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Universities Australia: Who are we? 
• UA is the peak body representing the Australian university sector (39 member 

universities). 
• We advocate for world-class policy and fiscal settings on behalf of the sector, and are a 

link between Government, Parliamentarians, Departments and the sector.
• We engage in sector-wide issues – but we are not a university and institutional issues 

are outside of our remit. 
• From time-to-time we oversee important initiatives on behalf of the sector,and provide 

ongoing advice and support as part of their implementation.



Image: University of Wollongong Students Ashlyn Hampton, Erunora
Tanner, Aleisha Chessel, Jess Blair, Taylah Wicks and Alissa Paulson

The UA Indigenous Higher 
Education Strategy: What is it? 

• Developed in collaboration with NATSIHEC and formally 
endorsed by all 39 Vice-Chancellors (VCs), UA launched 
the sector-wide strategy in 2017. 

• The strategy is the Australian university sector’s first 
coordinated plan to boost the participation and success of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Australians in 
universities, and to make universities places that reflect and 
respect Indigenous people, their cultures and knowledge.



The UA Indigenous Higher Education Strategy: 
How does it work?

• The Strategy binds all universities and UA, as peak body, to meet ambitious 
targets and to undertake regular actions.

• Performance is reviewed annually.
• Broadly, the strategy commits our 39 universities to build on the gains of the 

past decade and make further progress on:
 Participation and performance
 Engagement with indigenous knowledge and culture
 Improving the university environment.



Actions: for universities
Through Universities Australia’s Indigenous strategy, members commit to the following actions:

• include Indigenous higher education, research and employment as priority areas in core policy 
documents, including institutional strategic and business plans;

• have Indigenous Research Strategies in place by 2018;

• ensure that implementation of these plans and policies is devolved through the university’s 
faculties, schools and units;

• ensure that additional workload expected of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff is 
recognised in workload planning and in performance assessments and promotions 
processes;

• build robust, respectful and collaborative partnerships between themselves and the Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities that they serve;

• take a community leadership role in promoting Indigenous higher education and building 
opportunities for wider community engagement in it;

• have current executive staff and all new senior staff complete cross-cultural training 
programs from 2018; and

• have processes that ensure all students will encounter and engage with Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander cultural content as integral parts of their course of study, by 2020.



Implementation and Accountability
• Universities are responsible for striving to meet the short and long-term targets 

outlined in the strategy. 
• Universities submit annual surveys to UA to enable UA to release a public 

annual report on progress against strategy – transparency and evaluation are 
key principles under the strategy. 

• UA, the UA Board of VCs and UA committees are responsible for the 
implementing, monitoring and evaluating the strategy.

• NATSIHEC, NIRAKN and Government agencies also have a role - providing 
input, advice and shared leadership as we seek to make progress together.



Governance: who monitors progress?
The UA Directorate, UA Boards/Committees and NATSIHEC jointly monitor progress 
through:
• annual joint Board meetings between the UA Board and NATSIHEC Executive
• progress against the strategy is discussed at Vice-Chancellor (VC) Plenary 

meetings
• all four UA Deputy Vice Chancellor (DVC) committees have specific tasks under 

the strategy on Indigenous higher education (to increase buy-in for Indigenous 
outcomes across an institution)

• UA provides regular updates at NATSIHEC Caucus meetings
• targeted sessions will continue to be held the UA Higher Education 

Conference and the UA Marketing Communications and Development 
Conference.



Partnership
A key feature of the strategy is partnership with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples. UA recently entered into an MoU with NATSIHEC to formalise existing 
arrangements that include: 
• annual meetings between the UA Board and NATSIHEC Executive
• 3 NATSIHEC representatives are invited to attend two VC Plenary meetings a 

year – a professional development opportunity for aspiring Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander university executives

• 2 NATSIHEC representatives (a total of 8) become members on the four UA 
DVC Committees – both a professional development opportunity and important 
initiative to embed Indigenous views into senior Committees. 

• NATISHEC provides UA with advice on a range of issues, which informs UA 
policy submissions to Government

• joint policy and communication initiatives between the two organisations



Current state of play of Indigenous university 
workforce

• The first report contains detailed sector-wide data 
on the landscape of the Indigenous workforce –
which we can use to inform our employment 
strategies and academic pipeline pathways moving 
forward. 

Image: Karlie Noon, a Kamilaroi woman and 
STEM student from Tamworth



Share of Indigenous staff, 2005 to 2017



Number of Indigenous staff by duties classification, 2005 to 2017



Share of staff aged under 40 by duties classification, 2017



Results from the first survey
The first survey instrument was broad, open-ended and collected data on a range 
of topics so that UA could present information on the current landscape on 
Indigenous higher education, as well as benchmark in future years. 
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Indigenous student enrolments, 2006 to 2017



Share of Indigenous student enrolments, 2006 to 2017



Indigenous enrolments, by course level, 2008 and 2017

Course level 2008 2017 Growth

Postgraduate research 393 590 50%

Postgraduate coursework 1,138 2,372 108%

Bachelor 6,352 13,528 113%

Sub-bachelor 686 901 31%

Enabling 871 1,749 101%

Non-award 50 97 94%

All courses 9,490 19,237 103%



Share of undergraduate applications, by age, 2018



Share of Indigenous applications compared to share of Indigenous 
population, by age, 2016



Share of undergraduate applications, by gender, 2018



Number of Indigenous award course completions, by course level



Completion rates—9, 6 and 4 years—of commencing Indigenous and 
non-Indigenous Bachelor degree students



Graduate employment outcomes, 2017



Data highlights
• The workforce continues to grow positively, particularly for professional roles 

o however there is an ageing academic workforce.
• University enrolments are on track to meet a key target under the strategy 

o yet UA is conscious that university applications from younger students remain 
below population parity.

• Overall completions continue to grow
o yet completion rates still remain well behind that of non-Indigenous students. 

• Graduate outcomes are very strong and outperform non-Indigenous students.



Progress: what else looks positive?
• Strategic documents are being updated to incorporate Indigenous targets.
• Positive engagement and collaboration with Indigenous communities. 
• Indigenous leaders or community elders are being formally engaged in university 

decision making processes. 
• Universities are continuing to raise the profile of Indigenous culture in their institutions. 



Progress: what more needs to be done?
• Whilst surveys reported positive signs of collaboration across university faculties, 

schools and units, and diversification of responsibility, much of the heavy lifting 
continues to be undertaken by Indigenous staff.

 One strategy to address this is a greater emphasis on meaningful professional 
development opportunities for non-Indigenous staff. 

• Formal Indigenous cultural training for all current executive and new senior staff is 
currently not mandatory. 

 Almost all universities make specific online and/or face-to-face Indigenous 
cultural training available on an optional basis. 



Pro Vice-Chancellors Indigenous 
• A requirement under the Governments Indigenous Student Success Program – not the 

UA Strategy.
• The requirement is to “prioritise the employment of at least one Indigenous person as a 

senior executive employee at the level of Pro Vice-Chancellor, Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
or Vice-Chancellor, or equivalent level”

• Currently, there are 21/39 universities with a PVC/DVC Indigenous appointment. 
• Where does your university fit in this? 
• If your university has an existing PVC appointment, what are the opportunities 

for career progression into a DVC or VC (non-Indigenous) role?



How can universities become an employer of choice?
The DVC Corporate committee is currently considering what an Indigenous employer of 
choice looks like. Some of the key themes or initiatives identified include:
• Leadership and advocacy
• Recruitment, retention and progression 
• Cultural awareness and celebration
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Case study: mandatory cultural competency training
Example from the University of South Australia
• Offers full day cultural safety/awareness training for all staff – delivered face-to-face

• A half day course is open to all staff specifically working with Aboriginal people

• Training is mandatory for all senior Executives from VCs to Directors and Heads of 
Schools – some senior leaders have made training mandatory for their work units

• The trainer holds a senior position in the local Aboriginal community and is authorised 
to share knowledge on local culture

• Content is Aboriginal specific but touches on broader cross-cultural interaction – about 
treating all people with respect and dignity



Case study: development of non-Indigenous staff
Example from the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology
• RMIT staff have developed a ‘red flag’ system that engages with program coordinators 

to identify any issues with the Indigenous student cohorts in a timely manner. 

• Creates the opportunity for non-Indigenous academic staff to proactively engage with 
their Indigenous students to ensure success and to support retention. 

• Non-Indigenous academic staff are also encouraged to champion the cause of 
engaging with Indigenous curriculum and the wider community about their discipline 
areas. 

• Examples include academics that champion Indigenous curriculum and initiatives in 
Land and Conservation, Engineering and Allied Health. 

• RMIT are monitoring success via the subject rating provided by students in course 
feedback surveys and associated subject rating tools.



Case study: making Indigenous business everyone’s business

Example from the University of Canberra

• Goals and actions of the relevant Strategic Plans on advancing Indigenous higher 
education have been embedded into their overarching portfolio (local) plans. 

• The KPIs attached to the Plans will be reported on to the UC Council annually. 
• Goals are championed by senior leaders – such as the Chancellor. 
• Staff will be held accountable through operational and work plans, as well as through 

staff performance reviews. 
• Important material is also regularly distributed through:

• Dean and Director meetings, 
• Fortnightly digital updates,
• Working group and portfolio meetings etc

• All staff forums enable the broader university community to be provided with relevant 
information, such as weekly bulletins and VC Town Halls after each Council meeting. 



Next survey and public report
The 2019 survey focuses on four key action areas under the strategy, which are:
• Indigenous leadership – including engagement with senior decision making groups 

and professional development opportunities;
• non-Indigenous leadership – including Indigenous portfolio responsibilities, cultural 

competency training and;
• engagement with Indigenous curriculum and course design processes; and
• Indigenous research strategies. 
• A case study template provided in the survey will enable UA to collect a series of good 

practice exemplars to house on UA’s website.
The next report will be released publicly prior to the next UA Conference in February 2020. 
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