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[bookmark: _Toc224054398]Introduction
I am a current PhD student with disability, and a non-executive director of a disability representative organisation. This submission draws on my experience in disability policy and as an advocate with a focus on the higher education sector; and on direct engagement with students, practitioners, and institutions over a sustained period. 
It focuses primarily on the proposed amendments and consultation questions related to supporting people with disability, governance, and emerging technologies. Nine recommendations are provided.
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[bookmark: _Toc224054399]Incorporating the University Governance Principles and transparency requirements
[bookmark: _Toc224054400]Question 4
The proposed approach for Part C to apply only to public universities is inadvisable. Limiting stronger governance obligations to the public university sector creates an inconsistency that is difficult to justify from a public-facing or student perspective.
Students don't meaningfully differentiate between public and private universities when making enrolment decisions, and the stated policy intent (restoring trust in Australian higher education) applies to the whole sector. If governance standards are worth having, they are worth having universally. Students at private providers are no less deserving of the protections and institutional quality that stronger governance standards would provide.
A tiered approach also risks entrenching a perception that private providers are less accountable, regardless of whether that reflects reality. Where differences in governance structures make direct application of the University Governance Principles impractical for private providers, the solution is to develop equivalent or universally suitable standards, rather than to exempt those providers.
Recommendation 1: The Panel should consider whether equivalent governance principles can be applied across all registered providers, with appropriate contextual flexibility in how compliance is demonstrated, rather than creating a two-tier system that privileges students at public universities.
Australia's obligations under Article 4 of the CRPD, which requires that people with disability be actively involved and consulted in the development and implementation of legislation and policies that affect them, apply to public universities as institutions exercising public functions. Amended standards should reflect this by requiring that governing bodies demonstrate meaningful representation of people with disability, and that this representation is substantive rather than tokenistic. Institutions that make decisions about disability inclusion without lived experience at the table are structurally limited in their capacity to do so well, regardless of what the Threshold Standards require of them.
Recommendation 2: The Panel should consider the addition of a governance standard which ensures that that people with disability are meaningfully represented in university governance and leadership structures themselves. That is, that people with disability are present in decision-making roles with genuine authority, not only in advisory or consultative capacities.
[bookmark: _Toc224054401]Question 5
Strengthened standards in this area have the potential to improve outcomes for students with disability, assuming they address the accountability gap at the point of teaching practice.
The most consistent issue impacting the experiences and outcomes of students with disability is generally not in the design of access plans or the availability of reasonable adjustments. It is in their implementation by teaching staff. Students regularly secure appropriate adjustments through disability support services, only to have those adjustments ignored, refused, or poorly applied by academics. Disability support staff frequently lack the institutional authority or capacity to intervene when this occurs, and there is currently no meaningful consequence for academic staff who fail to meet their obligations under the Disability Standards for Education 2005 (DSE).
Recommendation 3: Strengthened standards on staffing profiles and teaching quality present an opportunity to embed responsibility for implementing reasonable adjustments as an explicit teaching quality and capability expectation. This should include:
a) Explicit naming of teaching staff as responsible parties in the implementation of student support arrangements.
b) An expectation that staff are equipped with knowledge of (and skill to discharge) their obligations under the DSE and the Threshold Standards.
[bookmark: _Toc224054402]Supporting people with disability in higher education
[bookmark: _Toc224054403]Question 6
The proposed themes are appropriate. They reflect an understanding of the barriers students with disability face and are broadly consistent with Australia's obligations under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), Article 24.
That said, it is not possible to assess the likely impact of these amendments without knowing how they will be drafted. The consultation paper speaks frequently of 'improvements' and 'enhancements' without specifying drafting decision or what institutions would be required to do differently as a result. For example, the difference between a standard that requires genuine UDL implementation and one that requires institutions to 'have regard to' UDL principles is meaningful, and drafting decision in this respect will directly inform the efficacy of these reforms.
Recommendation 4: The Panel carefully consider drafting decisions in relation to strength of wording to ensure efficiency and the realisation of desired reforms towards the proposed themes. 
With respect to inherent requirements, the reframing as requiring 'flexible design' is a significant improvement on current practice, and the proposal to require regular review and prospective disclosure is welcome. 
Institutions have historically used inherent requirements as a mechanism to avoid adjustment obligations and exclude students from programs of study regardless of their practice intentions. This risk will persist unless the standards include a clear expectation that inherent requirements reflect the minimum necessary to achieve genuine learning outcomes. 
Recommendation 5: The Panel considers including safeguards again undue influence by professional accrediting bodies on the formulation of inherent requirements. These groups have traditionally been closely involved in this process, despite having perverse incentives to create exclusionary inherent requirements, rather than inclusive and flexible ones which reflect the intent of higher education and the awarding of degrees. 
[bookmark: _Toc224054404]Question 7
A focus on the proposed themes in reforms to the Threshold Standards has the potential to improve governance and provider practice, but the effectiveness of changes will depend entirely on implementation and follow-through. 
Across every regulatory instrument that currently applies to disability inclusion in higher education — the DDA, the DSE, the Threshold Standards, institutional disability action plans, Support for Students policies — the consistent failures are not in policy design (generally) but in implementation and enforcement. There is little spot-checking of the alignment between what institutions report and what students experience. The Threshold Standards amendments are an opportunity to build in student-facing accountability mechanisms, as well as provisions for additional implementation monitoring. 
Recommendation 6: The Panel consider implement changes to require institutions to include a student-reported component in their compliance reporting, and a provision for auditing and requests for implementation evidence. 


[bookmark: _Toc224054405]Emerging technologies and artificial intelligence
[bookmark: _Toc224054406]Question 9
The consultation paper treats emerging technologies and disability inclusion as separate matters. They are not. There is a significant and growing population of students with disability for whom AI tools — including generative AI — are appropriate, cost-effective, and sometimes the only accessible means of engaging with learning materials, managing executive functioning demands, or compensating for processing or communication differences. These students are being harmed right now by blanket institutional responses to academic integrity concerns that prohibit or restrict AI use without adequate carve-outs for students whose access plans involve AI tools. For students who are using existing tools which have subsequently added SI features beyond their control, these supports are being unfairly removed – sometimes without replacement. 
Universities moving to 'AI equals no' by default — even in contexts where AI is a legitimate and documented disability support — is a direct access and participation issue. This is an area where early, explicit regulatory attention would prevent harm at scale and compliment other policy priorities relating to participation and success. As the consultation paper acknowledges, many institutions are feeling lost in this policy space: centralised guidance and standards for how accessibility and AI can be brought into a unified conversation would benefit all stakeholders to this issue. 
Recommendation 7: The Threshold Standards amendments should explicitly recognise this intersection and require that:
a) institutional policies on the use of AI and emerging technologies explicitly address the needs of students for whom AI constitutes a reasonable adjustment or accessibility tool
b) decisions about AI restrictions in assessment contexts cannot override documented disability support arrangements without a transparent and reviewable process
c) the inherent requirements framework addresses what is genuinely required to demonstrate learning outcomes, rather than treating AI-free performance as an automatic proxy for academic integrity.
[bookmark: _Toc224054407]Approach to a cyclical review of the Threshold Standards
[bookmark: _Toc224054408]Question 11
A cyclical review should be underpinned by outcome data, not just compliance data. The current risk is that reviews assess whether institutions have policies, not whether those policies are producing better outcomes for students. 
Recommendation 8: Review methodology should include:
a) systematic use of disaggregated student experience and outcome data, including by disability status, at an institutional level
b) mechanisms for students to report on their experiences directly, not filtered through institutional self-assessment
c) triangulation of institutional reporting against complaints data from the National Student Ombudsman and the Australian Human Rights Commission
d) consideration of how the DSE review outcomes and DDA review outcomes interact with Threshold Standards requirements, to ensure coherence across instruments rather than duplication or contradiction.
[bookmark: _Toc224054409]Question 12
Meaningful engagement with students with disability requires active outreach beyond standard public submission processes. Students with disability are disproportionately unlikely to participate in formal consultations: barriers include time, cognitive load, the accessibility of consultation materials and processes, and a well-founded scepticism that their input will change anything.
The five-yearly review cycle is welcome. Its value will depend on whether it functions as genuine accountability or as a broad-brush compliance exercise. The design choices below would help ensure the former.
Recommendation 9: Specific measures that would improve engagement include:
a) co-development of consultation questions and materials with disability representative organisations and student disability advocates
b) provision of accessible formats and multiple modes of engagement (written, verbal, small group) as a default, not on request
c) paid participation for community members who are not affiliated with peak bodies or institutions, recognising the labour of lived experience contribution
d) feedback mechanisms that close the loop with participants on how their input was used and what changed (or did not change) as a result
e) explicit representation of people with disability in the review panel or advisory structures, not just in the consultation process.

