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This submission responds to consultation Questions 6 and 7, relating to supporting people with disability in higher education. I bring to this submission 21 years of experience working in disability and tertiary education, my role as Manager of the Australian Disability Clearinghouse on Education and Training (ADCET), my lived experience of disability, and my ACSES Equity Fellowship undertaken in 2025-2026, 'Beyond Adjustments: Enhancing Disability Support in Australian Universities', conducted through the University of Tasmania.
I strongly support the proposed amendments. The case for stronger, more explicit standards is well established and long overdue. The current Threshold Standards are not producing consistent outcomes for people with disability, and voluntary approaches and implicit obligations have proven insufficient to drive the cultural and structural change the sector needs. 
I welcome in particular the proposal to remove the term “special needs” from the Threshold Standards. This language is outdated, does not reflect how people with disability understand themselves or their rights, and is inconsistent with the human rights model of disability that should underpin the sector’s approach. Changing the term is a straightforward but meaningful change, and it signals that the standards are grounded in contemporary understanding rather than legacy assumptions.
People with disability are the fastest-growing equity cohort in Australian higher education. Domestic undergraduate enrolments of students with disability have grown substantially over the past decade, yet outcomes have not followed the same trajectory. Students with disability continue to report lower satisfaction, lower completion rates, and poorer overall educational experiences than their peers without disability. This pattern has persisted across successive years of data, including the Quality Indicators for Learning and Teaching Student Experience Survey.
The causes are well understood within the sector. Support for students with disability has historically been concentrated in dedicated disability services teams, which are often under-resourced, positioned as advisory rather than authoritative, and working without the institutional backing needed to drive genuine change. Academic staff frequently lack the training, incentive, or accountability to implement access plans or design inclusive learning environments. And the broader culture of many institutions still treats disability inclusion as an add-on rather than a core responsibility.
Strengthened Threshold Standards will not solve all of this on their own. But as the experience of other areas of higher education reform demonstrates, clear regulatory expectations with real accountability mechanisms are a necessary condition for change. Goodwill and good practice guidance are not enough when institutional pressures push in the other direction.
Question 6: The Proposed Themes
The following comments address three proposed themes of inclusion, universal design, and inherent requirements each in turn, with a focus on what the standards will need to require if they are to produce better outcomes.
Inclusion: Moving Beyond the Disability Services Team
The most important shift the amended standards could make is to establish that disability inclusion is a whole-of-institution responsibility, not a responsibility that sits primarily with disability services. This is one of the structural problems in the sector. Disability practitioners are doing excellent and often complex work, but they are doing it largely alone, without the institutional authority to require change from academic staff, course designers, or senior leadership.
For inclusion standards to have practical effect, they need to place explicit obligations on governing bodies and academic leadership. The standard should require that governing bodies actively maintain institutional environments that support people with disability, and that this obligation extends to how the institution designs and delivers its academic programs, not solely to what support services are available.
Meaningful inclusion also requires that students and staff with disability have a genuine voice in institutional planning, policy development, and decision-making. This is consistent with Australia's obligations under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), Article 4, which requires active involvement and consultation with people with disability in the development of legislation and policies that affect them. It should be reflected explicitly in the amended standards.
Disability Action Plans have been a common institutional response to inclusion obligations, but their effectiveness has been limited. In practice, they tend to be broad, unmeasurable, and disconnected from budget allocation and accountability. If the amended standards include requirements for disability-related planning or reporting, they must be measurable, funded, and subject to annual review by governing bodies, not treated as static compliance documents.
Recommendation 1: 
Inclusion obligations should be placed explicitly on governing bodies and should extend to academic staff practice, course design, and institutional culture, not solely to the provision of disability support services. Standards should require meaningful participation of people with disability in institutional planning and decision-making processes.
Recommendation 2:
Any disability-related planning or reporting requirements under the Threshold Standards should be measurable with named accountabilities. Aspirational statements without these elements should not be sufficient to meet the standard.
Universal Design: Implementation, Not Rhetoric
The Universal Design theme included in consultation on the Threshold Standards is welcome, and the framing matters. Universal Design should influence and encompasse the full institutional environment: physical spaces, digital systems, communications, policies, procurement, and learning design. Universal Design for Learning (UDL) is one important component, focusing specifically on curriculum and pedagogy, but it is not the whole picture. Students with disability encounter barriers across every aspect of their university experience, not only in the classroom. The critical question is how Universal Design will be required, not simply whether it will be mentioned. Without a genuine commitment to proactive design, Universal Design risks becoming another line in a policy document rather than a genuine change in how institutions are built and how courses are delivered.
The benefits of genuine Universal Design implementation extend well beyond students with disability. When the physical environment, digital systems, and course design are built to accommodate diverse users from the start, the number of individual reasonable adjustments required is reduced, the burden on students to navigate documentation and advocacy processes is lower, and academic staff spend less time managing ad hoc requests. It is in institutions’ interests to invest in this, and the Threshold Standards should make clear that it is expected.
The standards should also require that academic professional development in inclusive teaching extends to sessional and casual academic staff, who currently have the least access to institutional training yet often have direct and sustained contact with students.
Recommendation 3: 
The Threshold Standards should require that Universal Design principles are embedded across all aspects of institutional operations, including course and assessment design, physical environments, digital systems, procurement, and policy development. This should be addressed explicitly in course accreditation and periodic review processes, and requirements should extend to field trips, laboratory settings, work-integrated learning, and online environments.
Recommendation 4: 
Universities should be required to ensure that all academic staff, including sessional and casual staff, have access to funded, structured professional development in inclusive teaching and assessment design. Workload recognition for participation should be required, not discretionary.
Recommendation 5: 
Universities should be required to report publicly on the professional development provided to academic staff in inclusive teaching, including completion rates, to support transparency and accountability.
Inherent Requirements: Proceed With Caution
This is an area where the Panel should tread carefully. The stated intent of strengthening inherent requirements provisions is to better inform students about what a course requires of them, and this is a legitimate aim. Students deserve clear, honest information about course demands so they can make informed decisions about enrolment and understand what adjustments can and cannot be made.
However, inherent requirements have a troubled history in Australian higher education. In practice, they occasionally have been used as a mechanism to restrict or exclude students with disability from programs of study, rather than to genuinely clarify minimum course requirements. 
The risk with strengthening inherent requirements provisions in the Threshold Standards is that more explicit standards in this area could inadvertently legitimise the use of inherent requirements as exclusion tools rather than information tools. A requirement that institutions publish and maintain inherent requirements could, if not carefully drafted, provide a more formal basis for restricting access than currently exists.
If the Panel proceeds with inherent requirements provisions, the following safeguards are essential. Inherent requirements should reflect the minimum genuinely necessary to achieve the learning outcomes of a course, not the preferences of a professional body or the assumptions of a discipline about how outcomes should be demonstrated. They should be developed with reference to Universal Design principles and reasonable adjustment, asking whether the way a requirement is expressed reflects a genuine necessity or an inherited assumption about how tasks must be performed. 
Critically, the standards should make clear that the existence of published inherent requirements does not remove or reduce an institution's obligations under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 and the Disability Standards for Education 2005. 
Recommendation 6: 
The Panel should proceed cautiously with inherent requirements provisions. The primary purpose of any provision should be to ensure students are clearly informed about course requirements, not to formalise mechanisms for restricting access. Any new provisions should include explicit safeguards against the use of inherent requirements as exclusion tools, require regular review, and make clear that inherent requirements do not override obligations under disability legislation.
Question 7: Accountability, Governance and Provider Practice
The proposed themes will only promote accountability and improved provider practice if the standards are drafted with sufficient strength and if genuine accountability mechanisms are built in. The sector's track record with implicit and principles-based disability obligations is not encouraging. The consistent pattern across disability-related policy frameworks in Australian higher education has been strong statements of intent, limited implementation monitoring, and outcomes that depend heavily on individual institutional culture rather than consistent standard-setting.
Academic accountability and education
One of the most significant and persistent problems in disability support in Australian higher education is that academic staff are not meaningfully accountable for implementing access plans or for the inclusivity of their teaching practice. Disability support staff identify appropriate adjustments and develop access plans and then have very limited recourse when those adjustments are not implemented.
This is not primarily a problem of attitude, though ableist attitudes do exist in the sector and should not be minimised. It is a structural problem, and academic workload is a central part of it. Many academics are genuinely time-poor and operating under significant pressure. Casualisation of the workforce means that a large proportion of the people who actually teach students have insecure employment, little time for activities outside direct teaching, and minimal access to professional development. Expecting academic staff to consistently implement individualised access plans, redesign assessments, and engage proactively with disability support services is not realistic without structural support and workload recognition. When implementation fails, it is not always because of unwillingness. Sometimes it is because the workload simply has not been accounted for.
This does not reduce institutional responsibility. It changes where that responsibility should sit. If academic staff are expected to implement access plans as part of their teaching role, then universities need to make that expectation explicit, resource it properly, and include it in workload calculations. At the moment, none of these things happen consistently. Academic promotion and performance review processes do not generally include inclusive teaching as a criterion. There is no meaningful consequence for an academic staff member who fails to implement a student's documented adjustments. Disability practitioners frequently do not have the institutional standing to escalate non-compliance effectively. And universities are not required to report on whether their access plan implementation rates or adjustment processes are actually working.
Part of the solution may also lie in reducing the volume of individual adjustments that academic staff are asked to implement in the first place. When Universal Design for Learning is genuinely embedded into course design, the need for ad hoc, individualised adjustments decreases. This is one of the strongest practical arguments for requiring Universal Design for Leaning from the outset: it reduces pressure on individual academics while improving outcomes for students. The Threshold Standards can drive this by making clear that Universal Design and Universal Design for Learning is an institutional obligation, not an optional enhancement.
The amended Threshold Standards present a real opportunity to address the structural side of this problem. Strengthened standards on staffing profiles and teaching quality, as proposed in the consultation paper, should explicitly include disability-inclusive teaching practice as part of what constitutes quality teaching. This means naming academic staff as responsible parties for implementing student support arrangements, requiring that this responsibility is incorporated into performance and promotion frameworks, and requiring that universities provide adequate resourcing and workload recognition to make implementation realistic rather than notional.
Recommendation 7: 
The Threshold Standards should explicitly name teaching staff as responsible parties for implementing student support arrangements, and require that inclusive teaching capability, including the implementation of access plans and reasonable adjustments, is incorporated as a criterion in academic performance review and promotion processes. Universities should also be required to demonstrate that workload models adequately account for the time required to implement access arrangements and engage in inclusive course design.
The Role of Disability Practitioners and Services
Disability practitioners are among the most knowledgeable people in the higher education sector on questions of accessibility, inclusion, and student support. Yet they are frequently positioned in ways that limit their ability to influence institutional practice. Grouped with general student advisory roles, operating without senior leadership backing, and regarded as a service rather than as a source of expertise, disability services teams are often doing more with less and with less institutional authority than their expertise warrants.
For the amended Threshold Standards to produce genuine change, governing bodies need to be required to ensure that disability services have appropriate institutional standing to contribute to course design, policy development, curriculum review, and academic governance processes. Disability support is not a back-office function. It should inform how institutions plan and deliver education.
The ACSES Fellowship is currently developing professional standards for disability practitioners as one of its outputs. Stronger Threshold Standards will require a workforce capable of meeting them. Investment in the professionalisation of disability practitioners, including through recognition of their expertise and appropriate positioning within institutional structures, is a necessary complement to regulatory reform.
Recommendation 8: 
Governing bodies should be required to ensure that disability services have sufficient institutional standing and authority to participate in course design, policy development, and academic governance. Disability practitioners' expertise should inform institutional practice, not only individual student support.
Data, Reporting and Accountability
Current reporting requirements do not give an accurate picture of how institutions are performing in supporting people with disability. Compliance data showing that a university has a disability action plan, or that a certain number of students have access plans, tells us very little about whether students are experiencing better outcomes.
The amended standards should require institutions to report publicly on outcome data for students with disability, disaggregated from overall student data. This should include completion rates, satisfaction data, and where possible, data on access plan implementation. 
Meaningful accountability also requires that students themselves have accessible, well-publicised mechanisms to report on whether their support is working, without fear of retaliation. The Threshold Standards should require that universities have in place accessible, confidential feedback mechanisms that students with disability can use without risk.
Recommendation 9 
The Threshold Standards should require universities to report publicly on outcomes for students with disability, including completion rates and satisfaction data, disaggregated from overall student cohort data. Compliance reporting should demonstrate outcomes, not only the existence of policies and plans.
Recommendation 10: 
Universities should be required to provide accessible, confidential feedback mechanisms specifically for students with disability to report on whether their support arrangements are working, and to flag barriers or failures without risk to their academic standing or relationships with staff.
Closing Comments
The proposed amendments to the Threshold Standards represent a genuine opportunity to shift Australian higher education toward more consistent, accountable, and genuinely inclusive practice for people with disability. The test will be in whether the final amendments are drafted with enough clarity and backed with enough accountability to produce real change.
I encourage the Panel to draft standards that require demonstrable outcomes, not just policies and plans; that hold governing bodies and academic staff accountable, not just disability services; and that are reviewed against disaggregated student outcome data in every cyclical review cycle.
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