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Policies on domestic undergraduate student numbers in public 

universities 

1989-1997 Block grant system with a target number of student places, with targets reduced from 1997 due to Budget savings measures. 
Each university receives its own allocation, determined largely according to history. Generally no discipline-level funding, other than a once-
off adjustment in early 1990s. Additional places awarded on an average funding rate. The Commonwealth pays the total funding rate, and 
collects HECS separately from students.  Enrolments above target are permitted but not funded. These are called ‘over-enrolments’. 

1998-2004 As before, except: Over-enrolments funded at a marginal rate, approximate $3800 in $A2017. This compares with average 
funding of $15,800. Domestic full-fee places permitted if the target number of places is achieved, with a cap of 25 per cent  in any course.

2005-2007 Block grants and enrolment targets are retained. However, the funding rate is split into Commonwealth and student 
contributions, based on discipline. Commonwealth Grant Scheme block grant is for the Commonwealth component only, with the places 
divided between 12 discipline-based funding clusters. Universities are not required to meet the 12 sub-targets, but may not maximise 
potential funding unless they do. Can receive funding up to 1 per cent more than the originally allocated dollar amount. Universities keep all 
student contributions up to 105 per cent of FT equivalent places. Above 5 per cent, they are ‘fined’ the average student contribution. New 
places often allocated to specific courses and campuses. Domestic full-fee places permitted if the target number of places is achieved, with 
a cap of 35 per cent in any course (from 2006). 

2008 As for 2005-2007, except that universities received Commonwealth contributions up to 5 per cent more than the originally allocated 
dollar amount, and all student contributions. Bradley report recommending the demand driven system is released in late 2008.

2009 As for 2008, except that most new full-fee domestic undergraduate enrolments were banned. In early 2009, Julia Gillard announces
that the government will introduce demand driven funding from 2012,  except in medicine, with a phase-in period in 2010 and 2011. 

2010-2011 As for 2009, except that universities received Commonwealth contributions up to 10 per cent more than the originally allocated 
dollar amount, and all student contributions. In late 2011, sub-bachelor places are ‘designated’; they will be centrally allocated. 

2012-2017 Public universities receive uncapped Commonwealth and student contributions for all bachelor degree students, except in 
medicine which is designated and capped. Universities receive student contributions for all ‘over-enrolled’ sub-bachelor places.

2018-2019 Maximum demand driven Commonwealth contributions under Commonwealth Grant Scheme are frozen at 2017 levels. 
Universities to receive the lower of the 2017 total and actual full-time equivalent student numbers * relevant cluster funding rate. Universities 
receive the student contribution for all undergraduates enrolled. 

2020 As for 2018-2019, except maximum Commonwealth Grant Scheme payments increased in line with population growth, if universities 
meet various performance targets 



Enrolments and participation
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Easing of funding caps triggered rapid growth in commencing 

numbers from 2009 to 2014
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Domestic commencing bachelor degree enrolments, public universities
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Low growth in commencements from 2015 means that pipeline 

growth will also ease 
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Health-related courses had the highest total growth under 

demand driven funding 
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A mix of universities grew significantly under demand-driven 

funding 
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Participation rates could go down if the freeze lasts into the 

2020s
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The number of low SES students increased substantially 
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With general growth in enrolments, the low SES share of the 

total is growing slowly

Proportion of domestic commencing bachelor enrolments by SES group

Notes: SES is SEIFA IEO. CD used for 2005 – 2010, SA1 used for 2011 – 2016 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015

Lowest quartile

Highest SES quartile

3rd quartile

2nd quartile

Change of SES location 
system in 2011



Spending



14

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017

$2017, billion

Notes: 2014-2017 data based on determinations

Source: Department of Education and Training, supplied and determinations
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But secondary school is a declining basis of admission 

Secondary school as basis of admission, per cent of total domestic bachelor 

commencing students
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Low-ATAR students are less likely to complete their 

degree than those with high ATARs

Completion rates of students after 9 years, per cent 
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Teaching and assessment
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Attrition is back up to 2005 levels; subject fails are declining 

but still above pre-demand driven levels
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Note: Subject fail is public universities only, attrition is all universities. Attrition is not enrolled at any higher education provider in the 
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New graduates expressed increased satisfaction with teaching 

into early demand driven years  
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A survey of current students is not showing any real student 

satisfaction trend 2012-2016
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Outcomes
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Higher education attainment rates are increasing, but men lag 

far behind women 
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The skills shortages that prompted concerns about graduate 

shortages have largely gone 
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There is a slow downward trend in the share of graduates in 

professional & managerial jobs 
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