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This submission responds only to Questions 6 and 7 in the consultation paper on amendments to the Higher Education Standards Framework (Threshold Standards) 2021. I focus on students with disability, inclusion, Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and inherent requirements. My position is informed by recent Australian research that I have led or coauthored, as well as sectoral evidence of uneven practice. I write from the standpoint of a scholar and practitioner concerned with improving the everyday learning conditions for disabled students through design that anticipates diversity rather than reacts to it.
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?
Position:
If inclusion, Universal Design for Learning, and inherent requirements are made explicit within the Standards and then operationalised through provider planning, capability building, and monitoring, the sector will see measurable improvements in access, participation, and completion for students with disability.
Rationale from recent Australian studies:
In my study of UDL practices among academic staff at a regional university, many colleagues valued UDL, but half reported not intentionally embedding it in their teaching. The principal constraints were time, knowledge and institutional systems that were not yet set up to support accessible design at scale. These findings indicate that voluntary adoption is not sufficient. We need an explicit regulatory signal that embeds UDL in the routine design of curriculum and assessment, with capability and workload supports to make it real (Duncan, Butler, Leonard, Foggett, Page, and Roche, 2025).
Consequences of the status quo:
In qualitative research on students who withdrew from their undergraduate studies, my coauthors and I documented the accumulation of barriers that preceded withdrawal. These included inaccessible learning materials, inconsistent adjustments, assessment formats that did not allow students to demonstrate learning in valid ways, and the burden of repeated disclosure and advocacy. Students described feeling that success required extraordinary self-management despite limited structural support. These accounts reinforce the case for proactive design that reduces the need for constant individual negotiation (Duncan, Butler, and Punch, 2025).
What a UDL approach changes:
A UDL approach removes common barriers up front and provides multiple ways to engage with content, demonstrate learning, and remain motivated throughout the semester. In recent work with Levesque, Snoddon and Duncan, we described how UDL principles support independence for deaf and hard-of-hearing learners by ensuring accessible modalities, predictable structure and choice in expression. These design choices improve participation for many students, not only for those who disclose disability (Levesque, Snoddon, and Duncan, 2024).
Inherent requirements are coherent and transparent:
A consistent finding across Australian literature is that unclear or unreviewed inherent requirement statements can function as informal barriers. A recent scoping review that I coauthored with Punch and Talbot Stokes highlights the variability of institutional practice and the need for clarity about what is essential in a course and what can be achieved through reasonable adjustment. The Standards should require that inherent requirements are written in plain language, aligned with learning outcomes, and reviewed regularly with student and practitioner input to minimise ableist drift while protecting genuine academic standards (Punch, Duncan, and Talbot Stokes, 2025).
Recommended amendments and provider actions
Insert explicit references to inclusion, UDL and inherent requirements across the relevant Standards, including student participation and attainment, wellbeing and safety, course design and learning outcomes, monitoring and review, and governance.
Require each provider to publish an Inclusion and Universal Design Plan with measurable targets such as accessibility of learning materials, turnaround times for adjustments, and student-reported indicators for inclusion.
Mandate structured capability building for academic and professional staff on UDL, accessible assessment and appropriate use of educational technologies. Recognise the time required within the workload and evaluate the impact annually.
Require course and assessment documentation to show how UDL principles are applied. Examples include multiple means of representation, engagement and expression, accessible digital resources by default, and secure points of evidence that assure learning integrity.
Require inherent requirements to be public, written in plain language and aligned to learning outcomes. Review them at least every two years with disabled students and disability practitioners and distinguish essential outcomes from the means of demonstrating them.
Strengthen expectations for accessible work-integrated learning, fieldwork and laboratory activity through shared responsibility statements, risk assessment, and pre-placement adjustment planning, with equivalent tasks where feasible.
Embed co-design with disabled students and staff in course approval and review processes and in institutional policy reviews.
Additional points
Require accessibility by default in learning management system templates and in procurement. This includes WCAG conformity, captioning, transcripts and accessible document standards, so that staff are not left to retrofit accessibility under time pressure.
Publish annual accessibility and inclusion metrics, including the proportion of units that pass accessibility checks, the number and turnaround time of adjustments, and student satisfaction disaggregated by disability status.
Draw on insights from the National Student Ombudsman regarding disability related complaints to inform continuous improvement and regulatory risk monitoring.
QUESTION 7
To what extent would the proposed themes promote accountability, better governance and improved provider practice to support students with disability in higher education?
Making inclusion, Universal Design for Learning, and inherent requirements explicit within the Standards will shift institutional practice from reactive case management to proactive, auditable design. Academic Boards and corporate governing bodies will be required to resource capability-building, monitor performance against clear indicators, and report publicly on progress.
My research program shows that inconsistent capability and systems are major obstacles to sustained UDL practice. Governance mechanisms must therefore address the enablers, in particular time, staff development and accessible-by-default platforms, and they must evaluate change over time rather than simply counting workshops (Duncan, Butler, Leonard, Foggett, Page, and Roche, 2025).
Evidence on withdrawal points to the cumulative effects of barriers across the student journey. Accountability frameworks that require providers to publish disability related complaints data and to act on systemic insights will help close the loop from lived experience to institutional reform (Duncan, Butler, and Punch, 2025).
Governance levers to operationalise accountability
An annual Academic Board statement on inclusion and accessibility in course design, assessment and work-integrated learning, formally noted by the governing body.
Performance expectations for senior leaders that include inclusion and Universal Design targets, with these measures integrated into institutional dashboards and risk registers.
Assurance activities that include periodic accessibility audits of the learning management system and core learning resources, sampling of curriculum for Universal Design features, and scheduled reviews of inherent requirements with external disability expertise.
Procurement and partnership controls that require accessibility clauses in educational technology and content contracts, and in delivery with other parties.
Additional points
Create a cross-functional Universal Design and Accessibility Hub that brings together students, academics, disability practitioners and learning designers to support uplift and peer mentoring at pace.
Fund micro credentials in Universal Design, accessible assessment and disability rights, and recognise this learning in workload and promotion expectations.
Publish an annual Inclusion and Accessibility Report that aligns with national guidance and includes a forward plan for the subsequent year.
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