13 March 2026
Dear HESP Panel
Thank you for opportunity to contribute feedback to the proposed amendments to the Higher Education Standards Framework (Threshold Standards) 2021, to help embed systemic change across Australia. 
Improving equity and making system wide changes to eliminate racism, ableism and sexism in higher education is greatly needed - as all students have the right to not only an education but a safe inclusive education. The proposed amendments to the threshold standards seek to in principle identify actions to address systemic barriers and the lack of consistency in responsibility and implementation of inclusive safe practices. However, addressing systemic racism and ableism and embedding cultural shift institutional wide will be key. 
Specific to Disability Consultation Questions
Two key publications inform this submission, which is based on responses of 222 people in universities (students and staff), of which 76% identify as having a disability.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/1360080X.2025.2478537
https://www.education.gov.au/system/files/documents/submission-file/2023-04/AUA_tranche1_Paul%20Harpur.pdf

Q. 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 drive student outcomes?
Support Inclusion and Universal Desing themes in principle. 
Support embedding universal design across teaching, learning, policy and environments (digital and physical) however UD must also be included in procurement and governance. 
To ensure universal design is meaningfully implemented in digital environments, the Threshold Standards should explicitly require institutions to adopt accessible ICT procurement practices. This includes mandating consideration of accessibility standards (such as AS EN 301 549:2020, WCAG 2.2 Level AA and ATAG 2.0) in procurement policies, procedures, and contracts for all ICT products and services (e.g., software, hardware, digital content, and third-party platforms). Without this, systemic digital barriers persist, undermining inclusion and exposing institutions to compliance risks under the DDA and Disability Standards for Education.  
Importantly, UD must be included in each part of the threshold standards.
Inherent Requirment Theme. 
The inherent requirement theme is problematic and requires much more careful consideration and framing due to systemic ableism and how inherent requirements can be used to gatekeep and exclude. It is quite limited in the consultation paper. 
If it is to be included as a theme, inherent requirement must be written, tested and overseen by disability-led higher education sector group to ensure they are reasonable and applied without discrimination. These must align and reflect Inclusive Education under Article 24 of the UNCRPD.

A stand-alone duty to provide adjustment might be better more reasonable approach. This is because first and foremost, the approach should always be reasonable adjustment. Always start from a position of needs and adjustments in line with course requirements. There could also be more work with professional bodies to ensure any inherent requirements being pushed/set are reflective of contemporary approaches, attitudes, and legislation. 
Importantly, any inherent requirements additions or amendments should align with outcomes and recommendations from the 2025 DDA review and the concurrent 2025 Review of the Disability Standards for Education, particularly regarding proactive planning for adjustments, prohibiting informal exclusionary practices, and ensuring consistent application across all educational domains (including assessments, placements, and work-integrated learning). This would support a shift from reactive to proactive inclusion. 
Q. To what extent would the proposed themes promote accountability, better governance and improved provider practice to support people with disability in higher education? 
[bookmark: _Toc221640315][bookmark: _Toc223009418]Firstly, disability must be recognised and included in the governance section of the threshold standards – this is essential for systemic change.
What would also strengthen governance and accountability for people with disabilities is to:
1. Have a disability-led disability inclusion strategy for the higher education sector that links to threshold standards
2. Introduce executive /senior leadership positions with disabilities driving this change in each institution.
3. Support co-governance models in institutions to ensure implementation and monitoring. 
4. Introduce requirements for institutions to publicly report on disability inclusion progress, including metrics on UD implementation, adjustment provision, and student outcomes, with TEQSA oversight to ensure accountability.
As we previously advised: “…our research also reinforces that realising sector-wide reforms requires a disability-led sector-wide disability inclusion strategy that will last beyond government changes, with the capacity for continual innovation and improvement.” Harper, Stafford & Ellis (2025, p. 382)
Building Disability inclusion Capability  
Building institutional capability to understand and meet disability inclusion should be consistently approached and should be part of ongoing mandatory training and development not one off. This should also be designed and delivered by and with people with disabilities. 
Summary
In summary the proposed amendments to the Higher Education Standards Framework (Threshold Standards) 2021 needs to:
· Explicitly require inclusion practices.
· Embed universal design across teaching, learning, policy and environments (digital and physical), procurement and governance.  
· Ensure UD is included in each part of the threshold standards. 
· Ensure UD in digital environments include proactive digital accessibility with ongoing auditing and remediation.
· Clarify and regulate the use of inherent requirements and ensure they are written, tested and overseen by disability-led higher education group to ensure they are reasonable and applied without discrimination.  
· Provide a stand-alone duty to provide adjustment aligning with inclusive education disability rights (UNCRPD).
· Remove outdated ableist language.
· Ensure capacity building on disability inclusion is disability-led and disability-informed in institutions, is consistent across the sector and is ongoing.
· Strengthen governance and accountability for disability inclusion. 
· Disability must be included in governance section of the threshold standards. 
· Commit to the development of disability led disability inclusion sector wide strategy /plan that sits with threshold standards. 
· Commit to developing disability senior leadership to drive institutional wide changes. 
· Introduce requirements for institutions to publicly report on disability inclusion progress.
Look forward to seeing this important work progress. We would welcome involvement in any disability-led working groups to refine these standards and opportunities to contribute to this work in the future.
Kind regards 

Dr L. Stafford PhD, MPIA 

Dr J. Newton (PhD)

