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The Tasmanian Legislative Council’s Inquiry into the Provisions of the 

University of Tasmania Act 1992 

University of Tasmania Submission 14 – Access and Educational Attainment 

This submission covers point (1), raised in the Terms of Reference for the Legislative Council 

Inquiry on Access: (1) the constitution, functions and powers of the University. Specifically, this 

submission will focus on the function of the University, as stipulated in section 6(f) of the 

University of Tasmania Act 1992 (the Act) “to promote access to higher education having regard 

to principles of merit and equity”.  

We will demonstrate that promoting access to education also enables the University to perform 

other key functions identified in the Act, including: 

6 (a) to advance, transmit and preserve knowledge and learning; and  

6 (h) to engage in activities which promote the social, cultural and economic welfare of the 

community and to make available for those purposes the resources of the University. 

1. Introduction
The University of Tasmania is committed to our place-based mission to be a university for and

from Tasmania. Access is critical to our mission and is a pathway to meeting our broader impact

agenda to improve education, social, economic and health outcomes for all Tasmanians. Our task

is not an easy one. To increase levels of access, we must overcome two major challenges. The first

is to eliminate the various barriers to access to higher education for those who are ready to study;

the second is to address the drivers and situational context that lead to a lack of preparedness for

higher education.

For those who are prepared, there are five major barriers to accessing higher education: 

• The regional nature of Tasmania and the resulting regional disadvantage;

• Practical accessibility of campuses in terms of physical location and available transport

options;

• Health challenges, which contribute to greater levels of disadvantage and compound both

the regionality and accessibility factors;

• Affordability and the need to juggle work and study, particularly for the older student

cohort that we serve;

• Digital exclusion, driven by unaffordable access to devices and the internet and the lack of

skills to use it

There are also those who have lower levels of preparedness, where the above factors are 

compounded by other situational challenges:  

• Disengagement from education as a result of disadvantage;

• A social and family setting not supportive of nor experienced in higher education
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These factors combine to create a burden of inequality unique to our University that requires a 

creative approach. This submission will demonstrate that we perform our function to promote 

access to higher education, enabling our ability to achieve additional functions under the Act 

related to knowledge advancement, transmission and preservation; and support for and promotion 

of our communities welfare. 

 

 

2. Tasmania’s context 
In order to effectively promote access to higher education, we must be aware of the context in 

which we are operating. The Tasmanian context, with its regionality, the placement of education 

facilities, health, financial and technological factors, play a complex, interrelated role in impacting 

Tasmanians’ access to higher education.  

We have a responsibility to regional and remote students, with over a third of Tasmanians living 

outside central population areas. This results in over 62% of our domestic students coming from 

regional areas, compared with the Australian university average of only 20%.1 Regions are 

characterised by disadvantage, which can manifest in a variety of ways; from material (poverty, 

income); to relational (the social context that determines life opportunities); to locational (the 

social, economic or environmental benefits that the location confers). These forms of disadvantage 

result in challenges for students leaving regions if they have commitments to family or as carers, 

where they cannot afford it or where the local culture of the region makes it difficult to leave.2 As 

a result regional and remote communities often can have reduced aspirations towards higher 

education, lower participation, and are less likely to report an intent to study.3  

The location of our higher education institutions is also a key consideration. Suburban locations, 

rather than central, easy to access locations where transport options are far greater, particularly for 

those in regional locations, creates challenges physically accessing our campuses. In fact, 28% of 

school leavers with an offer deciding not to enrol, state distance contributed to their decision.  

Compounding these challenges, we face unique and complex health challenges that contribute to 

a greater level of disadvantage in Tasmania. We have the highest rate of disability, at 26.8%, 

compared with 17.7% nationally4 and we have some of the poorest health outcomes in the country. 

We have greater disease burden, high rates of modifiable health behaviour risk factors such as 

smoking and obesity, and an increasing mental health burden – with the second highest rate of 

adults reporting psychological distress nationally5 and higher than average suicide rates.  

 
1 Domestic students with first address regional and remote, by state and institution, 2020 

https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp2122/Quic

k_Guides/RegionalRemoteHigherEducation  
2 Responding to Regional Disadvantage, Australian Housing and Urban Research Institute, University of New South 

Wales and University of Western Sydney Research Centre, December 2001 
3 RMIT 2017, Edwards & Marks 2008, James 2008 
4 Survey of Disability, Ageing and Carers 2018  
5 https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports-data/australias-health-performance/australias-health-performance-

framework/national/all-australia/wellbeing/wellbeing  

https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp2122/Quick_Guides/RegionalRemoteHigherEducation
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp2122/Quick_Guides/RegionalRemoteHigherEducation
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/health/disability/disability-ageing-and-carers-australia-summary-findings/latest-release
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports-data/australias-health-performance/australias-health-performance-framework/national/all-australia/wellbeing/wellbeing
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports-data/australias-health-performance/australias-health-performance-framework/national/all-australia/wellbeing/wellbeing
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Financial barriers to participation in education are well proven and are amplified in this context. 

We hear consistently from students that affordability is a key concern to pursuing tertiary studies, 

with 3 in 4 commencing students citing concerns about their ability to juggle work and study. The 

challenge of balancing work and life commitments tends to increase significantly amongst older 

students. University of Tasmania students are substantially older than the national average – the 

average age of our students is 32, compared to the national average of 26, and as we increase 

access to all Tasmanians, we continue to see growth in our mature age demographic.  

All Tasmanians should have an equal opportunity to interact with digital services and information 

in ways that are easy to use, convenient and readily available. However, this is not the experience 

for many in our state, with unequal access and capacity to use information and communication 

technologies (ICTs), limiting their ability to fully participate in society.6 In fact, every local 

government area in Tasmania, excluding Hobart, scores below the national average for digital 

inclusion.7 

These inequalities and other factors mean that educational disadvantage is a reality faced by many 

Tasmanians. Our Year 12 attainment rates of 59% are well behind the national average of 76%. 

For very remote students, this is even lower at 45%.8 Compared to national indicators, we have 

the highest proportion of 15-74 year old’s with no qualification beyond Year 119 and we have the 

second lowest portion of young people engaged in full-time study.10 The major driver behind these 

figures is unchecked school disengagement. Students who suffer from lifestyle disadvantage, no 

place to study at home and a home environment or culture that does not support study disengage 

from school, and unless we encourage them back to the system, this school disengagement can 

have life-long and society-level implications. Statistically, the outcomes of departing education 

early are significant and include lower income, poorer health and even a shorter lifespan. 

Minimising exclusion and maximising engagement are therefore essential goals for the state as a 

whole.11 

Access is not as simple as increasing enrolments in higher education in Tasmania – it demands a 

nuanced, place-based approach to enhancing perceptions of higher education and breaking 

systemic barriers in recognising merit, in order to provide greater equity in access across the State.  

 

3. Addressing barriers to access for those prepared for higher education 
The University is committed to eliminating barriers to accessing higher education and has actioned 

several targeted interventions to address barriers that will promote access, leading to increased 

Tasmanian enrolments and ultimately knowledge advancement retained in the Tasmanian 

community.  

 
6 (Schejter et al 2015) 
7 https://www.digitalinclusionindex.org.au/dashboard/National.aspx  
8 https://www.pc.gov.au/research/ongoing/report-on-government-services/2022/child-care-education-and-

training/school-education#targetgroup (Table 4A.58) 
9 Australian Bureau of Statistics, May 2021 https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/education/education-and-work-

australia/latest-release 
10 https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia/latest-release 
11 Dr Jeff Thomas, University of Tasmania, https://www.utas.edu.au/about/news-and-stories/articles/2018/627-
exclusion-is-not-the-answer  

https://www.digitalinclusionindex.org.au/dashboard/National.aspx
https://www.pc.gov.au/research/ongoing/report-on-government-services/2022/child-care-education-and-training/school-education#targetgroup
https://www.pc.gov.au/research/ongoing/report-on-government-services/2022/child-care-education-and-training/school-education#targetgroup
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/labour/employment-and-unemployment/labour-force-australia/latest-release
https://www.utas.edu.au/about/news-and-stories/articles/2018/627-exclusion-is-not-the-answer
https://www.utas.edu.au/about/news-and-stories/articles/2018/627-exclusion-is-not-the-answer
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Addressing regional barriers through our campuses 

We recognise distance as a physical barrier for many Tasmanians with our Campus Transformation 

agenda focused on addressing this through providing access to campuses across our State. Through 

transformation of our campuses, we aim to provide the same quality experience and access to more 

courses, regardless of where a student lives or comes from in Tasmania. 

 

Our long-term commitment to Campus Transformation is becoming visible with the opening of 

the new West Park, Burnie campus in 2021, and staged opening of new facilities in Inveresk, 

Launceston from 2022-24. These facilities go beyond what is legislated for accessibility, by 

disrupting and innovating the way that we work, the way that we invite our community into our 

campus, and the way that we teach.  

 

The new Inveresk library, which opened in early 2022, is a demonstrable example of changing the 

way that we invite our community into our campus. It has been designed to support the whole 

community and is accessible by staff, students, public, community groups and precinct partners 

for events, workshops and cultural talks and forums. Set over three levels, the library offers group 

and quiet study spaces, digital and print collections and resources, meeting spaces and classrooms. 

Additionally, it features artworks, cultural objects and a collection from Riawunna, a student 

kitchenette, parenting room and café. It aims to be a welcoming and less intimidating accessible 

university space, while remaining a valuable resource for the community. 

 

Along with new facilities, we are also increasing the availability of our courses into the North and 

Northwest regions and increasing flexible study options to ensure we meet the needs of mature age 

students who are juggling work and family commitments. Disciplines such as Business, Education, 

Social Work, Nursing, Psychology and Science are all available to be studied on-campus at West 

Park with more course options expanding in 2023. In Launceston, we have recently extended our 

Police Studies offerings, to sustain the most highly qualified police force in the country which has 

been a result of successful partnership with Tas Police. A new Psychology Clinic in Launceston 

also will support a greater cohort of postgraduate psychology students in the North, contributing 

directly to skills shortages in our regional communities. For those that are constrained by 

commitments they have in their local community, we offer fully online and mixed modes of 

attendance, to encourage greater participation. 

 

Addressing the distance challenge through more central campuses 

As the physical distance between a student’s home or work and a university increases, the 

likelihood of enrolling decreases.12 In terms of distance and physical access, bringing our 

campuses together into city and urban centres will make it easier for students to access learning 

opportunities through better public transport connections and employment opportunities.  

We are actively progressing this initiative with support through government grant funding, 

completing the Burnie project at West Park in 2021 and the first of the Launceston buildings at 

Inveresk, with the rest to follow over the next two years. Our consolidation in the South into the 

 
12 Cooper, G., Baglin, J., & Strathdee, R. 2017. Access to higher education: Does distance impact students’ 

intentions to attend university? National Centre for Student Equity in Higher Education (NCSEHE), Perth: Curtin 

University.  
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Hobart CBD is about bringing our currently dispersed campus back together given over a third of 

our people are already in our CBD facilities. Importantly, being closer together and more centrally 

located enhances physical access for students, and this in turn helps to promote greater campus 

experiences. 

 

Addressing financial barriers through access scholarships and bursaries 

The University has a long history of providing scholarships and access bursaries in partnership 

with our community to enable access to higher education. In 2021 we undertook an institutional 

review of scholarships and bursaries to ensure they continue to be as effective as possible. The 

result was a revamped scholarship provision through the new Support to Study Scholarship 

Program.  

 

By focusing our efforts on the core mission of removing financial barriers to higher education we 

have re-designed the application process resulting in a 54% increase to scholarship and bursary 

applications compared with the previous year. Recognising the increased uptake of online study, 

we have broadened access to scholarships to include both on-campus and distance students to 

ensure that no matter your location, background, age or study choice, financial disadvantage 

doesn’t determine your ability to enter higher education.  

 

In Semester 1 this year we provided 418 of our most financially vulnerable students with $815k in 

financial support and a further 1,400 students with access bursaries to the value of $1.4m. This 

financial support is provided along with access to the Support to Succeed Program, providing these 

same students with access to university financial services, counsellors, and employment services 

throughout their study to reduce the impact of financial barriers to accessing higher education.  

 

4. Addressing the Preparedness Challenge 
Research shows that relationships and experiences during a child’s formative years can strongly 

influence their future learning and wellbeing.13 In recognition of this, the University established 

the Peter Underwood Centre in 2015 to undertake targeted research and initiatives that would 

contribute to positive and sustained change in educational outcomes for young Tasmanians. The 

Centre works in partnership with the community, government, and sector to deliver activities, 

evaluate outcomes and raise aspirations, enabling students to fulfil their potential irrespective of 

their background or starting point. Activities span a broad spectrum, from supporting children to 

engage better with education, through to helping older age groups find a pathway to the capability 

and mindset they need so that they are able to engage. 

 

Engaging young people earlier 

The Peter Underwood Centre commenced delivery of the Children’s University for 7-14 year old’s 

in Tasmania in 2017. The program engages children and young people in learning experiences 

across the State to inspire curiosity with an aim to increase educational achievement. By rewarding 

 
13 Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth, 2014; Chittleborough, C. R., Searle, A. K., Smithers, L. G., 

Brinkman, S., & Lynch, J. W. (2016). How well can poor child development be predicted from early life 

characteristics? A whole-of-population data linkage study. Early Childhood Research Quarterly, 35, 19-30; Phillips, 

D. A., & Shonkoff, J. P. (Eds.). (2000). From neurons to neighborhoods: The science of early childhood 

development. National Academies Press  

https://www.aracy.org.au/publicationsresources/command/download_file/id/329/filename/Second_edition_The_Nest_action_agenda.pdf
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young people for taking responsibility for their own learning, the program encourages a love of 

learning, increases aspirations, encourages fun, discovery and celebrates passion for learning. 

  

Increasing higher education experiences for young Tasmanians  

We recognise University can be an intimidating experience for young people, particularly if they 

have had no previous experience or interaction with higher education institutions. The Peter 

Underwood Centre has played an active role in maintaining a number of initiatives focused on 

reducing fears and perceived barriers to entry while increasing familiarity and comfort with higher 

education.  

 
The University Connections Program (UCP) engages Year 11-12 students by extending the 

existing pre-tertiary Tasmanian curriculum to provide opportunities for senior secondary students 

to experience higher education study in several subject areas including business/finance, applied 

design, music, music technology, art and design, sport management, mathematics extension and 

cultural studies. Student and teacher evaluations show that the UCP is effective in preparing 

students for tertiary study, through building confidence, increasing academic skills and knowledge, 

building familiarity with university systems and learning and providing unit credit for UCP units 

completed within particular degree structures. Recent data has shown that in tracking the UCP 

cohort we have identified the UCP as a strong pathway to higher education. Since 2017, an average 

of 60% of all students have transitioned to the University of Tasmania, and likely to other 

universities.14 
 

Another program preparing students for tertiary study is the High Achiever Program (HAP). This 

program is delivered in partnership with Tasmanian senior secondary schools and colleges and 

aims to enrich the educational opportunities for gifted or high-achieving Year 11 & 12 students by 

extending a selection of the University of Tasmania’s first year undergraduate units and teaching 

to these students. Since 2016, we have been tracking this cohort of students, with approximately 

70 per cent of students progressing to the University.  

 

Lastly, we piloted Uni-Hubs in 2017 in partnership with the Tasmanian Department of Education 

and they have since become firmly embedded in Claremont College and Newstead College. Uni-

Hub coordinators provide guidance and support for students at the two colleges to transition to 

University. Evolving the concept further, we were a key partner in the successful Federal 

Government grant that brought the first Regional Study Hub to Tasmania in 2019. Study Hub West 

Coast is situated in Zeehan, and auspice by West Coast Heritage Ltd. It services towns within the 

region, including Queenstown, Rosebery, Strahan and Tullah and is dedicated to supporting 

regional and remote learners at a post-secondary level delivering access to campus-like facilities, 

educational support, technology and, most importantly, a network of fellow students. Through the 

success of the Study Hub at Zeehan a Study Centre has also opened in Smithton in 2022 to service 

the local Circular Head Community.  

Dedicated Schools Engagement  

The University has a dedicated Schools Engagement team committed to developing and delivering 

programs that inspire students to explore their futures through the lens of higher education. 

 
14 Annual Report 2020, Peter Underwood Centre 

https://www.utas.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0007/1456981/Annual-Report-2020.pdf
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Programs and activities are delivered across the State, both on campus and in schools with a focus 

on the high school years. The programs deliver interactive and engaging experiences to give young 

people a taste of future career options and their educational pathways. Through programs such as 

the Young Tassie Scientists, LawFest, Economics Challenge, Subs in Schools and Science and 

Engineering Investigation Awards the team engages with more than 20,000 young Tasmanians 

each year.  

Creating innovative pathways to University 

The University completed a research project in 2019 to determine factors contributing to success 

in first year study at the University of Tasmania. The outcomes of this study were used as a basis 

for developing an alternative application and entry system for year 12 students that is now known 

as the Schools Recommendation Program (SRP). 

 

Three years on, the SRP has transformed our admissions approach for year 12 school leavers, with 

over 90% of school leavers choosing to access university in Tasmania through the SRP rather than 

rely on their ATAR. The program acknowledges the challenges of our local context, enabling 

students to enter university without an ATAR and instead basing admissions on recommendations 

from teachers. In doing so, it: 

• recognises students of all abilities, results and levels of advantage  

• encourages the pursuit of higher education by recognising students’ personal drive, 

experience and commitment in addition to academic performance   

 

Thanks to the program, more students have a place with us than ever before. We have seen 

enrolments from schools across Tasmania that have never previously had enrolments such as 

Mountain Heights, Sheffield, Bayview and the Jordan River Learning Federation. We are seeing 

positive outcomes from across the State. In 2021, we experienced increased student enrolments by 

34% in the North-West, 14% in the North and 25% in the South. We also had a 30% increase in 

students with a disclosed disability. 

 
Increasing pathways to study for mature age students 

In Tasmania we face the challenge of a historically lower education participation rate and lower 

year 12 completion rates compared with the national average. However, we believe that University 

is for everyone and in our experience there are a number of different paths to higher education. 

We created the University College (UC) in 2016 in recognition of the differing journeys of 

Tasmanians. Over this time the UC has created a range of new, innovative and flexible courses for 

students looking for shorter, job-focused qualifications or pathways to Bachelors programs. These 

include Associate Degrees and Diplomas, as well as pathway courses such as the University 

Preparation Program and the Diploma of University Studies designed to provide students with 

preparatory units to grow confidence and an alternate pathway of entry to studying at a tertiary 

institution.  

 

In the years since UC’s conception, the Diploma of University Studies and the University 

Preparation Program have taught over 2,500 Tasmanian mature age students15 demonstrating that 

increasing pathways to tertiary education is resonating with our mature age Tasmanian students. 

 
15 Mature Age defined as students aged 20+ years 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander enabling program 

Riawunna's Murina Program is a pathway designed for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students to 

develop skills and confidence to commence undergraduate studies or other vocational goals. The 

Program is an important enabling program providing 153 students with access over the past five years. 

In addition to ‘in-class sessions’, the Program incorporates initiatives such as guest Aboriginal speakers 

and community leaders, experiential learning, a compulsory field trip, in-country experiences and 

includes ‘wrap-around’ care to ensure our students are well supported as they navigate the intersection 

of Aboriginal and Western knowledge systems to achieve personal success and buffer against 

assimilation.  

 

5. Concluding comments 
We are fortunate to live and work on a remarkable distinctive island with unique natural and 

Indigenous heritages and with people who are incredibly committed to their communities. We 

meet the challenges that our island context sets through an opportunistic lens, leading to creative 

solutions to further enhance our institution as an education provider and community resource. 

 

Our campus transformation has resulted in infrastructure upgrades that have changed the way we 

think about and utilise space as we have challenged ourselves and the sector to create a sustainable 

presence in our three major regions.  

 

The imagining of the Peter Underwood Centre and University College would not have been 

possible without a clear civic responsibility to our unique socio-economic and regional context. 

Since their inception they have continued to pave a path of innovation in educational and 

community programs with a view to addressing access, but with a result that has led to embedded 

and meaningful community engagement. Their presence in our institution has infiltrated every 

corner and led to continuous improvement and adaptation in broader areas such as scholarships 

and admissions.  

 

The Act stipulates the University’s function to promote access to higher education, and the 

University responds to this function while meeting the challenges Tasmania’s unique context offer. 

In doing so we not only perform our function to promote access to higher education, we achieve 

additional functions under the Act related to knowledge advancement, transmission and 

preservation; and support for and promotion of our communities welfare. 

 

Please do not hesitate to contact me if you require additional information. 

 

Kind regards, 

 
Mr Craig Barling 

Vice-President, Strategy, Finance and Marketing 

University of Tasmania 

craig.barling@utas.edu.au 

 

mailto:craig.barling@utas.edu.au

