Regarding: Proposed amendments to the Higher Education Standards Framework (Threshold Standards) 2021 – Support for People with Disability


Dear Higher Education Standards Panel,

I am a blind Master’s student in Mathematics in Austria. I became aware of Australia’s proposed reforms to the Higher Education Standards Framework through Professor Paul Harpur, who has shared updates on the consultation process and its focus on inclusion, universal design, and clearer staff responsibilities. I cannot comment on the current Australian regulatory framework, but I can share practical insights into how universal design and clear institutional responsibilities affect the educational experience of blind and visually impaired students. I hope these international perspectives assist the Panel in evaluating the proposed amendments.

My experience as a blind student

I am currently in the second semester of my Master’s degree in Mathematics at [REDACTED] and, as far as I am aware, the first blind mathematics student at a university in [REDACTED]. When I commenced my studies in 2021, there was very limited institutional knowledge on how to support a blind mathematics student. Together with the university’s service centre for students with disabilities (ZIS), I have had to develop accessible examination modalities, identify suitable technology, and troubleshoot barriers as they arise.

Some improvements have been achieved, for example by discovering software that can convert mathematical PDFs into Braille readable LaTeX. However, several barriers persist and consume significant time and energy:
   •   Lecturers relying exclusively on the blackboard without providing digital lecture notes, which forces me to hire assistance to manually recreate content
   •   Inaccessible online quizzes requiring visual interaction
   •   Difficulties presenting my own solutions on the blackboard
   •   Challenges checking the formatting of my own PDF output or data visualisations
   •   The time consuming process of devising individual solutions for each inaccessible task

These barriers are not due to academic difficulty. They arise from inconsistent accessibility practices and from the absence of proactive institutional design.

Why universal design matters

Universal design, especially in course materials, assessments and digital platforms, would significantly reduce the administrative burden placed on students with disabilities. If materials are accessible from the outset, students like me can focus on learning and research rather than spending hours dealing with accessibility issues.

The proposed themes in the consultation paper, namely inclusion, universal design, and clarity around inherent requirements, align closely with what would have improved my experience:
   •   Accessible materials by default would eliminate the need to reconstruct blackboard content and to deal with inaccessible PDFs
   •   Inclusive assessment design would prevent reliance on inaccessible online quizzes and visual presentation requirements unless these are essential to the learning outcomes
   •   Clear staff responsibility and training would ensure that lecturers understand their obligations, reducing inconsistent or ad hoc implementation of accommodations
   •   Early identification of inherent requirements would ensure that accessibility concerns are addressed proactively rather than reactively

From my experience, universal design benefits not only disabled students but all students. Clearer materials, consistent teaching practices, and adaptable learning tools support everyone.

Accountability and governance

One of the most important factors is institutional culture. In Austria, many lecturers are not fully aware of their responsibility to ensure accessibility, and the burden of coordination falls heavily on the student. Strengthened governance expectations, as proposed in the consultation paper, would help shift accessibility from being an optional courtesy to an institutional obligation.

Explicit standards that require inclusive practices, staff capability building, and transparent accountability would meaningfully improve outcomes for disabled students. My own experience shows that without clear expectations, implementation becomes inconsistent and largely dependent on individual goodwill.

Additional note: accessible mathematics competitions

Together with PostDoc [REDACTED], I help adapt the Mathematical Kangaroo competition for blind and visually impaired school students. Our approach includes:
   •   Providing mathematical notation in the standard Austrian exam format
   •   Making graphic content tactile via swell paper or 3D models
   •   Substituting tasks based on inherently visual reasoning
   •   Providing extra time due to tactile reading demands

This demonstrates that mathematical content can be made fully accessible with planning and expertise, further supporting why universal design in higher education is both feasible and beneficial.

Closing

Although writing from outside Australia, I strongly endorse the themes of inclusion and universal design proposed for the revised Threshold Standards. My educational journey illustrates the substantial benefits that arise when institutions design access from the outset, and the significant barriers students face when accessibility is treated as an afterthought.

Thank you for considering these reflections. I hope they assist in shaping a more inclusive higher education system for all.

Kind regards,
J. Lazarus
