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Introduction
ADCET welcomes the opportunity to provide feedback on the proposed amendments to the Higher Education Standards Framework (Threshold Standards) 2021. This submission has been developed collaboratively by disability services managers and accessibility specialists currently working in Australian universities, drawing on professional expertise and lived experience perspectives.
We commend the Higher Education Standards Panel (HESP) for prioritising disability inclusion, universal design, and emerging technologies as areas for reform. However, we note a significant gap in the existing Threshold Standards: they do not mention curriculum at all. Given that curriculum design is the core of the student experience, and the primary site where inclusion reform must take hold, this is a consequential omission that any amendments should address directly. 
This submission focuses on three priority areas:
Supporting people with disability in higher education (Consultation Questions 6 and 7)
Responding to emerging technologies, including assistive technologies and AI (Consultation Questions 8, 9 and 10)
University governance, transparency, and accountability for disability inclusion (Consultation Question 5)
We note the importance of considering this submission in the context of intersecting legislative and policy developments — including the review of the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) Act, the Disability Standards for Education (DSE), positive duty obligations under the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA), and the establishment of the Australian Tertiary Education Commission (ATEC). These are moving parts that must be considered holistically in any amendments to the Threshold Standards.
1. Supporting People with Disability in Higher Education
Students and staff with disability continue to experience poorer outcomes and inconsistent support across the higher education sector. While the existing Threshold Standards require compliance with disability legislation, they do not explicitly reference inclusive practices, disability-specific responsibilities, or staff obligations in a way that drives consistent, sector-wide improvement. The vast majority of support for students with a disability is reactive and works to address existing exclusionary barriers and practices.  
Real institutional change to address existing barriers requires a whole of institution approach that is not limited to the responsibility of one or two areas. It needs to be planned, resourced and supported to encompass the entire student journey from prospective student to graduate. Too often it is ‘another areas responsibility’ and the work of inclusion occurs as a reaction rather than addressed proactively.
1.1 Universal Design: Scope, Definition and Implementation
We strongly support embedding universal design requirements in the Threshold Standards. However, we urge careful attention to scope and terminology. There is an important distinction between Universal Design (UD) broadly covering physical environments, digital systems, policy, and services and Universal Design for Learning (UDL), a specific pedagogical framework with established, measurable guidelines developed by the Centre for Applied Special Technology (CAST).
General universal design principles without explicit reference to UDL risk producing superficial change. Universities have discussed UDL for decades, yet institutions often implement only surface-level adjustments rather than fully integrating these principles into curriculum design, assessment practices, and teaching methods. For example, Academics are likely to read 'learning environments' as meaning support services, not curriculum. We recommend the Standards explicitly address both:
Universal Design broadly (physical, digital, policy, and governance environments), consistent with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) definition: design of products, environments, programmes and services to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialised design.
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) specifically within curriculum development and learning design, recognising that UDL has clear, actionable guidelines and should not be conflated with general UD principles.
Require universities to provide measurable, evidence-based demonstrations of UDL implementation, in both curriculum design and teaching practice, not merely policy statements, across each domain of the Standards rather than treating accessibility as a standalone or siloed requirement.
Embed accessibility requirements across all threshold standard domains so that every area of the university (not just disability services) is accountable for implementation.
Require minimum evidence levels for UD and UDL compliance to ensure institutions cannot satisfy requirements through tokenistic or superficial adjustments.
Crucially, embedding UDL within curriculum development should be framed as a quality assurance matter, part of the standard for high-quality learning and teaching, not solely a disability support issue. This reframes disability inclusion as core academic quality, which is both more accurate and more likely to drive genuine institutional change.
There is also a notable gap in technical standards: while the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) provides guidance for digital accessibility, there is no equivalent framework for neurodivergent accessibility or deaf accessibility. The amended Standards should acknowledge this gap and encourage sector development of equivalent guidance.
The content and learning activities of each course of study must engage with disability using contemporary, accurate and strengths-based representation that reflect lived experience and challenge outdated or deficit-based views. This extends to all ‘equity-deserving’ cohorts and must be reflective of intersectional experiences.
This approach must be implemented across Work Integrated Learning (WIL) activities also. Students with disability can be excluded from WIL because of inaccessible placements or being perceived as “too hard”. This perception can extend to external employers/ WIL hosts who may be reluctant to take on a student with disability. Research indicates the value of WIL for employability and employment outcomes and as such institutions must be able to demonstrate support for and engagement of students with disability in meaningful WIL opportunities. The Standards should provide explicit clarification regarding accountability and responsibility for the provision of accessible and inclusive WIL.
Finally, alongside UD and UDL, accessibility must continue to be a focus within the Threshold Standards. Whilst UD and UDL focus on useability by the broadest range of people, a focus on accessibility ensures the needs of people with disability are specifically considered. Implementation of UD, UDL and accessibility for students with disability is an essential step towards a fair and inclusive higher education system.
1.2 Terminology and Language
The question of appropriate terminology requires careful consideration. While there is value in language that recognises diverse learners broadly, we caution against approaches that inadvertently subsume disability-specific obligations within broader diversity frameworks.
Previous attempts to broaden language in this space have, in practice, resulted in disability being de-prioritised or excluded. We recommend that any updated Threshold Standards retain explicit, disability-specific language and obligations while also acknowledging the diversity of experience within the disability community, to ensure accountability is not lost in generalisation.
We support modernising terminology in line with contemporary disability rights frameworks, including alignment with the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), but emphasise that this must not come at the cost of specificity or enforceability.
We recommend:
Retaining explicit, disability-specific language and obligations in the amended Standards, while also acknowledging the diversity of experience within the disability community.
The CRPD should be the starting point for any definitional work.
Replacing outdated language such as 'students with special needs' with contemporary, rights-based framing. Language should acknowledge and normalise diverse learners without minoritising disability.
Considering UNESCO's framing of 'equity-deserving' to describe under-represented cohorts and strengthening the treatment of intersectionality — the intersection of disability with other forms of disadvantage must be explicitly addressed, rather than treating equity groups in silos.
Rights-based language and curriculum design must also reflect the aspiration of all students to grow, stretch, and develop their capabilities. Some educators have expressed concern that some adjustments, if framed solely in protective terms, may not adequately support students' learning development or sense of academic agency. We recommend that terminology and language within the framework incorporate strengths-based approaches alongside rights-based ones, affirming students' capacity for growth while protecting their entitlement to access.
Where appropriate and with the student's involvement, access plans should include opportunities for periodic, student-centred review of adjustments, with a view to supporting ongoing skill development and a growth mindset. This review should be genuinely optional and student-led, it must not become a mechanism for requiring students to re-justify or re-establish eligibility for adjustments, particularly where a disability is permanent or has stable access requirements. The purpose of any such review is to empower students, not to create additional administrative burden or risk of access being withdrawn.
1.3 Inherent Requirements and Progression Barriers
Inherent requirements present a significant area of risk when poorly developed (often with no input from those with lived experience of disability) or applied. There is currently inconsistent practice across institutions, with inherent requirements sometimes used as exclusionary gatekeeping tools rather than genuinely necessary academic standards.
We recommend that the amended Standards require:
1. The meaningful involvement of disability and accessibility services in the development, regular review, and periodic update of inherent requirements statements for all courses.
1. Transparency in how inherent requirements are communicated to prospective and current students, ensuring they are informative rather than deterrent.
1. Governance oversight to ensure inherent requirements do not become mechanisms for excluding students with disability, and that they are reviewed for necessity and proportionality.
1. Clear processes for students and staff to raise concerns about the appropriateness of inherent requirements, with independent review mechanisms.
1. HE providers to regularly review inherent requirements to ensure responsiveness and incorporation of assistive technologies, changes in teaching methods and professional standards as they evolve.
Under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992, employers may lawfully discriminate on the basis of disability where a person is unable to perform the inherent requirements of a particular job based on current ability. In higher education, however, the concept of inherent requirements is more complex. Universities have developed their own interpretations, often influenced by professional accreditation bodies with little transparency of inherent requirements from such bodies. Unlike the employment context, students learn and develop capabilities over time and may undertake degrees for learning and personal development, and may not seek professional registration. For these reasons, the Threshold Standards must make clear the purpose of inherent requirements as they relate to university participation and to professional accreditation. This clarity is essential to ensure informed decision-making and to avoid unnecessary barriers to participation, and will benefit all students, not only those with disability.
1.4 Accountability and Student Outcomes
	Consultation Question 6
To what extent would the proposed themes in the consultation paper (inclusion, universal design and inherent requirements) drive a more inclusive and equitable higher education system and improved student outcomes?


The proposed themes represent a sound foundation, but their effectiveness depends entirely on how they are operationalised and enforced. Aspirational language without measurable expectations will not drive systemic change.
Inclusion, universal design and inherent requirements reform can improve outcomes, but implementation clarity is critical. The Standards must require providers to demonstrate integration of inclusive practice across the student lifecycle, from pre-entry through to graduate outcomes, not merely assert it in policy documents. Evidence from higher education providers should consider the relevant policy architecture, evidence of implementation in practice across the institution, and with clear review or feedback mechanisms from people with disability and actions taken from this feedback.
	Consultation Question 7
To what extent would the proposed themes promote accountability, better governance and improved provider practice to support people with disability in higher education?


For the proposed themes to genuinely promote accountability, the Standards must address the fundamental failure mode we observe in practice: governance processes that are superficially compliant but substantively inadequate — aspirational policy documents that lack meaningful application, conducting consultation that does not influence outcomes, and applying equity considerations as an afterthought rather than integrating them into core business.

We recommend:
Explicit requirements for lived experience voices, both students and staff with disability in governance processes, with structures ensuring participation is genuine and not performative. Payment for student participation in governance must be the norm.
Inclusion of senior leadership oversight and integration of disability inclusion with institutional strategies.
Public reporting on outcomes for students with disability, disaggregated by institution, enabling TEQSA to assess whether standards are met in practice.
Mechanisms for collaboration between TEQSA and the National Student Ombudsman (NSO) to identify systemic issues. The Standards should require providers to ensure consistent quality in complaints handling for students with disability.
2. Emerging Technologies and Assistive Technology
The intersection of emerging technologies and disability inclusion is a critical and currently under-addressed area. While the consultation paper rightly focuses on risks posed by AI and generative technologies, any amendments must carefully distinguish between the risks of new commercial technologies and the vital, longstanding role of assistive technologies, many of which now incorporate AI components, in enabling equitable access to education for students with disability.
2.1 Assistive Technologies Must Be Explicitly Protected
An urgent concern identified is that universities are increasingly restricting or removing access to assistive technologies due to fears about AI and academic integrity. This is causing direct harm to students with disability who rely on these tools as access requirements, not academic aids.
Many established assistive technologies including screen readers, speech-to-text and text-to-speech software, captioning and transcription tools, caption glasses etc. have incorporated AI components for many years. These are not academic misconduct enablers. Restricting them constitutes a failure of disability inclusion obligations. The Standards must make this clear.


	Consultation Question 8
Does the term 'emerging technologies' adequately capture the range of innovations and digital technologies that are transforming higher education? If not, please suggest alternative terminology.


The term 'emerging technologies' does not adequately distinguish between genuinely new commercial tools and longstanding assistive technologies that happen to incorporate AI or digital components. We recommend:
Explicitly recognising 'assistive and accessible technologies' as a distinct category with specific protections and obligations, separate from governance requirements around emerging commercial technologies.
Supplementing the term 'emerging technologies' with specific reference to 'assistive and accessible technologies' throughout any amended Standards.
Clarifying that AI-enhanced assistive technologies are an established category of access tool, not subject to blanket restrictions based on general AI governance concerns.
2.2 Clearer Guidance Required on Assistive Technology Use
	Consultation Question 9
Do the standards currently provide adequate guidance to manage risks related to emerging technologies?


The current Standards do not provide adequate guidance, particularly at the intersection of assistive technology access and emerging technology governance. Specific implementation failures identified include:
Lecturers refusing to permit transcription or captioning software in class due to intellectual property concerns, effectively denying access to students who are deaf or hard of hearing.
Privacy and cybersecurity policies applied in ways that prevent students from using approved access tools (such as caption glasses) in official university settings.
Students with disability experiencing anxiety and inequity due to uncertainty about whether AI-enhanced assistive tools breach academic integrity policies.
Academic staff refusing to allow students to record classes, effectively limiting students’ ability to take notes, review, reflect and engage with the content outside of the class. 
We recommend the Threshold Standards require universities to establish clear guidelines specifying that:
Formal disability access plan requirements take precedence over general technology restriction policies, unless there is a specific and documented justification.
Disability and accessibility services must be consulted before implementing technology restrictions that could affect students with disability.
Academic integrity policies must clearly distinguish between assistive use of AI tools and academic misconduct.
Universities must not assume ill intent when students with disability use assistive technologies, including those incorporating AI.
Provide clear guidelines for students on the capture, use and retention of class recordings.
	Consultation Question 10
How should amended standards appropriately balance the management of risks with the need to preserve provider flexibility, so as to support ongoing innovation?


In balancing risk management with innovation, the Standards must ensure risk frameworks do not disproportionately burden students with disability. We recommend a presumption of access: where technology restrictions are being considered, institutions must assess and document the impact on students with disability before implementation, develop proactive measures to remove or mitigate negative impacts of technology restrictions, and co-design technology governance frameworks with disability services and students with lived experience.
3. Governance and Transparency
	Consultation Question 5
How might strengthened standards on academic oversight, staffing profiles, and teaching quality affect student outcomes and experience?


Strengthened governance requirements are essential but will only be effective if they address the specific failure modes observed in practice. Institutions can satisfy current requirements through documentation alone without demonstrating genuine outcomes for students with disability.

We recommend strengthened governance standards include:
Explicit requirements for disability and accessibility expertise at governance levels responsible for policies affecting students with disability.
Lived experience voices, including students and staff with disability, in governance processes, with payment for student participation as standard practice. 
Minimum disability services staffing requirements, proportionate to student enrolment and disability disclosure rates, to ensure services are adequately resourced. It is essential this is resourced via core university funding, so that the Disability Support Fund remains genuinely supplemental as intended. 
Require all institutions to maintain robust, publicly accessible disability accessibility policies that cascade into mandatory staff competency requirements in inclusive practice. Training must be embedded in educator induction programs and available on demand in accessible formats, enabling staff to respond to student needs in a timely and informed way. This ensures that institutional policy translates into consistent frontline practice, rather than remaining aspirational.
Public reporting on outcomes for students with disability disaggregated by institution, enabling meaningful sector comparison and TEQSA oversight.
Intersectionality must be explicitly addressed in governance frameworks: disability intersects with other forms of disadvantage, and equity groups should not be treated in silos.
Conclusion and Summary of Recommendations
We strongly support the intent of the proposed amendments and urge HESP to ensure requirements are specific, measurable, and enforceable — not aspirational. 
Our key recommendations are summarised below:
Universal Design and Curriculum
Explicitly address both Universal Design (UD) broadly and Universal Design for Learning (UDL) specifically, recognising their distinct but complementary scopes.
Frame UDL within curriculum development as a quality assurance matter, not solely a disability support issue.
Address the absence of curriculum in the current Standards as a priority.
Terminology, Language and Intersectionality
Retain explicit disability-specific language; use the CRPD as the definitional starting point.
Replace outdated language ('special needs') with contemporary, rights-based framing.
Explicitly address intersectionality in the amended Standards.
Inherent Requirements and Progression
Provide clear guidance on how and when inherent requirements are measured (i.e. at the commencement or completion of course) and how these are communicated to prospective and current students, ensuring they are informative rather than deterrent.
Require disability services involvement in development and review of all inherent requirements.
Establish independent review mechanisms for students who believe requirements are being applied inappropriately.
Assistive Technologies and Emerging Technologies
Explicitly distinguish assistive technologies (including AI-enhanced tools) from general emerging technology governance requirements.
Require access plans to take precedence over general technology restrictions.
Require disability services consultation before implementing technology restrictions affecting students with disability.
Mandate clear academic integrity guidance distinguishing assistive AI tool use from academic misconduct.
Governance and Accountability
Require disability expertise and lived experience voices at governance levels, with payment for student participation.
Require public reporting on disability outcomes disaggregated by institution.
Establish minimum disability services staffing standards.
Require disability accessibility policies to cascade into mandatory staff training in inclusive practice, embedded in induction and available on-demand to support timely student support.
Strengthen TEQSA–NSO collaboration to identify and address systemic issues in complaints handling.
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