE Uni Ready courses is a positive reform that recognises the value of enabling education.
These programs provide students with the academic preparation, confidence and support needed to
succeed in university study.
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For many students, particularly those from underrepresented backgrounds, enabling programs provide
an important bridge between school and higher education. However, while these initiatives improve
transitions into tertiary education, they cannot fully address challenges that emerge much earlier in
the educational journey. Long-term improvements in educational attainment will require sustained
attention to school engagement, achievement and progression.

Better data is needed to understand attainment pathways

A significant challenge in addressing educational attainment is the limited availability of nationally
linked data across education sectors. Australia currently lacks comprehensive data that allows
policymakers to track learner progression from school through vocational education and training,
higher education and into employment.

The expansion of Universal Student Identifiers presents an opportunity to improve understanding of
educational pathways and outcomes. Better data would support more informed policymaking and
allow governments, education providers and communities to identify where interventions are most
needed. A more connected evidence base would also help policymakers understand where students
disengage, which interventions are most effective and how attainment outcomes differ across cohorts
and regions.

Recommendations
Universities Australia recommends that governments:

1. Maintain and expand pathways into tertiary education, including enabling programs and FEE-
FREE Uni Ready courses, to support successful transitions into further study.

2. Replace the Job-ready Graduates Package with a funding model that removes financial barriers
to participation and supports student choice.

3. Strengthen student support measures that improve participation and completion, including
cost-of-living assistance and placement support.

4. Accelerate implementation of a nationally linked student data framework through Universal
Student Identifiers to better understand learner pathways and attainment outcomes.

Conclusion

Educational attainment is a national challenge that requires a national response. As outlined in UA’s
submission to the inquiry into Australian university graduates, Australia’s future workforce will require
higher levels of education and skills than ever before. The challenge facing policymakers is not whether
Australia needs more people undertaking tertiary education and training. It does. The challenge is
ensuring more Australians can successfully navigate the pathway that gets them there.

Achieving the government’s target of 80 per cent tertiary attainment by 2050 will depend not only on
reforms within higher education but on improving outcomes across the entire education system.
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Australia must ensure that more students complete school, remain engaged in learning and have
access to pathways that enable them to succeed.

Reaching this target will require stronger school engagement, improved support for equity cohorts,
effective pathways into both higher education and vocational education and training, and policy
settings that encourage participation rather than deter it. The scale of the challenge means that no
single sector can achieve this outcome alone.

The goal should not be to move students between pathways, but to ensure more Australians
successfully complete a pathway. Opening the doors to university should not come at the expense of
any one cohort, nor should increasing participation in one part of the tertiary system come at the
expense of another. Australia needs more people succeeding in higher education, more people
succeeding in vocational education and training, and more people acquiring the skills needed for the
jobs of the future.

Educational attainment is not a zero-sum game. Australia doesn’t have the luxury of choosing between
university graduates, apprentices, trainees or vocational learners. We need more Australians
succeeding across every pathway if we are to meet our economic ambitions and build a more
prosperous and equitable future.

UA looks forward to working with governments, education providers and stakeholders to help achieve
that outcome. Universities across Australia are home to leading experts in educational attainment,
equity, student engagement, learning outcomes and educational transitions. Should it assist the
Committee’s deliberations, we would be pleased to facilitate connections with relevant experts from
across the sector who can provide further evidence and insights to inform the inquiry.

We thank the Committee for the opportunity to make this submission and would welcome further
engagement as the inquiry progresses.

Yours sincerely

Luke Sheehy
Chief Executive Officer, Universities Australia



