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The Australian higher education sector has been embroiled in a perfect storm, combining immense public scrutiny with dramatic change. Western Sydney University (WSU) Vice-Chancellor Professor George Williams attempts to navigate this turbulent weather by drawing on the student experience and tracing a brief history of Australian higher education policy. Through this, he reveals the sector’s failures, outlines universities’ true purpose and provides remedies for the problematic state they find themselves in today.
Published by Australia Institute Press, this book-cum-essay seeks to educate the general public, policymakers and those in the higher education sector on the precarious state of Australian universities. Williams’s predominant position is that the wide-ranging problems faced by the sector are a failure of both universities themselves and incoherent, often disastrous, government policy. The result: higher education providers have become untrustworthy in the eyes of the public. Furthermore, Williams states that universities are now commonly perceived as profiteers rather than providing a public good and are failing to meet their social contract to benefit both students and the wider community. The grand call to action is for universities to act now to rediscover their public mission and rectify an off-kilter sector.
This book’s greatest strength is its heavy focus on the student experience. Centring on the cost of living crisis, criticism is levelled at the inadequate government support for domestic students: “the Youth Allowance of $47 a day ... does not cover rent, let alone food, transport, medicine, and textbooks” (Williams, 2025, p. 2). Williams posits that as students struggle financially and become food insecure, they are less likely to succeed at university, which is well evidenced (Russell et al., 2025). However, he continues by arguing that as more students work while studying, they lose their sense of university connectedness and capability, also affecting their academic success. This can be validated through Lizzio’s (2006) five senses of success model which explores the ideas and practices that contribute to commencing students’ satisfaction, engagement and persistence during study. 
Williams furthers the account by discussing several WSU programs that provide cost of living relief for students. Having identified that half of WSU’s student cohort experiences food insecurity, WSU delivers 23,000 free dinner and breakfast servings per year to students, in addition to the Western Pantry program, a walk-in store that provides free food staples. Notably, Williams (2025) states that WSU “spends 24 cents of every dollar we receive from international students on services such as food and academic support programs for Australian students” (p. 32). Therefore, WSU has a major institutional dependence on international student revenue to subsidise its support programs for domestic students, especially as WSU has one of the largest cohorts of low socioeconomic students in the country. It is important to note that although food pantries are an effective example of food relief in the short term, Kent et al. (2024) advocate for universities to establish comprehensive food policies and strategies to combat food insecurity in the longer term. Another effort highlighted is WSU’s purpose-built accommodation, with Williams directing specific attention to the university’s 25 per cent spare bed availability for new students. This not only provides an affordable housing alternative for all students but also an attraction for international students, whose fees can be used to subsidise student support programs like Western Pantry. These initiatives provide a case study into how WSU is attempting to improve the living circumstances of its student cohort to better their chances of success, while also illustrating an institutional dependence on international student revenue.
The book’s other strengths include analyses of government higher education policy. There is an industry-standard critique of the Job-ready Graduates Package, but a sharper point that Williams touches on is the recent shift, or reversal of, international education policy. The current Labor government has departed from the revenue source, and soft power benefits, that Australian universities have been accruing for decades by introducing international student caps and raising visa application fees. As the political debate has stirred around immigration and housing, international students have been impacted, with Williams (2025) going so far as to name a chapter “The New ‘Boat People’” (p. 28). Through a structural lens, the book also argues that the international student caps conflict with the financial model underpinning the higher education sector, where international student revenue subsidises student support and research activities. 2026 international student commencements in Australia “are down 8 per cent compared to the same period in 2025, and 13 per cent lower than 2019” (Clare et al., 2026, para. 4). Yet there are no proposed mechanisms to replace the lost international revenue, despite a domestic managed growth and needs-based funding overhaul underway (Clare, 2026). 
Perhaps the most intriguing point is on the failure of university communications, for both the general public and students. Williams writes that universities communicate using outdated and traditional platforms, often with excessive complexity. By failing to meet students and the community where they are, on social media platforms like TikTok and Instagram, universities and university leaders indirectly allow for misinformation to spread online. From Williams’s perspective, this has been a major contributing factor to the declining public opinion of universities, leading to his assertion that the sector must step outside of its comfort zone. Using his own example, Williams claims to be the first Australian TikTok vice-chancellor and, based on anecdotal evidence, believes to be connecting to students and their experience in an effective way. Ultimately, to uphold the existing social contract to benefit Australian society, universities must break down barriers, step out of their comfort zones and communicate where students and the wider community interact.
However, this book does have weaknesses. Although Williams touches on generative artificial intelligence (AI) and acknowledges obstacles ahead for the sector, such as high-quality outputs, freely accessible information and the need to focus on skills development, the necessary emphasis is missing. The account does not delve into the immense sector-wide challenges of how higher education providers reorganise curriculum to assure quality learning, enact assessment reform and implement appropriate research training while remaining compliant with the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA). Not to mention the implications of organising and implementing a shared cross-sector national vision on AI as expressed in The Castlereagh Statement (Castlereagh Summit, 2026). In a similar vein, Williams explores Australia’s skills shortage, yet there is a notable absence of tertiary harmonisation. Highlighted by the Australian Universities Accord Review Panel (O’Kane et al., 2023), tertiary harmonisation “is the strategic alignment of Higher Education and Vocational Education and Training (VET) sectors … enabling students to obtain the combination of knowledge, skills and the application of these needed to be successful in a changing labour market” (Jobs and Skills Australia, 2025, p. 7). Not only does tertiary harmonisation play a crucial role in the sector’s future, it will also benefit the wider community, industry and the Australian economy. Another drawback, or missed opportunity, is the light detail on university governance. The sector has seen numerous high-profile inquiries into higher education leader conduct over the past few years, placing political and public scrutiny on the sector. Perhaps preferring to refrain from commenting on his colleagues’ predicaments, Williams’s vice-chancellor insights could have been a unique communications opportunity to bridge the gap between the upper echelons of the sector and wider Australian society. However, Williams does offer one notable governance contribution. He states that university executives’ salaries are much higher than politicians and senior public servants, drawing valid criticism from the public. Williams concludes that vice-chancellor salaries should be determined by the independent federal Remuneration Tribunal to fix “a problem that unnecessarily tarnishes the reputation of the sector” (Williams, 2025, p. 56). A final critique of this book is its tendency to incorporate Australia Institute policy positions despite serving no purpose to the higher education topic. For example, Williams’s discussion of student debt repayments is well evidenced and thorough, yet it is odd for it to be compared against the revenue the government collects from the Petroleum Resource Rent Tax. The two revenue sources have no relationship with one another and energy tax settings are not discussed anywhere else in the book. The comparison is not benefiting the point on student debt, instead it is being used to highlight another Australia Institute policy position outside of the scope of Australian higher education.
This book provides a quick, yet insightful, summary of the challenges that the higher education sector is confronted with. Using student experience as a foundation, Williams’s essay effectively communicates the complexity of the sector while remaining digestible for general consumption. Authored by a leader championing a way forward in university communication, Aiming Higher: Universities and Australia’s Future is an example of a higher education leader returning to the table, where students and the community are.
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