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Dear ATEC Colleagues,

Re. EPHEA Response to ATEC Discussion Paper: A More Joined-up Tertiary System

The Equity Practitioners in Higher Education Association (EPHEA) welcomes the
opportunity to provide feedback on A More Joined-up Tertiary System. EPHEA represents
practitioners working across higher education to improve access, participation,
success and attainment for students from underrepresented backgrounds.

EPHEA supports the development of a more connected tertiary education system and
the discussion paper's focus on learner journeys and lifelong learning. From an equity
perspective, a more joined-up tertiary system should focus not only on learner
pathways, but also on equitable access to tertiary education and its role in broadening
opportunity, improving life chances and contributing to a more equitable society.

EPHEA encourages the Tertiary Roadmap to consider the following equity
considerations.

1. Tertiary harmonisation should address systemic inequities.

A more joined-up tertiary system should broaden opportunity and reduce, rather than
reproduce, existing educational inequalities. People from low socioeconomic
backgrounds, regional and remote communities, First Nations communities and other
underrepresented groups continue to face structural barriers that influence tertiary
access, participation, success and attainment. Equity should be a core objective of
tertiary harmonisation, supported by clear accountability across system actors,
including tertiary providers, to design and deliver inclusive practices that improve
outcomes.

2. Parity of esteem is about more than perception.

Historically, access to higher education has been unevenly distributed, contributing to a
hierarchy between VET and higher education and unequal access to educational and
employment opportunities. Achieving parity of esteem should not be understood as
redirecting underrepresented learners towards one sector over another, but as ensuring
that all learners have equitable opportunities to access both VET and higher education
and to move flexibly between them throughout their lives. A genuinely joined-up tertiary
system should value the distinct contributions of both sectors while broadening
opportunity and supporting informed learner choice.
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3. Outreach, access and enabling pathways remain critical.

Many barriers to tertiary participation emerge long before learners make decisions
about VET or higher education. A joined-up tertiary system should strengthen outreach,
access and enabling initiatives, including dual enrolment programs, enabling education
and other school and community-based pathway programs, recognising their important
role in broadening opportunity and supporting equitable access to tertiary education.

4. Pathways must be clear, navigable and supported.

Strengthening pathways between VET and higher education is essential; however, a
proliferation of complex or poorly articulated pathways risks placing additional
navigational burden on learners, particularly those with less access to cultural and
social capital. Equity-focused reform should prioritise clarity, consistency and active
support for learners navigating transitions across institutions and sectors.

5. Success should be measured through an equity lens.

Alongside system efficiency and workforce outcomes, tertiary harmonisation should be
assessed by its capacity to expand access, support successful transitions, improve
participation, success and attainment, and strengthen lifelong learning opportunities
for learners who have traditionally been underrepresented in tertiary education. This
includes ensuring that learners are supported not only to enter tertiary education, but to
persist and succeed through appropriately resourced academic, financial and wellbeing
supports across both sectors.

6. Better data infrastructure is critical to equity-focused system reform.

A more joined-up tertiary system will require robust, cross-sector data capability to
meaningfully understand learner pathways, outcomes and inequities over time. The
development of a unique student identifier spanning VET and higher education could
enable a more complete picture of learner journeys, particularly for those who move
across institutions, sectors and life stages, and whose pathways are currently
fragmented or invisible within existing data systems. This is especially important for
learners from underrepresented backgrounds, who are more likely to experience non-
linear participation, stop-start study patterns, and transitions across sectors.

However, the design and implementation of such a system must be guided by clear
equity principles, including cultural safety, data sovereignty, and the ethical use of data.
The development of a unique identifier should be undertaken in partnership with equity
practitioners, First Nations stakeholders and learners themselves, to ensure that it
builds trust, reflects lived experience, and delivers meaningful benefit.
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7. Investment in capability and partnerships is essential.

Delivering a more joined-up and equitable system will require sustained investmentin
the workforce capability of those supporting learners across both sectors, including
equity practitioners, outreach teams and student support professionals. It will also
require strong, place-based partnerships between institutions, communities and
industry to ensure that pathways are not only available, but accessible and meaningful.

EPHEA supports the development of a tertiary system that is connected, flexible and
learner-centred, while recognising that equity and educational opportunity are
fundamental to both social and economic prosperity. A more joined-up tertiary system
presents an opportunity not only to strengthen pathways between sectors, but also to
create a fairer and more inclusive tertiary education system by ensuring that all learners
have genuine opportunities to access, participate and succeed across Australia's
tertiary education landscape.

Kind Regards,

AD. Gl

Nicola Cull
President, EPHEA

Sarah Ellis

Vice President, EPHEA

On behalf of Equity Practitioners in Higher Education Association (EPHEA)



