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The Commonwealth Government regards higher education as contributing to the fulfilment of human and societal potential, as well as to the advancement of knowledge and social and economic progress.  The Government supports universities to enable all students to participate successfully in university studies, receive good degrees and move on to successful careers and full lives within the community.  The Government has in place a broad framework of funding and accountability to ensure universities are able to meet the needs of all their students.  It recognises that some students, particularly those with disabilities, may need special support from university providers of education in order to be able to access and successfully complete a university education.  

The Broader Framework

Commonwealth Funding to Universities

Universities have a responsibility to meet the educational needs of all their students, including those with disabilities.  The Commonwealth provides operating grants directly to universities to assist them with this responsibility.  Operating grants are paid under the Higher Education Funding Act 1988, with the amounts to be allocated legislated at the end of each calendar year.  

As well as the base operating grants that cover all students, additional operating funds are paid to universities under the Higher Education Equity Programme (HEEP).  In 2002, a total of $5.8 million has been provided through HEEP for initiatives for people from six identified equity groups, including students with disabilities.  The funds are shared among universities using a formula that takes account of the participation and success of members of the various equity groups in each university.  Vice-Chancellors decide how these funds are used within their own universities.  The Department has indicated to universities that an effective use of HEEP funds would be to seed innovations that might subsequently be funded from operating grants.

A portion of HEEP funds is separately allocated to the Regional Disability Liaison Officer Programme, or RDLO Programme.  This programme provides a national support network of 11 officers to assist students with disabilities to move from school to university or to TAFE and on to employment.  The RDLOs work closely with disability officers in post-school institutions, career counsellors, relevant staff in secondary schools and senior colleges, district and regional education office staff in a given region.  They provide a central information source on support services available for students, and potential students, with a disability, to assist them to access the most appropriate post-school education and training.  From 1 July this year, the RDLO programme will be complemented by the Disability Coordination Officer (DCO) programme.  $3.7 million has been provided over three years for this programme to cover the costs of 15 DCOs.

Over the years a number of initiatives to assist outcomes for students with disabilities have been funded under various other DEST programmes.   

Commonwealth Funding to Assist Universities to Provide High Cost Support to Students with Disabilities
The Government has recognised that the cost of providing support services and equipment to students with disabilities can be very high in some cases and is not a cost that is spread evenly across the higher education sector.  Consequently, the 2001/2002 Budget allocated funds for a new programme – the Additional Support for Students with Disabilities Programme - to assist universities with the costs of providing support services and equipment to students with disabilities, particularly those with high cost needs.  Many students with visual or print impairments would fall into this category.

The programme will commence in second semester this year.  Almost $8 million has been allocated for the first 3 years of the programme, with $1.834 million to be spent in 2002.   Universities may apply for part of the expenditure which they have incurred in providing educational support services or equipment for students with a disability to be reimbursed.  Funds would be provided in retrospect.  The payment will not be a full reimbursement of each university’s claim; rather it will be a proportion (say 75 per cent) of the cost above a set threshold (say $500 per semester). The total amount of programme funds is capped, so the precise parameters cannot be determined until the actual cost data is received.  

The Programme Guidelines outline eligibility criteria for students with disabilities, educational support types and special equipment.  The Guidelines and funding model were determined following research and extensive consultation with the sector.  There has been further consultation with the AVCC on the details of the funding model and the information to be collected from universities.  While the Guidelines are yet to be finalised, it is likely that information on educational support under the Programme will be collected according to various cost groupings.  For instance, in the category of services costing in excess of $10,000 we will have information on the number of students assisted and the average cost per student.  We will not have comprehensive information on the type of support provided by universities to their students with disabilities – for instance, the number of students with a visual disability who received Brailling services.  

Monitoring Student Participation and Performance 

Analysis of the participation and performance of students is essential to ensuring successful outcomes in higher education and identifying issues of concern as they arise.  DEST collects information on student participation and performance through the Higher Education Student Data Collection.  The data is reported by universities and includes standard information provided by university students on their enrolment forms.  Since 1996, this has included information about students with disabilities.  Students are asked on enrolment whether they have a disability, they are given a list of identified disabilities against which they are asked to say which type of disability they have, and they are asked if they would like information about the support available from the university for their disability needs.  Not all students choose to identify that they have a disability but we understand that many of those who do not disclose their disability still request and receive educational support.

Numbers of students with disabilities have increased significantly since 1996 when Higher Education Division began collecting data on them.  The table below shows the numbers recorded.  In 2001, 20,097 domestic students declared that they had a disability, comprising 3.1% of all domestic students.  Of these students, around 3,700, or approximately 18.5%, declared that they had a visual disability.

Domestic Students with Disabilities  

	
	1996
	1997
	1998
	1999
	2000
	2001

	All disabilities
	11,656
	15,019 
	17,574 
	18,084 
	18,926 
	20,097

	Visual
	2,367
	2,858
	3,142
	3,312
	3,505
	3,731


Higher Education Review

The Minister for Education, Science and Training is reviewing the future of Australia’s higher education system.  He has released a discussion paper - Higher Education at the Crossroads - and has called for public submissions addressing the issues raised in the paper.  The paper canvasses a number of issues relating to equity of access for disadvantaged groups and asks a number of questions pertinent to the issues being discussed at the HREOC forum.  For instance, “What structural barriers remain that deter people from disadvantaged backgrounds from participating in higher education?” and “To what extent and by what means should resources be put into higher education to address equity issues?”

Submissions need not be confined to the issues raised in the paper.  Submissions are due by 28 June 2002 and should be sent to the Higher Education Review Secretariat, Department of Education, Science and Training, Location 701, GPO Box 9880, Canberra ACT 2601 or via email to crossroads@dest.gov.au.

