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In conversations with practitioners across the tertiary education sector, the Australian Universities Accord (Department of Education, 2024) is increasingly being described as our generation’s “Bradley moment”. It represents a rare opportunity for student- and equity-focused leaders and practitioners to shape how underserved students are supported, not only to access higher education, but to genuinely belong, persist, and thrive within it.
At the same time, concerns remain about the Accord’s implementation. That it does not go far enough: the Job-ready Graduates Package remains intact, student contribution amounts continue to reflect longstanding inequities, and questions persist about the autonomy and influence of the Australian Tertiary Education Commission. These critiques speak to the structural constraints that continue to shape student experience and institutional decision making in the Australian higher education landscape.
Yet within this complex and imperfect policy landscape, needs-based funding emerges as a significant and timely opportunity. It creates space for universities to reimagine how they identify student need, prioritise equity, and resource the systems that support students most at risk of disengagement or attrition. If designed and enacted thoughtfully, and in partnership with students, needs-based funding has the potential to move equity from principle to practice.
This conversation piece invites reflection on how needs-based funding has been conceptualised and what is required by universities to move from aspiration to sustained and equitable impact for students. Taking a strengths-based approach, it seeks to highlight existing good practice, surface ongoing tensions, and explore practical strategies universities can leverage to maximise the potential of needs-based funding for underserved students.
A brief overview: What is to like / not like about needs-based funding
Needs-based funding was introduced to universities on 1 January 2026, replacing the longstanding Higher Education Participation and Partnerships Program (HEPPP), with the intention of providing additional, more targeted funding for equity supports and regional higher education delivery (Department of Education, 2025). In many respects, the shift to needs-based funding reflects longstanding questions about how equity is conceptualised and operationalised within the higher education sector. At the same time, the introduction of a new funding instrument provides an opportunity, and arguably a responsibility, to reexamine how universities think about equity investment and student support more broadly.
One of the first and most significant challenges presented by needs-based funding is the question of who is included and who is excluded within the funding parameters. Government definitions of equity have not always kept pace with the research and practice emerging across the sector. The model relies heavily on data proxies for disadvantage, and as a result, not all forms of need are adequately captured. Students with disability, for example, are currently excluded from the needs-based funding model and instead supported through the Disability Support Program, which operates at a lower funding level per individual student. Similarly, students with caring responsibilities, students from refugee backgrounds, care leavers, and students from rural and remote areas are not explicitly recognised. This is despite decades of evidence demonstrating that these cohorts face systemic barriers to participation and completion when compared with high socioeconomic metropolitan students, and the Universities Accord likewise noting their absence within government equity frameworks.
To its credit, the Needs-based Funding Guidance (Department of Education, 2025) does allow for flexibility. It acknowledges that initiatives designed for targeted cohorts may have broader benefits, or lead to system-wide improvements that support all students. However, this flexibility places a significant onus on practitioners and institutions to have a deep, nuanced understanding of their student cohorts. Without that, there is a real risk that well-intentioned interventions become overly narrow or blunt, rather than addressing the complex, intersecting factors that shape student success.
The second challenge is that needs-based funding risks functioning as a band aid solution to a much more complex and structural problem: the underlying funding model of Australian universities. Under current Australian Government guidance, needs-based funding is allocated using verified student data and applies only to students in Commonwealth Supported Places. It is explicitly intended to be supplementary, not a replacement for base funding, and is designed to support activities that improve access, participation, retention, and student success.
In practice, however, this distinction is difficult to maintain. Many Australian universities are operating in increasingly resource-constrained environments and are struggling to adequately fund core teaching, learning, and student support services. In this context, there is a real risk that needs-based funding is absorbed into maintaining baseline provision, rather than being directed to the specific cohorts and targeted interventions it is intended to support. When supplementary funding becomes essential to keeping core services viable, its capacity to drive equity-focused innovation is significantly weakened.
There is also an inherent tension between the objectives of needs-based funding and broader policy settings that shape the student financial experience. While the model encourages universities to invest in financial support initiatives to address systemic disadvantage, this sits uncomfortably alongside current student contribution and fee structures, most notably the Job-ready Graduates Package. From an institutional perspective, Needs-based funding can feel like an attempt to offset the impacts of policy decisions that have increased financial pressure on students in the first place, rather than addressing those pressures at their source.
Despite these challenges, there is a great deal to like about needs-based funding. Perhaps most significantly, it represents one of the first explicit acknowledgements in higher education funding policy that disadvantage is cumulative and compounds across the student lifecycle. Needs-based funding moves beyond narrow or deficit-based conceptions of equity and recognises that today’s student cohorts are more diverse than ever, often navigating intersecting pressures such as financial precarity, insecure housing, caring responsibilities, disability, mental health challenges, and digital exclusion. For many students, these pressures are not temporary or isolated disruptions, but the product of systemic societal barriers that have shaped their educational experiences long before they arrive at university. The guidance accompanying needs-based funding signals an important shift in thinking by emphasising the need to address these systemic barriers through both targeted financial supports and broader, embedded changes to teaching and learning practice, rather than bolt-on student supports.
A second strength of needs-based funding is that it implicitly recognises students as whole people rather than enrolment units. Those working in student support services have long understood that the time, care, and complexity involved in supporting a student is rarely proportional to their study load. A part-time student experiencing housing insecurity or caring responsibilities may require significantly more institutional support than a full-time student with fewer external pressures. Needs-based funding creates space for this reality by decoupling equity investment from simplistic assumptions about enrolment intensity and instead focusing on the conditions required for students to succeed. This represents an important cultural shift, validating the relational and often invisible labour that underpins effective student support.
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, needs-based funding overtly shifts the sector’s focus from simply getting students in the door to helping them succeed once they arrive. This addresses a longstanding moral and practical tension in equity policy, where success has often been measured in terms of access and participation, with far less attention paid to retention, progression, and completion. By explicitly linking funding to student success outcomes, needs-based funding challenges institutions to move beyond recruitment-led equity strategies and to invest in sustained, meaningful support across the student journey. In doing so, it helps to reframe equity not as a frontend intervention, but as an ongoing institutional responsibility.
Taken together, these elements position needs-based funding as a potentially powerful lever for change. Not because it resolves all structural inequities, but because it signals a more mature and holistic understanding of what equity in higher education actually requires.
Designing an institutional model for needs-based funding
The introduction of needs-based funding is still very much in its infancy. With the Department of Education positioning 2026 as a transition year, the sector is collectively working through what this new funding model means in practice and how it should be operationalised within institutions. Universities received their initial funding allocations late in 2025, at the same time as preparations for the academic year were already underway, and it is therefore unsurprising that early institutional responses have varied widely. Emerging models range from the direct substitution of existing HEPPP-funded activities through to more ambitious, whole-of-institution approaches to student equity and success.
In the spirit of sharing practice, we thought it would be useful to outline the approach taken at Edith Cowan University (ECU) in Western Australia. Our response to needs-based funding has been shaped less by a desire to preserve existing programs and more by an opportunity to step back and ask how equity funding could be used most effectively to support student success in our local context. Several design principles have underpinned this work.
Firstly, senior executive support has been critical. From the outset, needs-based funding was positioned as a strategic priority, explicitly aligned with ECU’s new strategic plan (Edith Cowan University, 2026) and its focus on increasing student completions, particularly for underserved cohorts. Our senior leadership articulated a clear commitment to supporting students to achieve their aspirations, which created the permission and space to consider where change, rather than continuity, was required.
Subsequently, the model was deliberately developed through collaboration across Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander centres, equity teams, student support services, planning, and finance. This cross-functional approach helped to break down silos and ensured that funding decisions were informed by both student-facing expertise and institutional data. It also supported compliance with funding guidelines while providing flexibility in how different funding sources could be aligned to maximise impact.
We also undertook a careful process of distinguishing core services from genuinely targeted interventions. In a constrained funding environment, this distinction matters. Needs-based funding was not used to prop up baseline services, but to strengthen or extend support where there was clear evidence of disproportionate impact on equity cohorts. This required difficult decisions about existing initiatives, including stopping some programs, reallocating others to more appropriate funding sources, or commencing a process of redesign so they are more clearly targeted.
We then invested time in reviewing our data and taking an explicitly evidence-based approach. Throughout 2025, we interrogated who our students are, where attrition and progression risks sit, and how intersecting forms of disadvantage play out across the student lifecycle at ECU. This was complemented by a program of work focused on the student voice, helping to identify where needs-based funding could be most effectively used to address systemic bottlenecks in student persistence.
Finally, evaluation has been built in from the outset. This reflects an understanding that needs-based funding is iterative and that the sector will learn what works, and what does not, over time. Robust evaluation is essential if the model is to mature beyond good intentions and to meet our moral obligation to ensure that investment translates into meaningful impact. In 2025, ECU received a grant from the Australian Centre for Student Equity and Success (ACSES) to develop an internal evaluation hub, which has proven advantageous in embedding evaluation into program design from the beginning.
Taken together, these design features have helped ECU move beyond simply replacing HEPPP with a new funding label, and towards a more deliberate, strategic approach to equity investment under needs-based funding.
Taking a “what works” approach
Central to ECU’s approach to needs-based funding is a deliberate commitment to a “what works” evidence base, informed by both sector research and our own institutional data. Rather than attempting to design bespoke initiatives for every perceived area of need, we have focused on investing in interventions where there is a growing body of evidence demonstrating impact on retention, progression, and completion, particularly for underserved student cohorts. This approach reflects a recognition that equity funding is finite, and that impact is maximised when resources are directed toward strategies with a demonstrated return.
Across the sector, the evidence consistently points to the importance of low-barrier financial grants in supporting both commencing and continuing students at critical lifecycle stages (Carson, 2010; Moores & Burgess, 2023; Reed & Hurd, 2016). Even relatively modest grants can have a positive impact on student persistence and retention (Zacharias & Ryan, 2021). Originating from a model of financial support developed by Kurongkurl Katijin, ECU’s Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander centre (Taraia et al., 2024), ECU has prioritised flexible financial support grants that are timely, accessible, and designed to remove friction, including application processes, at the point students need assistance most. 
We are also investing in predictive analytics and early outreach models, drawing on research that shows early identification of risk, combined with proactive, human-centred engagement, is far more effective than reactive support once disengagement has occurred (Colvin, et al., 2016; Cox & Naylor, 2018; Stephenson et al., 2022). By using data to identify emerging patterns of risk based on academic and behavioural insights, rather than demographics, and coupling this with early, supportive outreach, we aim to intervene before challenges become insurmountable.
In parallel, ECU is directing needs-based funding toward embedding principles of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) into curriculum and assessment. The evidence here is compelling (Chick et al., 2025; Guo & Wang, 2025; Schreiner et al., 2024; Tarconish et al., 2023): when learning environments are designed to be inclusive by default, the need for some individual adjustments decreases and outcomes improve for all students, particularly those from equity cohorts. Importantly, this represents a shift from bolt-on support to systemic change within teaching and learning. With UDL principles embedded in ECU’s policy and quality assurance mechanisms, it is firmly positioned as a core component of high-quality learning and teaching practice.
Targeted peer academic tutoring for students identified as at risk early in their degree is another key investment. Sector research highlights the dual academic and belonging benefits of peer-led support, particularly in the first year, where early success is strongly correlated with longer term persistence (Lapon & Buddington, 2023; Pavlovic & Jeno, 2024; van der Velden et al., 2023).
Finally, ECU has focused on initiatives that support students near completion, recognising that attrition in the final stages of a degree represents a significant loss for students and institutions alike. Evidence suggests that relatively small, targeted interventions at this point can make the difference between withdrawal and completion (Levitz, 2025; McConnaughy et al., 2014; Shapiro et al., 2017).
Taken together, these investments reflect a conscious decision to move away from diffuse or symbolic equity activity and toward evidence informed, targeted interventions that address known pressure points across the student lifecycle. In doing so, needs-based funding becomes not just a compliance exercise, but a mechanism for translating sector knowledge into meaningful institutional action.
An ongoing dialogue
Needs-based funding sits at the heart of equity work in tertiary education. It reflects our collective values about who belongs, who is supported, and how success is defined. While there is no single model that will suit all institutions, there is value in continuing to share practice, challenge assumptions, and learn from both successes and limitations.
For those working in student services, the question may not be whether needs-based funding is important, but how it can be enacted in ways that are fair, sustainable, and genuinely responsive to student needs. Keeping this dialogue open, across roles and institutions, may be one of the most important steps forward.
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