
University of Newcastle Draft International 
Education and Skills Strategic Framework 

 

The University of Newcastle is pleased to provide feedback on the Consulta�on Dra� of Australia’s 
Interna�onal Educa�on and Skills Strategic Framework.  

The University provides this submission as a regional, research-intensive university, a na�onal leader in 
equity, and an anchor ins�tu�on in its regions, with close �es to business, industry and the community 
sector.  We are proud to welcome the na�on’s largest cohort of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 
to our university each year, and proud to run the Australia’s oldest and largest enabling program, with na�on-
leading results.  

The University has more than 5,000 interna�onal students from 97 countries currently enrolled both at the 
University and the UON College of Interna�onal Educa�on. Nearly 9 out of 10 reside in the Hunter or Central 
Coast regions, contribu�ng economically, culturally, and socially to the communi�es they are part of. In 
return, the University strives to provide these students with connec�ons to people, work experiences, and 
community that will last throughout their lives.  

The University acknowledges the ra�onale behind the proposed changes to ensure a robust and sustainable 
system that can help meet our country’s skills needs, and a system that welcomes and supports interna�onal 
students.  

The University wants to ensure all Australian communi�es con�nue to enjoy the benefits that interna�onal 
students provide (and vice-versa), including cultural diversity and strong links to their home countries, in 
many cases key interna�onal trade partners.  

Importantly, carefully providing interna�onal students permanent migra�on pathways in areas such as 
healthcare and social services, and STEM, can significantly contribute to regional economies, especially 
regions in �mes of major social and economic transi�on.  

Key points:  

• Government must consider the enormous contribu�on made by interna�onal students to our country, 
and the percep�on in other countries of policy changes.  
 

• Quality student experience and outcomes must be priori�sed: 
o Previous reviews have indicated the greatest risk rests with the large volume of private providers 

system, and despite the complexity of this approach, it may yield the best outcomes.  
o Regions provide a quality experience through excellent connec�ons with employers and 

community 
o Regions provide quality outcomes through excellent employment opportuni�es, with 

consistently lower unemployment rates 
 

• Skills shortages and workforce planning should be considered in shaping interna�onal educa�on:  
o Regions have par�cularly acute skills needs due to:  

 Major economic transi�on 
 Cri�cal skills shortages in health and support services 

o Ins�tu�ons with a demonstrated track record of delivering skills directly into their regional 
footprint can create permanent migra�on pathways into regions.  

 
• Any cap considered should be nego�ated through the Compact system, and at an ins�tu�onal, rather 

than na�onal or state level, giving considera�on to an ins�tu�on’s na�onal contribu�on; caps should not 
be numerical, but set to a propor�on of domes�c students (for example 35% of onshore students), as a 
pathway to sustainable student growth and widening par�cipa�on.  
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CONSULTATION QUESTIONS  

A sector built on quality and Integrity 

1. Are there further reforms governments should consider that will improve the quality and integrity of the 
sector? 

The University of Newcastle strongly supports measures iden�fied in the framework to ensure the integrity 
of the system, including:  

• the move to increase the designated ‘no-transfer’ period to 12 months;  

• scru�nising the provider-agent rela�onship; and  

• increasing requirements for new providers to demonstrate acceptable levels of reten�on and 
progression before CRICOS approval is granted for new programs. 

The University would further welcome:  

1. Increased measures around student transfers from a university to an RTO, versus university-
university changes.  

In doing so we note strong exis�ng regulatory framework and quality assurance universi�es must 
meet. We acknowledge the need to safeguard the principle of student choice by maintaining a 
diverse range of study op�ons. However, there are ongoing concerns around the number of students 
reques�ng a release in the first year of their program to transfer to a lower AQF level in a seemingly 
unrelated discipline offered with a private provider. 

2. Increased transparency around agent performance. At the �me of the release of the Parkinson 
Review, there was a commitment to make agent performance data available to all providers. This 
would provide greater visibility around agents who systema�cally recruit non-genuine students. 
Currently this data set is s�ll not available. 

3. More �mely and transparent data sharing on interna�onal student enrolment across the sector. 
Currently, the most recent data available to providers is from 2022. Sharing data for student 
enrolments from universi�es, private providers and the VET sector would increase both government 
and provider’s understanding of the system, and where risk lies regarding non-genuine students, and 
student reten�on and support.  

4. Re-evalua�on of the Evidence Tier Levels. The University understands the Government’s goals 
regarding aligning migra�on targets and interna�onal educa�on, the current policy se�ngs of visa 
processing under Ministerial Direc�on 107 are penalising ins�tu�ons outside of capital ci�es, placing 
ins�tu�ons such as the University of Newcastle at risk of losing our ability to enrol interna�onal 
students.  

The current system delays visa processing for universi�es in Tier 2, including many regional 
universi�es.  In Q1 of 2024 alone, we had a scenario where 31 students in the Bachelor of Nursing – 
a cri�cal resource in the Hunter and Central Coast regions – were unable to commence their course 
due to delays in receiving a visa outcome. The University has been approached by students who have 
enrolled in universi�es in capital ci�es to atend university as they were unable to obtain a visa for 
the same program in Newcastle.  

If the intent of recent and proposed legisla�on is to reduce the satura�on of interna�onal student 
enrolments in metropolitan areas, the current ‘Evidence Level Index’ system is counter-intui�ve to 
that aim. We support re-evalua�ng this system, or at a minimum pausing movement between the 
Evidence Level Tiers.  
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2. What more can providers do to improve the integrity of the interna�onal educa�on sector? 

1. Transparency from providers on agent quality. Providers can share informa�on on agent quality. The 
University of Newcastle has a robust system in place to monitor agent quality. We have ac�vely 
engaged with our onshore and offshore agent network to ensure they are fully aware of legal 
obliga�ons and take immediate correc�ve ac�on where agent performance falls short of these. This 
includes termina�ng agency agreements, and restric�ons on countries agents can source from. To 
underpin quality and integrity, we have invested in market-leading agent management so�ware 
solu�on, to be integrated with exis�ng systems.  

 

A Managed System to Deliver Sustainable Growth Over Time 

1. What factors should inform government’s approach to alloca�ng interna�onal student enrolments 
across sectors, providers, and loca�ons in Australia? 

Alloca�on should priori�se:  

• A high-quality student experience and employment outcomes for students across all sectors. 

• Ins�tu�onal ability to create quality pathways for select graduates into areas of regional skills 
shortages, taking into account employment projec�ons and workforce planning. 

Focus Effort for Maximum Impact  
When considering the poten�al for visa exploita�on, the Parkinson Review Panel expressed greatest concern 
about the private VET sector, where there were more than 500 providers, many new entrants, and many with 
fewer than 100 students. While this presents a greater policy and compliance challenge than the public 
university sector, it may also yield beter outcomes in terms of limi�ng visa exploita�on, and managing 
overall student numbers.  

To priori�se quality, the distribu�on of enrolments should reflect the contribu�on made to Australian society 
by the students but also providers themselves. There is a large number of private higher educa�on and 
voca�onal providers offering a narrow range of courses, which offer litle in terms of either research 
outcomes or addressing Australia’s skills gaps. There are dispropor�onately high numbers of non-genuine 
students enrolled at these providers, with progression and comple�on rates far lower than those of 
established private providers or universi�es. Limi�ng the number of places allocated to providers with poor 
reten�on and comple�on, as well as courses which are not aligned to skills shortages, should be a 
considera�on for government.  

We must safeguard a student’s right to choose the ins�tu�on they feel represents the best fit for academic 
aspira�ons, however applying a level of quality control should not interfere with this.  

Regional communities can create quality outcomes for students  
The Government should consider the untapped capacity of regional areas to provide quality student 
outcomes. Parkinson noted permanent migra�on pathways should exist for the por�on of students most 
likely to succeed in the labour market, and this is influenced by strong �es to work and community formed 
during study. Regional students are afforded unique opportuni�es to develop close �es with businesses and 
community, due to strong rela�onships formed by universi�es.  

Interna�onal students in turn provide considerable benefit to regional communi�es, especially during �mes 
of major economic transi�on. The Hunter and Central Coast are undergoing major change, including the 
transi�on from coal-fired power. Crea�ng and atrac�ng new industries requires cri�cal skills, in STEM and 
throughout the supply chain.  The University is at the forefront of research and training in sustainable energy 
sources, with students and graduates posi�vely impac�ng communi�es globally.  

As the workforce transi�ons over the coming decades, the limi�ng factor for new industry development is 
talent. Consistently low unemployment in Newcastle and the Hunter (2.5 and 3.1% cf 4% for NSW) constrains 
new industry growth. The intensity of skills shortages has increased demand for all students by business. The 
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University receives consistent feedback from employers on interna�onal students’ value to developing 
compe��ve advantage in their industries. Employers in turn provide high quality work integrated learning 
opportuni�es for interna�onal students.  
 
Critical Health and Social Skills in Regions  
Priority should be given to ins�tu�ons that demonstrate an ability to directly address skills shortages in 
regional and rural communi�es, where demand far exceeds availability. Skills shortages in health and social 
assistance are acutely felt in rural areas. Currently 65% of rural GPs are interna�onally trained, and 30% of 
incoming doctors at Hunter New England LHD transi�on through an interna�onal program. An interna�onal 
midwifery or pharmacy graduate can be the difference between a health service being available in a regional 
community or not at all. Training in Australian ins�tu�ons is highly beneficial for health workers to setle in 
regional and rural areas long term. Regional skills alloca�ons could be agreed at an ins�tu�onal level, 
through compacts. Government should similarly align rural health training programs to enable interna�onal 
students to be trained in rural se�ngs.  

Align Migration and Education Policy  
Government must closely align migra�on and educa�on policy by increasing the number of migra�on points 
available to students who completed study in a non-capital city, to influence student choice.  Strong 
permanent migra�on pathways should also be created for regional students in areas of skills needs, either 
through post study work rights from 2-3 years or new measures as iden�fied in the Parkinson Review.  

Consider Global Relationships 
Notwithstanding this, places should not be wholly focused on skills that directly fit into the Australian 
workforce. Most interna�onal students return to their home countries. Returning to their home countries or 
elsewhere with diverse skills, knowledge and rela�onships formed in Australia benefits our na�on and our 
region more broadly.    

An Institutional Approach  
With the above factors in mind, a limit on interna�onal student enrolments �ed to the propor�on of total 
students at an ins�tu�on could be a workable approach. For example, through the Compact system, it could 
be decided that an ins�tu�on could have a maximum interna�onal cohort of between 30 and 40% of the 
overall student popula�on. The Universi�es Accord highlighted a need for greater par�cipa�on rates 
(par�cularly in regional and rural areas such as the Hunter and Central Coast) and one way this could be 
achieved is by establishing a link between growing domes�c enrolments and being able to enrol more 
interna�onal students.  

 

2. What considera�ons for government should inform the overall level of interna�onal students in 
Australia? 

The University acknowledges the priority of the Australian Government to ensure interna�onal students are 
genuine, and engaged in high quality courses which will lead to posi�ve outcomes for Australia and our 
region.  

In se�ng immigra�on policy, Government must consider the immense social and economic benefits that 
interna�onal students bring to Australia, and the impact on local communi�es if student numbers were 
reduced drama�cally.  

Income from interna�onal educa�on services in 2023 was around $36bn, of which $22bn was spent on 
goods and services. As discre�onary spending slows in the face of cost-of-living pressures, this income is 
cri�cal to local businesses and the wider Australian economy. University students, who stay for longer 
periods of �me, and engage widely with their communi�es in regional areas, bring significant benefits. This is 
one reason the University of Newcastle is a cri�cal source of revenue and staff for local businesses in the 
Hunter and Central Coast regions. 
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If the intent is to impose a numerical cap, this should not be imposed at a state or na�onal level. State and 
na�onal caps would be a blunt measure, which, when combined with the current visa processing se�ngs, 
would further disadvantage ins�tu�ons outside capital ci�es. Rather, as previous answers, an ins�tu�onal 
measure, set to a por�on of onshore domes�c load, would be a measure that enabled growth over �me.  

 

3. How will this approach to managing the system affect individual providers? 

There is a significant risk that managing such a system could result in a level of repor�ng and administra�on 
that is costly and unsustainable for all but the largest universi�es.  

 

4. Should sectors other than higher educa�on and voca�onal educa�on and training, such as schools, 
ELICOS and non-award be included in approaches to manage the system for sustainable growth? 

Considera�on should be given to the pathway between ELICOS and either voca�onal or higher educa�on. 
Many interna�onal students begin their studies in Australia with an ELICOS or ELBP provider before moving 
into their primary course. At this point, it is our posi�on that only higher and voca�onal educa�on be 
included.  

 

5. How should government determine which courses are best aligned to Australia’s skills needs? 

We recommend government draw on a range of sources including the Office of the Jobs and Skills 
Commissioner to iden�fy areas of cri�cal skills need on a geographical basis. As previously stated, health and 
support services are experiencing cri�cal workforce shortages in regional areas, to the extent that it 
threatens service provision. This, and other essen�al services could be priori�sed, especially where 
ins�tu�ons have a demonstrated capability to link graduates into regional employment.  

Considera�on should be given to the geographical dispersion of skills shortages, no�ng workforce planning is 
needed in regions, and no�ng the intensity of skills shortages. Newcastle and the Hunter Region, for 
example, have consistently had a much lower unemployment level than the NSW average (2.5 and 3.1% cf 
4% for NSW) highligh�ng the intensity of skills shortages.  

At a regional level the Government could draw on the resources of the Net Zero Energy Authority, business 
organisa�ons, and universi�es which are o�en are the custodians of rich and evolving data sources on their 
regions (for example the Ins�tute for Regional Futures at the University of Newcastle).  

 

6. How should government implement a link between the number of interna�onal students and an 
increased supply of student housing? 

The majority of Australian universi�es have made large and consistent investments, both directly and 
through partnerships, in purpose built student accommoda�on.  

Most universi�es should be able to meet a requirement to demonstrate sustained and recent investment in 
affordable accommoda�on op�ons propor�onate to interna�onal student enrolments and ins�tu�onal size. 
The University of Newcastle has consistently invested in safe and affordable accommoda�on op�ons for 
students, including taking market soundings to ensure price points are suitable for a range of student living 
arrangements. The University already has more accommoda�on for more than 1750 students, with 450 new 
beds being built, and planning underway for an addi�onal 700; in addi�on to an extensive homestay 
network.   

The largest barrier to rapid investment in more student accommoda�on remains state government planning 
controls, taking around 3 years to realise the asset, with a significant por�on of that �me spent in planning 
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approvals.  We would urge the Government to work with their state counterparts, including considering local 
government planning controls, to ensure student accommoda�on is priori�sed.  

 

7. What transi�on arrangements would support the implementa�on of a new approach 

Any changes made by the Australian Government are keenly observed by our interna�onal partner countries, 
people who influence student choice and prospec�ve students themselves. Care must be taken to ensure 
that changes are communicated in a manner that priori�ses quality educa�on and student experience, and 
values the posi�ve contribu�on students make when choosing Australia.  

The University suggests that any measures be put in place with a sunset clause of 2-3 years that enables the 
Australian Ter�ary Educa�on Commission to manage stewardship of the system with Ministerial oversight 
once established.  

The Government could look to the Canadian experience, where caps have been set for an ini�al period of 
two years, with a review set at this �me. Note, we do not recommend states set caps as per this model due 
to the complexity this would entail.  

Where policies are aimed at encouraging more students to study with regional providers, transi�onal policy 
could include funding for measures that would encourage students to consider regional op�ons in areas of 
skills needs, such as addi�onal migra�on points and funding for addi�onal, high quality student 
accommoda�on.  

 

Taking Australian Educa�on and Training to the World 

1. What are the barriers to growth in offshore and transna�onal delivery of Australian educa�on and 
training? 

The biggest barrier to growth in offshore delivery is con�nuing market uncertainty over visa outcomes. The 
impact to student and agent confidence in Australia as a study des�na�on is significant, and without 
guarantees on visa outcomes, very few students commit to commencing courses offshore if there is a chance 
they will not be able to complete it. While there is merit in comple�ng a qualifica�on from an Australian 
university in-country, the reality is the experience of living and studying in Australia carries as much 
importance to many students as the qualifica�on itself.  

As we saw during the COVID period, there are student experience challenges associated with in-country 
study, with access to resources such as stable internet connec�vity and distance to study hubs or campuses 
impac�ng many students. Many of the courses that directly address a skills shortage are not suitable for 
online delivery as they require prac�cal sessions. However, building offshore campuses is expensive and out 
of reach for many ins�tu�ons in the current climate.  


